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  Chapter 263:
Lao-Hu


   


  IN THE EIGHTH MONTH, Zhongbo’s autumn harvest was sent to the granaries. On Shen Zechuan’s orders, Wang Xian went on an inspection tour of the six prefectures with Yu Xiaozai, where he tallied and prepared a report of all Zhongbo’s grain for submission to Duanzhou. The carriage wheels crushed the gravel underneath as they rolled along the road. Dressed in a round-collared robe, Wang Xian watched through the window as the city of Duanzhou loomed larger on the horizon.


  “The moat is still under construction, but the city gates have been repaired,” Yu Xiaozai said, pointing them out to Wang Xian. “Minshen-xiong,1 this is where His Lordship defended the city.”


  Wang Xian nodded and wiped sweat from his brow.


  Yu Xiaozai had worked with Wang Xian when they were both still in Qudu, but owing to the difference in their positions, they were merely nodding acquaintances. It wasn’t until this year that they had truly become familiar with one another. He said consolingly, “His Lordship is generous to those who work for him. Since he’s willing to use you, it means he’s willing to trust you. There’s no need to dwell on the past.”


  Wang Xian smiled ruefully. “I was demoted from the capital and exiled to Zhongbo. If it wasn’t for Er-ye looking out for me, my head would have already rolled. I’m beyond grateful to His Lordship for letting bygones be bygones. How can I possibly bear any grudge? I’m simply afraid I’ll stumble over my words in the hall later.”


  Yu Xiaozai understood Wang Xian’s misgivings. After some thought, he said, “Just look at me, Minshen-xiong. I came to Zhongbo at the behest of my teacher, Censor-in-Chief Cen, to negotiate a peace with His Lordship. The talks failed, and returning to Qudu was no longer an option. I thought about buying a few acres of fertile land in Zhongbo and living out the rest of my days as a commoner—but His Lordship promoted me, appointing me as a Surveillance Commissioner of Zhongbo. Minshen-xiong, you were demoted and relegated to the provinces because you were caught in the crossfire during Er-ye’s bribery case; Fu Linye and his ilk pushed you forward as a scapegoat. Er-ye is a sentimental man. He’s always remembered this incident. You were so modest about your accomplishment in successfully preparing the military grain for Libei this year. For both personal and official reasons, His Lordship won’t make things difficult for you.”


  Slightly more reassured, Wang Xian waved a hand. “My meager contributions are hardly worth mentioning.”


  The carriage arrived at the walls of Duanzhou and passed over the drawbridge. They alighted one after another and saw Fei Sheng waiting at the gates.


  “Your Excellencies must be fatigued from your long journey. Please, come in,” Fei Sheng said as he conducted the two of them inside. “His Lordship has prepared a banquet at the manor to welcome you.”


  A little alarmed, Wang Xian said, “This humble subordinate is merely following orders. How am I deserving of such favor from His Lordship?”


  “Fret not,” Yu Xiaozai said with a smile. “His Lordship isn’t one for extravagant feasts. I’m sure it’s just some common dishes to accompany the wine and tea.”


   


  “Wang Xian has been swift and efficient in organizing the military grain,” Shen Zechuan said, tilting his head to speak to Xiao Chiye behind him. “What’s even rarer is his ability to successfully liaise with the yamen of each prefecture. It’s a waste to leave him stationed in Chazhou.”


  Xiao Chiye was wrapping a bandage around Shen Zechuan’s torso. “Even back in Qudu, he had no trouble stalling when I asked for the money owed me. Of course he’s in his element dealing with the prefectural yamen.”


  Shen Zechuan sucked in a slight breath as Xiao Chiye pulled the bandage tighter. “The tyrant of Qudu is going to snap me at the waist.”


  “This waist,” Xiao Chiye said, measuring it with a spread hand as he guided Shen Zechuan back to lean on him, “is so slender it can fit in the palm of one hand.”


  “That’s why they call it the thinning waist of Shen.”2 Shen Zechuan lay against Xiao Chiye’s chest. “So envy not, my beloved Xiao-lang.”


  “In any case, it’s all mine,” Xiao Chiye said. “I’ll leave the envy to others.”


   


  Outside, the monk Jiran watched the maidservants file in and out. Putting his palms together, he tilted his head and said to Ding Tao, “We have guests.”


  Hearing the question hidden in the little monk’s observation, Ding Tao crossed his arms over his chest and answered with full understanding, “We won’t short you on your vegetarian feast. His Lordship already gave the orders.”


  A delighted smile spread over Jiran’s face. “Anitabha,” he lisped, “Ding Tao-gege, you’re even smarter than the fish in the pond!”


  Shen Zechuan had already stepped out of the main room. The preparations were complete in the side hall, and the advisors had all taken their seats. When Wang Xian and Yu Xiaozai arrived, they bowed to the prefectural governor before exchanging pleasantries with the other gentlemen at the table.


  “The laying up of grain in the six prefectures is an event of utmost importance for the rest of the year,” Shen Zechuan said. “Youjing and Minshen have both worked hard.”


  In years past, after the autumn harvest in the eighth month, the six prefectures would sort the grain and put it into storage in the granaries. Then, in the ninth month, they would calculate the surplus to prepare their reserves for winter. Had Zhongbo followed their usual methods, there was no way Libei’s military grain could have been prepared so quickly. Wang Xian, however, had been making preparations as early as the sixth month. The moment the battle in Duanzhou had concluded, he had asked the garrison troops of the six prefectures to allocate manpower to start harvesting the grain. They had finished most of the work before the eighth month, giving the six prefectures that were about to supply military grain time to catch their breath.


  Wang Xian hurriedly stood to bow. “This humble subordinate was merely acting on orders. Our success is due to Your Lordship’s foresight.”


  “I heard Tantai Hu gave you a hard time in Dunzhou?” Xiao Chiye asked Wang Xian with a smile. He hadn’t yet picked up his chopsticks.


  “General Tantai is concerned about the war; it’s only natural for him to ask about the preparations. We had a rousing chat in Dunzhou.” Wang Xian knew Xiao Chiye had personally assigned Tantai Hu to the Dunzhou garrison. He was an accomplished general who could speak before Shen Zechuan; of course Wang Xian couldn’t afford to offend him. “I wouldn’t give any credence to those rumors.”


  Then it must be true. This wasn’t the first time Tantai Hu had clashed with civil officials. He was impatient by nature, but he was a trusted subordinate of Xiao Chiye, so he and the officials and clerks in the Dunzhou yamen had tolerated one another at first. His military reports were submitted directly to Shen Zechuan’s desk, with no need to pass through the hands of the prefectural yamen. On the surface, there should have been no opportunity for conflict to arise between the two parties. But the Dunzhou Garrison Troops, who had been rewarded several times, boasted of being a branch of the Imperial Army. After the Battle of Duanzhou, they reveled in their distinguished reputation compared to the other prefectures’ garrison troops. The preparation of military grain was a matter between Wang Xian and the six prefectures’ tax circuit intendants; despite that, Tantai Hu had boldly inserted himself.


  When the world was at peace, disharmony between generals and ministers merely made the work more difficult, but in times of turmoil, discord between them was a critical issue that could disrupt the entire board.


  Ever insightful, Kong Ling stepped forward to smooth things over. “General Tantai comes from the Imperial Army and has gone through thick and thin with the men of Libei. As soon as Second Master decided to fight the Twelve Tribes, he discussed the issue of military provisions with me. Your Lordship, General Tantai has deployed troops to come to our aid several times. It’s only reasonable that he’s more attentive than others when it comes to the matter of military provisions.” He turned to smile at Yao Wenyu. “Yuanzhuo and I have been asking about the fortification of the city walls often, too, after the fright we got from that siege.”


  The advisors laughed, and the atmosphere eased.


  “Back when Minshen-xiong served as the Secretary for the Ministry of Revenue, Censor-in-Chief Cen often praised you as efficient in your work,” Yao Wenyu added. “I can see now that he wasn’t exaggerating in the least.”


  What Yao Wenyu had said was only partially true. Wang Xian was indeed capable, but his talents were an understated kind. Instead, Hai Liangyi had favored Xue Xiuzhuo, who had dealt often with the Ministry of Revenue at the time, vastly more. In addition, the Ministry of Revenue had always been under the control of the noble clans. Even if the Ministry of Personnel had wanted to promote Wang Xian in consideration of the imperial censors’ testimonials, they wouldn’t have been able to. Still, his words were well intentioned, designed to accord him the respect he was due.


  Wang Xian had been an official in the capital for too long not to understand this. Yao Wenyu’s intent was equal to Shen Zechuan’s intent—and since Yao Wenyu had spoken up to placate him, he ought not say any more. The matter of his disagreement with Tantai Hu had already been made known, and His Lordship and the second master would follow up as they saw fit.


  Wang Xian bowed. “How would I dare to accept such praise from Yuanzhuo? This humble subordinate is truly unworthy.” He relaxed a little and continued, “As for the military grain, this humble subordinate is still in need of General Tantai’s advice in certain aspects. Fortunately, the general didn’t mind and carefully analyzed the pros and cons with me. To tell Your Lordship and Er-ye the truth, this humble subordinate might have managed matters pertaining to military grain back in Qudu, but when all is said and done, I’ve never handled supplies over such a long distance. General Tantai advised me in detail on issues such as the wear and tear of grain wagons and the increase and decrease of military supplies.”


  Kong Ling cast a glance at Zhou Gui, who sat not far from him, and lamented inwardly, As expected of an official from the capital. He’s smart and perceptive, and understands your meaning from only a few words.


  Zhou Gui had arrived several days before Wang Xian and Yu Xiaozai, also to report on the preparation of military grain. At present, he was listening intently to the conversation. He only found Wang Xian to be measured in his conduct and tactful with his words, and couldn’t understand why Chengfeng kept looking at him.


  They discussed official business for a while longer before Shen Zechuan invited Wang Xian to take a seat and signaled for the banquet to start.


   


  When they returned to their room that night, Xiao Chiye seemed vexed as he slipped out of his clothes.


  Shen Zechuan kicked off his shoes. “You know how Lao-Hu is. He knows better than to become arrogant because of his achievements.”


  Xiao Chiye threw his robe aside. “The Dunzhou Garrison Troops were all recruited from Fanzhou and Dengzhou; there are a significant number of former bandits among them. If military discipline is lacking, it doesn’t bode well.”


  Candlelight spilled over one side of the wolf on Xiao Chiye’s back. It looked very imposing indeed. Shen Zechuan stretched out a finger and poked it.


  Xiao Chiye reached back to grab his hand, then gave it a squeeze. “I know Lao-Hu won’t let his victories go to his head, but I fear if he lets himself be egged on, he’ll shape the Dunzhou Garrison Troops in imitation of the Imperial Army.”


  The Imperial Army were a slippery bunch who knew how to shirk work, but that was only the case when they were idle. In times of war, they were the first to draw their blades and charge onto the battlefield. The Imperial Army dared to play at being ruffians because they were not ruffians at all. All twenty thousand men were elite soldiers Xiao Chiye had gone to great lengths to select and train. As they were all from registered military households, they had been through different training than Zhongbo’s fresh recruits. The Imperial Army soldiers had once been given the cold shoulder in Qudu, and their characters had long since been tempered into the resilient army they were today. They knew when to let loose and when to moderate themselves—something the Dunzhou Garrison Troops couldn’t hope to emulate anytime soon.


  “Once I head east with the Libei Armored Cavalry, if Qudu seizes the chance to attack Zhongbo,” Xiao Chiye warned, turning back to look at him, “you’ll have only the Dunzhou Garrison Troops to rely on.”


  Yin Chang’s death in the Battle of Duanzhou had been a heavy blow. The freshly formed Cizhou Garrison Troops needed a new commander, but finding a suitable candidate took time. The Duanzhou Garrison Troops had suffered high casualties, while the Fanzhou and Dengzhou Garrison Troops had only been recently established. The only forces that could truly hold their own on the field were the Dunzhou Garrison Troops and Embroidered Uniform Cavalry, and the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry was still a small group.


  “Tantai Long could die for Dunzhou, and so can Tantai Hu.” Shen Zechuan tilted his head up to look at Xiao Chiye. “You’ll be riding thousands of miles eastward, so don’t worry about your rear. I have my ways.”


  “We’ve long considered the Eight Great Battalions incompetent, but now that Han Cheng is dead, they will have a new commissioner.” Xiao Chiye’s knit brows betrayed his worry. “If Xue Xiuzhuo has a good candidate…”


  With the vise grip of the noble clans loosened, the right commander could reform the Eight Great Battalions.


  “I’ll leave five thousand Imperial Army soldiers with you,” Xiao Chiye said. “If anything happens, they will protect you with their lives.”


   


  Days later, Tantai Hu answered his summons and arrived in Duanzhou. The moment he stepped into the manor, he fell to his knees before Xiao Chiye.


  “Master—”


  “You are the governor’s general now,” Xiao Chiye said.


  Tantai Hu lowered his head and changed his tune. “Er-ye! Did that crook tattle on me? He came into the territory to prepare military provisions and insisted on auditing Dunzhou’s grain ledgers. Wang Xian accused my Dunzhou Garrison Troops of squandering public funds in front of everyone in the yamen!” He raised his head in indignation. “Er-ye, among all the garrison troops of the six prefectures, Dunzhou is the only one that can provide timely assistance. We send reinforcements everywhere to fight the Biansha baldies, so of course our military expenditure is higher than the others! Why does he need to go on and on about it? The governor is aware of this too!”


  Xiao Chiye leaned comfortably in his chair, one arm propped on his knee. He turned his thumb ring and said nothing.


  Chen Yang, waiting in attendance off to the side, tried to catch Tantai Hu’s eye several times, but Tantai Hu refused to look in his direction. He knew Xiao Chiye’s temper, but he himself was fuming. Forcing his voice to remain steady, he continued, “If Wang Xian has something to say, he should say it to my face! Why stoop so low as to slander me behind my back? What’s the fucking difference between him and those officials shamelessly currying favor in Qudu? He said I squandered public funds. Bah! I haven’t even mentioned him wasting grain with Luo Mu in Chazhou!”


  “You feel you’ve been wronged.” Xiao Chiye raised his eyes.


  Upon seeing Xiao Chiye’s expression, Tantai Hu couldn’t help but feel a lump in his throat. “I’ve braved untold dangers with Er-ye; how can I let them walk all over me like this?! His Lordship knows the accounts as well as I do, yet he doesn’t reprimand Wang Xian. I—I won’t submit to that rat!”


  “You won’t submit to him?” Xiao Chiye’s voice crackled with frost. “And so you had them kick Wang Xian out of the yamen? Is that your jurisdiction? When I sent you to Dunzhou, Lanzhou made it clear that the civil administration doesn’t outrank you. You don’t outrank them either!”


  Tantai Hu’s chest heaved. “That may be, but how can I let him speak like that about us? I’d let down the brothers under my command!”


  “I looked through the expenditures of the Dunzhou Garrison Troops. When you returned with the troops after the siege of Duanzhou, the first thing you did was gather the local gentry to drink and feast.” Xiao Chiye’s mouth was set in a hard line. “The cost for the extravagant banquet was expensed out of Dunzhou’s public funds. How very impressive of you, Tantai Hu. His Lordship handsomely rewarded the Dunzhou Garrison Troops in Duanzhou, yet you weren’t satisfied and just had to reach beyond your means to give the soldiers a feast. If you ask me, you’re the one who’s let me down!”


  “Yin Chang took Fanzhou with ease, yet when the Cizhou Garrison Troops returned, His Lordship hosted a banquet to reward them. But when it came to the Dunzhou Garrison Troops, we were only rewarded with silver.” Tantai Hu forced his rising voice back down. “Er-ye, can taels of silver buy the lives of my brothers? It’s for His Lordship’s sake that I—”


  Xiao Chiye jolted to his feet, his shadow enveloping Tantai Hu.


  “Er-ye!” Chen Yang dropped to his knees with a thud. “He is simple-minded. He thought only about the banquet! Squandering prefectural funds is no doubt wrong. Please just punish him!”


  The latitude Shen Zechuan had given Tantai Hu was a gift of kindness, but it didn’t mean Tantai Hu could hold this kindness hostage to make demands. If he dared take such decisions into his own hands now due to minor discontent, he could just as easily disregard His Lordship over a larger matter in the future. He had clashed with the civil officials several times, and Shen Zechuan had smoothed it over without so much as a word on each occasion out of consideration for Xiao Chiye.


  Tantai Hu knew he had misspoken in his desperation. He kept his head down, but he couldn’t bring himself to plead for mercy.


  “Give him the ledger of the Dunzhou granary.” Xiao Chiye picked up Wolfsfang and fastened it at his hip. “Show him the land Tantai Long guarded with his life.”


  Chen Yang brought out the ledger and presented it to Tantai Hu.


  “Your soldiers,” Xiao Chiye emphasized the words, “were free to fill their stomachs only because the commoners of Cizhou and Dunzhou tightened their belts to make every coin and grain of rice count. You served all kinds of delicacies at your banquet, but my Lanzhou, bedridden, was still eating wild vegetables in Duanzhou with his advisors.”


  Tantai Hu’s eyes reddened as he looked at the details in the ledger. He had realized the error of his ways, but still he was reluctant to concede. “The granaries looked abundant the last time I saw them in Dunzhou…”


  Xiao Chiye whistled, raising an arm for Meng to land, and walked away without looking back.




  Chapter 264:
Shao Clan


   


  THE PREPARATIONS for the expedition east concluded at the beginning of the ninth month. Chen Yang and Guo Weili set off with the provisions ahead of the main troops. The trail past Mount Luo had been restored, so the Zhongbo grain wagons would travel directly from Dunzhou to Mount Luo, and then from Mount Luo to Second Sand Camp. Libei had mobilized large numbers of troops from all its camps, leaving Zuo Qianqiu and Zhao Hui stationed at First and Second Sand Camp respectively for defense. This time, Xiao Chiye would take ninety thousand of Libei’s best soldiers with him.


  “You alone carry all these men’s provisions on your shoulders,” Xiao Jiming said to Shen Zechuan. He gazed out at the Hongyan Mountains jutting up along the horizon. Dressed simply in his day robes, he showed no sign of ill health. “When A-Ye returns in triumph, Libei shall have to thank Zhongbo properly.”


  “Amur has wild ambitions. If we don’t wipe him out in a decisive strike, he will return again. When that happens, Duanzhou will be the first to bear the brunt of his attacks. This expedition is for Zhongbo’s sake as well.” Shen Zechuan turned aside. “The tenth month is when the common folk have spare time to supplement their families’ incomes; the six prefectures can focus on the construction of fortifications. By setting off now, A-Ye won’t disrupt the commoners’ farm work by marching an army across the land—at least not until the third month next year.”


  The wind sent Xiao Jiming’s sleeves fluttering, revealing the armguards on both wrists. “He’s a chief commander now.”


  Shen Zechuan often felt Xiao Chiye’s caresses on his cheek at night. It didn’t matter what work he had during the day; unless it was absolutely necessary, Xiao Chiye would prefer to remain at home. He would much rather gaze upon Lanzhou all day and all night.


  “A prized sword is sharpened through honing.” Shen Zechuan followed his gaze to the Hongyan Mountains, a complicated look in his eyes. “My greatest concerns are rough terrain and bad weather. This expedition will prove arduous beyond our imagination.”


  “With Lu Guangbai there to assist A-Ye, you needn’t worry too much.” Xiao Jiming looked at Shen Zechuan. “Yizhi said you were badly injured and bedridden after the Battle of Duanzhou. Now that most of the Libei Armored Cavalry has left, only Wu Ziyu at Mount Luo will be available to assist Duanzhou. If anything happens, you must go to him for reinforcements.”


  Of the one hundred twenty thousand soldiers of the Libei Armored Cavalry, only thirty thousand remained. The Libei homeland was a massive territory, and the manpower left behind in each camp was scant; it would be difficult to mobilize any forces. Until Xiao Chiye’s return, Shen Zechuan would only have the Dunzhou Garrison Troops, the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry, and the five thousand men of the Imperial Army Xiao Chiye had left behind.


  Shen Zechuan’s brow creased slightly. “Has Dage heard any rumors?”


  “Back when the noble clans ruled over state affairs, their power forced the talented men of Qudu into hiding. Now…” Xiao Jiming smiled at Shen Zechuan. “…it’s time for them to come forward and show their mettle.”


   


  Qiao Tianya tipped the candle, dripping the wax onto the base of the candleholder in the shape of a rabbit. From time to time, he cast a glance into the inner chamber, where Gao Zhongxiong was still sitting.


  Of late, Yao Wenyu’s brush scarcely left his hand. He wrote feverishly, spending less and less time sleeping. On several occasions, Qiao Tianya had entered at daybreak to find Yao Wenyu still bent over his desk. The tabletop was a mess of loose pages, while the bookshelf nearby grew increasingly packed.


  “The Imperial College spoke out in support of Xue Yanqing because he removed the noble clans from power,” said Yao Wenyu. “We don’t yet know what will happen in the tenth month, but if Er-ye’s expedition goes smoothly, Qudu will surely issue an official denunciation and call to arms by the eleventh month.”


  “When the time comes, they will undoubtedly bring up Shen Wei’s treason,” Gao Zhongxiong said.


  “That’s right.” Yao Wenyu dipped his brush in ink but didn’t put it to paper.


  Shen Wei’s defeat was set in stone. Unless Shen Zechuan was willing to twist the narrative and foist Shen Wei’s crimes onto Hua Siqian, he would have to weather the denunciation in both speech and writing, no matter how he tried to defend himself.


  “Mister Chengfeng and I made no headway either during our earlier discussion,” Gao Zhongxiong said. It was the dead of night, and all was silent. Arm resting on the desk, he sighed at Yao Wenyu. “If Shen Wei’s name could be replaced with Ji Gang’s, we could claim His Lordship is Ji Gang-shifu’s youngest son. Back when Duanzhou was under attack—”


  Yao Wenyu waved a hand. “When Xiao Jiming came to Duanzhou’s aid that year, he personally verified the governor’s identity. The Embroidered Uniform Guard later went to Dunzhou and conducted a thorough investigation as well—His Lordship’s name was on the Shen Clan’s ancestral records. Besides, His Lordship resembles his mother. There will be old acquaintances in Qudu who still remember Bai Cha’s charm.”


  “Then what should we do?” Gao Zhongxiong asked. “When the denunciation comes out and stirs up public sentiment, we’ll be off to a bad start.”


  Yao Wenyu’s brush hovered, but he still didn’t touch it to the page, letting the ink drip onto the paper. “Let me think about it some more,” he said.


  It was growing late; Gao Zhongxiong could no longer keep Yao Wenyu from his rest. He stood and prepared to leave, but on seeing Yao Wenyu still deep in thought, he advised, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Look at how reluctant the people of the six prefectures were to acknowledge His Lordship, but they’re completely won over now, aren’t they? It’s not impossible!”


  “That’s because His Lordship held off a siege at the city gates and was willing to suffer hardship alongside the people.” At last, Yao Wenyu set down the brush. “It’s late. You should get back; we can continue tomorrow.”


  Gao Zhongxiong bowed and took his leave.


  The beaded curtain swayed. The candle in Qiao Tianya’s hand was about to burn out. Glancing at Yao Wenyu, still sitting at his desk, he said, “It’s true His Lordship is a descendant of the Prince of Jianxing, but it’s also true His Lordship has reclaimed the wastelands in the six prefectures for farms and implemented the Yellow Register system here.” Wax dripped steadily and covered the base of the candleholder as he continued, nonchalant, “However, the authenticity of the girl emperor is a different story.”


  Something stirred in Yao Wenyu’s mind. He turned his head.


  “The key in any game of weiqi”—Qiao Tianya blew out the candle—“is to seize the advantage by making the first move.”


   


  Qudu was stiflingly hot in the ninth month. Leaving morning court, Cen Yu spotted Chen Zhen, the Minister of War, at the entrance of the palace. Surprised, he walked over. “I don’t usually see you around. Are you waiting for me here because you wanted to speak about something?”


  Chen Zhen gestured for Cen Yu to board his carriage. Once the two men had settled down in their seats, he stroked his well-groomed beard and began, “I’m here to sound you out. A month ago, the Eight Great Battalions began recruiting new soldiers, gathering the young and strong from the eight cities. They have forty thousand now. What does Boran have planned for these troops?”


  Cen Yu gathered up his sleeves, confused. “Why not ask him? The commander of the capital’s troops ought to be nominated by your Ministry of War. What? You don’t have a candidate?”


  “I’ve been the Minister of War for nearly thirty years. Whether it was the Four Generals of Yongyi or the Four Generals of Xiande, they were all recommended by me. How could I not have a candidate in mind?” Chen Zhen looked uncomfortable. “But the situation is different this time.”


  “Different how?”


  “The man I want to recommend,” Chen Zhen said, “is a steamed bun seller.”


  Cen Yu’s mouth dropped open in surprise in a rare moment of discomposure.


  “Xunyi, this matter is of utmost importance. I hope you can work with me to persuade Boran. Hua Siqian persecuted the loyal and virtuous, so it’s to be expected that Qudu has no generals. Now that we have a sensible and wise new emperor, she will surely be able to exonerate former ministers who have suffered injustices!”


  Chen Zhen had always been scrupulous in his duties before the throne. He lifted the hem of his robe and bowed to Cen Yu in the cramped interior of the carriage. “During the reign of Yongyi, the Hua and Pan factions colluded with Ji Lei to frame the Eastern Palace for treason. The crown prince slit his throat in the Temple of Guilt, and countless subordinates of the Eastern Palace met their ends. Several officials from the Ministry of War were implicated, their entire families executed and estates seized. Don’t you remember what happened to Shao Chengbi and Qiao Kanghai?”


  “The empress dowager is already dead,” Cen Yu said. “Even Her Majesty will likely have misgivings about dredging up the old Eastern Palace case. Besides, no one from the Shao or Qiao Clans survived. What are you planning to do?” A thought occurred to him. “Xinzhi, don’t tell me you…”


  “Shao Chengbi is my elder brother-in-law.” Chen Zhen set his palms on his knees. When he looked up, his eyes were dark. “When the court seized his estates, I bribed a prison guard at the Ministry of Justice and hid him right here in Qudu.”


  The color drained from Cen Yu’s face.


  “He endured humiliation and scrabbled to survive for twenty-seven years—all for this day.”




  Chapter 265:
Chengbi


   


  IT WAS DEEP IN THE NIGHT when Ge Qingqing stopped at the steamed bun stall on the way to the Temple of Guilt. He plucked a few coins from his palm. “Sir, two buns, please.”


  The old man who owned this steamed-bun stall was blind in one eye. He turned his head slightly as Ge Qingqing spoke, as if trying to hear what he was saying. He lifted the lid of the bamboo steamer and wrapped up the last two steamed buns in oilpaper before handing them over.


  “Thanks,” Ge Qingqing said.


  “For an old customer, no charge,” the old man replied, his voice hoarse.


  Ge Qingqing, in the middle of handing him the money, froze with his arm outstretched. His eyes flicked up to stare at the old man. Most of the lanterns on the streets had gone dark by this hour, leaving only one, in the last throes of its life, hanging near the steamed-bun stall, casting long shadows over the ground.


  Back when Ge Qingqing was in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, he’d always treated his colleagues to the buns here. It wasn’t that the steamed buns from this stall were particularly tasty, but the location had been convenient—he could head directly to the Temple of Guilt from here. His jaw was shadowed with stubble now; he was no longer as fresh and clean-cut as he’d been in those days. What was more, he no longer carried himself like a soldier. His mannerisms were no different from any normal merchant, yet this blind old man still recognized him.


  “Oh, you remember me?” Ge Qingqing asked offhandedly.


  Lifting the steamer tray in his arms, the old man hobbled as he tidied his stall—a wounded leg gave him a limp. He stacked the trays, dragged out the water basin from under the table, and tossed the dirty bowls and chopsticks in. “You were here yesterday.”


  Ge Qingqing took a bite of a steamed bun. “You’ve got the wrong guy.”


  The old man washed his bowls and didn’t speak again. Standing in the street, Ge Qingqing finished his buns, then fished out a handkerchief to wipe his hands as he strode away. The wind, carrying the faint fragrance of rouge, set the darkened lanterns swinging noisily. Just before Ge Qingqing stepped into the shadows, he turned and tossed the copper coins in his hand back toward the stall. The coins clinked as they landed on the greasy tabletop. He tucked his handkerchief back in his robe as he walked off.


  The old man washed the dishes in silence. Only when it was almost dawn did he put the bowls and chopsticks neatly away. Nearby, a vegetable vendor pushing a hand cart shouted, “Uncle Cheng, open for business so early?”


  The old man pulled the towel off his shoulder and wiped his brow. “Nah. I’m quitting.”


  “Huh?” The vegetable vendor set down the cart and leaned an elbow against the edge of the stall. “But why?”


  The old man tossed the towel onto the table but didn’t touch the money Ge Qingqing had left. He turned his gaze toward the end of the street. “I have another job now.”


   


  Li Jianting dozed, the memorial in her hand slipping down into her lap. A sudden weight on her shoulders jolted her awake. She slapped away Fuman’s hand and cried, “How dare you!”


  Fuman, the blanket still in his hands, dropped to his knees and slapped himself on the mouth. “This humble servant deserves to be struck for disturbing Your Majesty’s rest! I ought to be beaten!”


  Seeing that it was only Fuman, Li Jianting let her head fall back in relief.


  Fuman snuck a glance at her. “There are basins of ice inside this hall, so it’s quite cool. If Your Majesty is tired, this humble servant will walk you to your rooms for a rest.” Without waiting for her answer, he made to stand up and assist her.


  “On your knees!” Li Jianting hissed.


  Fuman hurriedly dropped back to the ground, both hands holding the blanket high. Aggrieved, he said, “Your Majesty, Your Majesty, please be appeased! This humble servant was only anxious for Your Majesty’s health.”


  His voice reminded Li Jianting of the men she despised. She groped for the memorial in her lap, only to realize her hand was trembling.


  Fuman shuffled forward on his knees. “Your Majesty mustn’t get angry because of this humble servant. Your health is of utmost importance.”


  Li Jianting gathered herself before she could jump to her feet and back away. Clutching the memorial, she allowed her expression to soften slightly as she said, “We had a nightmare earlier. We must have frightened you. Hurry and rise.”


  Only when Fuman saw Li Jianting’s neutral expression did he set his mind at ease and stand up. “It’s cold in here. The next time Your Majesty feels tired, just summon this humble servant.”


  “Teacher will be here later.” Li Jianting tossed the memorial on the desk aside as Fuman drew closer. “Why aren’t you waiting in attendance at the office compound?”


  Fuman’s mind was too preoccupied with his imminent promotion and wealth to notice Li Jianting’s actions. He bowed low in congratulations. “This humble servant is here to report good news to Your Majesty!”


  “The grain ledgers from Juexi are here?” Li Jianting asked.


  “Not yet. The relay station said they’re on the way. It will probably be in the next couple of days. The good news is that the palace depository has worked out this month’s accounts. Turns out, the depository has made eighty thousand taels of silver for Your Majesty.”


  She hadn’t expected this and blurted in surprise, “Isn’t the custodian of the palace depository new to his post?”


  “That’s right, Your Majesty, and he was recommended by this humble servant.” Fuman positively beamed. “He’s Lord Xue Xiuyi, who used to work in the Ministry of Revenue.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s elder brother. Li Jianting’s eyes darkened.


  “If you ask me, Lord Xue’s talents have been wasted before now!” Fuman said. “He has only just assumed office, and he’s already tapping new sources of income and reducing expenses. He’s been keeping all the regional officials and merchants who come into the capital in line.”


  “How so?”


  “Your Majesty, anyone who brings goods into the capital must pay taxes.” Fuman bent over to whisper to Li Jianting. “But they’re not easy to collect. Too many dishonest crooks are shirking the tax. But Lord Xue has a way with them. He not only collected on all outstanding debts, he even acquired many rare treasures for Your Majesty in the process.”


  The custodian of the palace depository managed the tribute regions outside the capital sent to Qudu every month. Half of the fruits and vegetables the emperor consumed came from this tribute. The custodian dealt with all the relevant merchants and regional officials. The tax Ge Qingqing paid when he entered the capital had also gone into this pot. The position of depository custodian wasn’t a high office, and the tax collectors under him were minor functionaries. Their work brought them into close dealings with the eunuchs, and over time, the eunuchs had come to have the final say over the palace depository.


  “That much?” Li Jianting asked.


  “This is still too little.” Fuman counted on his fingers. “Leaving the merchants from the eight cities aside for the time being—Your Majesty, the traveling merchants from the thirteen cities of Juexi and Hezhou are practically swimming in silver. Now that the rebels are running amok, these profiteers are doing business in Zhongbo, where they care nothing for virtue and etiquette. They eat better and wear richer clothes than the officials from the capital. These people are willing to spend money on themselves, but they begrudge the imperial court their due. What they’ve needed is someone to teach them a proper lesson, put them in their place.”


  “Is Xue Pingjing truly so capable?” Li Jianting feigned ignorance. “No one’s mentioned him before.”


  “That’s because he wasn’t put to appropriate use in the past,” Fuman said, playing up to her. “It’s all thanks to Your Majesty’s discerning eye for talent!”


  Spotting Fengquan passing by outside the window, Li Jianting knew Kong Qiu had arrived. She lowered her voice and said to Fuman, “You’ve done well with this matter. We shall meet him some other day.”


  Fuman radiated glee as he retreated, still holding the blanket. When he stepped out, he bowed to Kong Qiu but merely granted Fengquan a slight nod.


  Outside, Fengquan announced, “Your Majesty, the Grand Secretary is here.”


   


  Ji Gang was napping on the rattan chair in the courtyard while Xiao Xun and Jiran leaned over the arms, stealthily drawing a mustache on his face with an ink-laden brush.


  “Anitabha,” Jiran whispered. “A big tiger.”


  “Grandpa is mighty, and the tiger is the mightiest.” Xiao Xun made the mustache curl up at the corners.


  Feeling his nose itch, Ji Gang let out an earth-shattering sneeze, and the two children disappeared behind the rattan chair. Rather than wipe his face, Ji Gang lifted Xiao Xun by the scruff and feigned anger as he pinched his real mustache. “You disrupted my sweet dream. See how I deal with the two of you!”


  Xiao Xun thought Ji Gang was going to strike him and threw his arms over his head. Instead, Ji Gang hoisted him up and nuzzled his face against Xiao Xun’s cheek. His mustache was like a soaked brush, smearing ink all over Xiao Xun’s face.


  Huo Lingyun entered to see Xiao Xun and Jiran running in circles around the rattan chair. He followed the long walkway until he came under the eaves, where Fei Sheng was watching the boisterous scene with his arms crossed.


  “Would you look at the heir,” he said to Huo Lingyun. “He was so fair and clean when he arrived.”


  Huo Lingyun nodded in perfunctory agreement. “Are any of the gentlemen inside?”


  Fei Sheng glanced at him. “Is something the matter?”


  Huo Lingyun retrieved an envelope from his sleeve pocket. It was Ge Qingqing’s letter to the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry, packed with information about the situation in Qudu. It was unsealed, already opened and read. “Take a look.”


  Fei Sheng accepted the letter. Sunlight shone upon the eaves, accentuating the vibrance of the residence’s new coat of paint while concealing its age. When he finished reading, his expression was calm. “Have you shown it to Qiao Tianya?”


  “I haven’t seen him,” Huo Lingyun answered. “He led Squad Three out of the city first thing this morning.”


  “Hold on.” Fei Sheng folded the letter, then turned to lift the bamboo blinds. He bowed as he stepped inside and reported, “Master, I have Ge Qingqing’s letter here. It’s about the post of commissioner for the capital troops. The Embroidered Uniform Cavalry daren’t make any move until you look it over.”


  Inside, Gao Zhongxiong fell silent. Shen Zechuan gestured for him to sit with his fan, then nudged the fan open with his newly bandage-free hand. To Fei Sheng he said, “Bring it here.”


  Fei Sheng opened the letter and set it down beside Shen Zechuan’s hand.


  “Shao Chengbi…” Shen Zechuan said. “I remember no such person among the official reviews from the reign of Xiande. Was he recommended by Chen Zhen?”


  “Master.” Fei Sheng bent slightly and reminded him, “He was from the Ministry of War.”


  Shen Zechuan’s expression tensed slightly. He read it again. “The Ministry of War during the reign of Yongyi?” He looked at Fei Sheng and swiftly tried to recall. “That would be…Shao Chengbi, the Vice Minister of the Ministry of War who was thrown into prison when Ji Lei framed him after the Eastern Palace case?”


  “Master has an excellent memory. It is indeed him,” Fei Sheng replied. “Now that the Eight Great Battalions are calling themselves the capital troops, all officers of the sixth rank and above were dismissed and replaced. On the Minister of War Chen Zhen’s recommendation, and after the Grand Secretariat’s vetting, the position of commissioner was granted to Shao Chengbi, who had changed his name to Cheng Bi. Ge Qingqing said this man never left Qudu all these years; he went into hiding close to the Temple of Guilt, where he sold buns.”


  “Shao Chengbi is Chen Zhen’s elder brother-in-law. It’s reasonable for Chen Zhen to have wanted to save him, but he ought to be over sixty years old by now.” Shen Zechuan closed the folding fan. “Qudu wants to give him the tiger tally, but can he still mount a horse and wield a spear?”


  “It’s not just that, Master. In order to conceal his identity, he destroyed his voice with poison and even blinded himself in one eye,” Fei Sheng said.


  As the Minister of War, Chen Zhen had recommended numerous able generals throughout his career. This man was like Cen Yu—a connoisseur with a discerning eye for talent. However, Qudu was at a critical juncture. Did Chen Zhen hand the position of commissioner to the aged Shao Chengbi solely because Qudu had no better general to choose from, or because Shao Chengbi was actually up to the task?


  Zhou Gui looked at Shen Zechuan. “In promoting a former minister from a previous reign, it appears the emperor means to redress the injustice suffered by the Eastern Palace during the reign of Yongyi.”


  “It’s not as easy as it sounds,” Kong Ling said.


  “The threats within the eight cities have yet to be fully eradicated,” Yao Wenyu agreed. “If the emperor were to overturn the verdict regarding the late crown prince now, she would have to first apprehend all the remaining members of the noble clans.” He covered his teacup with the lid. “She has just barely found her footing. This is a risk she cannot afford to take.”


  Li Jianting had already made an example out of one as a warning to the others: She had used the flogging punishment to frighten the Helian Marquis so badly that he had taken to his bed, and the other clans suddenly began to make up their arrears in field taxes on their own initiative. With that, Qudu had finally gotten a breather and could now spare time and energy to rebuild the capital troops. Overturning the crown prince’s old case now would only be detrimental to the stability the new emperor was building.


  “The old case of the Eastern Palace implicates countless officials. To overturn the verdict, it would require time and due process,” Yao Wenyu continued. “It can’t be rushed.”


  His comment was also a tactful reminder to Shen Zechuan—they couldn’t afford to rush either. The old case of the Eastern Palace was even thornier than that of Shen Wei’s defeat.


  “The Shao Clan has been in hiding for a long time,” Shen Zechuan said. “We’ll have to ask Qiao Tianya about this.”


   


  Qiao Tianya didn’t return until later that night. He removed his armor in the side hall before entering to find Shen Zechuan in the main room. After reading Ge Qingqing’s letter, he said, “If it’s really Uncle Shao, we’ll have to move more soldiers to the Beiyuan Training Grounds.”


  “The Shao Clan served the Ministry of War, and Shao Chengbi was its Vice Minister. He’s not only familiar with the deployment details of all the regions outside the capital, he even has a topographical map of Zhongbo.” Shen Zechuan brushed aside the tea foam with the lid. “Ce’an just left, so Qudu won’t dare to mobilize troops just yet—but we must return to Cizhou before the tenth month.”


  If Yin Chang were still alive, Shen Zechuan could remain firmly in place in Duanzhou. But without the old general, Shen Zechuan had to be in Cizhou to coordinate the movement of Cizhou’s and Dunzhou’s garrison troops.


  “That’s right.” Qiao Tianya casually folded the letter into a paper crane. “The Shao Clan was already considered a family of generals as far back as the days of the Three Yao. The Ministry of War is not like the other five ministries. Back then, Uncle Shao was promoted into his position by the grand mentor himself. He has real talent.”


  The so-called Three Yao referred to three ministers of importance in the Grand Secretariat during the reign of the Yong’an Emperor, all of whom had come from the Yao Clan of Jincheng. Of them, Yao Wenyu’s paternal grandfather had been the most influential member. It had been the Yao Clan’s golden era, but it had also ushered in the beginning of the Yao Clan’s decisive retreat.


  “For the sake of self-preservation, my father switched his allegiance to the Hua Clan after the grand mentor was imprisoned. Uncle Shao broke off all ties with my father.” Qiao Tianya held the paper crane to the candle and let it burn to ash. “When I was exiled from Qudu, I heard he had already been beheaded.”


  “If Shao Chengbi was promoted by the grand mentor, he must’ve called the grand mentor ‘Teacher,’” Fei Sheng said. “Master is the grand mentor’s pupil. Looking at it this way, we’re related to him too.”


  “The number of people the grand mentor promoted during the reign of Yongyi is too many to count.” Qiao Tianya wiped away the soot on his hands. “Though Uncle Shao was one of them, he had no close ties to the Eastern Palace or the grand mentor. Besides, it was the Li Clan who slapped a criminal charge on the Shao Clan. The Li Clan should be the one to redress the injustice they suffered.”


  “But didn’t Yuanzhuo say the emperor can’t afford to take the risk?” Zhou Gui wondered aloud.


  “She is indeed ill-equipped to do so at this moment.” The tea in Yao Wenyu’s cup had gone cold. “But once Shao Chengbi defeats the external threat that is Zhongbo, she’ll be able to focus on removing the internal threat posed by the noble clans.”


  Xiao Chiye’s eastward advance left Libei empty and Zhongbo with no reinforcements to come to their aid. If Qudu didn’t attack now, then when?


  “If it comes down to it, don’t we still have Tantai Hu?” Zhou Gui said.


  “Lao-Hu is impatient and rash. He needs supervision.” Shen Zechuan took a moment to muster his energy. “Fei Sheng, go tell Shifu. We’re heading back to Cizhou.”




  Chapter 266:
Youjing


   


  TANTAI HU STOOD WITH HIS HAND on the hilt of his blade and listened as the messenger finished his report. He nodded and turned to duck back into the military tent. A few Dunzhou Garrison soldiers, all of them Tantai Hu’s trusted subordinates, were sharing a pipe inside.


  “It’s orders from His Lordship,” one of them, a young man with brittle, yellowing hair, guessed. “But why do you look unhappy, sir?”


  “Stop smoking that damn pipe. It’s fouling up the air!” Tantai Hu removed his blade from his belt. “His Lordship wants me to transfer troops to the Beiyuan Training Grounds.”


  At the sight of Tantai Hu’s dour expression, the soldiers quickly snuffed out the pipe. The young man who had spoken up was called Liu Kong, and he had been recruited from Fanzhou. He had a way with words that had gotten him into Tantai Hu’s good graces, and these days, he was often found at his side.


  Liu Kong lifted the tent flap to disperse the smell and edged over to Tantai Hu’s side. With a grin, he said, “His Lordship’s willingness to use the general means that he didn’t take Wang Xian’s accusations to heart. He still trusts you.”


  “Of course His Lordship trusts me.” Tantai Hu’s blade clanged as he set it on the table.


  “So why is the general still angry?”


  “His Lordship is sending Yu Xiaozai here to supervise the army. He’s on the way and should be arriving the day after tomorrow.” The scar on Tantai Hu’s face twitched uncomfortably. “Er-ye never had this rule before.”


  “Sir, you are Er-ye’s trusted aide.” Liu Kong schooled his face to seriousness. “It’s not the same with His Lordship.”


  Tantai Hu’s expression turned even more grave. After receiving his reprimand from Xiao Chiye in Duanzhou, he had proceeded to beg Shen Zechuan’s forgiveness, then paid back the yamen’s public funds upon his return to Dunzhou. If there was no war at the start of next year, he’d committed his soldiers to help Dunzhou’s yamen with farm work. None of this was insurmountable, but the incident weighed on his heart. He’d been constantly worried Shen Zechuan would toss him aside over this and never put him to use again. Now, though Shen Zechuan continued to entrust Dunzhou’s troops to him, it was only under the oversight of a military inspector.


  “General,” Liu Kong said, lowering his voice. “His Lordship is skilled in the art of checks and balances—that’s the art of the sovereign. Lord Yu has been named Surveillance Commissioner of the six prefectures. When he’s here, he outranks you. Bear with it, sir. When Er-ye returns, there will be a chance for you to plead your case.”


  But Tantai Hu was increasingly uneasy. “Er-ye is wholeheartedly devoted to His Lordship these days. He won’t listen to me. If I complain, I might just end up adding fuel to the fire.”


  “You forget, sir.” Liu Kong laid it out for Tantai Hu: “His Lordship wants you at the Beiyuan Training Grounds because he wants you to guard Cizhou. The general is brave and valiant, so you’re sure to emerge victorious. When you win the battle, Er-ye will be pleased. Bring it up again then, and he’ll agree to remove the military inspector.”


  Still uncertain, Tantai Hu said, “Er-ye probably won’t be back until next year.”


  “Isn’t that just perfect? The safety of all six prefectures lies in the general’s hands. What a great accomplishment this will be!” Liu Kong saw Tantai Hu’s brow unknot slightly and continued, “Besides, what’s there to fear from Yu Xiaozai? He’s an official from the capital and a pupil of Cen Yu from the Chief Surveillance Bureau. Who knows if his loyalty to His Lordship is genuine? Sir, I know you’re not one to measure the heart of a gentleman with the ruler of a petty man, but with war at hand, we can’t help but be on our guard.”


  “Youjing…” Tantai Hu was momentarily tongue-tied.


  That was right—Yu Xiaozai was Cen Yu’s pupil. Instead of returning to the capital to continue serving as an official, he had remained in Zhongbo. His Lordship put utmost trust in him, but what if he was a Qudu spy? Wouldn’t His Lordship be in danger?


  “You’re right.” Tantai Hu glanced down at the blade on the table. “Er-ye entrusted the six prefectures to me, so I have to ensure the safety of His Lordship and Cizhou. Victory is the only acceptable outcome. When the time comes, if there’s anything off about Youjing…it’ll be my responsibility to deal with him!”


  Liu Kong lit the pipe for Tantai Hu and passed it over. “I’ll keep an eye on him for you, sir.”


   


  Head pillowed on his arms, Xiao Chiye lay on the barren sand and listened to the Chashi River lapping at its banks. Silently, he counted the stars above him.


  He finished counting them once—it was Shen Lanzhou.


  He counted them again—still Shen Lanzhou.


  Lu Guangbai added more wood to the campfire and glanced to his left, where all was quiet. “Did you bring the warriors from the Huiyan tribe to negotiate with Amur’s six tribes?”


  “There’s no negotiating with Amur.” Xiao Chiye cast a glance at Lu Guangbai. “Er-ye is invincible now. If he wants to negotiate, he can come to me.”


  “You haven’t grown any taller,” Lu Guangbai said, “yet your ego’s certainly inflated.”


  “Grow any taller, and my head’ll be brushing the sky.” Xiao Chiye heaved a sigh. “I’m tall enough.”


  “The scouts said the Liaoying tribe stationed near Gedal has withdrawn.” Lu Guangbai picked at the taros nestled among the embers. “Amur is planning to concentrate his troops deep in the desert and wait for us there.”


  “Is that so?” Catching a whiff of the cooking taros, Xiao Chiye sat up. Heedless of the scalding heat, he picked out a likely looking specimen. “All of Amur’s plans revolved around Hassen. Now that Hassen is dead, why would the rest of the tribes be willing to stay on the front lines and fight for him?”


  “It seems grain is a headache for everyone,” Lu Guangbai said. “Without Hassen, the Hulu tribe has to look out for themselves. Even if they don’t follow Amur, they can still return to the oasis by Lake Chiti and carry on with their lives—hey, I haven’t eaten yet.”


  Xiao Chiye and Lu Guangbai ate too quickly as they fought over the last taro. Both puffed out hot breaths, mouths burning.


  “It’s the same with or without the Hulu tribe.” Xiao Chiye sucked in cool air. “The Hulu tribe’s oasis can’t feed all of Amur’s troops. Why else would he be farming in Gedal? Ever since we severed his supply route in Zhongbo, he’s been wanting a quick battle.”


  “That’s also why he’s mobilizing troops.” Lu Guangbai braced his hands on his knees. His tongue felt numb. “My mouth is stinging.”


  Chen Yang came over carrying a sack of taros. Seeing that there were no more in the campfire, he tossed one waterskin to each man. Expression complicated, he said, “My dear lords… There are more than ten cooled ones right here.”


  Xiao Chiye downed the cold water and returned to their conversation. “After Hassen’s death, the Hanma tribe’s prestige is no longer what it was. If Amur wants to salvage his reputation among the other tribes, he’ll have to prove himself with a victory. He wants to be the great king of the desert, but so do others. The Hanma tribe has dominated the desert for many years. Now that they’ve suffered such a heavy blow, Amur’s rush to deploy his troops is also an act of self-preservation.”


  Lu Guangbai laughed as he realized what he was planning. “You intend to have the Huiyan tribe negotiate with the rest of the tribes to cut off their assistance to Amur while he’s amassing his forces. You want to join forces with the other tribes to surround and annihilate him.”


  “The Huiyan tribe has been benefiting from the trade market in Libei all these years.” Xiao Chiye sealed the waterskin. “They’re no longer a small, helpless tribe.”


  Weighing his own waterskin in his hand, Lu Guangbai looked out at the boundless expanse of desert with Xiao Chiye. The waters of the Chashi River were a low roar in their ears—the sound of this land, which had echoed throughout the ages.


  “Once this battle is over,” Lu Guangbai said, “I’m going back to Qidong.”


  “What? You miss eating sand in Bianjun?” Xiao Chiye said with a laugh.


  Lu Guangbai nodded seriously. “The sands of Libei are mixed with mud. It’s like eating gruel.”


  Both men looked at each other and burst into laughter.


  Lu Guangbai took a sip of water. “In my youth, I admired your father more than anyone. Every time I saw him, I had an urge to run off to Libei and join your armored cavalry. Too bad my brothers all ended up dying one after another. My father was an old man with old bones, and he was still crawling around in the sand. Other than me, no one was willing to remain in the Bianjun Commandery.”


  Xiao Chiye propped his elbows on his knees. “If it were me, I’d have left much earlier.”


  “I wanted to. Every time Qudu refused to give us grain, I’d think of leaving. In the fourth year of Xiande, when we rode into the capital after chasing off the Biansha Horsemen, the emperor made me kneel outside the hall. Back then, I thought, shit—if this keeps up, I’ll become a second Shen Wei.” Lu Guangbai sighed deeply. “Who knew I’d actually run for real one day.”


  Xiao Chiye looked at Lu Guangbai. “Secretariat Elder Hai was so anxious to gather enough grain at the time, but the grain Qudu sent to Bianjun turned out to be moldy. Lanzhou and I couldn’t figure it out. At first we thought Xue Xiuzhuo had a hand in it, but later, the more we thought about it, the stranger it felt.”


  “I couldn’t figure it out either.” Lu Guangbai set down the waterskin. “Xue Xiuzhuo forced Libei into revolting. There was no reason for him to also push Bianjun over the edge.”


  “If the Scorpions were the ones who swapped out the grain,” Xiao Chiye said, “you must have seen their faces.”


  “I never had the chance to meet Qudu officials. But I did meet a bunch of eunuchs.”


  Both men fell silent.


  Lu Guangbai jumped to his feet, his waterskin sloshing to the ground. “The military inspector eunuch!”


   


  Xue Xiuyi reclined in his wooden chair. The people beside him were tallying and doing the accounting; he only had to sit and supervise the process and it would be considered a job well done. He rotated a pair of glass spheres in his hand—these were an exquisite little plaything he had just obtained, a special tribute presented to him by some traveling merchants.


  “Are you here for a job?” Xue Xiuyi called to a man hovering in the doorway. “Why are you hiding back there? Come over and speak. Which yamen do you want to work in?”


  The man was beardless, with a pair of beady eyes peering out from beneath the head covering he wore. He approached Xue Xiuyi and leaned in, cupping a hand over his mouth to whisper, “I’d like to implore Your Excellency to pass a message to Lao-zuzong.”


  At the sound of his voice, Xue Xiuyi asked, “You’re a eunuch too?”


  The man hemmed and hawed, apparently self-conscious. “Yes.”


  Xue Xiuyi straightened up in his seat and directed the clerks around him to withdraw from the room. He gave the stranger a suspicious once-over. “Take that scarf off. Let me see what you look like. If you’re ugly as sin, a price renegotiation will be in order.”


  The man pulled his headscarf away and waited meekly with his eyes lowered. When Xue Xiuyi made no sound, he raised his head. “Your Excellency, don’t you recognize this humble servant? I’m Yingxi, who used to serve at Lao-zuzong’s side. During the reign of Tianchen, the late emperor formally appointed me as the military inspector eunuch in Qidong!”


  Xue Xiuyi indeed had not recognized him. He had been an insignificant, low-ranking official then; when would he have had the chance to interact with these eunuchs? He bluffed his way through, saying, “Oh yes, yes. I’ve seen you before.”


  Xue Xiuyi suddenly recalled that the military inspector eunuch to Qidong had been detained by Qi Zhuyin after the moldy provisions case. Upon his return to Qudu, he had been dismissed from office. His expression turned cold. “Weren’t you arrested by the Ministry of Justice?!”


  “Oh, goodness.” Yingxi was so anxious he nearly stamped his foot. “That’s old news. There’s a new emperor now. Whatever trivial offenses I’ve committed are ancient history!”


  Xue Xiuyi was doubtful. For one, he was afraid Yingxi was lying to him, and he would end up creating trouble for Fuman if he allowed this man into the palace. He had no idea if Yingxi had truly been exonerated of his crime—and if the Ministry of Justice were to investigate and trace it back to him later, he would be inviting trouble.


  “I’ve come looking for you on Lao-zuzong’s orders.” Yingxi produced an authority token from within his lapels and presented it with both hands. “Please take a look, Your Excellency. This is a token from the inner court.”


  Xue Xiuyi looked it over under the candlelight. The name Yingxi was indeed inscribed on its back. He clutched the token but didn’t return it. “Have you already been cleared by the Ministry of Justice? Entering the palace is no trivial matter. If anything goes wrong, even the lao-zuzong himself can’t save you.”


  “It’s all settled.” Fearing the man still didn’t believe him, Yingxi continued, “Would Lao-zuzong recommend me if there was any issue? If so, I wouldn’t be standing before you.”


  Xue Xiuyi didn’t want to offend the inner palace eunuchs. If Yingxi was really Fuman’s godson or grand-godson, he would be hard-pressed to explain himself if he stopped Yingxi from entering the palace. After a moment of hesitation, he said, “Wait for now. In a few days, a eunuch will arrive for procurements. He’ll come to our palace depository to select seasonal vegetables—if the timing is right, you can go in with him.”


  Delighted, Yingxi nodded repeatedly.


  Still uneasy, Xue Xiuyi stressed, “This is Lao-zuzong’s arrangement.”


  “Rest assured, Your Excellency.” Yingxi stuffed a bag of gold into Xue Xiuyi’s hands. “This humble servant is clean. I guarantee I won’t bring any trouble to you or Lao-zuzong.”


   


  A few days later, a drizzle descended upon Dunzhou. Rain pelted the still-green leaves, drenching the stone slabs of the roads until they turned from gray to black. Tantai Hu waited at the entrance, Liu Kong holding up an umbrella over him. He bristled in irritation. “They said this morning he’d be here soon; why isn’t he here yet?!”


  “Perhaps there was a delay on the road.” Liu Kong craned his neck to look around and saw a carriage approaching through the rain. “Sir, Lord Yu is here!”


  The horse was dripping wet; it stopped in front of Tantai Hu and shook its mane. Tantai Hu gave it a quick pat on the neck, then said to the carriage driver, “It’s been a long journey. Take the horse to the stable later and give it something good to eat.”


  The curtains of the carriage lifted slightly. Yu Xiaozai poked his face out and clasped his hands in greeting toward Tantai Hu.


  “We are all well-acquainted. There’s no need for such false ceremony.” Tantai Hu glanced into the carriage behind him. “Wang Xian didn’t come?”


  “Now that the governor has returned to Cizhou, someone has to stay in Duanzhou to keep an eye on the grain for Er-ye, so he stayed behind.” As Yu Xiaozai stepped out of the carriage, a soldier moved to hold up an umbrella for him. He took it and held it himself, shielding Tantai Hu as well as they walked in together. “You are a general of Dunzhou, and he is the treasurer of the six prefectures,” Yu Xiaozai said. “Lao-Hu, you can afford to offend anyone but the one who holds the purse strings.”


  The rain drummed against the oilpaper umbrella. “How would I dare offend him?” Tantai Hu asked. “Next time he comes to Dunzhou, I’ll organize a procession to welcome him from ten li away and make sure to speak to him with utmost gentleness.”


  Yu Xiaozai knew he was still sulking, so he moved on to persuasion. “Lao-Hu, please don’t think that we make little of military officers. That’s the sort of bad practice we leave to Qudu. Now that the six prefectures are stabilized, all our departments must go by the book. Let me speak out of turn today. When it comes to the preparation of military grain, your personal concerns influence your judgment. You’re exacting over the provisions because of your loyalty to Er-ye. Had it been anyone else, they couldn’t have borne to reproach you. But since His Lordship designated Minshen-xiong to handle it”—a burst of rain drenched Yu Xiaozai’s sleeve; he swapped the umbrella to his other hand and turned back to continue—“he must take the assignment seriously. You asked him about the provisions before the yamen, but how could he answer you there? The grain ledgers are confidential documents. He can’t discuss them in the open.”


  Tantai Hu could tell Yu Xiaozai was here to play peacemaker between him and Wang Xian. It wasn’t that he insisted on dwelling on the incident, but he still felt that what Wang Xian had done was unfair. If Wang Xian had a problem with the way Tantai Hu had handled things, couldn’t he have said something while he was in Dunzhou? He had been pleasant all the way up until his departure, then turned around and tattled to the governor!


  “Minshen-xiong was an official in the capital. He’s still new here, and there will inevitably be some people who can’t accept him.” Yu Xiaozai was warming to his subject now. “You are Er-ye’s trusted aide; of course he didn’t dare contradict you on the spot. Besides, he was very neutral in his report to His Lordship. He was accomplished in preparing military provisions back in Qudu, and he is well-versed in economics and governmental affairs. There was never any doubt His Lordship would task him with such things. You’re bound to run into each other often in the future. Whenever you deploy troops, you will have to discuss provisions and expenses with him. Letting this grudge fester will help neither of you.”


  He had a point, but the conversation left a bad taste in Tantai Hu’s mouth. Yu Xiaozai was clearly speaking up for Wang Xian. Sure, Wang Xian was new to his position, and it hadn’t been easy for him—but did that mean Tantai Hu deserved to suffer such humiliation? Just thinking about the grain ledger incident made him fume. Wang Xian hadn’t said a single word to him before he left, and no one in the Dunzhou yamen had said anything about him drawing on public funds when he treated the garrison troops to a feast. Only now, in hindsight, did he see that the Dunzhou yamen had been using Wang Xian as a tool to discredit him.


  Yu Xiaozai also understood this. The Dunzhou yamen didn’t dare antagonize Tantai Hu to his face, so they had continued to humor him. Tantai Hu was the commanding general of Dunzhou, yet he hadn’t even seen Dunzhou’s grain ledger. There was no doubt the yamen officials weren’t playing fair with him. He had taken the loss in silence, unable to voice his grievances before Shen Zechuan and Xiao Chiye. His poor judgment in organizing that ostentatious feast had also mortally shamed him.


  But these were extraordinary times, and they couldn’t afford to leave the matter to fester.


  Yu Xiaozai handed the umbrella to Tantai Hu and said, earnest, “Lao-Hu, you’re a forthright man. You only know how to advance, not retreat. This quality will inevitably put you on the losing side in matters like this. The yamen is making things difficult for you for no other reason than the military authority you have in your hands. Let me give you another word of advice. If you have no intention of becoming an official of the yamen, don’t swim with them in these waters. You have illustrious military merits to your name. His Lordship won’t let you suffer a genuine grievance.


  “Do you think His Lordship can’t see the truth behind what happened this time?” he asked. “Er-ye flew into such a rage, but His Lordship still let you return to Dunzhou unscathed. Does that not demonstrate his support for you? His Lordship is giving them a good rap on the knuckles on your behalf! Don’t you go getting into a sulk with His Lordship. Acknowledge your mistakes with humility, and make up what you took in public funds. As long as you’re willing to write a letter to make peace with Minshen-xiong, I promise His Lordship will reward you within half a month.”


  Was it easy to be an official of the capital? Those who said such positions were all cushy jobs had been deceived by rumors in the streets. Any official who had gained a true foothold in Qudu, regardless of seniority and family background, was someone who had been through the reign of Yongyi and Xiande, when the Hua and Pan Clans meddled in state affairs. These were discerning men who knew how to adapt to their circumstances. Born to a common household, Yu Xiaozai had worked in various regions and dealt with all sorts of lowlifes while the noble clans were in power. His performance reviews had all been outstanding. Cen Yu had promoted many pupils, but only Yu Xiaozai had repeatedly been entrusted with heavy responsibilities. His words to Tantai Hu were all heartfelt.


  Tantai Hu’s lips moved soundlessly, his anger lodged in his throat.


  Seeing Tantai Hu’s gloomy expression, Yu Xiaozai knew he still couldn’t let the incident go. An idea struck him. “If you’re able to humble yourself to make peace with Minshen-xiong, you’d be shutting those yamen officials up, wouldn’t you? They ridicule you as an ignorant and uneducated oaf, so don’t play into their hands. Show them what you’re made of!”


  Tantai Hu was the impatient sort. He was easily provoked, but he was a straightforward thinker and meant no ill. Once he saw the truth of things, he would be willing to do as advised. He tightened his grip on the umbrella and grunted. “Er-ye reprimanded me, so I know what I did was wrong. I shouldn’t have held the banquet for the men, and I’ll make up the public funds. I kowtowed back in Duanzhou, so what’s a little apology to Wang Minshen?” He raised a hand to rub at his scar. “I’ll write to him tonight.”


  The ground was covered with puddles, and the drumming of the rain was so noisy Liu Kong couldn’t hear their conversation. Holding his umbrella, he was blocked by the brim from getting too close as he followed them the entire way. Fortunately, it was not a long journey. When they arrived at the garrison, before he could even close his umbrella, Tantai Hu was already ready to send him off to prepare the hotpot for dinner.


  “It’s cold out, and the roads are muddy. You and I have to set off for Cizhou tomorrow.” Tantai Hu removed his outer robe and rolled up his sleeves. “Let’s make do with a simple hotpot here tonight to warm up. Liu Kong, go clean those rabbits I shot earlier. Youjing and I will have them with wine.”


  Liu Kong acknowledged the order, then deftly helped Yu Xiaozai out of his outer robe and hung it on the small clothing rack inside the tent.


  Rubbing his hands, Yu Xiaozai surveyed the tent and said cheekily, “These living quarters of yours are a tad too crude, aren’t they? I thought…”


  Liu Kong retreated out the door and let down the tent flap, blocking out Yu Xiaozai’s voice.


   


  The roads were slippery on rainy days, and the carriage ride was an unending series of jolts and bumps. Shen Zechuan had been playing weiqi with Yao Wenyu, but he was overcome with dizziness midway through the game. Only when Fei Sheng lifted the screen of the carriage a little, allowing him to lean against the window, did he begin to feel better.


  “Youjing is quick-witted and resourceful.” Yao Wenyu looked out at the rain. “He’s got a good sense of humor and doesn’t put on airs. There is no better candidate to supervise the army; Your Lordship made the right choice.”


  “Youjing knows how to keep things light, but he never errs on critical matters,” Shen Zechuan agreed. He had broken out in a bit of a cold sweat as he leaned against the cushion. “He doesn’t speak in stark terms as Zhou Gui does. He’s much more diplomatic.”


  Yao Wenyu gathered up his sleeves to put away the weiqi pieces.


  Shen Zechuan listened to the dense patter of the rain outside the window, a piece still pinched between his fingertips; he tapped it against the edge of the table in rhythm with the rain. After a while, he said, “Water that is too clean has no fish—but it’s also vexing when it’s too murky to see.”




  Chapter 267:
Prized Chrysanthemums


   


  IT WAS CUSTOMARY in Qudu to celebrate the blooming chrysanthemums in the ninth month of the year. However, as Yongcheng had been struck by drought and the imperial court still owed part of the capital officials’ salaries, everyone in and out of the palace complied with the decree from Li Jianting to keep chrysanthemum viewing banquets simple this year.


  Weeks ago, Fuman had gotten some gardeners to cultivate several hundred pots of exquisite chrysanthemums in his own country manor, but now he didn’t dare present them.


  Today, he had woken before dawn. A junior eunuch waited on him as he rinsed his mouth and changed his clothes. Since eunuchs served close to the emperor’s side, they couldn’t have any odor. They all wore false collars that could be immediately swapped if stained with sweat, and their socks and shoes were velvet, to keep from making any sounds when walking.


  Fuman cleaned himself up and dressed neatly, then shifted his authority token to the front of his belt before marching out the door. Seeing that there were still stars in the early morning sky, he went to the duty room near Mingli Hall and asked a eunuch who had waited in attendance in the bedchamber overnight, “Did Her Majesty sleep well?”


  The eunuch was washing his breakfast down with tea. Eunuchs on night watch couldn’t eat as they pleased in the evening, for fear they would need the lavatory at night or their breath would stink. They skipped dinner and only dared to have some snacks to fill their stomachs before their shift. This eunuch was famished, but when he heard Fuman’s inquiry, he jumped to attention, his hands held respectfully by his sides. “Lao-zuzong, Her Majesty slept decently yesterday and rolled over four times. She didn’t call for me at all.”


  Fuman estimated the time and reckoned Li Jianting ought to have woken by now, so he took his place under the eaves and waited to be summoned. After a while, he saw Fengquan stepping out and merely smiled and nodded in greeting.


  Fengquan bowed properly, as if he hadn’t noticed his brusqueness. “Her Majesty had half a mind last night to summon you to wait on her,” Fengquan said. “Lao-zuzong, a double blessing is about to descend.”


  Fuman glanced at him with suspicion. He couldn’t tell what Fengquan had up his sleeve. Not daring to answer without thinking, he replied ambiguously, “May it be as you say.”


  He didn’t wait for Fengquan’s response before lifting the hem of his robe to step into Mingli Hall.


  The drapes in the bedchamber had just been drawn back, and the windows hung wide open. Fuman could feel the chill from the frost in the early morning. Taking small, quick steps, he pattered over to the bronze mirror, where he saw that Li Jianting had already finished her preparations for the day. Under normal circumstances, he would sing her praises at this moment, but he was cautious today and said only, “Your Majesty, breakfast is ready.”


  Li Jianting wore her usual neutral expression; the flower embellishment between her brows flashed bright red as she raised a hand to touch the golden hairpin in her hair. “Just some light fare is fine.”


  “This humble servant dares not forget Your Majesty’s instructions and has instructed the kitchen to select simple dishes.” Fuman bowed and held out his arm to support Li Jianting. “Steamed gold and silver rolls and plain jade tofu.”


  Li Jianting stepped out of her bedchamber. The memorials on her desk were all ones she had just endorsed last night. She looked over the pile she had specially picked out and checked them again.


  “Tell the Grand Secretary later,” Li Jianting said as she pried apart the steamed roll, “that the Grand Secretariat can stop passing on the memorials paying obeisance after they’ve reviewed them. Like this one from You Tan of Liuzhou—he’s tediously long-winded, and for all he goes on, it’s nothing but empty flattery. A waste of time.”


  Fuman smiled. “This humble servant has also heard of Lord You. Apparently, all his memorials are like this. Even Secretariat Elder Hai couldn’t stand to read them.”


  Li Jianting did not answer. She finished her breakfast and hurried to attend the morning court session.


  When the topic of Libei’s advancement east was broached in court, it was mentioned that scouts in Dancheng had reported the increase of troops at the Beiyuan Training Grounds. However, before the Ministry of War could finish their report, the Ministry of Personnel began to argue with the Ministry of Revenue, demanding that they pay out the delayed monthly salaries. The Ministry of Revenue was at their wits’ end. They had no money to pay anyone, nor could they push the issue onto Li Jianting, so they were forced to endure the scolding in silence. Midway through the rebuke, an imperial censor from the Chief Surveillance Bureau impeached a regional official for dereliction of duty for negligence in administering public order. The new prefect of Huaizhou hadn’t even been in office half a month and already a riot had broken out.


  “Our monthly salaries were docked to provide relief to Yongcheng,” the official from the Ministry of Revenue argued. “In times of national crisis, we all must make sacrifices. Your monthly salaries have not been issued, but neither have ours. All of us are starving. How can you rebuke only us?!”


  “You’ve been auditing the accounts, from Dancheng to Wucheng,” the official from the Ministry of Personnel retorted. “You’ve seized the estates of the Pan and Han Clans, and with the Fei Clan of Chuancheng taking the lead, the remaining cities are all making up for the arrears in field taxes. Based on the budget at the start of the year, there ought to be enough to pay out the officials’ salaries at this point. So where are they? Where has all the money gone? You must give us an explanation!”


  “The empress dowager passed, and then Her Majesty ascended the throne,” the harried official from the Ministry of Revenue replied. “Ask the Ministry of Rites: Where have the funds gone? They were spent exactly where they were needed! There’s also the renovation of the imperial ancestral temple, and the reconstruction of the residential district. The Ministry of Works—”


  “Stick to the topic of salaries,” the official from the Ministry of Works broke in anxiously. “What are you doing bringing up other business?”


  “We are upright men who fear no gossip,” Liang Cuishan said. “The accounts we investigated were all reviewed by the Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review, then audited by the Grand Secretariat and reported to Her Majesty herself. We have held nothing back.” He bowed to Li Jianting. “Your Majesty, the Ministry of Revenue’s accounts are submitted to the Grand Secretariat every month, with memorandums issued by the Grand Secretary and endorsement by Your Majesty. Every step in the process is carried out in strict accordance with the rules—”


  “Strict accordance with the rules? I doubt that’s the case, Lord Chongshen.” The imperial censor from the Chief Surveillance Bureau cupped his hands in a bow. “Your Majesty, this humble subject was just about to impeach Xue Xiuyi, formerly of the Ministry of Revenue, for taking bribes!”


  A solemn silence descended over the hall as the groups of people who had been arguing all turned to stare.


  Xue Xiuzhuo stood silently among the crowd of ministers, his eyes never shifting once.


  Li Jianting cast a glance at him. After a moment’s pause, she said, “Isn’t Xue Xiuyi now the custodian of the palace depository?”


  “That’s right, Your Majesty,” the censor said. “But this man has been bungling his work since he was in the Ministry of Revenue. He has repeatedly slandered the imperial court and never been entrusted with heavy responsibilities.” He lifted the hem of his robe and knelt before continuing, “That is, until a few months ago, when Xue Xiuyi colluded with some traveling merchants. He took advantage of the general amnesty Your Majesty granted to bribe the palace eunuchs and obtain his current post.”


  The golden butterfly dangling from Li Jianting’s hair swayed minutely as she straightened up on her throne.


  “Xue Xiuyi has brazenly used his position to amass a fortune. Since taking it up, he has acquired three properties on Donglong Street. This man is shameless. He has even colluded with palace eunuchs to falsify accounts, pilfering treasures from the palace depository and reselling them to outside merchants for a total of two hundred thousand taels!”


  A clamor broke out in the hall. The entirety of the aid for Yongcheng was a mere hundred thousand taels. Even Xiao Chiye’s notorious bribery case involving the misrecorded Quancheng silk during the reign of Xiande had only been a matter of eight thousand taels. Who would have expected Xue Xiuyi to embezzle two hundred thousand taels less than three months after assuming office?!


  “A…a rat…” someone stammered. The old Grand Secretariat officials were dizzy with outrage.


  Li Jianting’s expression grew increasingly dark. The treasures Xue Xiuyi had sold had netted two hundred thousand taels, but Fuman had reported only eighty thousand to her. Obviously, they had embezzled the remaining one hundred twenty thousand taels together.


  “This humble subject also wishes to impeach the Vice Minister of the Court of Judicial Review, Xue Xiuzhuo!” The imperial censor switched targets, jabbing a finger at Xue Xiuzhuo. “Xue Xiuzhuo abuses his power and exploits public office for private gain! He is high in rank, yet he engages in no self-reflection. He is in Your Majesty’s favor, yet he does not understand Your Majesty’s heart. He let a pilfering rat into the house and colluded with Xue Xiuyi. He’s most abominable, reprehensible, and condemnable!”


  “How dare you!” Li Jianting snapped.


  Everyone in the hall fell to their knees. It was so silent one could hear a pin drop.


  Li Jianting rose and stood in profile before the throne, pointing at the censor. “As an imperial censor responsible for the important task of supervising and impeaching officials, you ought to verify the facts before you speak! You are keenly aware you control the narrative presented to the imperial court, yet you use this power to oust those whose opinions do not align with your own. If you ask us, you’re the abominable one!”


  The rank of an imperial censor was not high, but they were a force to behold on the floor of the court; their very presence acted as a powerful deterrent against malfeasance. Even the Guangcheng Emperor hadn’t dared rebuke the imperial censors; the reprimands had gone in one direction only. The sole exception had been the idle Li Jianheng, who had lost his temper at Fu Linye during the Quancheng silk bribery case. There had never been another ruler in the history of the Zhou empire who dared to offend the censors.


  Sure enough, the censor immediately defended himself. “This humble subject has brought conclusive evidence, yet Your Majesty insists on siding with the corrupt minister. Is this not a failure to distinguish between right and wrong, good and evil—”


  “Xue Xiuzhuo is the Imperial Preceptor!” Li Jianting said frostily. “How can we allow you to bring false accusations against our teacher?!”


  Kong Qiu’s heart sank. Prostrated on the ground, he exchanged a glance with Cen Yu.


  “Xue Xiuyi took bribes and perverted justice,” Li Jianting said. “We order the Ministry of Justice to investigate. Get to the bottom of this as soon as possible. As for Xue Xiuzhuo…” Li Jianting turned with a flick of her sleeve. “…everything you’ve said is a filthy lie!”


  “Your Majesty,” the imperial censor said ruefully. “The Xue Clan, if not eliminated, will swell into a faction! Xue Xiuzhuo—he is clearly the next Hua Siqian!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo knelt with his head lowered, never once saying a word.


   


  As evening approached, rain began to fall over Qudu.


  From where Fengquan waited in attendance outside Mingli Hall, he could hear the distant sound of Kong Qiu remonstrating.


  “Xue Xiuzhuo may be Your Majesty’s teacher, but he is implicated in Xue Xiuyi’s bribery case. According to law, he must also be suspended pending investigation,” Kong Qiu said. “Your Majesty rebuked the imperial censor in court today, something that runs counter to your imperial ancestors’ precepts. This was truly ill-advised.”


  Li Jianting had remained silent since court was dismissed. No matter how urgently Kong Qiu spoke, she didn’t answer. Kong Qiu bowed down. In the face of her silence, he straightened and bowed again.


  “We have made up our mind,” Li Jianting said. “The Grand Secretary need not persuade us further. Fengquan, help the Grand Secretary away!”


  The drizzle outside continued uninterrupted. Fengquan supported Kong Qiu’s arm and personally held the umbrella over him as he strode out of Mingli Hall. A stiff wind stirred the fallen leaves. Kong Qiu summarized all his exhortations in a single sigh and gently pushed Fengquan aside. He declined the umbrella and stepped into the rain alone. Fengquan hurriedly lifted the hem of his robe and chased him, holding up the umbrella as he walked Kong Qiu out.


  As soon as he’d received word of what happened, Fuman had raced to Mingli Hall. He rushed in, dropping to his knees before he even stepped through the door and wiping his tears with his sleeves. He wanted to cry injustice through the hanging screen, but he hadn’t even opened his mouth when a teacup came hurtling toward him from within, smashing to pieces on the ground before him.


  “You hunger for fame and position. You colluded with a court official to misappropriate valuables from the palace depository,” Li Jianting barked through the curtain. “Men, drag this deceitful bastard out!”


  Fuman’s informant had recounted all the details of the morning court session to him in the duty room. He steeled himself and knelt right on those shards of porcelain. Palms flat to the ground, he hastily kowtowed. “Your Majesty! Your Majesty, please hear this humble servant out. Xue Xiuyi was transferred on the recommendation of the lords from the Ministry of Personnel. What has it got to do with a lowly servant like me? Oh, Your Majesty,” he cried, voice breaking, “what crime have I committed to deserve such treatment?!”


  Li Jianting swept her sleeves aside and said nothing, still enraged.


  Fuman knocked his head against the floor as he wailed. “This humble servant’s lowly life is nothing precious. Your Majesty may do with me as you see fit. But the lords of the imperial court are all well-educated gentlemen. How can they trample upon me like this?!”


  Fuman already had someone working to clear away the baubles Xue Xiuyi had paid in tribute to him. He was cautious and never brought the most valuable items into the palace; instead, they were all hidden in his residence in Qudu, with his godsons looking after them. After this, the Ministry of Justice would surely investigate him. Even before rushing to the emperor, he had sent someone to pass on the warning.


  Li Jianting was silent—perhaps Fuman’s wretched cries had stirred a flicker of sympathy in her. He seized his opportunity and was about to recriminate the Chief Surveillance Bureau for bringing false accusations merely to make themselves look more important when he saw Fengquan hurrying back.


  Fengquan stepped under the eaves and closed the umbrella. Acting as if he couldn’t see Fuman on the floor, he stopped outside and reported to Li Jianting, “Your Majesty, while on the way, I saw several junior eunuchs hurrying along with pots of flowers in their arms. I questioned them and found they were delivering them to Mingli Hall.”


  Fuman looked around and spotted several familiar faces. Each of the junior eunuchs trailing Fengquan was carrying a pot of expensive chrysanthemums. He glanced again at Fengquan, who was standing with his head held high, and was overcome by an ill sense of foreboding.


  Li Jianting lifted the hanging screen and stepped out. Brow furrowed, she said, “We have already given instructions not to waste time and energy planting these chrysanthemums. Who presented them? And why didn’t the duty room report it?”


  The eunuchs kowtowed. “Your Majesty, it was on Fu-gonggong’s orders.”


  Fuman’s stomach was twisting with anxiety as he replied, “How dare you speak such nonsense before the Son of Heaven! It’s my turn on duty today. When did I ever instruct you to do such a thing?”


  Since the court still owed the ministers their salaries, Li Jianting had kept in place the order she’d issued at the start of Yongcheng’s drought. The palace maintained a policy of frugality and had done away with any extravagant customs. On top of that, Fuman was currently accused of selling off valuables from the palace depository. This was the moment he most feared getting caught up in any other trouble. He had intended to piteously plead his case here, then abandon Xue Xiuyi and make him the scapegoat. He had just been about to make the point that he lived on soybeans and touched no delicacies; he had never expected this turn of events, which sank him into an even deeper predicament.


  “Silence, castrated bastard!” Li Jianting’s expression grew increasingly grim as she turned and ordered the junior eunuchs, “Tell us the truth.”


  The eunuch who spoke earlier was shaking from terror. “Last night, Fu-gonggong sent someone to pass on instructions to this humble servant. He said the chrysanthemums from his manor were to be sent into the palace together with the ingredients purchased by the Court of Imperial Entertainments. He said these flowers were exceedingly valuable, and to take good care of them. Once Your Majesty finished with the court session today, we were meant to take them to Mingli Hall for Your Majesty’s enjoyment—”


  Fuman’s limbs were ice-cold. He snapped, “How dare you frame me without proof! Since you say I sent someone to instruct you, where is the note? Where is the authority token?”


  The eunuch raised an arm to wipe the rain off his face. Fuman’s bellow gave him such a fright he was nearly paralyzed on the ground. “Th-the person who came looked familiar; he’s L-Lao-zuzong’s godson. How would I dare ask for a token?”


  Fuman clenched a porcelain shard in his hand; the edges dug into his palm, drawing blood. He seized on this last sentence. “So it really is a load of bullshit! I’ve served in the palace for nearly twenty years, and though I may be dull, I know the rules. No one does their duties and errands without a token. Your Majesty, Your Majesty!” He held up his own authority token and shuffled forward on his knees, looking beseechingly up at Li Jianting as his voice rose. “Even if I die today, it must be a justified death!”


  “Your Majesty, this humble servant also finds this matter odd.” Fengquan lifted the hem of his robe to kneel before Li Jianting. “Fu-gonggong oversees all internal affairs within the palace and is Your Majesty’s most trusted aide. He mustn’t be framed with false charges. We have to get to the truth.” He looked at Fuman. “Why don’t we summon that godson who passed on the gonggong’s order so Your Majesty can see what’s really going on?”


  Fuman saw derision on that delicate, handsome face.


  Without waiting for Fuman to respond, Li Jianting commanded the guards, “Go. Find and bring Lao-zuzong’s son over.” She stressed the title so heavily it chilled Fuman to the bone.


  Within a few moments, the guards brought the man before the hall. Rainwater washed over the steps. The godson lowered his head and prostrated himself on the wet ground, shivering all over.


  Unable to get a clear look, Li Jianting said, “Lift your head.”


  He whimpered and clung to the ground, shaking his head frantically as if scared witless. The guards at either side grabbed his shoulders and yanked his head up.


  Li Jianting didn’t recognize him, but the junior eunuch exclaimed, “That’s him, Your Majesty. It’s Yingxi-gonggong!”


  “Yingxi, the military inspector eunuch during the reign of Tianchen,” Fengquan quietly reminded Li Jianting. “The Prince of Donglie apprehended him and transported him to the capital. He has long been locked up in the Ministry of Justice’s prison.”


  Fuman looked at Yingxi, stunned. As the guards advanced, he snapped to his senses and shouted, “I’ve been wrongfully accused! Your Majesty! This person is not—”


  Yingxi groveled on the ground and howled, “Lao-zuzong, Lao-zuzong, save me, save this son of yours!”


  Li Jianting yanked the hem of her skirt away from Fuman’s grasping hand and looked down at him. “What extraordinary might you have, to extricate a eunuch convicted by the Ministry of Justice. We would expect no less from a lao-zuzong honored by so many.”


  A numbness spread over Fuman’s body. If he allowed himself to be taken away now, his death was certain. “Y-Your Majesty,” he murmured, “Please…please show mercy on account of old ties…”


  “We are master and servant of the palace,” Li Jianting said. “What old ties are there to speak of? We showed you great favor, but instead of gratitude, you insult us by committing such a grave offense. We lose nothing in executing you.”


  As the guards dragged Fuman out, his collar choked him. Panicking, he kicked and struggled. “Your Majesty! Your Majesty—”


  Fengquan gave the guards a pointed look. They gagged Fuman and swiftly hauled him out.


   


  “She didn’t blame him?” Shen Zechuan glanced back at Fei Sheng.


  Fei Sheng nodded. “Word is that the emperor rebuked the imperial censor in anger right in front of the court. The incident has caused a scandal in the capital. Master, didn’t she reward Jiang Qingshan earlier in hopes of using him to control Xue Xiuzhuo? This was such an excellent opportunity, so how did teacher and pupil come to be on such good terms again?”


  Shen Zechuan glanced at the mirror at the side of the room. The jade earring on his right ear was dark and obscure in the reflection. He contemplated the question for a moment. “I have underestimated the girl emperor.”


  Yao Wenyu had been watching the raindrops drip off the eaves. He suddenly brushed away the entire board of weiqi pieces, sending them splashing into the puddles, where the ripples soon covered them up. He coughed, tasting the metallic tang of blood in his throat as he said, “The tree that stands tall above the canopy will be snapped by the wind; the soil that juts out of the riverbank will be smoothed by the rapids. If what the emperor said in court is to be believed, she means to both use and depose Xue Xiuzhuo.”




  Chapter 268:
Bodhi


   


  XUE XIUYI’S LEGS felt weak as he slid down against the doorframe to the ground. He watched his wife, concubine, and maidservants pack up their valuables with harried expressions as he murmured, “Can’t leave… I haven’t gotten my son back…”


  The sound of footsteps echoed from outside the estate. The house guard craned his neck for a look and got the fright of his life when he saw a line of capital troops. The door to the courtyard slammed open. As the soldiers swarmed in, Xue Xiuyi waved his arms and cried, “The imperial censor slandered me! I’ve been wrongly accused!”


  A newly appointed general fished out an authority token and official document from inside his robe. “This is the writ from the Ministry of Justice, which comes with Her Majesty’s inked approval.” He surveyed the courtyard. “Take them away.”


  The capital troops hoisted Xue Xiuyi up until only the tip of his toes touched the ground and gagged him before dragging him off.


  Fuman had been thrown in prison, and with that, a great number of eunuchs were swiftly removed from office. That very night, Li Jianting swapped out all the key staff from the Twenty-Four Yamen. When the guards knocked on their doors, they didn’t give the eunuchs a chance to speak before gagging them and hauling them away, handling the arrests even faster than when Li Jianting was poisoned. The sound of footsteps rang throughout the palace, and innumerable guards stood in the shadows around every corner. The eunuchs and palace maids on duty moved and spoke with caution. Everyone kept their heads lowered and their hands close to their sides, not daring to look around.


  Xue Xiuzhuo didn’t sleep. Robe draped over his shoulders, he stood by the window and listened to the flurry of running footsteps beyond his wall. The rain and clouds had just cleared, and the cold, clear moonlight washed over him, while the long shadows of the bamboo by the window crossed his face. His mute servant rubbed his nose roughly, a gesture that urged Xue Xiuzhuo to rest.


  Xue Xiuzhuo looked back and asked, “Is the young master sleeping well?”


  The mute boy nodded and pointed in the direction of Xue Jin’s room, grunting an affirmative.


  “You should go to bed,” Xue Xiuzhuo said.


  But the boy didn’t want to. He beckoned to Xue Xiuzhuo again, telling him to eat something.


  Xue Xiuzhuo didn’t answer. He picked a weiqi piece off the board and studied it, as if there was something he couldn’t figure out. Seeing that he insisted on staying up, the mute boy frowned in exasperation. Instead of leaving, he sat down in the doorway.


  It was a long time before Xue Xiuzhuo tossed the piece back into the basket with the others.


   


  The next day, after morning court, Xue Xiuzhuo waited outside Mingli Hall for Li Jianting’s summons. There had been countless memorials impeaching him today. Xue Xiuyi’s imprisonment meant the charge of corruption and bribery against him had at least some validity. Rumors were swirling on the streets; already, the number of Imperial College students calling on Xue Xiuzhuo had sharply declined.


  “Xue Xiuzhuo has taken another man’s son; it runs counter to the law of heaven.” An imperial censor knelt before the emperor’s desk. “Regardless of all else, Xue Xiuyi is his elder brother of lawful birth. Your Majesty, since time immemorial, there has never been a case where the younger brother of common birth seized custody of the legitimate first-born son of the family. What’s more, as the Imperial Preceptor, he ought to lead by example. By acting this way, isn’t he teaching the people to show contempt for rules and propriety and to disrespect kin and clan?”


  Li Jianting closed the memorial. “Xue Xiuyi favors his concubine and neglects his wife. He covets wealth and is prone to extravagance. In our opinion, Xue Xiuzhuo has acted with propriety—he acted in consideration of his Xue Clan’s legitimate lineage. There is nothing improper about that.”


  This imperial censor was nearing seventy. He tottered unsteadily into a kowtow and continued, “This old subject thinks otherwise. If his elder brother has done wrong, he may admonish and exhort him. That is the respect a younger brother ought to show—”


  Having heard an entire morning’s worth of lectures on propriety, Li Jianting rose to her feet.


  The censor went on undeterred. “As the saying goes, appoint the virtuous, and stability will prevail; appoint the degenerate, and turmoil will reign.3 What is a man of virtue? He is one who can distinguish between the noble and the humble and abides by the rules of propriety. Your Majesty, just as life-saving medicine is bitter on the tongue, sincere advice is often jarring on the ears…”


  Unable to walk away, Li Jianting sat back down.


  The clear sky that followed the rain brought with it a stifling heat, which wilted even the flowers planted outside the hall. The imperial censor paused long enough to drink a cup of tea, then continued with his exhortations without waiting for Li Jianting to speak. She was forced to sit there from the time she left morning court until evening.


  An innumerable number of cups of tea later, the imperial censor said genially, “Your Majesty, the more intelligent and knowledgeable one is, the more one has to keep their eyes clear and ears open.” He smacked his lips and took another breath. “And hence…”


  “Listening to your sermon today is more enlightening than ten years studying the classics.” Li Jianting got up and walked over to help the old man up. The vibrant flower embellishment between her brows heightened her beauty. Smiling gently, she said, “We shall have to ask you to share these most sage teachings with the students of the Imperial College someday. It’s getting late, and we can see the signs of weariness on your face. You had best head back home to rest.”


  The imperial censor waved off her praise, but even as he stepped out the door, he added, “The wise sage nips the trouble in the bud.4 Xue Xiuzhuo—”


  Reading the room, Fengquan hurried over with a bow to offer his support to the imperial censor. Smiling, he said, “The ground outside is slippery, Your Excellency—please watch your step. This humble servant shall walk you out.”


  The imperial censor leaned on Fengquan as they walked off into the distance. The setting sun cast a vermilion glow over the greenery outside Mingli Hall, its brilliance reflecting off of the golden hairpin dangling beside Li Jianting’s temple. She turned and gazed at Xue Xiuzhuo, who stood in waiting outside the hall. Xue Xiuzhuo’s back was straight. With the last of the light falling across his shoulders and his official robe rendered a silhouette by the remaining rays of the sun, Li Jianting couldn’t get a clear look at his expression.


  “Teacher.” Li Jianting lifted the beaded curtain for him. “Please come in.”


  The lamps were unlit in Mingli Hall, and no one waited in attendance. Upon entering, Xue Xiuzhuo knelt before the emperor’s desk, but Li Jianting didn’t return to the throne. She stood at the side of her desk and looked at the calligraphy and paintings on the wall.


  “Xue Xiuyi’s transgressions have nothing to do with Teacher,” Li Jianting said. “If you’re here to confess your guilt, it is not at all necessary.”


  “Xue Xiuyi embezzled money and accepted bribes. The Ministry of Justice has ordered the arrest of the Juexi merchants involved in this case. They have, however, turned up nothing.” Unlike other officials, who bent themselves over the ground, Xue Xiuzhuo knelt with his back straight, no different from how he sat when he used to teach Li Jianting in his manor. “Your Majesty has ordered the capital troops to assist in this case. Of course this has nothing to do with this humble subject.”


  “There have been countless impeaching memorials and charges leveled against you recently, Teacher, yet we find you restrained and entirely composed.” Li Jianting gazed at the painting. “You must have anticipated this.”


  “People tend to resort to desperate measures when cornered.”


  The last of the light in Mingli Hall disappeared, throwing them into shadow. The lanterns hanging from the corners of the eaves outside had not yet been lit, and the entire palace seemed to sink into a deep slumber. The towering rooftops in the distance rested against the backdrop of faint light on the horizon. There were no bird songs nor human voices to be heard.


  “You once saved the thirteen cities of Juexi with Jiang Qingshan and took down Hua Siqian with Hai Liangyi. You went without rest to investigate the eight cities’ field taxes. No one understands better than you how difficult it is to root out the noxious weed that is the noble clans.” Li Jianting raised a finger and caressed the painting, which was stamped with the Guangcheng Emperor’s imperial seal. “During court sessions, you insisted on pursuing the audit of accounts despite opposition, and you did it all to give us an opportunity to win over the long-time ministers.”


  Everything had its own level of importance and urgency. Han Cheng and the empress dowager had fallen one after another, and no one else from the noble clans was powerful enough to take up the mantle; this was a sign of fatigue, the prelude to their collapse. Xue Xiuzhuo understood this better than anyone.


  “You submitted successive memorials requesting that we rescind the Fei Clan’s noble rank and execute their entire clan,” Li Jianting said, sliding her finger across the painting hard enough to leave a mark, “thus drawing intense ire from the noble clans to yourself. That was also done to give us a common enemy with them.”


  The Pan Clan of Dancheng, the Han Clan of Wucheng, and the Hua Clan of Dicheng—before and since Li Jianting’s ascension to the throne, the Grand Secretariat and Xue Xiuzhuo had helped her expel these driving forces of the nobility one after another. Now that the court needed to pacify the noble clans long enough to counter the threat from Zhongbo, someone had to become the scapegoat for their past feud.


  Li Jianting looked over her shoulder at him. “You mean to sacrifice yourself to help me secure my place in this empire.”


  The palace lanterns finally flared to life. Streaks of light filtered through the beaded curtains and fell upon Xue Xiuzhuo’s back. His back was lean, and his official’s robe was old and worn. He was like a tall pine nailed to the ground of Qudu, unwaveringly upright in the wind.


  He gazed at that painting as well. “To safeguard the state, one should not begrudge any sacrifice.”


  Imperious ministers, it was said, threatened the emperor above and lorded over the court below. Those who became so held a tight grip on power and didn’t allow themselves to be limited by the rules of propriety. They overstepped their authority and formed cliques to consolidate their influence. Hua Siqian was a dangerous example. If Li Jianting was as indecisive and weak-willed as the Xiande Emperor and Tianchen Emperor had been, Xue Xiuzhuo might have chosen to be an imperious minister. But Li Jianting wasn’t.


  Perhaps at one time the Zhou empire had needed a pliable, gentle emperor. But at this moment, when vicious beasts circled, waiting for their opportunity to pounce, if Li Jianting couldn’t be iron-willed and decisive, she would end up a puppet controlled by the court ministers, and thus utterly unworthy of sitting on the throne.


  “You have imperial censors who can admonish, and court ministers who can govern. The Imperial College is the only institution that has no place in court, yet it facilitates political discussion across the land. If the reputation of the Imperial College is dependent on a single official, such as myself, then that official is the greedy beast holding sway over the sovereign’s decisions. That is why this humble subject must remain isolated from the entire body of ministers.” Xue Xiuzhuo’s gaze was exceedingly calm. It contained a tranquility far beyond that of ordinary people—the calm of someone who well knew the path ahead. And for that reason, he wouldn’t stray from his course, despite the spittle and stones cast his way.


  A prestigious reputation was impalpable, but it was also the cornerstone of forming a political faction. When Hai Liangyi was alive, he was adamantly against forming cliques to the point that he refused to see other officials in private outside the court. But was he really factionless? The gathering of those from common backgrounds, the political leanings of the Imperial College, the fact that Yao Wenyu had been able to recruit many of the virtuous talents in the land for Shen Zechuan—all of these were thanks to Hai Liangyi’s prestigious reputation.


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s reviews when he’d served as the Chief Supervising Secretary of the Office of Scrutiny for Revenue had all been outstanding. He had rendered meritorious service in revitalizing Juexi and its thirteen cities during the reign of Xiande, then made laudable achievements in auditing the field taxes and returning land to the common folk during the current reign of Shengyin. He had wielded his reputation in service of his goals, and he knew the power that came from inciting political change.


  Li Jianting suddenly turned around. “Do you not fear death, Teacher?”


  No one had ever before asked Xue Xiuzhuo this question. He looked at Li Jianting steadily and answered, “A statesman dies for the state.”


  To safeguard the state, one should not begrudge any sacrifice.


  Xue Xiuzhuo was willing to make sacrifices. He was even willing to lay down his own life, alongside a lifetime of repute.


  Li Jianting was silent for a moment. “I have great admiration for you, Teacher. I, too, will not begrudge the sacrifice.”


   


  An object that has not reached its terminus will not reverse its course; evil that has not reached its peak will not meet its demise.5


  Yao Wenyu scribbled rapidly, his handwriting a messy scrawl. The floor of the inner chamber was covered with paper. His hand trembled ever so slightly; he abandoned the brush and covered his mouth in a violent coughing fit.


  Opportunity, opportunity.


  Qi Shiyu wanted the Qi Clan to inherit Qi Zhuyin’s title of Prince of Donglie. He was far more cautious than Xiao Fangxu; even now, he was still patiently observing the situation. Shen Zechuan had just won the hearts of the people from the six prefectures with the battle of Duanzhou. To completely disassociate himself from the name Shen Wei, he had to be benevolent and righteous to the end. Tantai Hu’s Dunzhou Garrison Troops might be camped at the Beiyuan Training Grounds, but he couldn’t make the first move. Even if Qi Zhuyin did nothing, the three hundred thousand soldiers of the Qidong Garrison Troops remained a blade hanging over the south of Zhongbo.


  Opportunity, opportunity.


  The prefectural governor needed an opportunity to completely eradicate these latent threats.


  Yao Wenyu’s coughs became sharp and urgent. The brush slipped from his fingers, and he pressed the handkerchief over his mouth.


  Qiao Tianya had only just returned from his duties. The moment he dismounted his horse and entered the courtyard, he heard the coughing inside.


  Fei Sheng, who had come in with him, looked at the maidservant. “Did no one prepare his medicine?”


  “He only took half the bowl,” the maidservant answered in a soft voice. “Then he shut himself inside and said not to disturb him.”


  When Qiao Tianya pushed the door open, he found the woolen rug littered with loose pages. Fei Sheng, a step behind, bent to pick them up, only to see that every one was filled with words. He couldn’t help but blurt in astonishment, “Is he planning to author a book?”


  Qiao Tianya had already burst into the inner chamber. Yao Wenyu’s handkerchief was stained red. Qiao Tianya shoved the wheelchair aside and scooped Yuanzhuo up in his arms, then called out to Fei Sheng, “Get Jiran in here!”


  When Yao Wenyu’s head dropped back, blood ran from his nose. Qiao Tianya pulled away Yao Wenyu’s hand, which had been covering his face, and found it damp and cold.


  It was late in the night. Jiran had long since gone to bed.


  Qiao Tianya didn’t dare wait for someone to fetch him. Clutching Yao Wenyu in his arms, he leapt down the steps and ran toward Jiran’s courtyard. Eyes half-closed, Yao Wenyu turned and buried his face in Qiao Tianya’s chest, murmuring, “Fei Sheng…pass on the message…”


  Sweat drenched Qiao Tianya’s back from running. He curled his arm tighter around Yao Wenyu’s shoulders to cup the other side of Yao Wenyu’s face, as if trying to press him as close to his heart as possible.


  Fei Sheng, running ahead, had already ascended the steps. He pounded on the door. “Open up! Wake the little monk up this instant!”


  The servant standing watch didn’t dare to tarry. He unlatched the door and ran to shout for Jiran. When Jiran stepped out of his room, he was bundled up in his monk’s robe, eyes bleary from sleep. “This humble monk does not see patients at night—oh! What happened to the gentleman?!”


  By the time Shen Zechuan hurried over, dressed simply in a wide robe, it was nearly dawn. He found Yao Wenyu sleeping soundly in the inner chamber, so he motioned for everyone to move to the side hall.


  “Expending oneself mentally can easily shorten one’s lifespan,” said Jiran. “The poison the gentleman is inflicted with is called Late Return. As the name implies, it’s exactly the opposite of Swift Pursuit. This poison is late to show and slow to disperse. It’s been over a year now, hasn’t it?”


  “It should be a year and a half.” Fei Sheng remembered perfectly. “Starting from his time in Dancheng.”


  Jiran set down the brush, put his palms together, and bowed to Shen Zechuan. “When this humble monk first saw the gentleman, his wrists were already showing shades of blue. Your Lordship, it is no less deadly than Swift Pursuit; this humble monk cannot cure this poison.”


  The color drained from all the faces in the side hall.


   


  Drifting in and out of sleep, Yao Wenyu heard the sound of rain. He dreamed of Mount Bodhi. It was as though the only thing there to greet him when he closed his eyes was endless rain. The clouds and mist in the mountains obscured his view of the green bamboo, and the gusting wind splattered his sleeves with mud. He felt damp all over, but he couldn’t tell if it was his sweat or the rain.


  “A spring and autumn have passed since our parting.” The susurrus of the bamboo sang behind him. Hai Liangyi stood in the distance. “And now Yuanzhuo is back.”


  Yao Wenyu looked back at him. The wind filled his wide sleeves. He said, “Teacher.”


  Hai Liangyi stood with his hands behind his back; his short beard was snowy white. He was not wearing his official’s robe. Like the year he’d led Yao Wenyu by the hand into the academy, there was a scholar’s book pouch around his waist. “I heard the wind rise, so I knew you were back.”


  The sighing of the wind in the bamboo forest was too loud. The swaying stalks concealed Hai Liangyi’s figure, leaving Yao Wenyu standing alone. The fog on the mountain was dense. Yao Wenyu looked out at the grand palace of Qudu. He had once climbed to a peak, high enough to see the far horizon, but all he’d seen was twilight descending over the mountains. Only now did he realize how vast the world was.


  “Wait for me, Teacher,” Yao Wenyu said. “Once the rain stops…”


  The sound of the qin rang out. The scene before Yao Wenyu’s eyes dissolved, and he found himself back in his bed. The partially covered window kept out the sunlight. When he opened his eyes, it didn’t feel like waking up, but like he had fallen into another dream. He blinked his eyes a few times, then said, “Songyue, it’s already midmorning.”


  Qiao Tianya put a palm on the strings to quiet the sound. “You’ve slept so long your mind is muddled. Don’t you usually call me Qiao Tianya?”


  “The moon over the pines lends a chill to the night; the wind and the spring ring clear in my ears.”6 Yao Wenyu said. “What a lonely name.”


  “I once had a friend named Shao Fengquan.” Qiao Tianya plucked the strings, eliciting a cascade of notes that didn’t form a tune. “A pity he died.”


  Yao Wenyu took a moment to listen to the discordant sound and said, “You play the qin. Did he play it too?”


  “I don’t remember,” Qiao Tianya said. “But I’m the only one who can play the qin for you.”


  Yao Wenyu glanced at him. “You have yet to teach me the piece you were going to, back during our first encounter in spring.”


  Qiao Tianya stilled his fingers and looked up at Yao Wenyu. “We have time yet.”


   


  Xue Xiuyi’s account of events was confused and garbled. The residences of the traveling merchants he’d had dealings with all turned up empty. Qudu required proof of household registration upon entrance and exit, yet the capital troops spent three days turning the city upside down without finding the men the papers belonged to. The merchants who had wantonly squandered so much money on Donglong Street seemed to have vanished into thin air.


  When Kong Qiu received Xue Xiuzhuo’s request, he was drinking tea in the Grand Secretariat’s office compound. He set the cup down and considered for a moment. “Let him proceed.”


  After the messenger left, Cen Yu said, “Is it not inappropriate to let Xue Xiuzhuo involve himself in this case?”


  “This matter concerns the inner court and involves a large sum of money. After the Ministry of Justice draws up the charges, they will want a joint trial by the Three Judicial Offices.” Kong Qiu picked up the teacup again. “Xue Xiuzhuo is the Vice Minister of the Court of Judicial Review. Since he hasn’t been suspended from duty, he has the right to supervise and investigate.”


  “But Xue Xiuyi is his elder brother. He ought to recuse himself to avoid a conflict of interest.” Cen Yu placed his hands on his knees. “Furthermore, there have been an increasing number of memorials impeaching him lately.”


  “Not that I’m insinuating anything, but Xunyi, the Chief Surveillance Bureau ought to be cleaned up too.” Kong Qiu took several sips of tea. “It wasn’t wrong to impeach Xue Xiuyi for corruption and bribery that day, but dragging in Xue Xiuzhuo inevitably makes it appear that personal grudges are involved. Look what they’re saying—they’re all groundless accusations.”


  “Xue Xiuzhuo is a man of extraordinary merit, and he comes from a noble clan,” Cen Yu said. “Those who hate him are only too eager to trample on him. If Her Majesty had been willing to rebuke him even a little when dealing with Xue Xiuyi, this affair wouldn’t have incited such outrage.”


  Unable to taste the tea in his mouth, Kong Qiu set down the cup. After a moment of silence he said, “To begin with, a direct remonstration was not the way to go. Xue Xiuzhuo audited the field taxes and returned land to the commoners in Dancheng, Wucheng, and Chuancheng. Yongcheng suffered a drought this year, and Jiang Qingshan went to everyone in Qudu trying to borrow grain. Despite all of that, neither of them touched the grain allocated to the common folk of those three cities. The people all remember him fondly, to the point that they’ve erected longevity tablets at home to make offerings to honor him. Her Majesty herself just denied his request to continue pursuing the audit of the field taxes. To defuse the situation, she rewarded Jiang Qingshan. If she censures Xue Xiuzhuo now because of that scoundrel Xue Xiuyi, the people of the three cities will object.


  “Besides,” he continued, “it’s common knowledge that Xue Xiuzhuo and Xue Xiuyi are on poor terms; they long ago divided up the family estate and now live apart. The imperial censors want the emperor to dismiss Xue Xiuzhuo from office and investigate him for this, but if Her Majesty did as you asked wouldn’t she be seen as coldhearted and ungrateful for casting him aside after all he’s done? Xue Xiuyi colluded with Fuman to embezzle money and take bribes, and Her Majesty immediately ordered the Ministry of Justice to investigate. She hasn’t shown any inclination to save Xue Xiuyi for Xue Xiuzhuo’s sake. Investigate what ought to be investigated and execute those who ought to be executed. It won’t do to push others into too tight a corner.”


  Cen Yu could tell Kong Qiu meant to protect Xue Xiuzhuo, so he said, “The imperial censor only remonstrated with Her Majesty because he feared she would show favoritism toward the Xue Clan. If Her Majesty listens to Xue Xiuzhuo on every particular, it will turn the court on its head. Besides, didn’t Her Majesty’s recent favoring of Fuman lead him to forget his place?”


  Kong Qiu pointed at Cen Yu. “That’s right. Fuman committed one mistake after another because of Her Majesty’s favor. You’re not seeing things clearly this time. Let me ask you, who is Fuman? At one point, he was on good terms with Xiao Chiye, yet when he switched his allegiance to Han Cheng, he lured Xiao Chiye into a trap. He then turned around and killed Han Cheng for the sake of his own prospects. The poisoning case was inconclusive, but even if Her Majesty didn’t pursue it, she is by no means a fool. Fuman enjoys great prestige among the offices of the inner court, with a number of godsons and grand-godsons. Most importantly, he is a eunuch with power and influence who has served for two reigns at the foot of the throne. He holds endorsement rights that permit him to reject the Grand Secretariat’s memorandums. Right now, Her Majesty is in the prime of her life, but what about in years to come? Keeping such a vile character at her side could easily result in physical harm or worse—the ruin of the foundations of the state itself! If Her Majesty didn’t see him dead, I would’ve!”


  He stood up and paced the room. “And now Shen Zechuan has deployed a large number of troops to the Beiyuan Training Grounds. How long can the forty thousand new soldiers in Qudu hold out? We must ask Marshal Qi to come to Her Majesty’s aid. When Marshal Qi sent troops to fight the Qingshu tribe earlier in the year, Xue Xiuzhuo supplied the salaries and provisions from his own coffers. If we want the marshal to march north of Tianfei Watchtower to fight in Zhongbo now, we’ll have to ask Xue Xiuzhuo to fund it again!”


   


  The warden from the Ministry of Justice recognized Xue Xiuzhuo on sight. “Is Your Excellency here to see Custodian Xue?” he asked as he opened the door for him. “As long as you have a memorandum, I’ll take you to him now.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo looked along the warden’s pointing hand for only a fleeting moment before shifting his gaze away. “I’m here to see the eunuch Yingxi.”


  The warden didn’t pry any further. After checking the memorandum, he led Xue Xiuzhuo inside and unlocked a cell door for him. “Yingxi-gonggong’s case is ongoing, so he’s not locked up with the others. This way, Your Excellency.”


  Ducking his head, Xue Xiuzhuo entered the cramped, narrow cell.


  Yingxi’s prisoner’s attire was filthy. He had undergone a brutal interrogation and was now lying inside with his arms and legs curled up. Hearing movement, he shuddered and jolted up, covering his head as he cowered out of the way. “I’m guilty, guilty! Please stop hitting me!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo looked around the cell.


  Spotting Xue Xiuzhuo through the gap in his arms, Yingxi scrambled off the bed to kneel at his feet, grabbing his hem. “Your Excellency—is Your Excellency here to investigate the case? I’m guilty! Guilty!” Chains shaking, he pointed at his own face. “But I was wrongly accused this time!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s official’s robe creased in his grasp. Xue Xiuzhuo lowered his eyes to look at Yingxi. “A final verdict has yet to be reached for your crimes. I’m going to ask you a few questions. If you can answer truthfully, I will put in a plea on your behalf to the officials from the Ministry of Justice.”


  Yingxi nodded furiously, his eyes fixed on Xue Xiuzhuo as he answered, “I’ll tell you everything I know! Everything I did was at the lao-zuzong’s behest!”


  “Who sent you to Qidong to supervise the army?”


  “Th-the former emperor,” Yingxi answered. “The former emperor sent me to Qidong as a military inspector. Lao-zuzong was the one who recommended me for the position. Lao-zuzong said that with one of us on the inside and the other on the outside, we would be comfortable for the rest of our lives and never have to put ourselves at another’s beck and call.”


  “Did you swap the grain for the Bianjun Commandery with moldy stock?”


  Yingxi hadn’t expected Xue Xiuzhuo to ask about this. He released his grip on Xue Xiuzhuo’s hem and cowered back, his eyes darting to and fro. “I’m but a military inspector eunuch—how would I dare touch the grain…” Seeing Xue Xiuzhuo’s expression of displeasure, he blurted, “I didn’t force Lu Guangbai to defect!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo bent and grabbed Yingxi’s arm. “I asked you if you were the one who swapped out the grain in the Bianjun Commandery.”


  Yingxi’s breathing had become short and urgent. Unable to avoid the question any longer, he wiped his tears and snot and answered with deep remorse, “It wasn’t my intention, Your Excellency—Your Excellency! I only knew that I had to swap the grain wagons. I didn’t know the replacement was moldy! If I had known, I wouldn’t have dared to switch them even if I had ten times the guts!” At this point, he recalled the fear and anxiety he had lived under this past year and couldn’t help but weep again. He said, sniffling, “Lao-zuzong hung me out to dry! When Marshal Qi took me into custody, I was just taking the b-blame for Fuman. He had a guilty conscience, so he had to get me out of jail.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo had never stopped looking into the case of the moldy grain in the Bianjun Commandery. The Ministry of War officials involved had all turned up clean. Only when Yingxi was caught in the palace had Xue Xiuzhuo remembered the existence of the military inspector eunuch.


  Scorpion!


  Xue Xiuzhuo stared at Yingxi. “What were you planning, coming into the palace now?”


  Yingxi shook his head vigorously, his face a wretched sight as he spoke through his sobs. “It wasn’t me, it wasn’t me! It really was at Fuman’s behest that I entered the palace. Your Excellency, he wrote a letter to me in the sixth month, asking me to take care of some flowers in his courtyard on his behalf. He was hoping to use them in the ninth month to win Her Majesty’s favor! I truly only came here to deliver the flowers!”


  “Your kind have been hiding in Qudu all this time.” Xue Xiuzhuo’s voice rose. “Who else are you planning to kill?”


  Yingxi’s arm ached in Xue Xiuzhuo’s grip. He howled, “I don’t know! I don’t know! I was wrongly accused!”


  “How about Shen Zechuan?” Xue Xiuzhuo’s expression grew increasingly grim. “Is Shen Zechuan a Scorpion too?”


  Yingxi shook his head as he struggled. “I have nothing to do with any rebels! I swear to heaven, I’m in no way associated with the rebels!”


  “Did Shen Zechuan instigate Xiao Chiye to nominate Fuman for office?”


  Yingxi was still trying to pull his arm away. Xue Xiuzhuo held him tight, a chill creeping up his spine. Several things that had puzzled him before suddenly clicked into place.


  “And the relay report that exposed Wei Huaigu.” The look in Xue Xiuzhuo’s eyes was terrifying. “You eunuchs swapped the tags and changed the recipient from the Ministry of Justice to the Ministry of Revenue. You wanted to force Wei Huaigu to turn himself in. You were cutting off the tail to keep the Scorpions safe. It was Fuman… It was the eunuchs!”


  No wonder no traces were found among the officials of the imperial court.


   


  Fuman was gasping for breath, head hanging, when a bucket of salt water splashed over him. He was covered in raw wounds, and the sting of the salt made him yelp, but as his limbs were bound, he could only cuss at the top of his voice, “You son of a bitch!”


  Fengquan threw the bucket aside and scoffed. “You’re no decent dog yourself.”


  “It’s all because of you that I’ve fallen to this!” Fuman shrieked.


  “You did it to yourself.” Fengquan gave Fuman’s cheek a condescending pat. “Just a bastard of a mere handful of years, and you dare name yourself Lao-zuzong. Seems to me you’re tired of living.”


  Fuman couldn’t keep his head steady under Fengquan’s hand. It didn’t hurt like a real slap would, but it was far more humiliating. Blood saturated Fuman’s mouth. Spitting out a mouthful of red, he said, “Just you wait. Her Majesty will—”


  “Her Majesty will seize your estates and execute your family.” Fengquan leaned in and whispered, “Do you think no one knows you poisoned her? You set me up and had me thrown in prison. You were so anxious for me to die. Do you think Her Majesty can’t see through you?” He began to laugh, a strange sound, as if he loathed Fuman more than anything. “Once your family is wiped out, we can move on to the other eight generations of your clan.”


  Fuman spat out a few teeth that had been knocked loose. “Bullshit, you despicable fucker! It wasn’t me…” Gasping for breath, he tilted his head back and shouted, “It wasn’t me!”


  “Who else could it be if not you?” Fengquan took several steps back. “You were the one Han Cheng entrusted with Swift Pursuit. He gave it to you to add to Her Majesty’s food. Once she was dead, the capital troops could kill the officials of the Grand Secretariat while making a show of hunting down the emperor’s murderer. So you poisoned Her Majesty’s food and almost took her life.”


  “No… I was discreet…” Fuman’s voice trembled. As he looked at Fengquan, his eyes gradually widened. “It was you… You’re the one who poisoned—”


  Fuman had been caught between Li Jianting and the noble clans. He hadn’t dared to disobey Han Cheng, but he hadn’t dared to actually poison Li Jianting either. He’d had Swift Pursuit switched out with a common poison and added only a little; it was never meant to kill.


  In the darkness, Fengquan bared his pale white teeth. “You’re Lao-zuzong, the great ancestor. But I’m a zuzong too.”


  Had Fuman been free, he would have torn Fengquan apart with his own two hands. Chains clanging, he snarled, “Yingxi is your dog!”


  “Tsk.” Fengquan dismissed Fuman with a wave. “Lao-zuzong is the one who brought him up. He’s so overwhelmed with gratitude toward you, he doesn’t acknowledge me at all.”


  “I’ve been wronged…” Fuman couldn’t hold back his cries. He wailed sorrowfully, “Your Majesty, I’m innocent!”


  Fengquan, unaccustomed to the stench of blood, covered his nose and advised, “Since you’ve confessed to everything, I will present your statement as is to Her Majesty.” He turned and summoned the prison guard. “Lao-zuzong is advanced in age, so go easy with the interrogation. Until the ministers declare him guilty, we must follow procedure. He is threatening suicide. I fear he will bite through his tongue and kill himself before he can even be beheaded.”


  The prison guard was a former member of the Eastern Depot, a man advanced in age. He understood at once and snickered. “We’re experts at this, so don’t worry, Feng-gonggong. I guarantee he will live until his execution. As for biting through his tongue, we can prevent that by cutting it off.”


  Fengquan looked over his shoulder and replied, “Then I shall have to trouble you.”


  Fuman cried out in terror as he watched the eunuch approach. “Without permission from the Ministry of Justice, how dare you, how dare all of you—”


  The door slammed shut with a clang.


   


  After dark, Xue Xiuzhuo waited in the office compound for Kong Qiu’s memorandum. If he wanted to see Fuman tonight, he needed an official note from the Grand Secretary. It was long past working hours, but the Grand Secretariat had yet to retire—they were still discussing the increase of troops at the Beiyuan Training Grounds.


  Finally, Kong Qiu stepped away from his mountain of paperwork to speak to Xue Xiuzhuo. “Fuman tried to commit suicide by biting off his tongue yesterday, so the guards took matters into their own hands and cut it off. Even if you go now, you won’t get anything out of him. Fortunately, they wrote down his confession statement before they applied the physical interrogation. Should you wish to take a look at it, I’ll have the Ministry of Justice pass it to you.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo froze for a moment when he took the memorandum. He frowned and asked, “How can they take such a serious matter into their own hands? Who was the warden who did this?”


  “An impatient junior.” Kong Qiu frowned too. “It was too ruthless. The Ministry of Justice has already dismissed him from office.”


  Can it really be a coincidence?


  Xue Xiuzhuo turned toward the door. “I’ll go take a look—”


  “Put everything else aside!” Cen Yu burst through the door, sweat dripping down his temples. He shoved the paper he was clutching before Kong Qiu’s nose. “Look, Boran. It’s a disaster!”


   


  “The reigning emperor comes from the common people. Who can truly prove without a doubt that her lineage is authentic? We have only Xue Xiuzhuo’s word for it!”


  Rumors raced through the streets. After only a single night, nearly everyone was holding that pamphlet of unknown origin. “Xue Xiuzhuo can’t be trusted either. Just look at his eldest brother, Xue Xiuyi. What is he? The rat of the nation who almost made the Grand Secretary pass out from anger.”


  “Didn’t they all say the current emperor looks like the Guangcheng Emperor?” An old man with a walking stick craned his neck. “The lords in the Grand Secretariat agreed too.”


  This teahouse was in an uproar. Ge Qingqing stroked his newly grown beard and said, “Yeah, and I say the little girl from the butcher’s across the way also looks like the old emperor! It’s been over ten years since the Guangcheng Emperor died. When it comes down to it, don’t they all have two eyes and a mouth? Seems to me like you all resemble him a bit too.”


  The students clustered together and read the pamphlet from top to bottom. Each of them had their own opinions on the topic, and when words weren’t enough, they came to blows.


  “The Xue Clan dominates the court, and you people are his coconspirators in evil! You’re all sinners of our Great Zhou, condemned through the millennia!” A student’s spittle flew as he excoriated his fellows. “The rat of the nation has already shown his face, and still Her Majesty does not bring the Xue Clan to justice. If not out of fear, then why?!”


  “Lord… Lord Xue…” His colleague, tottering in the crowd as someone yanked him by the collar, crumpled the torn paper and held it high in his fist. “The honorable Lord Xue audited the field taxes and returned the land to the people. Who among us could have done the same? You’re the despicable ones for slandering him! The real sinners of our Great Zhou! Her Majesty did not punish Lord Xue because—”


  “Because your motherfucking balls!”


  “Why are you people so insufferably vulgar?!”


  Tables and chairs toppled over as the students brawled. Brushes and inkstones crashed to the ground; one misstep was all it took to be splattered with ink from head to toe. Doors and windows rattled as the students slammed into them. A headmaster hurried in to calm the chaos, but he hadn’t gotten a word in before the shoving of the students jostled him right back out the door.


  “Call for the capital troops!” The headmaster lifted the hem of his robe and stomped his foot. He was sweating profusely, in such a state of anxiety that his neck was flushed red. “Hurry, get the capital troops! Someone’s going to get killed!”


  “Lord Xue is a beacon of light who will leave behind a glorious legacy; he is a loyal subject!” Shreds of paper fluttered through the air. A student stepped onto a chair and table to claim the higher ground, then pointed all around him. “All of you persecute a loyal subject based on unfounded lies! The state and society fall to ruin in your hands, you vile—”


  An inkstone hurtled toward him and smashed against his head.


  “The fact is, Xue Xiuyi colluded with the eunuchs to steal and sell valuables from the palace depository.” The fired-up students could no longer tell who was in which camp. “Xue Xiuzhuo is a rat too!” The table flipped over with a thud, and the student atop it, losing his footing, tumbled to the ground. Before he could scramble to his feet, he was stepped on by the crowd of students.


  “Don’t trample people!” A few teachers were pulling at the students from the side. “You mustn’t hurt anyone!”


  “What has the world come to?” The aged schoolmaster slapped his thigh, tears coursing down his wizened face. “Stop it, all of you!”


   


  The strummed notes of the qin lingered in the air. Yao Wenyu played slowly. The red cord swayed on his wrist when his sleeve slid back. He had plucked the strings until his fingers were the same shade of red.


  Qiao Tianya pressed down on the strings. “You missed a part.”


  He plucked a few strings beside Yao Wenyu’s fingers. After another attempt, Yao Wenyu still couldn’t remember it, so Qiao Tianya took Yao Wenyu’s hand and guided him.


  Yao Wenyu raised his eyes to look at him. “Have you taught others like this before?”


  Qiao Tianya’s palm was searing hot. When he smiled, it was as carefree and unfettered as ever. He cast a glance at Yao Wenyu. “Sure. Many.”


  “And no one ever told you,” said Yao Wenyu, “that you’re holding on too tight?”


  “Perhaps someone did. But I don’t remember.”


  “You’re quick to forget.” The back of Yao Wenyu’s hand gradually rose in temperature too. “It’s a good habit to have.”


  Qiao Tianya looked back up at Yao Wenyu. As their eyes met, he leaned over the small table and kissed Yao Wenyu on the lips. The leaves in the courtyard rustled as they fell and landed on Qiao Tianya’s back. He raised a hand to keep Yao Wenyu’s chin in place.


  The taste of medicine was bitter, as was Yao Wenyu.


  This bitterness mingled between their lips and tongues and dissolved in Qiao Tianya’s chest, where it turned into a piercing ache. He found it painful, and he thought it was the same for Yao Wenyu. As they kissed, he caressed Yao Wenyu’s cheek, as if he had never touched him before and wanted to make up for lost time.


  “Do you have something to say to me?” Qiao Tianya touched the bridge of his nose with Yao Wenyu’s.


  “You’re lying.” Yao Wenyu’s pale face broke into a smile. “I’m your first student.”


  Qiao Tianya smiled too.


  “Qiao Tianya.” Yao Wenyu raised his fingers to touch the corner of Qiao Tianya’s eye. “Seek not great merit, but a safe and easy life blessed with prosperity and happiness. I wish you a life of great success and longevity in retirement.”
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  Qiao Tianya still smiled, but the rims of his eyes had gone red. “Why don’t you wish me luck in finding a good match and a life blessed with a household full of children and grandchildren?”


  Yao Wenyu didn’t want to say it.


  “You’re lying too,” said Qiao Tianya. “You already knew how to play this tune.”


  Yao Wenyu retracted his hand. “Yuanzhuo has no regrets in this life,” he said, “after coming to this spring date with you.”


  The breeze fluttered in their sleeves. They sat so close together, and yet they were so far apart.




  Chapter 269:
Deterioration


   


  NOT EVEN THE BAN imposed by the imperial court could stop the gossip from burning through the streets of Qudu like a wildfire. In every corner and alleyway, in the pleasure quarters and teahouses, everyone was discussing the girl emperor’s origins. The city gates had been sealed, yet the rumor had still made its way to the eight cities and was now spreading through Juexi.


  “The capital troops must shut them down,” Kong Qiu said during the discussion in Mingli Hall. “These rumors must not be allowed to spread indiscriminately! The Imperial College has become so unruly—the capital troops must intervene there too. Chengbi is an experienced minister. He knows how to handle the situation with discretion and restraint.”


  Shao Chengbi knelt before the emperor’s desk. His new official’s robe fit him, but with his shock of white hair, he didn’t look like a general. His voice was very hoarse as he said, “It’s not the first time the students have stirred up trouble. This is a delicate situation. I’m concerned that a show of force from the troops will only add fuel to the fire.”


  “Even so, we must do something.” Cen Yu stood up. As an imperial censor, he understood the power of words better than most. “Public opinion can obscure the truth, and repeated slander can bring about ruin!”


  Li Jianting had not slept the night before. She sat behind her desk and sipped a cup of strong tea, which she finished in a few mouthfuls. “Our conscience is clear, but the way the rumors started this time is suspect. Who authored that pamphlet? Does the Ministry of Justice still have no clue?”


  “It’s been copied hundreds of times by now,” Kong Qiu said. “We can’t guess the original author.”


  “The handwriting is indeed untraceable.” Xue Xiuzhuo looked at Cen Yu. “But Lord Cen, read this again carefully.”


  Cen Yu had been too anxious when he first looked at the pamphlet the night before to give it a careful read. Now, however, he took the page and read it again. He jolted to his feet and took a few steps forward. “The essay that singlehandedly caused a paper shortage in Qudu a few years ago—‘The Lamentation of Chashi.’ This piece is from the same hand.”


  Kong Qiu vaguely recalled this as well. “Could it be—”


  “The Sharpened Pen, Gao Shenwei.” Cen Yu turned back. “It’s Gao Zhongxiong!”


  During his time in Qudu, Gao Zhongxiong had had grandiose ambitions but little practical skill. As Han Jin’s aide, he had given advice that led the Eight Great Battalions to get trounced by Xiao Chiye. Han Cheng had meant to punish him for it, but Gao Zhongxiong had managed to escape and scrape out a meager existence in Dancheng. No one had expected him to throw in his lot with Shen Zechuan.


  “Our top priority now must be to not only smother these rumors, but also to convince the grand marshal to mobilize troops as soon as possible,” Kong Qiu said. “Shen Zechuan has one hundred twenty thousand garrison troops in Zhongbo. We can’t fight them with our current forces.” 


  “We have already issued an edict ordering the Prince of Donglie to mobilize troops from Tianfei Watchtower and launch a direct assault on Dengzhou,” Li Jianting said.


  Zhongbo currently had no reinforcements. Shen Zechuan had dispatched the Dunzhou Garrison Troops to Cizhou and left the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry to hold Duanzhou, leaving Fanzhou and Dengzhou unguarded.


  “There’s no need to panic just yet,” Chen Zhen chimed in. “The Zhongbo garrison troops are newly established too. The only useful troops Shen Zechuan has now are the Dunzhou and Cizhou garrisons. He wouldn’t dare mobilize the Chazhou Garrison Troops rashly. Chengbi, the forty thousand capital troops are at your disposal. In reality, we are evenly matched in numbers.”


  “We worry Shen Zechuan has another trick up his sleeve.” Li Jianting rose to help Shao Chengbi up. “All we can do now is entrust Qudu to you, Commissioner Shao.”


  “This old subject shall sacrifice my life to repay Your Majesty’s kindness.” Shao Chengbi stood, favoring his lame leg. “There’s no time to lose. I’ll ride out of the capital tonight and hurry to Dancheng—but before I go, this old subject has a favor to ask.”


  As Li Jianting looked at Shao Chengbi’s aged face, she felt a sudden surge of emotion. Supporting Shao Chengbi’s arm, she said earnestly, “This is a dangerous battle. Regardless of success or failure, as long as we sit on the throne, we promise to redress the injustice you have suffered.”


  “Your Majesty, I am old. It’s only because of the favor Your Majesty has shown me that I can still do my utmost for my country. As for the rest, I will leave it to fate. Whatever will be, will be.” Shao Chengbi’s expression was grave. “This old subject asks Your Majesty’s permission to open the Chunquan Battalion’s armory.”


  Li Jianting’s brows rose slightly.


  “The Chunquan Battalion is equipped with firearms,” Shao Chengbi said. “I would like to take these muskets with me.”


  “You have our approval.” Li Jianting turned and called for Fengquan to bring wine, whereupon she personally poured a cup for Shao Chengbi. “We shall await your triumphant return.”


   


  Gao Zhongxiong set down his brush and looked up at Yao Wenyu. “In Yuanzhuo’s opinion, how will Qudu fight this battle?”


  “First, quell the rumors, then persuade Marshal Qi to mobilize troops”—Yao Wenyu turned his wheelchair toward the other end of the table and spread out the map—“and set Shao Chengbi to guard Dancheng. Xue Xiuzhuo will certainly make an issue of His Lordship’s birth. He wants a justifiable reason to dispatch troops too.”


  “There are indeed forty thousand garrison troop soldiers left in Fanzhou and Dengzhou, but they are all new recruits,” said Zhou Gui. “We must wait for Huo Lingyun to rush over with the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry to provide reinforcements.” He sighed, a little worried. “Xue Xiuzhuo returned the fields to the commoners in Dancheng; he is highly regarded there. If the imperial court makes a weapon of Shen Wei’s name, it will be hard for us to fight back.”


  “He bestowed his beneficence upon three cities,” Kong Ling said, “but our benefactions extend to six prefectures. His Lordship’s contributions in Zhongbo, Libei, and Qidong are inarguable accomplishments. The new emperor cannot compare. It was also we who restored the Chashi River as Zhongbo’s line of defense with the help of Libei and Qidong. Er-ye, too, has an illustrious military record: first bringing peace and stability to the Bianjun Commandery, and now advancing east into the desert to meet our Biansha enemies. Who has done more for the empire than Zhongbo and Libei?”


  Shen Zechuan sat in the principal seat, looking pensive.


  “There is one thing I can’t figure out,” said Zhou Gui, his focus still on Qudu. “The issue of commoners’ fields in the three cities has been settled, but the number of commoners migrating to Zhongbo is still going up. Why?”


  “The noble clans have ruled the eight cities for a long time,” Yao Wenyu said. “The Eight Great Clans aren’t the only ones encroaching into the commoners’ fields. The reason the grand mentor implemented the Yellow Register system back then was to curb any attempts at these kinds of land grabs. Xue Xiuzhuo did succeed in straightening out the field taxes of the three cities of Dancheng, Wucheng, and Chuancheng, but the sum they came up with to pay in arrears was still collected by the Pan, Han, and Fei Clans from the people who rely on them. There are still many scoundrels affiliated with the noble clans but not of noble birth themselves who are stealing the commoners’ fields, and they continue to make the common folks pay for this shortfall.” He looked at Shen Zechuan. “The noble clans are the deeply rooted malady of the Zhou empire. They are not so easily eradicated.”


  “Yuanzhuo is right.” Shen Zechuan lifted the lid of his teacup only to cover it again. “It’s not hard to implement the census register. The real difficulty lies in maintaining the records year after year, which requires internal regulations and supervision in the accounting and submission of the reports. The selection of local officials in the regions must also be made a priority. Qudu has been caught up in the tussle between political factions for too long. Those from the noble clans as well as those of humble origins have all suffered losses. By the time the new emperor ascended the throne, the court lacked the talent to fill these key positions. Even if Xue Xiuzhuo devotes all his energy to turning the tide, he cannot do it alone.”


  “Qudu can’t even pay the officials’ monthly salaries,” Kong Ling said. “And they still have to bear the military expenses of the forty thousand capital troops. As time goes on, their finances will only get worse. If the commoners aren’t allowed to prosper—and thus pay taxes—even all the silver in Xue Xiuzhuo’s treasury will not last him past winter of this year.”


  “At this stage, we are fighting a war of words,” Shen Zechuan said. “Let’s see how Qudu responds.”


  The bamboo blinds rose, and Fei Sheng entered with a letter in hand. “Master, a letter from Er-ye.”


  Seeing as it was already late, Kong Ling rose along with Zhou Gui and Gao Zhongxiong. “The time has gotten away from us. Your Lordship ought to retire for the night; we’ll take our leave.”


  Shen Zechuan waited for them to go before opening Xiao Chiye’s letter. The moment he unfolded it, several tiny paper-folded wolves fluttered out.


  My wife, greet this letter as you would me.


  Shen Zechuan brushed his fingers over the line.


   


  The expedition has been uneventful. The armored cavalry has already arrived at Three Rivers. We should reach Amur’s home by the eleventh month. The Huiyan tribe drew three desert tribes to our side, promising the benefits of the frontier trade markets. I hope to take advantage of their combined strength to attack the bald vultures together. Our provisions are ample, and the taros are filling. My only complaint is that Lu Guangbai talks too much. If I can win with this battle, I’ll make it back home in time to spend the new year with you. Miss you.


   


  Shen Zechuan looked at the bottom, where Xiao Chiye had used a piece of charcoal to scrawl a dark, starry night sky. Shen Zechuan reread those few short lines over and over. The candlelight shone upon a paper-cut decoration on the window. Nights in Cizhou were still refreshingly cool, but east of the Chashi River, autumn was setting in. The Three Rivers region was all barren ground swept by harsh sandstorms. He wondered if Xiao Chiye would be thinner when he returned.


  All the thousands upon thousands of words Shen Zechuan had to say dissolved into that single phrase: Miss you.


  Another official letter stamped with the commander’s seal lay behind Xiao Chiye’s letter home. Shen Zechuan opened it to find that it was a letter from Lu Guangbai.


   


  Several days later, the sound of horses’ hooves broke the silence of the night. The darkened camp had yet to stir awake when a man, reining in his horse, produced his authority token and shouted at the soldiers on guard, “I carry an urgent tally from the express dispatch station! Hurry and open the gates. I must see the Prince of Donglie!”


  Qi Zhuyin already had a premonition as to what was to come when she rose to drape her cloak over her shoulder. She lifted the curtains and stepped out, where she saw the authentication tally from the express dispatch station held up against the cobalt blue sky.


  “Military report?”


  “Military report!” The official from the station dismounted and knelt. In a carrying voice, he said, “The Ministry of War has authorized the Prince of Donglie, Qi Zhuyin, to immediately deploy troops to Dengzhou to quell the Zhongbo rebels!”


  Qi Zhuyin pressed her lips together and did not reply.


  The official from the express dispatch station stood and held up the tally with both hands. “By imperial decree, Her Majesty has ordered the Prince of Donglie to deploy troops!”


  “There are forty thousand capital troops right there in Dancheng,” said Qi Zhuyin. “What is Shao Chengbi doing? Tianfei Watchtower is an important natural barrier that protects our Great Zhou. Every time my troops pass through, it costs tens of thousands of taels in military expenses.”


  “The Grand Secretariat has already made an official reply in writing to the Ministry of War. Military funds for Qidong will arrive in a few days.” The official had a pleasant oblong face. He was an old subordinate under Shao Chengbi’s command, and had been specially tasked with ordering Qi Zhuyin to deploy troops. He continued, neither pleading nor putting on airs, “The ambitions of the band of traitorous rebels in Zhongbo are all too clear. Commissioner Shao is stationed in Dancheng to guard Qudu. The traitor from the Shen Clan is presently diverting his troops to Cizhou. His back is unguarded. If the Prince of Donglie mobilizes now, you can coordinate with the commissioner to attack them from the front and the rear, then surround and annihilate the rebels.”


  Qi Zhuyin still did not answer.


  The official took a step closer. A yellow belt encircled his waist, upon which hung a fine blade, both bestowed by the emperor. Qi Wei promptly strode forward to stand before Qi Zhuyin and berated him: “Remove your blade in front of the prince!”


  “My blade was bestowed by the Son of Heaven.” The official was not afraid in the slightest as he said coldly, “The rebels are threatening Qudu. They have already forced their way before the emperor, so why is the Prince of Donglie unwilling to deploy troops to come to Her Majesty’s aid?” He ripped the yellow belt from his waist. “The Qi Clan takes orders from the Son of Heaven. As a subject of our Great Zhou, Qi Zhuyin, why do you not heed her order?”


  “My prince’s honorable name is not something that belongs on your tongue!” Qi Wei snapped, losing his temper.


  The official stood tall and dauntless. “The state is in imminent danger! If the Prince of Donglie does not deploy troops, our Great Zhou will perish. When that time comes, the prince will no longer be a prince, and this subject will no longer be a subject. You and I will be mere slaves from a fallen empire. We will have no rank or status to worry about then!”


  Qi Wei was enraged. “Take him away—”


  “Stand down.” Qi Zhuyin raised her hand, and the cloak draped over her shoulders slid to the ground, revealing her day robe inside and Banisher hanging from her belt. “Leave the tally,” she said. “I’ve gotten the message.”


  The official presented the tally to Qi Zhuyin with both hands. In the tense silence that followed, he bowed again and said in a grave voice, “This humble official shall wait in Dancheng for the Prince of Donglie to return in triumph.”


  He turned and mounted his horse. Without pausing to drink a drop of water, he spurred his horse and set off on his return journey.


  “Insolent man!” Qi Wei took two steps after him and looked back at Qi Zhuyin. “Marshal, why put up with it? Qudu is the one begging us now!”


  “He’s a good official, composed in the face of danger and calm in the face of crisis. You could learn a thing or two.” Qi Zhuyin flipped over the tally for a look. “We’ve been raising our horses and training our troops for this day. All the food we consumed must be repaid.”


  “So we’re really going?” Qi Wei followed closely behind Qi Zhuyin. “Er-ye is away on the expedition. Attacking Zhongbo now is exploiting their plight.”


  “There’s no such thing in a war.” Qi Zhuyin turned to enter the tent. She set the token on the table and looked up at the map hanging on the wall. “Shen Zechuan lacks generals. Huo Lingyun is the only one who can stand in as Dengzhou’s commander, but the soldiers of the garrison there are fresh recruits. Twenty thousand men will be enough to take the city.”


  “I just fear—”


  “Tantai Hu can’t be in two places at once,” Qi Zhuyin continued, “and Shen Zechuan has yet to recover from his injuries after the siege of Duanzhou. If I move now, Jiming will come.”


  Qi Wei forgot everything he was going to say and exclaimed in surprise, “The heir—I mean, the prince will return to the battlefield?”


  “Xiao Chiye left his beloved there.” Qi Zhuyin cast a glance at Qi Wei. “You think he’d leave without a contingency plan?”


  “Libei only has thirty thousand armored cavalry left to defend itself.” Qi Wei was already worrying for Xiao Jiming. “The Prince of Libei is still convalescing. If something were to happen to him, wouldn’t the princess consort drown Qidong with her tears?”


  Qi Wei could well imagine the terrible sight of Lu Yizhi as she pounded Qi Zhuyin with her fists and wept a river of tears.


  “Xiao Jiming is the Iron Horse on River Ice,” Qi Zhuyin said. “He’s the Xiao Jiming who sped through the snowy night and crossed the river south to launch a surprise assault on the Biansha Horsemen. Even if Libei had only five thousand armored cavalrymen, he would come, let alone thirty thousand.”


  Qi Wei was at a loss. He was all too glad to fight the Biansha Horsemen, but Libei…


  “Marshal,” he said. “If we really come to blows, both sides will suffer. Leaving aside the troops left wounded or dead, the common folk in both territories will be thrown into a state of unrest. Dengzhou did good work straightening out their grain fields this year. If we march across them, the people there will starve to death next year. Aren’t the officials from the capital capable men? Let them convince Shen Zechuan with their eloquence. The way I see it, Shen Zechuan will not move as long as the capital troops remain in place.”


  “There’s one thing you have to understand.” Qi Zhuyin turned and said solemnly, “If we don’t fight this battle, you and I will be slaves from a fallen empire, the subjects of a former reign. Once the dynasty changes name, we either bow down to Shen Zechuan, or kneel to Xiao Chiye.”


  Qi Wei was silent.


  “Since time immemorial, loyalty and sentiment have struggled to coexist.” Qi Zhuyin looked at the map again. “This is a perfect example.”


  The tap of footsteps sounded at the door. Qi Wei looked back.


  “I heard an official from the express dispatch station arrived,” Hua Xiangyi said as she entered. She was plainly dressed in white mourning clothes, the stark color accentuating her delicate features. “A-Yin, is it a military report?”


   


  As Shao Chengbi prepared to leave Qudu, Li Jianting instructed Fengquan to pack his bags for him. In truth, Shao Chengbi had nothing to pack. All he took with him was a single-edged broadsword.


  Fengquan washed Shao Chengbi’s hair for him, then tied it up in a topknot before the bronze mirror. Shao Chengbi’s white hair was coarse under his hands.


  “I can’t grow it out when I’m on the battlefield slaying enemies. Might as well cut it,” he said.


  So Fengquan had a junior eunuch bring a shaving blade, which he used to crop Shao Chengbi’s hair short.


  “Her Majesty asked you to see me off.” Shao Chengbi’s voice was damaged from the poison he had taken years ago. He could still speak, but his voice box had been irreparably ruined. “This is, in itself, a great kindness.”


  Soft whispers came from the blade as he worked. Fengquan answered expressionlessly, “Father is right.”


  “This parting stretches eternal.” Shao Chengbi looked at Fengquan in the mirror. “We won’t see each other again.”


  “Father is composed and steady in directing military operations. You will not lose.” Fengquan carefully cut Shao Chengbi’s hair. “Besides, all the muskets of the Chunquan Battalion are in your hands. Those alone are enough to give Shen Zechuan a headache.”


  “He is the grand mentor’s student,” Shao Chengbi said. “A formidable and ambitious man.”


  “The grand mentor might have been able to devise strategies from a command tent and orchestrate victories with an invisible hand.” White hair rustled as it fell to the ground. Fengquan wiped the blade with his thumb. The side of Shao Chengbi’s neck was so close. “But he was afflicted with the disease that strikes all intelligent people—conceit.”


  Shao Chengbi’s blinded eye moved sluggishly in the reflection.


  Fengquan put away the blade and rolled Shao Chengbi’s hair up to secure it in place.


  Shao Chengbi sat quietly, thinking of old debts. The rays of the setting sun fell across the floor, drawing a boundary between the two of them. Dust motes floated in the air. “In the next life,” Shao Chengbi said, “I will be your son instead.”


  After a moment of silence, Fengquan replied, “Spare me.”


   


  Qudu took half a month to draft an official proclamation, which the yamen of the city posted in public. In addition to Shen Wei’s defeat, the proclamation detailed Shen Zechuan’s crimes, such as mustering troops under his own banner and forming a treasonous faction.


  “The imperial court has shown mercy to the Shen Clan, but the clan’s only survivor has proclaimed himself king in lands he seized under his own name!” The junior yamen official struck the gong and announced to the illiterate commoners, “He is gathering an army of bandits and pressing toward Dancheng. He is a rebel and a traitor! From today onward, the capital troops will patrol the city and impose a curfew. No one is allowed out after sunset!”


  The capital troops, equipped with arms of the finest quality, tromped through the streets and markets day and night. The teahouses and wine taverns, where rumors spread the fastest, were shut down. Anyone who gathered on the streets was arrested and imprisoned for slander. In no time, an uneasy tension filled the air of Qudu. The sound of stringed and woodwind instruments, as well as the trill of reed pipes, no longer permeated the once-prosperous Donglong Street.


   


  “The authenticity of the emperor’s lineage is neither backed by the imperial genealogy records nor authenticated in official documentation with cinnabar.” Gao Zhongxiong stood on a rock in Cizhou and lifted his pamphlet aloft. The sun was blistering, and his face was drenched in sweat. “Xue Xiuzhuo’s word alone cannot be believed! If she is truly Prince Qin’s descendant of lawful birth, then may I ask—where is the cinnabar seal? Prince Qin had so few heirs. If he truly had a daughter of lawful birth, how could he have allowed her to wander lost among the common people?”


  He wiped sweat from his brow. “Since our great imperial ancestor ascended the throne, the Zhou empire has had twenty-one sovereigns, yet there has never been an emperor with such dubious origins! Is the mighty figure everyone kneels to an imperial sovereign named Li, or an imperious minister named Xue?!” Gao Zhongxiong’s tone turned somber. “The imperial court was undermined during the reign of Yongyi, and its army was defeated during the reign of Xiande. The Li Clan has been held captive by the noble clans. They no longer have any grace to extend to the people of the nation. They can’t even fend for themselves!”


   


  A flurry of footsteps sounded in the Grand Secretariat’s office compound, while the candles in Mingli Hall burned endlessly through the night.


  “The express dispatch station reported that the Prince of Donglie intends to send troops.” The mobilization of such a large number of men and horses was no small matter. Chen Zhen had been chained to his desk for four days, even eating and sleeping in the compound. “But there’s been no word regarding the exact timing for departure and arrival. We have no idea either.”


  “The provisions were pulled together in haste,” said Kong Qiu. “We can’t afford to wait. Issue another urgent tally. If Qi Zhuyin doesn’t move, then issue it to Qi Shiyu!” He fidgeted anxiously in his seat. “If they can fight a quick battle in Dengzhou, the Beiyuan Training Grounds will surely send troops east to provide reinforcements. Shao Chengbi will then be able to pursue them with an attack. But look at this—we have more than a dozen eloquent men in the imperial court, yet Gao Zhongxiong has still managed to get the upper hand. Is there no one of any worth in the Hanlin Academy and Imperial College?!”


  Everyone in the hall fell silent in the face of the Grand Secretary’s rage. The officials standing under the eaves kept their hands by their sides and their mouths shut.


  Li Jianting’s origins had always been dubious. At first, it was put about that she was Prince Qin’s legitimate daughter, but in that case, she ought to have a genealogy record, or at least Prince Qin’s acknowledgment in writing or with a cinnabar seal. When Xue Xiuzhuo had verified the identity of the heir apparent, he had produced proof in the form of the Tianchen Emperor Li Jianheng’s written testament. The bright satin-covered pamphlet in imperial yellow was indeed affixed with the seal of the emperor, but by the time it appeared, Li Jianheng was long dead, and the longtime officials of the Grand Secretariat had known nothing of the matter.


  Now Zhongbo was insisting Li Jianting was not of the Li Clan’s bloodline at all. Although talk of imperial affairs had been banned everywhere, the rumors persisted. Worse still, new speculation was circulating about the relationship between the girl emperor and Xue Xiuzhuo.


  “This battle is a hard one to fight,” said Cen Yu. “We’d do far better to give the Prince of Donglie another nudge.”


   


  Shao Chengbi hobbled his way up the city wall. He couldn’t see Cizhou from here, only the continuous stretch of the Dunzhou Garrison Troops’ tents. On Shen Zechuan’s orders, Tantai Hu was approaching Dancheng amid the escalating tensions created by the ongoing war of words.


  “Tantai Hu was originally Xiao Chiye’s general, but Xiao Chiye transferred him to Zhongbo to guard Dunzhou. That Shen Zechuan could successfully defend Duanzhou from the Biansha Horsemen was, in part, thanks to Tantai Hu.” The official at Shao Chengbi’s side was the same man who had delivered the edict to Qidong. His name was Xu Yu, and his father was also a former subordinate from Shao Chengbi’s days in the Ministry of War. After the Shao Clan’s estates were seized and their family executed, Xu Yu was also stripped of his rank. He had taken up work in a relay station, where he eked out a living performing an idle job; he knew the generals from every region like the back of his hand.


  Shao Chengbi shifted his lame leg and edged closer to the battlements. “What is this person’s relationship to Tantai Long?”


  “His younger brother, sir.”


  “Tantai Long was a steady and reliable man. If he takes after his elder brother,” Shao Chengbi said, looking out at the boundless horizon. Dusk was creeping up on them. “…then he probably won’t act rashly.”


  “Shen Zechuan won over the six prefectures by putting on a benevolent and righteous act, and now he’s here pretending that the just and virtuous governor will save the people from the unworthy Li Clan. He won’t allow Tantai Hu to attack the city outright, lest he lose the moral high ground. It seems to me that the Dunzhou Garrison Troops mean to lay siege to the city. They hope you’ll be forced to open the city gates once Dancheng depletes their granaries.”


  “Our treasury is empty, and our army is short on funds. Besieging the city to force a surrender is an excellent strategy.” Shao Chengbi limped along the battlements. “How is Tantai Hu’s management of his troops?”


  Xu Yu looked out from the walls and thought for a moment. “Relaxed. The men lack discipline.”


   


  Tantai Hu ate his dinner in his tent. Ever since Yu Xiaozai had arrived at the Beiyuan Training Grounds, they had taken their meals together.


  Night had fallen.


  “See anything unusual on night patrol?” Tantai Hu asked.


  Liu Kong, who was standing at the entrance of the tent, answered, “All is well. Sir, that Shao Chengbi was so scared on hearing your mighty name, he didn’t even dare step out of the city gates.”


  “I heard Shao Chengbi has a lame leg.” Tantai Hu finished his meal in just a few mouthfuls. “I wonder if he dares to fight us on horseback.”


  “They intend to defend the city from the walls.” With Yu Xiaozai present, Liu Kong chose his words carefully. “If any orders arrive from His Lordship, I’ll report it at once. Please take a rest, sir.”


  The camp was buzzing with mosquitoes, so the tent flap was lowered to keep them out. When they were alone, Yu Xiaozai soaked his feet in a tub of hot water and asked Tantai Hu in a quiet voice, “That man is quick-witted. How come I didn’t see him on my last inspection tour?”


  “I hadn’t promoted him yet,” Tantai Hu said. “He’s had a hard life. He comes from an honest farming household in Dengzhou. During the fourth year of Xiande, his family was slaughtered by the Biansha Horsemen, so he spent some time with the Fanzhou bandits. He later joined the garrison as a way of turning over a new leaf.”


  Meticulous as always, Yu Xiaozai thought about this as he wiped his feet.


  At night, each slept on their own cot. Tantai Hu’s snores were deafening, but unexpectedly, they stopped in the middle of the night. Tantai Hu woke, clutching his stomach, in such pain that his face had turned white. His first thought was that the food was unclean. Only in the latter half of the night did he realize something was amiss.


  Outside the tent, Liu Kong reported with urgency, “Sir! The brothers all have the runs!”


  Bent nearly double, Tantai Hu slipped on his shoes and lifted the flap. Men were moaning everywhere around the camp. The latrines were all crowded with soldiers. His expression turned grim. “Summon the medics, then send someone to convey the news to Cizhou immediately!”


  Yu Xiaozai, who had still been sleeping comfortably, crawled out of bed upon hearing the commotion. Draping his clothes over his shoulders, he walked outside and exclaimed in shock, “What’s happening?!”


  “Someone poisoned—”


  Before Liu Kong could finish, the soldiers around them all began to retch. With such similar symptoms, what else could it be but a case of poisoning? Tantai Hu’s heart pounded in alarm as he realized there was a spy among them.


  “Summon the medics, quick!” Tantai Hu commanded.


   


  Xu Yu was asleep when the scout came to give his report. He didn’t bother to wash up before going to wake Shao Chengbi. As he led the old man up the city wall, he said, “Sir, the garrison troops are in chaos!”


  Shao Chengbi looked out at the burning torches in the distance and heard the low roar of soldiers shouting.


  Xu Yu was delighted. “The scout reported that the garrison troops must have eaten something bad; everyone from top to bottom is suffering from vomiting and diarrhea. Tantai Hu is beside himself.”


  Being prudent, Shao Chengbi asked, “Has it been verified? Perhaps it’s a trap.”


  “Tantai Hu has the runs too. A great number of people in the camp are down. It doesn’t seem to be fake. Besides, Zhongbo has no reinforcements. He would never put on a show like this with twenty thousand soldiers.” Xu Yu laid a hand on the hilt of his blade and said with rare emotion, “Sir, once we emerge victorious from this battle and return home in triumph, the injustices we have suffered will all be redressed!”


  Shao Chengbi’s breathing had grown slightly heavy. He braced himself against the battlements, still hesitating. A foot soldier hurried up the wall and cupped his fist toward Shao Chengbi in salute. “Sir, an urgent tally from the express dispatch station—the Prince of Donglie has mobilized her troops!”


  Narrowing his good eye, Shao Chengbi threw back his head in laughter, silhouetted in the firelight. “Heaven aids me! Bring my horse!”


   


  Tantai Hu was laid low with a bad case of vomiting and diarrhea. His stomach was churning, and even his legs were trembling. There weren’t enough medics to go around. The hastily built shack was packed full of weakened soldiers. Even Liu Kong had little left in his stomach.


  “Has news of this left the camp?” Tantai Hu asked, his face ghastly pale.


  Yu Xiaozai smacked his thigh. “How the heck would I know?!”


  Right now, it would be a tall order to find men that could stand on their feet, let alone line up in formation. Tantai Hu extinguished half of the torches to put on a show of normalcy, but his eyelid wouldn’t stop twitching. He had the nagging feeling that it was going to be an eventful night.


  “The grain transport was handled by our own men,” Liu Kong reported. “Nothing went awry on the way. We’ve been making our way through the rice and flour for a month without incident, but something just had to go wrong tonight of all times…”


  “There’s a spy from Qudu among the troops,” Tantai Hu hissed through clenched teeth.


  Although Yu Xiaozai had tried his best to divert attention from himself, it hadn’t escaped him that he was the only one in the entire camp who was still well. Cold sweat broke out on his back. He’d already realized the spy’s intent. Gears whirled in his mind. Expression unchanging, he said, “Let’s not lose our heads now. If by any chance—”


  He had yet to finish when the thunder of hooves rose from the western side of the camp. The soldiers on the watchtower struck the drum to sound the alarm. In an instant, the words “Enemy attack!” reverberated through the camp.


  Liu Kong let loose a flustered exclamation. “Sir!”


  Tantai Hu jerked to his feet, chest heaving. He yanked up the soldiers in slightly better condition and shouted, “Get into formation!”


  The capital troops had sent a light cavalry as their vanguard, used to launch a surprise attack or gather intelligence. If the Dunzhou Garrison Troops were indeed laying a trap to lure them in, they would be able to retreat swiftly.


  The light cavalry charged toward the camp’s western side. The drum on the watchtower was struck so desperately it seemed about to break. Tantai Hu raised his arm and hollered, “Archers!”


  The Dunzhou Garrison Troops had often faced the Biansha Horsemen, and in order to deal with them, Tantai Hu had replaced their longbows with the sturdier bows used by the Libei Armored Cavalry. The results had been remarkable the few times they had used them in battle, but right now, men who could still draw a bow were few and far between.


  The scattered rain of arrows failed to fend off the light cavalry; even worse, the enemy now saw how frail the Dunzhou Garrison Troops were. The infantrymen behind the cavalry charged swiftly forward with shields in hand, their armor glinting in the moonlight. This was the finest equipment of the Eight Great Battalions.


  The campground’s wooden fences toppled under the boots of the capital troops. Even if the garrison troops ran now, it would be too late. Tantai Hu drew his blade to face the enemy, but before he could engage the infantry of the capital troops, the light cavalry rushed forward. He caught a whiff of gunpowder—his heart went cold and he rolled to the ground.


  The brass muskets blazed into action, sparks flying in all directions.


  Tantai Hu covered his head and ducked out of the way, but both his arms were stinging. He looked at his sleeves and gasped in alarm.


  “By the grace of the emperor, the imperial court will not pursue the heinous crimes of all those willing to surrender tonight,” Shao Chengbi called out, spurring his horse into the camp. “The three hundred thousand men of the Qidong Garrison Troops have already marched past Tianfei Watchtower. The Shen scoundrel’s failed rebellion has come to an end. I advise everyone here to wise up and surrender before it’s too late!”




  Chapter 270:
Doorstep


   


  TANTAI HU UNDERSTOOD that victory was already nearly impossible. He spat on the ground and cursed, “Son of a bitch, that wily old fox. To use such an underhanded trick!”


  Unmoved, Shao Chengbi gazed at Tantai Hu. “Your men have followed you into battle and entrusted their lives to you. You no longer have a chance at victory. By stubbornly continuing to resist, you are disregarding the safety of your soldiers. Tantai Hu, I knew your brother. I advise you again to surrender and pledge allegiance to the side of the righteous.”


  “Go fuck yourself,” Tantai Hu said, jamming his blade into the ground to prop himself up. “I fought side-by-side with His Lordship against the Biansha Horsemen, yet you want me to surrender to you. Bah! I, Tantai Hu, will never bow!”


  The words weren’t even fully out of his mouth when Xu Yu heard the whoosh of an arrow from atop the watchtower. A sharp whistle pierced the darkness, vibrating through their eardrums. Xu Yu, having heard much about the connectivity of the Zhongbo trails and its numerous relay stations, guessed Tantai Hu had sent a signal to his allies.


  “Sir!” Xu Yu advised. “There’s no time to lose. We must fight this battle quickly!”


  “We treat you with compassion even when you insist on resisting us.” Shao Chengbi gripped the hilt of his broadsword. “To catch bandits, one must first capture their chief.” Turning to his men, he said, “Kill Tantai Hu, and we’ll score a victory without a battle.”


  The capital troops swarmed forward. The garrison troops were powerless to resist and could only cut a sorry sight as they fled. Yu Xiaozai could only watch as Tantai Hu, unable to hold the line alone, was nearly surrounded—when suddenly, outside the camp, a few partridge cries rang out in the darkness.


  Partridges?


  How on earth were there partridges in Zhongbo?


  Just as Shao Chengbi drew his new blade, Yu Xiaozai covered his head and shouted, “Lao-Hu, down!”


  Tantai Hu hadn’t planned to listen, but before he could lunge forward, he felt a pain in the back of his knee and crashed to the ground with a thud. Before he could get on his feet, the military tent nearby caved in with a thunderous boom and flew into the capital troops in front of him.


  Catapults!


  Tantai Hu’s first thought was the Biansha Horsemen—but then it dawned on him, and he whooped in joy. “The Imperial Army!”


  In the light from the flames, Xu Yu saw soldiers surging out from the eastern side of the camp and cursed under his breath. Firelight flared outside the fence. The Imperial Army had brought along the catapults from the Cizhou armory. They had been lying in wait in the dark all this time for the opportunity to fight the capital troops tonight.


  In the blink of an eye, the tables had turned. Shao Chengbi raised a hand to withdraw his troops.


  “Commissioner,” Xu Yu said, “we fell for their trap!”


  The collapsed tent had knocked over several torches, and flames shot up everywhere. The capital troops’ light cavalry was made up of only a few hundred riders. As they raced back toward Dancheng, they rammed right into the Imperial Army, who had circled around behind them, cutting off their retreat.


  At the sight of the Imperial Army, Tantai Hu looked as if he had seen his dear old mother. He scrambled up, crying out in exultation, “Fucking Qiao Tianya!”


  Shao Chengbi looked back in the light of the fire. A few strands of white hair had come loose from his topknot and fallen in front of his blinded eye. His rounded back was not towering or strong, but put one in mind of a steep hill, jutting out against the black night.


  “Uncle Shao.” Qiao Tianya’s hand left the reins, coming to rest on the hilt of a sword rarely drawn. After a moment’s pause, he added, “Shifu.”


  A past life materialized in an instant, then dissolved just as quickly into the night. Qiao Tianya had been all of four when Shao Chengbi took him as a pupil. This straight sword he had carried with him out of Qudu had been a gift from his shifu.


  Shao Chengbi had no straight sword anymore. He looked at Qiao Tianya as he slowly drew his new single-edged broadsword, his hoarse voice scraping out of his throat. “Treasonous bastards must be slain.”


   


  Huo Lingyun galloped through the starry wilderness, speeding across the lush expanse of grasslands as he raced toward Dengzhou. At the foot of the city wall, he raised his authority token and bellowed, “Open the gates!”


  Dengzhou’s drawbridge slammed down with a thunderous bang, and Huo Lingyun galloped across and through the gate tunnel, where he dismounted and sprinted up the steps of the city wall. He grabbed the nearest torch and thrust it before him to illuminate the way, gasping for breath. The mountains around Tianfei Watchtower were silent and still in the pitch-dark night; the Qidong Garrison Troops mentioned in the urgent report were nowhere to be seen.


  Huo Lingyun turned to the general guarding the wall. “Any activity from the beacon towers?”


  “Nothing yet,” the general answered.


  Huo Lingyun’s back was soaked with sweat from his frantic journey. He wiped his face with his hand and handed the torch to the general. “Be on your guard,” he said.


   


  Dark clouds obscured the moon, while the stars were sparse and faint. All good things were gone in a flash, fleeting and ephemeral. Sparks flew as two blades collided. The result was decided the moment Shao Chengbi lost his seat in the saddle. His broadsword split in two as he fell, and his master-disciple bond with Qiao Tianya along with it. In the light of fallen torches across the camp, the footsteps of the capital troops were a symphony of disarray. They were no match for the Imperial Army, who were masters of combat on the ground.


  Shao Chengbi, too, was no match for Qiao Tianya.


  Qiao Tianya was only a few steps from Shao Chengbi. As he returned his sword to its sheath, the flicker of overlapping shadows shrouding Qiao Tianya’s figure made him resemble, just for a moment, the Shao Chengbi who had drawn his broadsword to begin this fight.


  “Your defeat is certain,” Qiao Tianya said softly over the crackling sound of the fire. “Shifu is not here to slay me.”


  Shao Chengbi pressed a hand over his chest, struggling to breathe. His pale lips parted as he gasped, “In my old age… I’m not as valiant as I was… I came to see you. Your father erred…” Shao Chengbi opened his good eye wide as he gazed at the blurry canopy of heaven. “And so have I. With this battle…I’ve paid your father’s debt and my own… Shen…truly lives up to the grand mentor’s…hopes…”


  Qiao Tianya looked down at Shao Chengbi.


  But Shao Chengbi would not meet Qiao Tianya’s eyes. His voice cracked like a broken drum; in the final, lingering moments of his life, he murmured, “Qiao Songyue—a fine lad.”


  Qiao Tianya tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword. He stood unmoving amid the ashes and dust, allowing them to settle on his shoulders. The first time he had gone to the Shao residence to kowtow to his new shifu, Shao Chengbi, the man had patted the top of his head and said those same words: Qiao Songyue—a fine lad.


  Tantai Hu, dragging his weary body through the camp, whistled at Qiao Tianya and tossed over a musket they had just seized. He looked conflicted.


  “Other than the handful of muskets we took off the light cavalry, none of them work,” he reported.


   


  Qi Zhuyin stood before Tianfei Watchtower’s beacon tower and looked down over the winding mountain range. She had stood here countless times before, watching over the five commanderies. The night was like a rising tide, quietly trapping not only her, but all of Qidong.


  At the sight of her lonely back, Qi Wei couldn’t stop himself from calling out, “Marshal…”


  Qi Zhuyin was thinking of her last conversation with Hua Xiangyi before she set off.


  Hua Xiangyi had been sitting across from her, back straight, the white flower at her temple nestled amid hair the color of ravens, as if floating on the surface of crystal-clear water. The bloom was not as captivating as the lady herself, but it heightened her charm. As she brewed tea, she had said, “Success or failure must hinge on this one move, given the urgent requests from Qudu.”


  Qi Zhuyin watched her steep the tea, her dainty hands holding up the clay teapot. Strangely, whenever Hua Xiangyi was present, all the strife outside seemed to vanish. Hua Xiangyi always managed to remind Qi Zhuyin of the pleasures of rouge and powder.


  “Since you’re getting ready to move out, I wanted to share a cup of tea with you.”


  “Tea to send me off?” Qi Zhuyin had asked. As boiling water poured over the tea leaves, wisps of steam spiraled into the air.


  “Tea to make you stay,” said Hua Xiangyi.


  The air seemed to still. Qi Zhuyin braced her hands on her knees, as if to get up.


  “The marshal means to hold Shen Zechuan down in Zhongbo so he will not advance west and fight the Li Clan. But if you ask me, you’re deceiving yourself. Not only is this move of no benefit to the common people,” Hua Xiangyi said, gently pushing the tea toward the other side of the table as she raised her eyes to meet Qi Zhuyin’s, “it also contradicts your true goal.”


  Qi Zhuyin’s hand, reaching toward the cup, froze halfway.


  Shadows of the verdant banana leaves outside reflected onto the emerald window gauze, blocking the sunlight and framing Hua Xiangyi like a painting. She continued, “Qudu is scrambling for grain, but the eight cities’ granaries are empty. You refused to follow Xiao Chiye eastward because war makes life hard for the common people, but how would your assistance to the Li Clan today be any different?”


  “The shackles of the noble clans are already broken.” Qi Zhuyin spoke frankly. “Qudu is now in the midst of filtering out all that is noxious and vile. There is a chance for our Great Zhou to reform. But once Shen Zechuan’s troops enter the capital, that chance will be gone.”


  “I am well aware of the state of the eight cities’ accounts. The chance the marshal speaks of is not an opportunity for the Zhou empire or its people, but for the emperor herself.”


  Qi Zhuyin was slightly taken aback.


  “The legitimate lineage of the Li Clan ended with Li Jianheng. I do not recognize the person sitting on the imperial throne now. When my aunt was alive, she often said Li Jianting bears a striking resemblance to the Guangcheng Emperor, yet Xue Xiuzhuo insists that she is Prince Qin’s daughter. One thing in Zhongbo’s rumormongering rings true: If this woman really is a legitimate descendant of Prince Qin, why doesn’t Xue Xiuzhuo produce the proof? Since he is so certain, why not show it, and convince the world?”


  When the Xiande Emperor was still on the throne, he had addressed Hua Xiangyi as San-Meimei—Third Younger Sister. Everything she used was purchased in accordance with protocols meant for a true imperial princess. Even Li Jianheng had respectfully addressed her as an elder sister. By this logic, Li Jianting ought to have called her aunt. Now that the empress dowager had passed, if there was anyone else in the world who could verify Li Jianting’s identity, it was Hua Xiangyi.


  She continued in a soft voice, “If the emperor is not legitimate, then how can your loyalty to her be righteous?”


  Qi Zhuyin tightened her grip on the cup. Ripples disturbed the surface of the tea. “If she can achieve peace and stability for the people, then my loyalty to her is a means to that end.”


  “If that’s the case, you might as well assist Shen Zechuan instead.” A sharpness finally revealed itself behind Hua Xiangyi’s gentle words, but she reverted to a more intimate address for Qi Zhuyin: “A-Yin, not only do you and Xiao Jiming share a friendship that has withstood adversity, Lu Guangbai is your former subordinate. If you assist Li Jianting, these two will inevitably have to draw their blades against you, and you against them. This is the first reason.


  “Shen Zechuan and Xiao Chiye jointly administer military and political affairs in the northeast. If you attack Dengzhou, Shen Zechuan’s withdrawal of troops from the west is a small thing, but Xiao Chiye’s loss in the east will be a devastating blow. A military expedition like his is arduous. Without Shen Zechuan’s support, the ninety thousand armored cavalry under him will undoubtedly be defeated. Should the Biansha Horsemen rally for another attack, all of the people in Libei, Zhongbo, and Qidong will live in fear. Your loyalty to the Li Clan today would make the imperiled common people in the east suffer yet again. This is the second reason.


  “When Li Jianting conferred the title of Prince of Donglie on you, it was not out of gratitude, but out of her own necessity. As the saying goes: Water that brims must overflow, and every waxing moon must wane. Let’s say you really quell the rebellion in Zhongbo. Once Qudu is at peace again, Qidong will be lauded for its illustrious military service, but there will be no Libei to maintain the balance of power. If circumstances can force her to make you a prince today, they can force her to strip you of your title in the future. This is the third reason.


  “Yao Wenyu serves under Shen Zechuan, and with his eloquence, sent all the talents in the land swarming toward Zhongbo. Shen Zechuan not only entrusted former Qudu minister Yu Xiaozai with important responsibilities but also promoted a former advisor of the enemy’s forces, Gao Zhongxiong. He is not prejudiced by family status or past history, and he has led the advisors under his command to push ahead with the census registry in Zhongbo. In just one year, he has rooted out the bandits that plagued the cities and established a network for the transportation of grain. Given his magnanimity thus far, he will similarly accommodate the competent ministers of the imperial court once his troops enter Qudu. This is the fourth reason.”


  Hua Xiangyi raised a gentle hand to the white flower at her temple. “Everything Li Jianting can do, Shen Zechuan is capable of; what Shen Zechuan can do might be beyond the power of Li Jianting.”


  These four admonitions were compelling, whether on the grounds of official or personal concerns, reason or sentiment. It was a rude awakening that shattered Qi Zhuyin’s loyalty to pieces.


  But it was still not enough.


  Hua Xiangyi’s slender fingers, curled around the flower, complemented the eastern pearl dangling from her ear. Her complexion was wan, her expression downcast. She spoke slowly and placidly. “A-Yin, the secretariat elder once said that men who wield swords die in battles, while men who wield brushes die in remonstrations, but look around you: In these twenty years of political storms, how many have died worthy deaths?


  “Han Cheng wanted to support a boy of his own clan onto the throne, but the world wouldn’t let him—not out of loyalty to the Li Clan, but because the Han Clan was unvirtuous and unworthy. The Zhou empire’s internal and external strife is endless. If there is someone who can truly end this, that person has long since ceased to be Li Jianting. Shen Zechuan has just cause. He improves the lives of the people, who in turn give him their respect and support.”


  In that quiet room, she had slowly raised her eyes to Qi Zhuyin, as if she was gazing at the stabilizing force that would alone determine the fate of the empire. Her gaze had held both admiration and heartache. “And now, the lives and deaths of all of us rest on your decision.”


  Between them, the cloud of steam had risen like smoke from the tea and dispersed through the window lattice.


  The watchtower tonight felt a world away from that verdant room. After long contemplation, Qi Zhuyin asked Qi Wei, “After I die, will anyone remember Qi Zhuyin?”


  “They will,” Qi Wei answered, his voice choked with emotion. “With this move, you will fulfill the wishes of all commoners in the land. From now on, the people can live in peace, and the great cause will be accomplished. Who wouldn’t remember Qi Zhuyin?”


  “My name will not enter the annals of history. My memorial tablet cannot be bestowed with offerings. I’ve violated the Qi Clan’s ancestral teachings. And in the end, I turned out to be a traitor to the Zhou empire.” Qi Zhuyin gazed out at the horizon. “When I die, I will be nothing more than a pile of yellow earth, a handful of mud.”


  Hand on his blade, Qi Wei went to his knees and said, “If the marshal passes and I am still alive, I will lay offerings before your memorial tablet. If I am already dead, then my sons, grandsons, and generations upon generations of my family shall keep the marshal’s everlasting altar lamp alight.”


  Qi Zhuyin looked back and smiled. “In that case, this will all be worth it.”


   


  Dancheng was right beside Qudu. All the imperial court officials in the capital city were on tenterhooks. Mingli Hall blazed with light, and even the side hall was full of people. The moment the military report came in, everyone pricked up their ears to listen.
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  “What news?” Li Jianting asked.


  “Your Majesty.” The soldier kneeling before the door was drenched in sweat. He said between gasps, “The twenty thousand capital troops fell for the rebels’ trap—Commissioner Shao was surrounded—”


  Kong Qiu shot to his feet. “What about the Prince of Donglie?”


  The officer mopped his brow. “The news of the Prince of Donglie’s mobilization of troops was falsely reported. Not a single one of Qidong’s three hundred thousand garrison troops has moved!”


  The teacup in Cen Yu’s hand clattered to the ground. An uproar broke out in the side hall. All the eunuchs and palace maids were thrown into a panic.


  “What about the remaining capital troops?” Xue Xiuzhuo asked.


  Chen Zhen reacted swiftly. “Summon them back immediately!” Stepping forward, he said, “Recall the remaining capital troops to Qudu!”


  “Hold on,” Xue Xiuzhuo interjected. He looked at the officer and said in a low voice, “While the capital troops are on their way back, issue an urgent tally to Juexi, Hezhou, and Huaizhou. Say this is the deciding moment for the fate of the nation. Whoever deploys troops to aid Qudu, the court will reward with one million taels!”


  One million taels!


  Hefty rewards made men of courage.


  Xue Xiuzhuo had been forced into a dead end. The riot in Huaizhou was still raging, and bandits yet remained in Hezhou. With this move, he had hung the key to the Xi Clan’s vault over the gates of Qudu. Without the Libei Armored Cavalry behind him, Shen Zechuan was not invincible. Whoever could tilt the scale in their favor at this crucial moment would become the next hero of the empire.




  Chapter 271:
Huilian


   


  “QI ZHUYIN HAS TURNED TRAITOR?” Cen Yu was in disbelief. “The Qi Clan has guarded Qidong for a century. With this one move, she’s reducing one hundred years of Qidong’s prestige to ashes overnight.”


  The sovereign of the Zhou empire was surnamed Li. They could remonstrate with their sovereign and die for their sovereign, but they could not accept anyone other than a descendant of the Li Clan as that sovereign. Despite what Hua Xiangyi had said about the people not accepting the Han Clan boy because of Han Cheng’s immoral actions, that was only an excuse. All the ministers standing in the imperial court were, fundamentally, subjects of the Li Clan. Without the imperial line, they would all be reduced to dead-end officials of a fallen dynasty.


  If the emperor wasn’t fit to rule, he could be replaced, but he must be a Li—that was legitimacy. Otherwise, why had Hai Liangyi sacrificed his life? Why had Xue Xiuzhuo gone to such pains? Wouldn’t it be better for them to bend the knee to another master and declare Libei king? Centuries of so-called loyalty all rested upon the supremacy of a single surname. Cast it aside, and they would be fickle traitors and despicable scum who violated the ethics of the social order, worse than a son killing his own father. So they rallied to prop up their legitimate emperor, loudly proclaiming their principles, and expended their very lives all to bring about a resurgence of the Li Clan’s Zhou empire instead of kneeling to another master.


  Gao Zhongxiong had soared to fame in Qudu, but even as people in the capital read his essays, they spat and cursed his name—because he was a disloyal turncoat who had betrayed his master. A minister’s principles were all built on loyalty. If he couldn’t even stay loyal to his lord, then what kind of minister was he? He was merely a beast in human clothing!


  Yao Wenyu was renowned across the land for his abilities and had gathered many virtuous talents for Shen Zechuan among the wise men from every region, but few of those who answered his call hailed from Qudu. Whenever the Imperial College mentioned him, they lamented him as a genius led astray and cursed him for turning his back on his teacher’s legacy. Hai Liangyi had used his death to safeguard the legitimacy of the throne, yet his prized pupil had gone to serve Shen Zechuan, a man without a whiff of legitimacy. Yao Wenyu had thrown in his lot with a traitor, and for that, he had long been disdained by the scholars at the core of the Zhou empire. He was no longer that clear, remote Unpolished Jade of yesteryear.


  Tears coursed down Kong Qiu’s face. “It is I who have misjudged Qi Zhuyin!”


  “How was Shao Chengbi so easily defeated?” Chen Zhen collapsed into his chair. “He even had the muskets from the Chunquan Battalion.”


   


  Shen Zechuan ascended the steps to the top of the watchtower. Dawn had yet to break, and mist and smoke rolled over the campground, but he could see the silhouette of Dancheng from here.


  “It’s getting cold.” Fei Sheng followed, holding Shen Zechuan’s cloak. “Be careful you don’t fall ill, Master.”


  A thin crust of frost glittered atop the mud. Qiao Tianya, Tantai Hu, and a few others, blades at their hips, followed the prefectural governor up the steps. Tantai Hu had just returned from another trip to the lavatory, and his face was ghastly pale as he knelt to pay respects to Shen Zechuan. His head hung low with shame.


  “You did well going along with their ploy.” Shen Zechuan looked at him sidelong. “You’ll be rewarded upon Er-ye’s return.”


  Tantai Hu’s face flushed red. “This…this is all because of Your Lordship’s thorough planning. I fucking… I didn’t expect a spy among the troops.” He didn’t want any credit that didn’t belong to him. Pointing at Yu Xiaozai, he continued, “It was all thanks to Youjing’s quick wit!”


  “Then you might as well thank Ding Tao too,” Yu Xiaozai said lightly. “He was the one who struck the back of your knees and sent you sprawling before the tent got you.”


  At any other time, Qiao Tianya would have joined in with a quip, but today, he stood in sullen silence.


  “How did Your Lordship guess there was a spy among the troops?” Tantai Hu inquired.


  “Weren’t you the one who told me?” Shen Zechuan asked. He was in a good mood. “You set off to see me in Duanzhou the moment you heard Wang Xian had arrived there. How would you have the guts to do that? Not unless there was someone egging you on.”


  Xiao Chiye was the man Tantai Hu admired the most in the world, and the one he most feared. Although he was headstrong and obstinate, Tantai Hu wholeheartedly yielded to his judgment. Given his frank nature, without someone dropping hints in his ear, the thought that Wang Xian would go around him and lodge a complaint instead of hashing it out man-to-man would never have occurred to him.


  “The only question is whether this spy is from Qudu or Biansha,” put in Yu Xiaozai.


  “I wasn’t sure at first either, but judging by his actions last night, he must be a spy from Qudu,” said Fei Sheng.


  “No,” Qiao Tianya interjected. “The spy among the troops is not from Qudu.” Everyone turned to look at him. “If he was sent by Qudu, the capital troops wouldn’t have been so completely in the dark. Even Uncle Shao seemed surprised. Your Lordship, there’s something fishy about this. Er-ye is drawing close to Amur, but if Amur had planted a Scorpion here, he wouldn’t use a laxative but lethal poison. That way, the garrison troops would certainly have been no match for the capital troops. Once Cizhou was in peril, Er-ye would have been forced to turn back to provide reinforcements, and the crisis Amur is facing would be averted.”


  Xiao Chiye had arrived in Three Rivers, where the Huiyan tribe would attempt to persuade the other three tribes to form an alliance and fight Amur together. The leader of Amur’s vanguard, Huhelu, and his best general, Hassen, had both died in battle. He was a cornered beast. If he wanted to break through the troops bearing down on him, ensuring the Dunzhou Garrison Troops perished would be the most effective plan.


  Tantai Hu, a man born without tact, wondered aloud, “Then who else could it be? Not our own people in Zhongbo, right?”


  An innocuous remark on his part, but not so to the ears of his listeners.


  Gears whirred in Yu Xiaozai’s mind, but he didn’t dare reply. There was no doubt that different factions existed within Zhongbo. During Shen Zechuan’s early days in Cizhou, the advisors under Zhou Gui had clashed for this exact reason. Presently, officials who held key positions in Zhongbo belonged to one of two camps: local officials from Zhongbo whom Shen Zechuan had promoted, and former ministers of the Zhou empire from Qudu who had thrown in their lot with him. Although they stood on equal footing within the administration, everyone had their own private alliances, and their own purposes for serving the prefectural governor. That a boundary existed between them was undeniable.


  Yu Xiaozai’s mentor had been Cen Yu, who was still a major official of the Grand Secretariat in Qudu. He had come to Zhongbo to broker a truce but ended up staying. It was his personal wish to follow and serve the prefectural governor. Shen Zechuan treated him well and entrusted him with the inspection tours of the six prefectures, so he traveled around Zhongbo supervising the regional administrations; it was inevitable that this would create friction with those he oversaw.


  However, that friction had not gotten to the point of outright conflict. Yu Xiaozai did not manage the affairs of any prefecture, had no soldiers under his command, and reported directly to Shen Zechuan, who could dismiss him at any time. The one who had truly upset the balance was Wang Xian. As a former court official who’d been demoted and sent away from the capital, Wang Xian had been given direct jurisdiction over key economic affairs of the six prefectures by Shen Zechuan. He had been Luo Mu’s nightmare when he visited Chazhou.


  “Speaking of the spy, has he been caught yet?” Shen Zechuan asked Tantai Hu.


  “The troops were in disarray last night. We haven’t finished the head count.” Tantai Hu looked back at the troops in the distance. “Your Lordship, most of the muskets we seized from the capital troops don’t work.”


  This was news to Shen Zechuan. Frowning slightly, he echoed, “They don’t work?”


  Qiao Tianya stepped up beside him. “That batch of muskets from King Yi of Fanzhou,” he reminded him quietly. “One hundred thirty-five of them.”


  Of the Zhou empire’s Eight Great Battalions, only the Chunquan Battalion was equipped with firearms. Shen Zechuan had never been able to get his hands on them when he was in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, and Xiao Chiye himself had only managed to play with a few by virtue of his friendship with Li Jianheng. The manufacture and use of firearms were restricted by the Ministry of War; even the Ministry of Works didn’t have the designs detailing their construction. It was almost impossible for even one musket to slip out. On top of that, the number of muskets was extremely small; excluding any that were damaged, there were less than two hundred total.


  “Did you check the serial numbers?” Shen Zechuan asked.


  Qiao Tianya nodded. “Uncle Shao brought a hundred fifty muskets. They’re marked with the same numbers as the ones Huo Lingyun brought with him.”


  No wonder they didn’t work. They were convincing fakes—the real muskets had made their way into Shen Zechuan’s hands long ago.


  Shen Zechuan was slightly taken aback, but he reacted swiftly. “The Ministry of War had the firearm designs and the key to the Chunquan Battalion’s armory. If Chen Zhen was the one who swapped the muskets, he wouldn’t have handed the fakes to Shao Chengbi, and Shao Chengbi wouldn’t have been able to deploy troops.” He glanced at Qiao Tianya, thoughts flashing through his mind. “Shao Chengbi must have known the muskets had been swapped, yet he insisted on deploying his troops and coming to his death, because—”


  Opportunity!


  If Shen Zechuan wanted to take his troops into Qudu, he needed an opportunity.


  “The grand mentor told me to conceal myself among the Embroidered Uniform Guard to wait for Your Lordship.” Qiao Tianya’s eyes were dark. “In the deed of indenture he gave to Your Lordship, there was no mention of my surname or birthplace.”


  Qi Huilian had only written the name Songyue.


  “In that case,” Qiao Tianya said, “couldn’t there be another one with the name Fengquan?”


  A raindrop fell between Shen Zechuan’s brows, and a strong wind gusted through, whisking away the lingering smoke in the camp. Rain suddenly poured down in torrents. Fei Sheng shook the cloak open and draped it over Shen Zechuan to shield him from the squall.


  Should there come a day, before this is over, when you and I lose our lives, then today’s arrangement will be the killing move that will preserve his life.


  Qi Huilian had sat under the eaves with his arms around his knees, watching the rain come down. He’d set aside his empty wine gourd and grinned at the oblivious Ji Gang beside him.


  “You gave him Avalanche. I’ll give him a blade to slay the king.”




  Chapter 272:
Twist


   


  RAINDROPS DRUMMED on the tent as tea boiled on the stove inside. Shen Zechuan had changed out of his wet clothes. Sitting down beside Yao Wenyu, he asked Ji Gang, “Shifu, did you know about Fengquan?”


  “I did.” Ji Gang picked up his teacup and glanced at Qiao Tianya. “But I had no idea he was Shao Chengbi’s son, much less that Shao Chengbi was selling steamed buns near the Temple of Guilt. When the grand mentor said he was going to do this all those years ago, he only said Fengquan was a mole.”


  “If he’s Shao Chengbi’s son, how did he end up as Mu Ru’s younger brother?”


  Ji Gang held the tea in his mouth a moment before swallowing it. “Do you remember the night we came to the Temple of Guilt? The grand mentor said the Eastern Palace suffered countless casualties among its subordinates. It occurred to me then that if the grand mentor could feign insanity to preserve his life, however meager, there must be other survivors from the crown prince’s faction who had slipped through the net. I asked the grand mentor about it later, but he refused to divulge anything—until one day I was chatting with the palace eunuch who came to deliver food every month and heard that Li Jianheng—still Prince Chu then—was fond of beauties. He had people looking for likely girls far and wide.”


  Ji Gang had told Qi Huilian about this as a joke, and just a few months later, Li Jianheng’s country estate in Jincheng had delivered Mu Ru to Qudu.


  “I asked the Embroidered Uniform Guard. They said Mu Ru had been raised and trained in the estate since she was a child, and she saw her younger brother once every five or six years at best. Fengquan followed her into Qudu because their family home was destroyed in a fire. He had nowhere else to go and sought refuge with his older sister.” Ji Gang set down the teacup and said solemnly, “I believed it. You also saw how they acted in Qudu. Mu Ru genuinely treated him like a younger brother. Who could tell it was a sham?”


  Before Li Jianheng could bring Mu Ru into his residence after her arrival in Qudu, the eunuch Xiaofuzi had seized the opportunity to offer her to Pan Rugui. Pan Rugui had shown Mu Ru enormous favor, and Fengquan had used the chance to slip into Pan Rugui’s good graces as well. He hadn’t yet been Pan Rugui’s “grandson,” because back then Xiaofuzi was still at Pan Rugui’s side.


  “On the eve of the Duanwu Festival in the eighth year of Xiande, the grand mentor devised a plan to kill Xiaofuzi, as you know. I thought he merely wanted to get you out of the temple,” Ji Gang said. “None of us expected Xiao Chiye to get involved.”


  Shen Zechuan suddenly remembered an incident not long after he’d left the Temple of Guilt. When he’d been raising elephants in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, Xiao Chiye had intercepted him, demanding his thumb ring back and accusing him of planting a spy by Li Jianheng’s side.


  An extraordinary prodigy.


  That was how Qi Huilian had praised Xiao Chiye. The wolf pup’s intuition was too sharp—he had noticed someone was goading Li Jianheng into fighting for Mu Ru merely through his understanding of the prince. What Xiao Chiye hadn’t expected was that Shen Zechuan was innocent—it hadn’t been him who had planted the spy. He had targeted Shen Zechuan at every turn, only to turn up empty-handed. Qi Huilian hadn’t left a single trace; Xiao Chiye’s acuity was simply astounding.


  “After Fengquan entered service in the palace, the grand mentor never mentioned him again,” Ji Gang said.


  The drumming rain on the roof of the tent seemed to magnify the silence within.


  Yao Wenyu laid a hand on Hunu, warm in his lap. “If it really is him…”


  “If it’s Shao Fengquan, why did Shao Chengbi bring the muskets?” Shen Zechuan leaned his head on his hand, letting his thoughts flow in the warmth of the tent. “Shao Chengbi must have known the muskets had been replaced and the real ones given to the Fanzhou bandits. Yet he still brought them.”


  Shao Chengbi had come to meet his death so Shen Zechuan could have a legitimate reason to attack Dancheng. He surely had hundreds of methods at his disposal. He shouldn’t have needed the muskets to further confuse the issue—unless they weren’t meant to be used at all.


  Qiao Tianya, who had been leaning back in his chair, abruptly sat upright. “Uncle Shao is trying to tell Your Lordship who the Scorpion is.”


  The Scorpion in Zhongbo who had given the muskets to King Yi must have gotten them from a Scorpion in Qudu. Although Chen Zhen held both the plans and the authority to deploy the muskets, he somehow had no idea that the Chunquan Battalion’s muskets had been replaced with fakes.


  “The eunuchs have eyes and ears everywhere.” A strange feeling overcame Shen Zechuan. Some things he had been clear on began to blur, while others that had been murky snapped into focus. “Lu Guangbai told me that the one who swapped out the Bianjun Commandery’s grain was the military inspector eunuch, Yingxi.”


  “If that’s the case, then Fuman is a scapegoat, and Xue Yanqing is a human shield,” Yao Wenyu said.


  “This blade”—Shen Zechuan’s brows creased in a slight frown—“is a little hard to wield.”


   


  “Where did you come from?”


  Xue Xiuzhuo squatted before Fuman and examined his face.


  After his brutal torture in the prison, Fuman was hanging on to life by a thread. Without his tongue, he could only glare at Xue Xiuzhuo with bulging eyes as his lips opened and closed. Behind Xue Xiuzhuo, the mute servant boy attempted to stuff paper and brush into Fuman’s hands, but all his fingers had been broken. He’d already been maimed beyond recovery; it was astonishing that he was still alive.


  Xue Xiuzhuo hadn’t expected the Scorpions to move so quickly. It was exactly like the time they’d forsaken Wei Huaigu. He stood. “You entered the palace as a eunuch during the reign of Yongyi and served the Guangcheng Emperor. After Pan Rugui died, Xiao Chiye recommended you during the public ditches case, and you started to make your way up the ranks. During that time, you sent your godson, Yingxi, to Qidong to supervise their army, where you had him switch the Bianjun Commandery’s grain with the tainted shipment. You meant to make the Bianjun Commandery suffer a defeat and break Qidong’s line of defense for Amur.”


  Harsh gurgling emerged from Fuman’s throat. He touched his chains with what remained of his fingers and stared up at Xue Xiuzhuo from where he lay on the ground.


  Military and political shakeups were inextricably linked. Even as far back as the fall of Zhongbo, Hai Liangyi and the other court ministers had noticed something amiss within the Zhou empire. Since the beginning of the reign of Yongyi, they had been fighting tooth and nail with the noble clans, resulting in a stalemate between the two powers. But after Zhongbo’s defeat, the situation hadn’t developed in the direction either party envisaged. Hua Siqian was the first to give the game away. Flustered by Hai Liangyi’s investigation, he’d colluded with the Biansha Horsemen, inking a debt of blood in the six prefectures of Zhongbo. Xue Xiuzhuo, who was then Chief Supervising Secretary of the Office of Scrutiny for Revenue, had had a clear view of the transfer of grain and silver at the time.


  Xue Xiuzhuo got up, muttering almost to himself, “But to your surprise, Lu Guangbai didn’t die. Instead, he deserted with his men. Qi Zhuyin swiftly returned to hold the defensive line, and Qidong remained impregnable. Your plan failed, so Amur transferred Hassen to the north and concentrated his attacks on Libei.”


  This was the truth behind the Bianjun Commandery’s case of moldy grain.


  Fuman huffed through his nose and swiveled his eyes, growing agitated.


  The hand behind Libei’s rotten provisions had belonged to Wei Huaigu, who had colluded with Juexi officials to resell fresh grain to Zhongbo for a massive profit. In the process, they had replaced Libei’s grain with moldy rations—a fact exposed by Yang Cheng’s relay report. This missive had originally been meant for the Ministry of Justice, but it had instead been diverted to the Ministry of Revenue upon reaching Qudu. Both Xue Xiuzhuo and Shen Zechuan had assumed the intent was to threaten Wei Huaigu. Since Xiao Chiye had refused to let the case go, the Scorpions had made the quick decision to cut their losses by removing Wei Huaigu from the equation. Only then could they keep the other Scorpions hiding in Qudu from being implicated.


  In that case, apart from Fuman, who were these other Scorpions?


  Fuman’s bloody palm scraped across the ground as he attempted to write something. As the streaks of blood overlapped, his breathing gradually grew more labored.


  The cell door opened.


  “Your Excellency.” Fengquan stood primly outside. “A relay report has just come—some men who defected from Zhongbo have arrived. The Grand Secretary and Her Majesty are both waiting in Mingli Hall for you to join them.”


  From the dimness of the cell, the hall outside appeared almost blinding. Fengquan’s bowing shadow crept across the cell and shrouded Fuman’s crumpled figure. Fuman recoiled as if bitten by a snake, his tears and sweat flowing as he stared at Xue Xiuzhuo’s back. His lips parted, but he made no sound.


  Fengquan stepped aside to let Xue Xiuzhuo out of the cell. Once he was gone, Fengquan’s gaze shifted back to Fuman, who was breathing heavily, chest heaving as saliva dripped from his lips. Fengquan walked a slow circle around the cell, studying him. As the cell door was shut behind him, he kicked Fuman.


  “What were you going to tell Xue Yanqing?” Fengquan looked at the intersecting bloodstains on the ground and understanding dawned. “You wanted to write my name.”


  Fuman wanted to escape Fengquan’s shadow, but he couldn’t move.


  “No need to rush.” Fengquan gripped Fuman’s wrist and moved his broken finger across the ground, stroke by stroke. “Shh. Listen, even if you tell him now, he won’t believe you. When the time is right, I’ll tell him myself. All clever people need such a lesson.”


  Fuman’s arm was trembling.


  The bloodstains on the ground increased as Fengquan stubbornly persisted in writing. Guiding Fuman’s hand, he turned the Feng Fuman had written into a crooked Kill.


  “Just you wait,” Fengquan said darkly. “I won’t let you down.”


   


  Tantai Hu had just finished the head count of the garrison troops, but he hadn’t seen Liu Kong. He asked around, only to realize Liu Kong was nowhere to be found.


  “That son of a bitch better not have fled from battle.” Tantai Hu gripped the name roster. “I must have been blind, wasting my effort on him!”


  “He wanted both sides to suffer casualties. He didn’t expect His Lordship to have such incredible foresight. If he stayed any longer, he wouldn’t have been able to make his escape.” After checking to see that no one else was around, Yu Xiaozai told Tantai Hu quietly, “When you report it to His Lordship later, just state the facts. Don’t say any more than necessary.”


  Finally it hit Tantai Hu. He blurted in shock, “You’re saying Liu Kong was the spy?! But he fought beside me in Duanzhou! Besides, isn’t it just like Qiao Tianya said? What’s the point of him giving us the runs—why not kill us?!”


  Unable to explain, Yu Xiaozai simply repeated, “Just report the facts to His Lordship; His Lordship will understand. What I’m worried about now is that the traitor behind him will run too!”


  Tantai Hu felt a chill creep up his spine. He walked a few steps, then backtracked and said quietly, “Tell me now, while it’s just us, so I know how things stand and can prepare myself. The advisors all love to speak in riddles. If they don’t say it outright, I won’t be able to guess it. I may have a bad temper, and I know I made a mistake back in Dunzhou, but I don’t think I’ve ever seriously offended anyone. There must be a reason why that crook chose me!”


  Yu Xiaozai pointed a finger toward the south. His brows were knit, as if he was in a tight spot. “Uh…well, you were just caught in the crossfire.”


  The world of officials was like a spiderweb; each thread and node was intricately connected. A single promotion or dismissal could cause reverberations for all connected by the same web. Yu Xiaozai couldn’t say the name he was thinking of—he had no evidence. If he spoke rashly, he would be accused of ostracizing his colleagues.


  Chazhou, which was under the charge of Luo Mu, was the main gate to the trade route between Huaizhou, Cizhou, and Chazhou. In the earliest days, when Shen Zechuan had no one under his command, Luo Mu had held all three powers—governing, military, and supervisory—in his hands, and no one other than a supervisor from the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry could hold him in check. For any work he did, he only had to ask Shen Zechuan; there was no need to seek another’s opinion. Over time, Shen Zechuan would have slowly lost the eyes he’d left in Chazhou. Thus, when Wang Xian, with all his experience in the Ministry of Revenue, entered Shen Zechuan’s service, the prefectural governor had immediately placed him there.


  Wang Xian had the authority to oversee the economy of Chazhou, and he took over the management of Chazhou’s tax circuit intendants as well as the commoners’ field taxes. Suddenly, Luo Mu’s powers had been greatly reduced. Luo Mu likely wanted to knock Wang Xian off of the board, but he couldn’t impeach him or stir up trouble. The safest way to strike at him was through someone else. The Dunzhou yamen had already clashed with Tantai Hu, who was impulsive and headstrong. Luo Mu had no personal relationship with him, making him the perfect target to plant Liu Kong beside. It was around the same time that Wang Xian had begun to make arrangements for the military grain for Libei. When the two encountered each other, a dispute would inevitably arise. Tantai Hu was Xiao Chiye’s trusted aide. Wang Xian couldn’t afford to offend him, so he would take the matter to Shen Zechuan. When Shen Zechuan pursued the complaint, the fault would lie with the Dunzhou yamen and Tantai Hu, both of whom had nothing to do with Luo Mu.


  With this one move, Luo Mu could plant his own man in the Dunzhou Garrison Troops and simultaneously ensure Wang Xian fell out of favor with Shen Zechuan. After all, given the relationship between Xiao Chiye and Shen Zechuan, if Wang Xian insisted on castigating Tantai Hu, he would be putting both the prefectural governor and the second master in a spot.


  Shen Zechuan then assigned Yu Xiaozai, an official from Qudu, to supervise the Dunzhou Garrison Troops. If Yu Xiaozai was suspected of being a spy colluding with Qudu, then Wang Xian, who was also an official from the capital, would no doubt be implicated too.


  This kind of indirect blow was what they called “striking a cow from the other side of the mountain.”


  And his plan might have succeeded—if not for Shao Chengbi. Luo Mu could never have anticipated that the military commissioner Qudu had so carefully selected had purposely traveled here to meet his death. Even before the capital troops had come knocking, Liu Kong had sensed Yu Xiaozai’s eyes on him; of course he would seize his chance to run in the chaos of the battle.


  “Hurry and inform His Lordship.” Yu Xiaozai lifted the hem of his robe as he strode toward the other end of the camp. “I have to ask Fei Sheng if the Embroidered Uniform Guard stationed in Chazhou have been withdrawn yet!”


  Fei Sheng was having his meal. Upon hearing Yu Xiaozai’s question, he replied in puzzlement, bowl still in his hands, “Of course they’ve been withdrawn. His Lordship wanted to build the Embroidered Uniform Cavalry in Duanzhou, and we didn’t have enough manpower. Besides, we have you to supervise the six prefectures’ yamen. I called my men back ages ago.”


  “Ah,” Yu Xiaozai said softly, his face turning pale. “Oh no. Old Fei, this is bad!”


   


  Xue Xiuzhuo braved the rain as he made his way to Mingli Hall. When he entered, everyone turned to him with a different expression on their face.


  “News came earlier.” Cen Yu gestured for Xue Xiuzhuo to look at a letter lying on the desk. “Luo Mu of Chazhou has defected with all twenty thousand of his garrison troops!”


  “I say this is Shen Zechuan’s trap,” Kong Qiu added. “Luo Mu is the prefect of Chazhou; why would he take such a risk?”


  “I imagine the court’s offer of one million taels is the first reason,” Chen Zhen said. “As for the second, he claims he is sincerely loyal to the empire but was forced to submit to the rebels against his will. In his letter, he says he had always intended to defect to Qudu. Shen Zechuan has long been wary of him, and that’s why it’s only today that he dared risk his life to come to the throne’s aid.”


  “The garrison troops from Huaizhou are still on their way.” Li Jianting stood beside her desk. “If Luo Mu is already on the road, then he should be here within a few days.”


  “Dancheng is already lost,” Xue Xiuzhuo said. “Assemble the remaining capital troops. Together with the men Luo Mu is bringing, we will have thirty thousand soldiers. Qi Zhuyin wants to turn against the state? Let her. The Grand Secretary can write a letter to Qi Shiyu asking him if he’d like to be a traitor too.”


  He folded up the letter. “Send a message back to Luo Mu. On his way here, he can stop in Hezhou. Tell him to force the Yan Clan to hand over their remaining grain and cut off Shen Zechuan’s trade route. Without Chazhou and Hezhou, Shen Zechuan will have lost a limb. We’re short on grain, but his supplies will be depleted soon enough too. Now that the ninety thousand armored cavalry soldiers have committed themselves to the desert, for each day Xiao Chiye doesn’t return, Shen Zechuan will be hard-pressed to advance.” 




  Chapter 273:
Reveal


   


  THE LAND TO THE EAST of Gedal was called Three Rivers, a name derived from the three wide rivers that flowed ceaselessly through the desert. Miles of barren shores and craggy rocks were adorned only by stands of desert poplars.


  It was already dark within the walls of Qudu, but twilight lingered here on the open sands.


  Xiao Chiye pillowed his head on his arms and watched the last of the sun disappear below the horizon.


  The sky in Three Rivers was so vast that if one were to lie on the sandy ground and watch for a long time, they would feel as though they were enveloped in the arms of heaven itself. The viscous gold of the sunset flowed into the earth like honey.


  Meng landed beside Xiao Chiye and hopped onto his chest. Xiao Chiye spat out the stalk of grass in his mouth. “Hey, you’re heavy, Gege.”


  Meng cocked his head at him.


  Xiao Chiye freed a hand to ruffle Meng’s feathers. He whistled at Snowcrest, who was drinking at the stream, and beckoned the horse over to take Meng away to play. Snowcrest shifted its front hooves and turned its rump to him, then continued drinking.


  The armored cavalry had been camped here for several days. Lu Guangbai took off his helmet and brushed sand off himself as he walked over.


  “Commander Xiao.” Lu Guangbai’s neck was sticky with sweat. He followed Xiao Chiye’s gaze toward the horizon. “Relaxed, aren’t you?”


  “Not at all. I’m actually miserable.” Xiao Chiye pointed west with the hand he’d used to stroke Meng. “My wife is out there, washing his face in tears every day as he awaits my return.”


  “Note that down,” Lu Guangbai said to Chen Yang, tossing the helmet to him. “Report it to your prefectural governor when you get back, and we’ll see whose face is awash in tears.”


  Xiao Chiye waited for Lu Guangbai to sit down before asking, “What did the Mengluo tribe say?”


  “The same old.” Lu Guangbai propped his hands on his knees. “Bayir is determined to betroth his daughter to you. If you refuse, he’ll decline the alliance with the Libei Armored Cavalry.”


  “Bayir, that damned old camel.” The sand on Xiao Chiye’s back slid off as he sat up. He looked at Lu Guangbai. “He only wants to give me his daughter because he’s afraid I’ll cast him aside after he’s served his purpose. He’s trying to tie me down with a woman. If I were really that untrustworthy, I’d kill him even if he gave me his own wife.”


  Lu Guangbai pointed at Xiao Chiye. “This is how you looked when you met him. Of course he’s scared.”


  Xiao Chiye raised his eyebrows slightly. “It’s not like I’m here to beg.”


  “Go on being stubborn, then,” Lu Guangbai said. “The territory of the Mengluo tribe is right at the mouth of the western river. If we can’t win over Bayir before advancing on Amur, we risk them attacking us from behind.”


  Xiao Chiye folded his arms. “Then you tell him I have a ferocious tiger back home. I’m but a henpecked husband.”


  “He’s already prepared his daughter’s dowry. He’s just waiting for her to marry into your family, where she’ll show proper respect to your mistress of the house.” Lu Guangbai was so anxious he couldn’t help but laugh. “Everybody loves Xiao Ce’an.”


  Bayir had previously set his heart on Hassen as a son-in-law, but Hassen had insisted on marrying Dorlan of the Hulu tribe, snubbing the Mengluo tribe. When Xiao Chiye had proposed an alliance a few days ago, Bayir had stood on the sand dunes and taken note of Xiao Chiye’s impressive stature and distinguished air. What was more, Xiao Chiye was a leader of the wolf pack in Libei and had slain Hassen himself. It was no wonder Bayir had thought to marry his daughter to him.


  “The Hulu tribe already retreated to the banks of Lake Chiti. Why are they back in the fray?”


  “You killed Hassen,” Lu Guangbai said. “His wife rode east and brought back the warriors of the Youxiong tribe you broke up, then pleaded with her fellow tribesmen who’d retreated to Lake Chiti to help Amur again. Dorlan stood before the eagle banner of the desert and swore to kill you.”


  Xiao Chiye remembered the flower that had floated away on the Chashi River the day Hassen had died.


  “Also.” The smile slipped from Lu Guangbai’s face. “Dorlan was expecting before she headed east. That’s Hassen’s child.”


  Xiao Chiye secured his armguard in silence. The final rays of the setting sun vanished, and a brief stillness crept over the sky. The dome of heaven hung heavy and blue overhead, without sun or moon.


   


  The cry of a falcon cut through the flapping banner. Long hair fluttered in the wind under the wide blue sky as Dorlan laid a hand over her belly.


  Bayim covered Dorlan with a thick robe. “It’s cold at night. You should go back.”


  “My husband is in the west.” Head held high, Dorlan watched an eagle skim past on the wind. She said softly, “When will my Heroic Eagle return?”


  Bayim couldn’t bear to see her like this. His eyes prickled with tears.


  “The wolves of Libei bit my elder brother to death, and now they’ve taken my husband too.” Hatred settled in Dorlan’s emerald eyes. “Bayim, he’s here to kill my child.” Covering her belly, she took two steps back and said, “I have to protect this babe.”


  “The esuhuri won’t let Xiao Chiye hurt you.” Bayim softened his voice. “And neither will your father. The desert will work together to protect you and Hassen’s child.”


  “You’re wrong, Bayim. Look at the desert with those wise eyes of yours. Three tribes have already knelt to his armored cavalry.” Dorlan’s figure was swamped by the loose robe. Her sharp chin sank into its folds as tears pooled in her eyes. “To broker a truce, Bayir is willing to give his own daughter away to our enemy. Only Hassen can protect me.”


  Sadness flashed across Bayim’s tanned face. “I was deceived by the Youxiong tribe and failed to accomplish the mission Hassen entrusted me with. I was Hassen’s wise one, yet I didn’t lead him to the glory he deserved. But now that Xiao Chiye has come to the desert, Dorlan, we will take our revenge.”


  Bayim unfastened the dagger at his waist. He weighed it in his palm, then handed it to Dorlan. “This I swear.”


   


  To my wolf pup. Greet this letter as you would me.


  Our bed in Cizhou sits empty these days. I’ve been staying in tents with the army. I barely sleep.


   


  Perched by the campfire, Xiao Chiye looked at the words on the paper, the forlorn ache in his chest dissolving into the bittersweetness of knowing he was missed. When they were together, Lanzhou only fell asleep on his chest. It didn’t matter how soft the bed was; without him, Lanzhou always slept poorly. Xiao Chiye picked up a skin of On Horseback and took a swig, extinguishing the pain in his chest before it could overwhelm him. He continued reading as he drank.


   


  Xiansheng left me a blade. Shao Chengbi, a former minister of the court, was killed in battle. Everything in Qudu is in order and under control, so don’t worry. A long-distance expedition is arduous; you must take care of yourself. Er-lang, if we win this battle, we will never part again in the years to come; not for a day, not for a moment. A warm spring bed awaits your homecoming this winter. I shall sleep thinking of you.


   


  Xiao Chiye set down the wineskin and looked at the bottom of the letter, where Shen Zechuan had drawn a fox with drooping ears and tail. He couldn’t help but smile.


  Lu Guangbai flung a taro at Xiao Chiye, who caught it easily.


  “It’s almost the eleventh month.” Lu Guangbai peeled his own taro and took a bite. “How do you plan on dealing with the Mengluo tribe?”


  The Mengluo tribe was in a unique position. Their chief, Bayir, owned many camels, from which the tribe took their totem. If they were to side with Amur, it would resolve Amur’s current food shortage. Neither Libei’s nor Qidong’s horses were suitable for long journeys through the desert. On the other hand, if Bayir could lead the Mengluo tribe into throwing in with the Libei Armored Cavalry, it would not only aid their transportation of supplies during the war, but also benefit trade markets in future.


  “Since he’s so afraid I’ll turn against him after the alliance…” Xiao Chiye opened the bag that had come with the letter—filled with beef jerky—and tossed a second bag with a Lu on it to Lu Guangbai. “…I’ll just go ahead and do that now.”


  Lu Guangbai had already tried being polite; Xiao Chiye saw no need to continue with the pleasantries. He had ninety thousand armored cavalry, ten thousand men from the Imperial Army, and twenty thousand Bianjun Commandery Garrison Troops. He hadn’t come here to negotiate a peace. He had already dangled the carrot in front of the Mengluo tribe; if the camels continued to put on airs, he was ready to use the stick.


  “Tell Bayir,” Xiao Chiye went on as he popped a piece of beef jerky into his mouth, “I’m in a hurry to get home for the new year. If he wants to go down with Amur, I’ll send him on his way tonight.”


  Chen Yang nodded and left to pass the message on.


   


  The capital troops had withdrawn, leaving not a single soldier in Dancheng. When the Dunzhou Garrison Troops entered the city, the whole place was silent as a graveyard. Countless rumors circulated about the prefectural governor of Zhongbo, Shen Zechuan; some inspired fear, others respect. Many commoners huddled within the city, while others had fled to Qudu the night of the capital troops’ defeat.


  Even Tantai Hu was cognizant of their need to win over the people here. This time, he didn’t dare to be sloppy; he gave strict instructions for the garrison troops to behave. After coming to grief thanks to the conniving Liu Kong, he personally led his brothers from the Imperial Army to maintain order within the city.


  Yao Wenyu, after more than a month bent over a desk, was getting some air with Shen Zechuan outside Dancheng. Examining the mottled marks on the city wall, he said, “We were fortunate here. Luo Mu has already arrived in Hezhou with his garrison troops. From here on out, Qudu will be a tough nut to crack. I heard today that Qi Shiyu has sent three letters to his daughter, urging Marshal Qi to return from Tianfei Watchtower.”


  “Qi Shiyu lies paralyzed and is unable to lead troops.” Shen Zechuan was basking in the sun on this rare bright day. “None of the men in his house can hold a candle to Qi Zhuyin. Even if he wants to dismiss her from her position as marshal, he won’t be able to strip her of her power.”


  Qi Zhuyin was the most vital organ of Qidong, and therefore its greatest vulnerability. Rather than try to strongarm Qi Shiyu, they would have to appeal to his heart.


  “Qi Shiyu is a fence-sitter who wavers between the noble clans and those from common origins. As long as Your Lordship is willing to promise him what he wants”—Yao Wenyu turned the wheelchair—“he will understand that the merit in aiding a new emperor’s ascent is far greater than guarding a dying throne.”


  Shao Chengbi’s defeat had thrown Qudu into chaos. Shen Zechuan had to seize his chance now to control the narrative. Wonderful—Shen Zechuan’s legitimacy was in question, but so was Li Jianting’s.


  “Qi Shiyu is an old hand; he understands the risks better than anyone. If I speak of the merit in helping a new emperor onto the throne, he might not dare to accept it.” Shen Zechuan’s back was so straight as he walked that it was hard to tell he’d ever been injured. “It seems Xue Xiuzhuo wants Luo Mu. Well, he can have him.”


  If Qudu wanted the pawn Luo Mu, Shen Zechuan wouldn’t begrudge the loss.


  Shen Zechuan was the one who had opened the granaries in Chazhou and distributed the grain. He had also been the one to eliminate Cai Yu. The revitalization of trade that had followed had been thanks to Shen Zechuan’s aid. Luo Mu ran so fast precisely because he could not pry Shen Zechuan’s fingers off Chazhou. And since he used to serve Cai Yu, all he could take with him now were rootless bandits.


  “But in exchange, I want Jiang Qingshan.” Shen Zechuan looked back at him. “The question now is whether Xue Xiuzhuo can bear to give him up.”


   


  A pall seemed to hang over Qudu as the tenth month drew to a close; the streets grew deserted. News that the rebels had fought their way to Dancheng had spread through the capital. If not for the presence of the capital troops still stationed in the city, riots might have broken out. Even with patrols on the streets, restlessness filled the air.


  Kong Qiu had donned a thicker robe as the days grew colder. As they strode toward the palace, he said to Cen Yu, “Winter will come early this year.”


  Cen Yu looked up at the leaden sky. At that moment, he couldn’t tell if Kong Qiu was talking about the weather or their Zhou empire. He sighed. “Let’s go.”


  “I wrote Qi Shiyu a letter. He had his son write a reply,” Kong Qiu said as they ascended the steps. “He says he’s too ill to even get out of bed.”


  “The aggravation of his illness certainly is timely,” Cen Yu scoffed, lifting the hem of his robe as they climbed.


  Kong Qiu slowed his pace. “Qi Shiyu is a sly old fox. Sure, he trims his sail to the wind, but it’s more that he’s playing it safe to save his own skin. Being bedridden didn’t prevent him from learning Qi Zhuyin refused to deploy her troops, yet he waited for us to write to him before condemning her.” He sighed. “This is his way of haggling.”


  “Just you wait. When Her Majesty really gives him what his heart desires, he’ll be too cowardly to accept it!”


  “We need to send a good negotiator.” Kong Qiu strode over the threshold. “I originally thought of Chongshen, but he doesn’t have the experience to hold his own with Qi Shiyu. After considering our options, I think Wanxiao is still the most suitable choice.”


  Only when Cen Yu heard Jiang Qingshan’s name did he remember the letter he’d received. “Wanxiao just sent word that his wife is with child. He probably won’t be making any long trips at the moment.”


  “The court lacks talent. If he refuses to go, Shen Zechuan will be at our doorstep before we know it.” Kong Qiu pointed toward the palace walls. “I’ve heard Wanxiao’s mother is a lady of great virtue. If he won’t budge, perhaps we should get in touch with the old matriarch. And if that doesn’t work, Wanxiao can bring his wife along.”


  Jiang Qingshan’s wife, Liu-niang, had only just conceived after many losses, having been nursed back to fertile health by a wandering physician; Jiang Qingshan particularly treasured this gift. However, he could not disobey a direct order from the imperial court. The journey was long, and he was initially unwilling to subject Liu-niang to the hardship of travel—but if he left Liu-niang at home, he didn’t know what kind of grief his mother would give her. After much thought, he decided to bring her along.


  The same day Jiang Qingshan set off, Jiran set out on his journey as well.


  Ding Tao had brought Jiran to Qidong to call on Qi Zhuyin, who had rushed home from Tianfei Watchtower to receive a tongue-lashing.


  “His Lordship said he heard the old marshal and the mistress have been in ill health lately.” Ding Tao bowed to Qi Zhuyin. “His Lordship has nothing of value to give, so he had me bring his personal physician to look at them.”


  Qi Zhuyin looked at Jiran and found him completely tranquil, not at all timid in her presence. His aura was special—he truly had an ethereal air. She looked at Ding Tao. “Shen Zechuan must really be shorthanded if even you are out running errands.”


  “I’ve been serving as Er-ye’s guard for a few years already.” Ding Tao led Jiran before her. “This is Venerable Master Yideng’s last and most trusted disciple.”


  Qi Zhuyin’s heart stirred at the name Yideng. Seeing as Jiran was still young, she said after a little hesitation, “My old man has retired for the day. I’ll notify the inner courtyard shortly; someone will come out to receive him.”


  Ding Tao and Jiran bowed in unison.


   


  “The mistress of Qidong is exceedingly intelligent and familiar with accounting—not to mention her exceptional mental arithmetic.” Yao Wenyu covered his mouth and coughed. “She is the best candidate to parlay with Jiang Qingshan.”


  Shen Zechuan read Ge Qingqing’s letter, then turned to Fei Sheng. “How long has it been since Luo Mengzheng set out?”


  “Almost half a month,” Fei Sheng answered.


  “Even if he were riding a tortoise, he should’ve reached Qudu by now.” Shen Zechuan closed the letter. “If his motley crew wants to guard the city gate, let them do as they wish. With such a hefty reward as bait, no one can say whether they’re brave men or boors. Shenwei should rest for the next few days. If we push them into too tight a corner, they may be driven to desperate measures.”


  Shen Zechuan didn’t fear the thirty or forty thousand unruly soldiers in Qudu. Even if his own numbers fell short, he had Xiao Jiming backing him up. An armored cavalry of thirty thousand was enough to intimidate Qudu. Xue Xiuzhuo was formidable, but he commanded no soldiers. Since Qudu wanted to coerce Qidong into mobilizing in their defense, Shen Zechuan would simply have to keep a tight grip on the blade that was Qi Zhuyin. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t use her troops; even if those three hundred thousand men merely remained in place as decorations, Qudu would have to abandon any hopes that the Qidong Garrison Troops would march north of Tianfei Watchtower. Shen Zechuan had stationed Huo Lingyun in Dengzhou to keep an eye on things, just in case.


  “Tao Ming has been eating and drinking well in Cizhou since he got here,” said Shen Zechuan. “Now that he’s put on some fat, he ought to start moving too.” His folding fan tapped gently against the edge of the table. “He’s the former prefect of Huaizhou, after all, and as close as family to the people there. I hear there are riots in Huaizhou. Give him a few thousand soldiers from the Cizhou Garrison Troops and send him back to quell the unrest. If he does well, he’ll be handsomely rewarded. If not, he can leave his entire family in Cizhou under my care.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo wanted to cut Shen Zechuan off from Hezhou, so Shen Zechuan would take Huaizhou from him. Huaizhou was close to Luoxia Pass, which was in turn close to Quancheng, the hometown of the Xue Clan. Together, these three places arced around Qudu—just like the trade route between Huaizhou, Chazhou, and Cizhou.


  Be it Xue Xiuzhuo or the girl emperor, everyone had already exposed their greatest weaknesses in their pursuit of the throne. Before the battle in Dancheng, Shen Zechuan presumed he had nothing to worry about. But after Shao Chengbi’s death, the knowledge of Fengquan gave him pause. This man was like a thorn stuck in the most inconspicuous of spots—one that had already lodged itself deep in the empire’s flesh.




  Chapter 274:
Unveil


   


  THE MENGLUO TRIBE’S TERRITORY was close to a copse of desert poplars with vibrant red leaves. From a distance, they looked like they lived in an inextinguishable bonfire in the middle of the desert. The desert poplar was their symbol. They occupied this tributary of the Chashi River, the only source of water in Three Rivers. To the east was barren desert, nothing but sand and sweltering heat.


  It was here Bayir hosted a feast for Xiao Chiye. The chief of the Mengluo tribe was a heavyset man who had grown himself a grizzled goatee. He personally filled Xiao Chiye’s cup and said, “I’ve heard of the legend of the wolf. Your armored cavalry is as cold as a hard frost, stampeding through the Chashi Sinkhole and crushing Achi’s elite Scorpions.”


  They feasted in the open air, bathed in moonlight. The desert sky at night was not black, but a rich, deep blue. Even sitting, Xiao Chiye’s aura was different from the fierceness of the Biansha men. He possessed the coldness, arrogance, and carelessness of a noble from Libei, an attitude all the more conspicuous after he removed his armor.


  “I thank the Mengluo tribe for their praise. I’m willing to form an alliance with you and become brothers who rely on each other, just as we are with the Huiyan tribe,” said Xiao Chiye.


  “In that case, why not a marriage alliance?” Bayir looked at Xiao Chiye and sighed. “A good man born in the Hongyan Mountains—I know you men from Libei are all tough. I truly admire you, and my daughter wishes to marry you. If you’re worried your wife at home won’t agree, I’m willing to present five hundred camels as a gift to appease your mistress of the house.”


  It was women who controlled the household’s material wealth in the Twelve Tribes. As far as Bayir was concerned, if Xiao Chiye’s wife was a sensible person, then for a gift like that, she should agree to the marriage for the sake of her husband.


  Far away in Dancheng, Shen Zechuan sneezed quietly. Holding a bowl of medicine, Ji Gang called from the outer chamber, “Chuan-er, take your medicine on time. This weather changes on a whim. If you are not careful, you’ll get a cough again.”


  Xiao Chiye took up the wine Bayir had poured for him. He held his liquor better than most, even sipping On Horseback to quench his thirst on the way over; no one could drink him under the table back home. Yet now, he seemed to be drunk; his expression was softer than the last time he met with Bayir.


  It gave Bayir an illusion of opportunity. He motioned for Xiao Chiye to look to his right, where his young daughter, her face obscured by a thin veil, sat with her head shyly lowered. Bayir was confident that the Zhou empire had no girls like her. “My Uya is sweet and obedient. She’ll care for your wife as a younger sister would.”


  Lu Guangbai cast a glance at Xiao Chiye as he cut his beef. “Our gov—mistress has no brothers. A younger sister might be a good idea.”


  Xiao Chiye’s gaze followed Bayir’s pointing figure, and the girl hung her head even lower.


  “Uya,” Bayir said, “come over and toast the leader of the wolf pack.”


  Uya rose from her seat. The tinkling of the intricate ornaments at her waist instantly sent Xiao Chiye’s mind wandering. He recalled the lesson he had taught Lanzhou in Dunzhou. He had hung a gleaming bell on Lanzhou’s ankle that had tinkled when it moved, the sweet sound accompanying Lanzhou’s desperate, heedless gasps.


  Uya came to stand before Xiao Chiye. An exotic fragrance hung about her, and when she leaned over, it revealed the fair skin of her neck.


  Lanzhou’s neck was most gorgeous when it was drenched in the rain, soaking in water, and shimmering with sweat. The arch of it was exquisite, curving up or down as his body was held captive… Xiao Chiye missed Shen Zechuan terribly, especially now.


  Uya filled a golden goblet to the brim and offered up a toast to Xiao Chiye—but when her long lashes lifted to look at him, her eyes flashed with hatred. The golden chain around her waist clinked as the girl drew a dagger with her slender hand and thrust it toward Xiao Chiye’s throat.


  This turn of events was so sudden that Chen Yang hadn’t had an instant to react, but Gu Jin, having heard the discordant jangle of her chain, lurched forward and blurted, “Er-ye—!”


  The goblet dropped onto the tabletop, splashing wine everywhere. Xiao Chiye didn’t touch the girl as he parried her dagger with his armguard. The table overturned with a crash, and Uya went rolling with it. The hilt of her dagger slipped from her hand and landed in Xiao Chiye’s. Before Bayir could recover from the shock, Xiao Chiye stood and nailed the dagger onto Bayir’s table a hairsbreadth from his hand. Bayir’s face turned pale from panic, and he fell to the ground, lucky to still have all his fingers.


  Xiao Chiye wiped away the wine that had splashed onto his armguard, his eyes clear and sober as he said frostily, “I came here sincerely to befriend the Mengluo tribe, but the Mengluo tribe are not the camels they claim to be—they are hypocritical rats who speak honeyed words while hiding swords behind their backs.”


  The other generals at the feast all jolted to their feet. Armored cavalrymen within and without flashed their blades, filling the crimson poplar forest with snow-white light. Tension crackled in the air.


  “No!” Bayir had never expected his daughter to do such a rash thing. “This wasn’t at my behest! Please, King of Wolves, do not be angry!” He clambered to his feet and stomped his foot at Uya. “I’ve raised you all these years, and yet this is how you repay me!”


  Uya had lost her veil in the fall. Rearing up, she spat at Bayir, “You betrayed the esuhuri and offered me to Hassen’s mortal enemy. You are not worthy to be my father—”


  Enraged, Bayir slapped Uya so hard she fell back to the ground. Switching to the Biansha tongue, he snapped, “Hold her down!”


  He turned to plead with Xiao Chiye. “She has been bewitched by Amur and has lost her mind. She is no longer my daughter. I’m willing to kill her today in front of you. Please don’t punish the Mengluo tribe!”


  Xiao Chiye’s expression didn’t change in the slightest.


  The Libei Armored Cavalry had by now surrounded the Mengluo tribe. Bayir’s elites had all been pushed to the periphery. If a genuine fight were to break out, what few people he had wouldn’t even slow down the assault of Libei’s fully armored forces. Bayir had no more power to negotiate. All he could do was draw his guard’s saber and raise it high over his daughter.


  The pale moon hung high in the sky, where a single saker falcon circled overhead. The towering branches of the desert poplars slanted across the moon, while the wind sent Libei’s wolf banner snapping. Bayir held the saber aloft, unable to bring himself to strike. His goatee trembled, and amid the sound of Uya’s sobs, he flung down the saber and dropped to his knees before Xiao Chiye.


  Xiao Chiye secured his armguard tightly. Behind him, Chen Yang stepped forward to drape his cloak over his shoulders. Setting a hand on the hilt of Wolfsfang, Xiao Chiye looked down at Bayir.


  “I have only this one daughter.” Tears streamed down Bayir’s aged face. “Because we make our home here, the Mengluo tribe has always faced harassment from the other tribes, so I wanted to betroth her to the powerful king of wolves in Libei. Amur is old. Who can ensure our survival?”


  “Keep your five hundred camels.” Xiao Chiye turned to leave. “Save them to use in the Mengluo tribe’s trade market.”


  Xiao Chiye took a few steps, then looked sidelong at Uya. The night breeze stirred the little braid that had fallen down along Xiao Chiye’s shoulder. He yanked the dagger out of the table and tossed it before her.


  “You are the one who handed me the lives of the entire Mengluo tribe tonight.”


  Uya’s face had turned a ghastly white. The tantalizing fragrance on her had dissipated. She covered her face and wept.


  Bayir prostrated himself on the ground and proclaimed, “The Mengluo tribe will follow the king of wolves across the vast desert!”


  Xiao Chiye whistled, and Meng landed on his shoulder. He looked ahead, where the entrance to Three Rivers lay open before him. Moonlight paved a narrow passage leading to his destination. Behind him, the wolf banner of Libei rose in the place of the eagle banner of the desert.


   


  “How did you guess Uya would try to assassinate you?” Lu Guangbai asked as he walked beside Xiao Chiye.


  “You said Bayir wanted to marry her to Hassen.” Xiao Chiye swung astride his horse. He pulled on the reins and paused for a moment. “I guessed it had been Uya’s own wish. Bayir was so desperate to marry her to me because she no longer had eyes for any other young men in the desert.”


  “I was wondering if you were really drunk, the way you were looking at her.” Lu Guangbai followed suit and mounted his own horse. “My heart was in my throat the whole time, worried you’d lose your head. Say, when I return, should I be honest in my report to His Lordship, or should I leave out a few things?”


  “I won’t lose my head.” Who else in the world could compare to Shen Lanzhou? Xiao Chiye turned his horse, letting the wind disperse the heat of the wine. He glanced at Lu Guangbai and said solemnly, “Neither wine nor fragrance work on me. My mind is clear.”


  Lu Guangbai saw how serious he looked and believed it to be true. He couldn’t know that in those perilous moments, Xiao Chiye had been awash in immodest thoughts about Shen Lanzhou.


  Xiao Chiye changed the subject. “If the Mengluo tribe stays out of it, only the Hulu tribe will still be supplying Amur with grain east of Three Rivers. Dorlan brought the remaining warriors of the Youxiong tribe to support Amur, but even with them, Amur doesn’t have many elites left.”


  Huhelu, Achi, Joril, Hassen—Amur’s advance rider, raider, guard, and general—had all been killed in battle. The six tribes under him had been on edge since Xiao Chiye began his eastern advance. The Mengluo tribe was willing to enter an alliance with him in order to preserve their own lives; his target now was Amur’s golden yurt, in the heart of the desert.


  Xiao Chiye wanted a clean victory, determined in one battle.


  After Hassen’s death, Biansha had withdrawn their troops east. In the past, the Zhou empire had never pursued their enemy beyond the boundary of the Chashi River. But to Xiao Chiye, even if everyone else could be spared, Amur must not live.


  As the only man who had nearly become the great king of the Twelve Tribes, Amur was a formidable figure who could fight on equal footing with Xiao Fangxu. What made him more dangerous than Hassen was that he also knew how to play politics. He wanted to do more than fight victorious battles, something he had long delegated to the others. He had spent twenty years painstakingly orchestrating the collapse of a dynasty. Should he be given the opportunity to catch his breath, he would hatch new plans, and his methods would only become more sophisticated and harder to detect.


  The man must die—or Xiao Chiye would never sleep easy.


   


  Amur sat on his throne in the golden yurt of the leader of the desert. The flaps hung open, and moonlight shone through the gaps to spill at his feet. He gazed out at the rolling sand dunes.


  “Many years ago,” Amur said in a quiet voice, “I led my troops deep into the Zhou empire, where I met Xiao Fangxu at the foot of the Hongyan Mountains. At that time, he was still a nameless foot soldier. I regarded him as my lifelong adversary. I’ve beaten him many times, and I’ve lost to him many times.”


  The aged wise man who had prayed for Hassen’s victory sat in the corner of Amur’s golden yurt. The withered branch in his hand dropped onto the rug before his knees. In a trembling voice, he said, “You defeated him.”


  In the silver glow of the moonlight, Amur closed his eyes. There was no sign of his age on his face; he looked so dignified it was as if he had just ascended the throne. “It was my son who killed him.”


  “And his son killed your son.” The wise man wheezed as he prostrated over the woolen rug. After taking a moment to catch his breath, he pushed away the withered twigs. “But you still have a grandson. Dorlan will bear Hassen a strong, healthy child. We haven’t lost this war.”


  Amur gripped the armrests of his throne, looking like a beast lashed down to the seat. His eyes twitched beneath his lids; eventually, he opened them to look out again at the unchanging dunes. “You said the same thing when I dispatched troops to Luoxia Pass. We walked out of the desert, looking for land we could survive on. But in all these years, the war has never ceased, while the dead have piled high. The Zhou empire is a tree that has decayed, yet the favor of the heavenly god still does not tilt toward us. Libei lost Xiao Fangxu, but in a heartbeat they anointed a new king of wolves. I hear him beating his battle drums as he marches toward my golden yurt. He is younger and stronger than Xiao Fangxu.”


  “You are the last ray of morning light our god has bestowed upon the desert,” the wise man said staunchly, gathering up those withered twigs. “I shall watch you grind this wolf into dust.”


  Amur rose from his throne and stepped out, following the trail of the moon. “It’s time for the Scorpions to move.”


   


  The wardrobe attendant packed up the cotton-padded coats and hats for Fengquan and offered him a paper napkin from the bamboo tray. Fengquan wiped his hands and waited for the attendant to speak.


  The man moved deftly, partially concealed by the darkness. “Zhongbo must be defeated before the gates of Qudu. Only with the demise of Shen Zechuan can the dynasty continue to linger on the verge of death as the sun in the east rises again.”


  “Shen Zechuan has encountered danger repeatedly in Dunzhou and Duanzhou.” Fengquan watched the attendant hang the clothes up for scenting with incense overnight. He said quietly, “You people have had countless opportunities to kill him but never managed to do it.”


  “He is tougher than expected.” The wardrobe attendant put away Fengquan’s shoes. He knelt and stared up at Fengquan. “You know that.”


  Fengquan bent over and enunciated each word: “You are all useless.”


  The flame of the lamp flickered as silence descended over the duty room.


  “I told you two years ago not to act rashly, yet you spread that pox in Qudu and gave Shen Zechuan the opportunity to be promoted,” Fengquan said darkly. “Amur thinks he has the whole game board in sight, but in truth, that man can’t see a thing.”


  The wardrobe attendant suddenly straightened and slapped his palm against Fengquan’s leg. He held a long, thin earpick between his fingers. That sharp, unexpected object pressed against Fengquan’s leg, proclaiming its lethality.


  “Enough.” The attendant’s light brown eyes were fixed on Fengquan. “The epidemic also gave Mu Ru her opportunity. Xue Xiuzhuo trusts you today only because you were able to profess your loyalty during that crisis. Now you are standing at the center of everything, and the emperor herself is within your reach. After this battle, you will be free.”


  Fengquan’s frigid gaze fixed upon the attendant. He didn’t believe a single word of these lies. Since the day he had first fled Qudu, he had been locked in a box, destined never to escape for the rest of his life.


  “Your foolish father is dead. You could have stopped him, but you didn’t.” The official tucked away the earpick. “I told no one of this. Do you understand?”


  Fengquan’s pale face had taken on a sickly cast in the glow of the lamp. “He’s not a Scorpion. No one could manipulate him. He had gone mad long ago, willing to die for forgotten promises. I merely sent him on his way.”


  “You let him take the muskets.”


  Fengquan’s eyelid twitched, but he maintained his composure as he brushed aside the man’s hand. “Since he wanted to die, there was no harm in letting him take the counterfeits, was there?”


  “You’re right. Shao Chengbi was a lunatic. He kept vigil at the Temple of Guilt day and night, and kept an altar at home to pray for forgiveness. To let him die is to fulfill his long-held wish—you are nothing if not a filial son.” The wardrobe attendant tidied his robe and stood. “It’s time to take your medicine.”




  Chapter 275:
Gamble


   


  QUDU IN THE ELEVENTH MONTH was dreary under an unbroken spell of wet weather. Defensive weapons clustered all along the city walls. The capital troops held themselves apart from the ragtag band of soldiers Luo Mu had brought from Chazhou, creating a distinct division between the two.


  When Luo Mu stepped into Qudu, he was no longer the obsequious and servile man he had been a few years ago. Qudu now depended on him for support; Chen Zhen personally came to greet him when he entered the city. Now he wore a brand-new official’s robe as he stood atop the city wall with Chen Zhen and looked out into the distance toward Dancheng, holding an umbrella against the drizzle.


  “The other seven cities’ garrison troops are being transferred back to Qudu. They should be here in the next few days. We can assemble fifty thousand soldiers for you.” Chen Zhen braced his hands on the battlement, huffing white clouds into the cold air. “The capital troops’ armory will be made available to you too. Defend the walls for as long as you can.”


  Luo Mu might’ve been a civil official, but when he was sent to Chazhou, he had reorganized the city’s armory and fought the local bandits. He was no stranger to military affairs. Hand steady on the umbrella, he said, “Shen Zechuan is no general. He defended Duanzhou only because he had no choice. With only twenty thousand Dunzhou Garrison Troops under his command, it will be impossible for him to breach Qudu.”


  Qudu had sealed the city gate on the east side, where the commoners who had fled Dancheng were all gathered. As Chen Zhen and Luo Mu spoke, they looked down toward the foot of the city wall, packed with refugees.


  “There’s one thing I’d like to ask you to report to Her Majesty.” Luo Mu pointed down at the milling commoners. “Shen Zechuan has the habit of buying the hearts of the people. If these refugees cannot enter the city and find a place to settle down, then once the snow falls, he will think of a way to aid them, then use the opportunity to spread word of his benevolence to all and sundry. When that happens, it will be a blow to the imperial court.”


  Cai Yu had lost to Shen Zechuan in Chazhou because of this so-called benevolence. He who rescued another from certain death was as good as a second parent, giving them a fresh chance at life. Using this tactic, Shen Zechuan had even cleared himself of the stain of Shen Wei’s defeat—so why shouldn’t Qudu follow his example? In Juexi, they were still talking about Shen Zechuan’s timely aid to drought-stricken Yongcheng. If Qudu couldn’t turn the tables before winter, they would lose this battle before a single soldier drew his blade.


  “In your opinion,” Chen Zhen said with a look at Luo Mu, “what should we do? Qudu is already overcrowded. There are people sleeping in the public ditches on Donglong Street. If we take in any more refugees, we will be breaking the regulations of the yamen in Qudu; even if we welcome them, we can’t afford to feed them.”


  “Take in the refugees we can use,” Luo Mu said. “Look—most of them are young and strong. Why not enlist them into the army? If they can inflict a crushing defeat on Zhongbo, the imperial court will not skimp on their rewards. What’s this bit of grain today? If everyone tightens their belts, there will be enough to go around.”


  Luo Mu didn’t balk at making such a bold suggestion. After all, he had already “borrowed” grain for his own men when he had marched through Hezhou.


  “Look, Your Excellency.” Luo Mu raised his hand and pointed east. “Cizhou is critical to Shen Zechuan’s plans. He established a large granary there on the trade route between Huaizhou, Cizhou, and Chazhou, which allows him to supply to the Northeast Provisions Trail to the north and provide relief for Chazhou’s natural disasters to the south. If we can wrest Cizhou from his control, it will be a massive victory for us. His deployment to Dancheng has already stirred panic and unease among the cities in the west. But even he will need time to regroup; he can’t act rashly. We are different. Whenever we wish, we can send our troops out to crush the rebels. We merely lack the right opportunity.”


  Chen Zhen looked at Luo Mu. “This opportunity has been difficult to find.”


  “Not as hard as you think. After all, Shen Zechuan is Shen Wei’s son. He enters Qudu with his eyes on the throne. If he succeeds, the most condemned sinner of our age, Shen Wei, will be enshrined and worshiped in the imperial ancestral temple.” Luo Mu looked back at Chen Zhen and smiled. “Who would agree to that?”


   


  “Persuasion?” Li Jianting glanced over her shoulder. “We are at war. If something happens to the students, how will you answer for it?”


  “Your Majesty.” Luo Mu prostrated himself on the wool carpet. “Shen Zechuan is shrewd and sophisticated. He is certain to have a plan to win the hearts of the people. If we merely sit still and resign ourselves to fate, the situation may devolve rapidly. At that point, it will be difficult to recover. Furthermore, Jiang Wanxiao’s negotiations with Qidong are also affected by the news out of Qudu. I believe a battle of words is our best course right now.”


  Luo Mu hadn’t mentioned the other important reason. As time went on, it was becoming increasingly difficult to convince the people of Li Jianting’s legitimacy. If they dragged this out any longer, Gao Zhongxiong would surely deal them another blow. It would be too late then for Qudu to win back the hearts of the people of Dancheng whom Shen Zechuan had mollified.


  “Your Majesty, we have already lost the initiative in Dancheng,” Chen Zhen put in. “If we can score a victory without deploying a single soldier, it would do much to boost morale in Qudu.”


  “When facing a formidable enemy, we must unite against it,” Kong Qiu said after some contemplation. “If we can stir the hearts of the common folk in the southwest, it won’t be impossible to hold the line this winter.”


  “It’s widely said in Qudu that Shen Zechuan is a petty and narrow-minded man,” said Li Jianting. “But that is only a rumor. The way he has behaved in Dancheng is unhurried and composed. If you’re thinking of using words to goad him into deploying troops, it’s unlikely to work.”


  “This is not a trap meant for Shen Zechuan,” said Luo Mu, composing himself and looking up, “but for Yao Wenyu.”


  Yao Wenyu was Shen Zechuan’s strategist. Not only had he summoned the talented men of the world for Shen Zechuan, he had also played a pivotal role in implementing the census register in the six prefectures. More importantly, he had advised Shen Zechuan to take in all those former ministers from Qudu. Gao Zhongxiong and others like him had been granted a chance to shine, all thanks to Yao Wenyu’s discerning eye. Without Yao Wenyu, Shen Zechuan’s administration in Zhongbo would never have expanded to such proportions.


  Kong Qiu and Cen Yu had both been students of Hai Liangyi. Hearing Luo Mu mention Yao Wenyu, they couldn’t help but turn away. Even now, Cen Yu had sympathy for Yao Wenyu as a man of talent. He said, “I…hear Yuanzhuo has been in ill-health ever since arriving in Zhongbo. If…”


  “Lord Cen is right!” Luo Mu said. “We’ll line up the scholars at the foot of the city walls to persuade them to surrender. If Yao Wenyu doesn’t dare come forward to refute them, Zhongbo’s morale will plummet, and Shen Zechuan will be seen as a coward. But if Yao Wenyu does come, having to face his former home will surely quash his arrogance!”


  Cen Yu jerked to his feet and pointed at Luo Mu. “You’re truly—”


  Ruthless!


  Yao Wenyu was seriously ill, and dragging along two injured legs besides. By demanding that he make his way to the city wall to respond to the scholars’ criticism, Luo Mu meant for him to face his former acquaintances and reveal his feeble state to the world—look, as recently as two years ago, this man was still the Unpolished Jade renowned throughout the land!


  “If we can deal a blow to Yao Wenyu,” Luo Mu said, bowing deeply to him, “Shen Zechuan will no doubt feel the effects.”


  He did not spell out the details. The students would be unarmed when they faced off against tens of thousands of Zhongbo troops. If Yao Wenyu was humiliated by the students, the garrison troops would be indignant. Weapons had no eyes. The Dunzhou Garrison Troops only had to mistakenly injure the students in the heat of the moment, and Shen Zechuan’s virtuous name would go up in smoke.


  Li Jianting examined Luo Mu. For a chance at victory, this man would go to such lengths, and set such a vicious trap; he was truly perfidious and cold-hearted.


  Fengquan snuck a sidelong glance at Xue Xiuzhuo, who had been keeping his head down at the back of the room. Not a moment later—just as Fengquan expected—Luo Mu said, “Lord Xue has always enjoyed a prestigious reputation among the students, and you studied in the same academy under the same teacher as Yao Wenyu. Your Excellency is the best candidate for this gambit.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo stood up silently. “Yao Wenyu has done so much to assist Shen Zechuan even with his broken legs and failing body. He is no longer merely a distinguished young master who frequents philosophical symposiums. In setting this trap, you actually want the whole world to watch former peers scrabble vilely at each other’s throats.” He looked at Li Jianting. “I do not agree.”


  Fengquan hid his small smile behind the business of pouring tea.


  Li Jianting gazed at Xue Xiuzhuo with an odd expression. In that moment of silence, she said reassuringly, “Of course. We couldn’t bear to subject you to such hardship either. There is still no news from Jiang Wanxiao. Let the Grand Secretariat choose some promising students for this match.”


  Raindrops drummed against the eaves, their pattering giving rise to something else.


  “Where exactly did you come from?”


  This was what Li Jianting had asked Fengquan that night.


  Kneeling in the fathomless shadows, Fengquan had replied, “This humble servant was originally the nephew of an official in Jincheng. The guilty former official, Shao Chengbi, was my maternal uncle. My mother’s family was implicated in the incident and sent into exile in Zhongbo, where I was born. Later, when Lord Yanqing searched the land for former officials, he saved this humble servant from ruin and brought me back to Qudu.” He raised his head and said, timid and a little helpless, “My uncle and I were as close as father and son, so I was willing to enter the palace in the hope of someday getting justice for him. Under the guidance of Lord Yanqing, I’ve served two emperors and one empress dowager in the palace…until Your Majesty. I’ve been most prudent.”


  Xiande, Tianchen, the empress dowager—all dead in the struggle for power. Of them, the death of the Tianchen Emperor, Li Jianheng, was most suspect. Mu Ru’s assassination of the emperor had been no secret in the Xue Manor, yet Xue Xiuzhuo had never replaced Fengquan, and still had him serve Li Jianting.


  “You report all the minute details of my life to him.” Li Jianting leaned closer. “Is Xue Yanqing keeping an eye on me because he fears I won’t do a good job as emperor?”


  Fengquan didn’t dare to answer.


  Li Jianting stared at him for a long time. “Did Mu Ru act on Han Cheng’s orders, or Xue Xiuzhuo’s?”


  Before Fengquan could look away, Li Jianting gripped his chin and loomed close. “He’s been watching me ever since I entered the palace.” Li Jianting laughed and said mockingly, “No wonder he dares to be a lone minister. The life of the emperor is in his hands.”


  It was a life Xue Xiuzhuo would relinquish without regret. He could bear to sacrifice even himself; naturally, he could bear to sacrifice others.


  “Shao Chengbi wants to overturn the verdict of that old case.” Li Jianting released Fengquan and said coldly, “Only we can do that.”


   


  Qi Shiyu lay on the bed. His hair had turned whiter; illness had worn him down. There was no trace left of the man who had once spurred his horse tirelessly through Qudu or swept women off their feet with his charisma. Drool pooled at the corner of his lips.


  Qi Zhuyin wiped it with her handkerchief.


  “Jiang,” Qi Shiyu gasped, “Jiang Wanxiao will arri…arrive soon. Talk…talk to…him. We will send troops to…to Qudu.”


  Qi Zhuyin rolled up her sleeves. Rinsing the handkerchief in the copper basin by the bed, she said, “We’ll see.”


  Qi Shiyu’s chest heaved as he turned his eyes to her. “When you are celebrated for…for protecting the emperor…you…you will be the reign of Shengyin’s—”


  “Two borders and three prefectures have already risen in revolt.” Qi Zhuyin focused on washing the handkerchief. “How long can the Shengyin Emperor remain on her throne? With only ten thousand capital troops, she can’t even step out from behind the walls of Qudu.”


  “Qi Zhu…Zhuyin!” Qi Shiyu raised his voice. “Unfilial daughter!”


  Qi Zhuyin wrung out the handkerchief and said nothing.


  Tears soaked Qi Shiyu’s temples. His lips quivered, and his next words were choked with sobs. “You’ve ruined…ruined the Qi Clan’s name. After this, you won’t even…even be able to be laid to rest in the ancestral tomb.”


  The setting sun at the window shone upon Qi Zhuyin’s back. She dried the handkerchief as if she hadn’t heard him.


  “If Shen…Shen Zechuan fails,” Qi Shiyu sighed, shedding bitter tears, “can you alone atone for the entire Qi Clan? Everyone in the world will hate…hate you. You altered my…my message. Oh, you…”


  Qi Zhuyin smoothed out her handkerchief and looked past the scattered shadows of the window lattice, gazing out at the overlapping flowers and plants. After a moment’s silence, she said, “If Shen Zechuan fails, report to Qudu how I falsified your message and coerced my brother to write the letter. Kong Boran is a smart man. He would rather kill only me to ensure your survival.”


  Qi Shiyu’s message to Qudu had been a fake. What had been delivered was something Qi Zhuyin had forced her older brother of common birth to write with a blade to his neck. But was there really nothing Qi Shiyu could do about it? He had let it happen, hoping to leave the Qi Clan a way out. If Shen Zechuan were to lose, Qi Shiyu could still hand over Qi Zhuyin in exchange for the lives of the entire clan.


  The moment Qi Zhuyin made up her mind to remain south of Tianfei Watchtower, she had ceased to be a daughter of the Qi Clan. The freedom Qi Shiyu had given her applied only to the interests of the family. If she could no longer bring them honor and glory, she was no different from her good-for-nothing common brothers.


  Qi Zhuyin didn’t stay long. She hung out the handkerchief to dry and withdrew from the room. Several of her brothers were waiting under the eaves, but none dared raise their heads to look at her. She took Banisher from Qi Wei and ignored them too.


  As he followed Qi Zhuyin out of the courtyard, Qi Wei whispered, “Lord Jiang should be here soon.”


  “Is the mistress ready?” Qi Zhuyin asked.


  Qi Wei looked past her and opened his mouth but did not speak. Qi Zhuyin followed his gaze and saw the maid Hongying raise the curtain of a sedan. Hua Xiangyi had arrived and was lifting the hem of her skirt to step out. Qi Zhuyin didn’t know what possessed her to move past Hongying and offer her arm instead.
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  Wrapped in the refreshing scent of white flowers, Hua Xiangyi set a slender palm on Qi Zhuyin’s arm, only belatedly realizing who supported her once her feet touched the ground.


  “Well, hello.” Wanting to say something but too tired to be eloquent, Qi Zhuyin blurted as her gaze fell on Hua Xiangyi, “What a pretty flower.”


  Hongying, standing off to the side, raised a hand to her lips and coughed.


  A slight blush stole over Hua Xiangyi’s cheeks. She released her grip, meaning to shift her hand away, but for some reason, she changed her mind and left it on Qi Zhuyin’s arm. “The tea pavilion is ready. We’ll invite Wanxiao there when he arrives. There is a screen divider in the middle. Wanxiao’s wife can take a rest there, and we can let Jiran take a look at her.”


  “You are the mistress, so I’ll leave the arrangements to you. Jiang Qingshan is known for his sharp tongue in Juexi, so watch that he doesn’t speak over you. No matter what, I still hold the military power here. Even if his tongue is made of silver, he won’t be able to save Qudu unless he kills me.”


  The upturned tip of Hua Xiangyi’s embroidered shoe peeked from under her hem. She smoothed the pleats of her skirt and said with a smile, “Never fear. I have my ways.”


   


  Shen Zechuan grabbed a handful of Dancheng’s surplus grain and turned his gaze toward the rest of the granary. “This granary has been in disrepair for years. Winter is around the corner, and it’s been overcast and rainy for days on end. We can’t continue to store the grain here; it will rot.”


  Fei Sheng closed the oilpaper umbrella and replied, “That’s what the gentlemen think, too, but now’s not a good time. Master, if we move the grain and the commoners of the city think we’re taking it for ourselves, all our recent efforts will be wasted.”


  The Dunzhou Garrison Troops had been stationed here for less than half a month, where they had been forced to be on their best behavior. Fortunately, Shen Zechuan had ample grain, so his men didn’t have to go hungry. Although some private resentment simmered among the bottom ranks, there had been no incidents. Many of the common people of Dancheng had fled west, but in doing so, they had blocked Shen Zechuan’s path ahead.


  “There isn’t much grain left in the city.” Yao Wenyu’s wheelchair, wet with rain, left tracks behind him wherever he went. “The winter looks to be a cold one; Dancheng will need relief. Rather than transferring the grain from here to Cizhou and back, why not distribute the grain to the people here now?”


  The grain in Dancheng was all stock left behind by the Pan Clan. It was too much trouble to move the grain with wagons. Distributing the grain locally would not only allay the commoners’ fears, but also save a batch of relief grain for winter. Zhongbo’s grain reserves were limited. If they were forced to lay a long siege on Qudu, both parties would be playing a game of endurance.


  “Jiang Wanxiao is on his way to Qidong. Luo Mu seized on this to urge the Yan Clan to reconsider their allegiance and actually convinced them. A few days ago, grain from several cities in Hezhou entered Qudu, and the training grounds at Mount Feng have already been converted into grain storage. The waterways in the south run directly to Hezhou. Master, Qudu means to fight a protracted war with us.”


  “It might look that way, but they’re still waiting for Jiang Qingshan.” Shen Zechuan let the rice stream through his fingers. “The Qidong Garrison Troops are Qudu’s lifeline. The Grand Secretariat and Xue Yanqing both know they can’t stop us with Luo Mu’s fifty thousand thugs. In stockpiling their grain, they are staking everything on a single bet.”


  Yao Wenyu opened his mouth to speak, then covered it and coughed instead.


  “There’s a draft in here,” Shen Zechuan said. “Fei Sheng, give my cloak to Yuanzhuo.”


  “You can’t stand this chilly wind either, Master.” Fei Sheng motioned for the guard at the door to step forward. “Qiao Tianya anticipated that Mister Yuanzhuo would forget to bring his own, so he sent someone to deliver it this morning before we stepped out. I’ve been waiting for Mister Yuanzhuo to ask.”


  Even after being wrapped in the cloak, Yao Wenyu’s coughing did not subside. No one brought up the issue of seeing a physician to him anymore. Although he took his medicine on time, his cheeks were growing more and more hollow. Finally he managed, “Jiang Wanxiao has arrived in Qidong—”


  He was interrupted by a commotion outside.


  Tantai Hu entered with his blade at his waist, bowed to Shen Zechuan, and reported in a gruff voice, “Your Lordship, a messenger has arrived from Qudu. He says the court can’t bear to see the people plunged into an abyss of misery—that they wish to converse with us. Dozens of students have been sent out of the city gates and are waiting at a platform they built west of the Dancheng city walls. Your Lordship, at this moment, we are strong, and the enemy is weak. What’s there to discuss? Might as well get Shenwei to write a declaration of war, and we can fight our way into Qudu and save ourselves the trouble!”


  Wiping his hands, Shen Zechuan asked, “Is there anyone we know among these people?”


  “Cen Xunyi is in the lead. The rest are all students of the Imperial College.”


  Shen Zechuan only needed to think for a moment to understand the dangers involved in this gambit.


  “Jiang Wanxiao has arrived in Qidong,” Yao Wenyu continued, “and the mistress will surely have a long talk with him. If we do not respond, we will look poor before Qidong. Anyway, a prolonged siege was never the ideal strategy.” Clutching his handkerchief, he met Shen Zechuan’s eyes. “The opportunity has presented itself. Your Lordship, I’ll be back soon.”


   


  In Qidong, the sun was shining brightly. Ribbons of steam rose from the tea pavilion.


  Hua Xiangyi sat primly at the table and served tea with spotless hands.


  Qi Zhuyin gestured for Jiang Qingshan to sit. “You’ve come a long way. This is merely to welcome you, so there’s no need to be nervous. Please, take a seat.”


  The travel-worn Jiang Qingshan had already changed his clothes in the side hall. Now, as he sat comfortably with his sleeves held together, he didn’t refuse her hospitality. With a smile, he said, “It is my undeserving honor to be able to drink a cup of tea brewed by the third lady.”


  He addressed Hua Xiangyi by her old title. The implication was unmistakable: He did not regard Hua Xiangyi as the mistress of Qidong, but as the former master of Dicheng. This one address widened the distance between them, and made it clear he was not interested in having this conversation with her at all.


  Hua Xiangyi cradled her own cup and said softly, “The journey is tiring, and your wife is expecting. It wouldn’t be proper for you to stay at the relay station. I had them tidy up a courtyard earlier. If you don’t mind, please stay here in our home.”


  Her home was the Qi residence, where she ruled over all the affairs of the inner manor. No matter what Jiang Qingshan called her, she was the mistress of the Qi Clan’s house.


  Jiang Qingshan sipped his tea, putting a period on their first exchange.


   


  It was raining heavily in Dancheng. The whispering hush of the bamboo rose and fell.


  Cen Yu was waiting fretfully on the newly erected platform when he heard the melody of a flute weaving through the chorus of bamboo. He let out a soft exclamation and watched as an oilpaper umbrella made its way through the rain along a winding stream.


  Yao Wenyu advanced up to the boundary line between the two armies. The white donkey he sat on trod through the puddles. The hem of Yao Wenyu’s green robe draped over his mount’s pale flanks, while the scholar’s pouch around his waist was the same as ever. Moving through the rain and mist, he looked just as if he had emerged, unchanged, from the past.


  “I left Qudu in quite a hurry and did not get to bid you farewell.” Yao Wenyu bowed from his seat in the saddle. “So here I am now, having received your invitation.”


  Seeing Yao Wenyu bow from the back of the donkey, Cen Yu knew the rumors were true—his legs really were broken. A multitude of emotions flooded his chest, and he stood rooted in place, ears buzzing. Cen Yu sighed with great sorrow. “You… Why subject yourself to such misery?”




  Chapter 276:
Confrontation in the Rain


   


  WHY, INDEED?


  Yao Wenyu had no reply to this. He had not come to answer the question of why he was doing this. He knew Qudu’s intentions. Everyone in the world had their eyes on him, their admiration dissolving into sympathy. They wanted to look down on him in pity, as if losing his legs meant he had lost the courage to stand before others.


  It was much harder to live than to die. In the wake of that fateful day, Yao Wenyu had seen the future that lay before him. This wasn’t the first time he had been on the receiving end of such gazes, and it wouldn’t be the last. As long as he lived, he would have to face their pity. It was an agony he could share with no one else—no one at all.


  Rain dripping off the oilpaper umbrella formed a curtain that concealed the green robe within. Yao Wenyu appeared so remote that he might as well have been sitting among the clouds. Even when he fell, he remained clean and untainted.


  “There is one state in life that is unbearably elusive.” Standing far away on the watchtower, Shen Zechuan spoke to Qiao Tianya beside him. “That is to be ‘delighted not by external gains, and saddened not by personal losses.’7 If a person can achieve such equanimity, he is not far from enlightenment. When I first met him, I thought he was such a person. But I later realized I was mistaken.”


  To attain enlightenment was to be devoid of emotions—to be merciless even to oneself.


  Yao Wenyu couldn’t do that. He held the people in his heart. He also held a certain person in his heart. He was a wanderer of the mortal world who only appeared far removed from the dust on the ground, having spent his first twenty years carefree and traversing the land on a donkey. He wasn’t aloof; he was living wholeheartedly.


  Qiao Tianya looked out at that thin smear of green, as if looking at a view of emerald willows and jade bamboo on the horizon. He set down his flute and took a swig of his wine, then answered as though intoxicated, “I understand him.”


  The rain continued to fall.


  Yao Wenyu’s voice was as clear and resonant as jade. “You need not be concerned on my behalf. From where I sit, Qudu is a trapped beast, exhausting the strength of seven cities to battle to the death with our prefectural governor. It is an unwise strategy.”


  “If Shen Zechuan is sincere about his love of the people,” Cen Yu replied, “he ought to have surrendered long ago instead of proclaiming himself governor. You laid siege to Dancheng, attempted to intimidate Qudu, and threw the people of the empire into panic.” His secondary purpose today was to persuade the rebels to surrender. He took a step forward and spoke across the misty rain. “If Yuanzhuo is willing to sway him to yield today, I am willing to vouch for him with my own life on the grounds of his benevolent deeds in Zhongbo alone.”


  “The situation is clear, and the outcome is a foregone conclusion. Why continue deceiving yourselves?” Yao Wenyu replied. “In order to keep the commoners in the capital from facing this catastrophe, His Lordship had stayed put in Dancheng and refused to mobilize his troops. In truth, one hundred twenty thousand Zhongbo garrison troops are prepared and eager to advance; it will take only a day for them to march out and besiege Qudu. As they say, attacking a walled city is a last resort, to be tried only when all other tactics have been exhausted.8 If the girl emperor is willing to open the gates and surrender for the sake of the thousands of commoners in the city, I, too, will vouch for her with my life.”


  “You and I have been acquainted for many years. Why make such boasts to me? Zhongbo has only twenty thousand soldiers who can be deployed, and Shen Zechuan is showing signs of exhaustion merely from guarding the Cizhou granary. Chazhou and Hezhou have surrendered to the empire. It’s more than evident that he has lost the hearts of the people and is unable to regain their trust. Qudu is guarded by the seven cities, and Qidong is its shield, with three hundred thousand Qidong Garrison Troops—hardened warriors, every one of them. No one will accept Shen Zechuan’s usurpation of the Li Clan’s empire. Your invasion of Dancheng has already sent refugees fleeing to our capital.” Cen Yu pointed at Qudu. “Before the gates of Qudu are all the people seeking to escape. From the walls you can hear infants wailing at night and see widowed mothers selling their daughters during the day. If you are truly an army of righteousness, how can you turn a blind eye to their plight?”


  Yao Wenyu remained silent.


  A student beside Cen Yu bowed to Yao Wenyu and cleared his throat. “Not only that. Shen Zechuan revolted without cause and brought calamity down on Qudu. Even if his army can breach the city, he will be hard-pressed to win over the masses that way. Her Majesty is the legitimate ruler of our empire in name and fact, the only rightful candidate for the throne. The clash of two armies will result in countless casualties, so why not make peace today? As long as Zhongbo is sincere in their surrender, Her Majesty, wise and gracious, will surely not pursue the grave offense.”


  They made the whole affair sound perfectly pleasant, but even if Kong Qiu himself had been here, he would not have been able to guarantee their safety after disarming, let alone Cen Yu.


  Yao Wenyu was about to speak when the wind came whistling through the rain, forcing him to cover his mouth and cough.


  Cen Yu could hardly stand to watch, but the student beside him thought he had gained the upper hand. Yuanzhuo’s frailty bolstered him; he took another step forward and boldly raised his voice: “The Unpolished Jade Yuanzhuo has always possessed an unrivaled reputation in Qudu. Everyone knows you came from the Yao Clan and studied under Secretariat Elder Hai. What a pity that you failed to live up to both your talent and your mentor’s teachings. Instead, you’ve devoted yourself to serving the Shen Clan, turning your back on the will of your forefathers! Yao Yuanzhuo, even an old steed may still hope to run a thousand miles, yet you’ve given up and submitted to a treacherous rebel. I lament the waste of your talents, and even more, that the secretariat elder entrusted his legacy to the wrong man. Looking at your feebleness today, a far cry from the spirited presence you once possessed, I exhort you to recognize the error of your ways and turn back from this futile path!”


  Raindrops darkened the wooden railing and soaked Shen Zechuan’s robes. He tucked the folding fan under his sleeves to keep it dry. From his place on the watchtower, he looked out at the green bamboo but could only see part of Yao Wenyu’s figure through the stalks.


  When Shen Zechuan had still been in Qudu, he had once said to Xiao Chiye that, if pressed to choose, he would pick Xue Xiuzhuo over Yao Wenyu. Standing alone far above the mundane world, Yao Wenyu was not made for rolling in the muck. He was so good—so when pain had at last struck him, it had struck him a lifetime’s worth.


  The students’ morale soared. They crowded onto the platform, all trying to impart words of wisdom to Yao Wenyu.


  Yao Wenyu’s coughing had subsided. His expression remained unchanged, as if he’d expected this. Shen Zechuan had no lack of capable wordsmiths under his command; Kong Ling, for instance, had been an especially eloquent master of debate as a student. Yet Shen Zechuan had still agreed to let Yao Wenyu go. As the friend who understood him best, he knew Yao Wenyu didn’t need pity; not one bit.


  “Luo Mu set this trap hoping to kill Yuanzhuo.” Shen Zechuan tilted his head slightly, his jade earring coldly reflecting the light. “But he’d have to be worthy of it first.”


  To belittle Yao Wenyu was to belittle Shen Zechuan. Many of the advisors under Shen Zechuan’s command possessed both integrity and ability, yet Yao Wenyu had remained secure in his position at the top. Two years ago, he had been a wretched figure as he fled the capital—but that was two years ago. Now, he was the premiere advisor of Shen Zechuan, the overlord of Zhongbo.


  The platform had become noisy. The students’ voices blended into the heavy rain, buried under the rustling of bamboo. As the cool breeze blew past, Yao Wenyu moved aside the handkerchief covering his lips.


  “You advise me to realize the error of my ways and turn back from my path,” he said. “But I would advise all of you to consider your own mistakes and seek the salvation at hand.” Yao Wenyu’s voice was clear and mellow, as if his earlier coughing was merely a short respite he took in the rain. “I ask you, Mister Xunyi: Why did my teacher work himself to exhaustion, then remonstrate with the emperor to his death?”


  “To deter lowly wretches and set right the hierarchy of the world,” Cen Yu answered.


  As the wind rose, Yao Wenyu at last revealed his edge. “That could not be further from the truth. My teacher thought of nothing but the people’s welfare. He aimed for stability and always considered the will of the people. He put them first in everything he did, always regarding them as the foundation of the state. Now you are upsetting the hierarchy of the world and turning your back on the people for your own selfish interest, to preserve your positions in the imperial court. Cen Xunyi, Kong Boran, Xue Yanqing—how can any of you face my teacher ever again?!”


  He had rarely looked so solemn, and his words were so sharp Cen Yu staggered back and rasped, “We—”


  Still perfectly composed, Yao Wenyu continued, “Let me ask you again. Of the four objectives my teacher strove for in life—root out the poison ailing the empire, return the fields to the farmers, secure the livelihoods of commoners, and rectify the hierarchy of society—which have you achieved?”


  Cen Yu was beginning to lose steam. “The field taxes from Dancheng, Chuancheng, Wucheng, and Dicheng have all been recovered, and the fields in those four cities have been returned to the people, with taxes reduced. For these cities, it is now a time of rest and recuperation.”


  “To make up for Chuancheng’s field taxes, the Helian Marquis allowed the local gentry to extort their farmers. The fields have been returned, but they are now barren ground being passed off as fertile farmland. Migrants are still flowing out of the four cities in an unending stream; Cizhou is packed past its capacity. These so-called accomplishments are inconsequential measures; they do not strike at what’s crucial. Even the grain you distribute as aid was graciously granted by our prefectural governor!”


  Cen Yu had never expected Yao Wenyu to make his case so harshly. His accusations regarding the Chuancheng fields were all true. It was because of the rebel threat that they’d had to temporarily halt the investigation, and now, it had become a blade in Yao Wenyu’s hand.


  The student beside Cen Yu reacted swiftly. “What nonsense! You betrayed the sovereign and brought dishonor on your teacher. You are a useless man eking out a shameful existence in a wheelchair, gasping his last breaths. What have you done? What can you do?!”


  The donkey under Yao Wenyu inched forward, and Yao Wenyu answered, “I am but a strategist. How can I overstep my authority?”


  The student broke out in laughter. “That’s just an excuse. You’ve done nothing at all! Lord Xue denounced the nobles and held up the reign of Li. He is revered by all in Dancheng, Chuancheng, and the other cities! You question how these men could face the secretariat elder, but Yao Wenyu, it seems to me you are the one who’s too ashamed to face your teacher!”


  Yao Wenyu’s umbrella swayed slightly. He laughed, too, but it was a laugh that left no mark. It vanished entirely once it faded, without a hint of glee. “One must perform the duties required of one’s position. Is it not expected for you to advocate for the people when you live on the emperor’s salary? I can’t compare to Xue Yanqing when it comes to administering Qudu and keeping the empire in balance. He is a minister, while I am but a strategist.”


  His eyes dimmed; the twinkling starlight in them died out, leaving behind a heavy, pitch-black night. “My lord navigated these turbulent times among all manner of capable and ambitious men—first quashing the scourge of banditry in Chazhou and Cizhou, then sweeping the six prefectures clean of their sufferings. He established a thriving trade route between north and south and spared no effort to help Libei’s armored cavalry stamp out the foreign threat. In two years, he has recovered lost lands within our own nation, reinforced our borders, and secured the livelihoods of the people. Under his leadership, tens of thousands of acres of fertile land in three prefectures have been opened to farming; not a single patch of barren land is left within their borders. He implemented the Yellow Register and recorded each household. He sought wise advice from those around him and drew virtuous talents from every region, never letting status or history cut short a great man’s future. What’s more, he boldly rode out at the front of the troops to defend the city gates of Duanzhou!”


  The rain pattered on his umbrella like the urgent beat of battle drums. “In assisting a virtuous lord, I am no more than ephemeral clouds in the sky, gathering and dispersing without hesitation. I can be without name, without virtue, without merit, but my master”—Yao Wenyu was as steady as a mountain, each word ringing clear—“must shine in history for a thousand autumns.”


  Strategist!


  Strategists and ministers were both men who supported virtuous masters. Yao Wenyu belittled his own achievements to exalt Shen Zechuan because he was Shen Zechuan’s strategist. He schemed for empire and reputation, not for himself, but for his master. With every word he spoke, he turned the question on everyone from Qudu: What has Li Jianting done? If a master had no achievements to their name, it was a mark of their retainers’ incompetence.


  Cen Yu struggled to push on. “For all your eloquence, you can’t hide the illegitimacy of Shen Zechuan’s origins. His father, Shen Wei, failed the six prefectures. If he enters the city, everyone will have to pay their respects to that shameless traitor Shen Wei!”


  “And are Li Jianting’s origins legitimate?” Yao Wenyu countered.


  “How dare you!” Seeing Yao Wenyu so calm, securely holding the upper hand, the students flushed with indignation. “How dare you utter Her Majesty’s honorable name—”


  Yao Wenyu raised his voice over the rain. “Who here can prove Li Jianting’s legitimacy? You? Xue Yanqing? You revere her as your lord, you kneel and prostrate yourselves before her, yet you can’t ensure her authenticity. Is this not the most ridiculous joke?”


  “Lord Xue has the late emperor’s verification in writing…” The students had been thrown into disarray, and they faltered. “An auspicious omen descended from the heavens when Her Majesty was born. That can’t be wrong. It can’t be…”


  “You can’t prove it.” Yao Wenyu suppressed a cough. “But I can.”


  Cen Yu felt a chill come over him as he gazed at Yao Wenyu’s fluttering green robe. All at once he felt that the man before him was not his old acquaintance Yuanzhuo, but an enemy from Zhongbo.




  Chapter 277:
Clash


   


  “WHEN XUE YANQING ESCORTED the heir apparent to the palace, he produced an endorsement from the late emperor as well as Prince Qin’s personal seal, which he showed to the Grand Secretariat.” Yao Wenyu brushed a finger lightly over his pale lips. “But these two objects have no bearing on each other. Prince Qin’s personal seal was not stamped on the endorsement itself. If these objects alone can prove that Li Jianting is Prince Qin’s daughter of lawful birth, then the calligraphy of ancient imperial family members in the study of my Yao manor are all proof of sovereignty.”


  Even as a chill spread through his limbs, Cen Yu knew he couldn’t show any sign of weakness. All eyes were on this confrontation outside the city today. One wrong answer could doom Qudu forever. He composed himself before saying, “When Her Majesty entered the palace, the Grand Secretariat carried out a public verification right there in the great hall. The empress dowager also confirmed that Her Majesty was of the Li Clan’s bloodline!”


  The heavy rain pelted down on the oilpaper umbrella, the noise like a handful of scattered beads.


  “After the late emperor passed, the Li Clan’s bloodline fell into decline,” said Yao Wenyu. “The so-called public examination you speak of was based solely on the words of Xue Yanqing. The empress dowager lived alone deep in the palace, with eunuchs controlling her on the inside and sycophantic ministers coercing her on the outside. How can her word be believed?”


  The question was a punch to Cen Yu’s gut. He stumbled back and sputtered, “Sycophantic… How can you say I’m a sycophantic minister—on the day of the public examination, the whole court of civil and military officials was present. If anyone dared to coerce the empress, I’d have been the first to see his head roll!”


  “Very well. You are loyal. I admire you for it.” Yao Wenyu pulled a letter from his sleeve pocket. “I happen to have here a confidential letter from the third lady, recounting in detail the incident in which Han Cheng coerced the empress dowager using Dicheng’s faulty accounts, along with a personal letter between the empress dowager and the third lady referencing the same. It is stamped with the empress dowager’s personal seal.” The moment he held it aloft, the uproar on the platform drowned out even the sound of the rain.


  Cen Yu had never expected Yao Wenyu to have genuine proof. The chill that had prickled up his spine earlier became a numbing cold—it was not Zhongbo in peril today, but Qudu! Bracing himself against the edge of the nearest table, he said, “The third lady has been away from Qudu for a long time. She was not waiting upon the empress dowager then. Her words—”


  “The third lady is the rightful mistress of Qidong,” Yao Wenyu retorted, relentless. “If her words hold no weight, then why have Qidong’s three hundred thousand soldiers not moved?”


  Muffled thunder sounded overhead.


  Yao Wenyu released his grip and let the letter fall into a puddle. “The Qi Clan would risk their prestigious reputation of one hundred years rather than send troops to aid the throne—because the one sitting on it today is not a sovereign of the Li Clan at all. Xue Yanqing deliberately obfuscated the truth, calling a horse a deer. He deceived everyone in the imperial court and tried to pass off a brothel girl as an imperial heir!”


  A brothel girl!


  “You delude the people with rumors and lies!” A student leveled a finger at Yao Wenyu and snapped, “Her Majesty is the daughter of a farmer outside Qudu. She has long had a benevolent reputation among her neighbors—”


  “How gullible.” There was no warmth in Yao Wenyu’s eyes. “Li Jianting has never once summoned her supposed adoptive parents since ascending the throne. If she is as benevolent and filial as you claim, would she be so indifferent to the parents who raised her?”


  At these words, even the students on the platform staggered back and collapsed; Cen Yu had no chance of keeping his feet. The capital troops of Qudu whispered among themselves in horror.


  Dark clouds were pressing in toward the palace halls of Qudu. Lightning flashed and thunder roared; the sky seemed to split open, illuminating the upturned eaves with a glint like knives.


  The letter Yao Wenyu had produced had been swiftly copied and passed throughout the cities of the southwest. The Embroidered Uniform Guard still hiding in Qudu roved the streets and alleys. Ge Qingqing sat at a table in a teahouse, watching the raindrops pelt the window paper.


  Li Jianting raised her head at the rumble of thunder. She could almost hear the pounding of the battle drums. She asked the nearly empty Mingli Hall, “Has the Prince of Donglie deployed her troops?”


  Fengquan lit a stick of incense and replied, “Soon.”


   


  The soft rustle of cloth came from behind the screen. Jiran sat straight-backed at the side of the small table, taking Liu-niang’s pulse through a handkerchief for the sake of propriety.


  “The Qi Clan has always raised loyal and chivalrous subjects,” Jiang Qingshan said. “The old marshal has an illustrious career of military achievements and has always been favored by the throne. But the empire is now in imminent danger, torn asunder by internal strife—it’s time for the Qi Clan to restore its position as the stalwart blade of the state. I’d advise you, Marshal, not to corrupt your family’s righteous cause over matters of personal friendship. Revere your sovereign, and you will be lauded by all. The future glory of the Qi Clan is right before your eyes.”


  “You are a formidable minister who has governed Juexi most capably. You are more familiar with civil administration than me.” Qi Zhuyin sipped her tea. “Since, as you say, it is a time of crisis for the empire, let’s skip over these tired clichés.”


  Steam wrapped its way around the tea pavilion. Jiang Qingshan laughed wryly. “To exhort a soldier to honor and glory is indeed nothing but platitudes. You’re right. I came here instead to share a few heartfelt words with you.” He set down the teacup and looked at Qi Zhuyin. “Marshal Qi, if the current emperor were incompetent, I would not have come. But now, the revitalization of our Great Zhou is within reach. We need only eliminate the remaining internal threats, and the people will flourish in prosperity.”


  He paused for a moment. “The Xiande Emperor didn’t involve himself in court politics when he was on the throne. He turned a blind eye to the factions tussling for power in the court. The year Juexi was hit with a drought, I didn’t have sufficient grain to distribute relief. I was at my wit’s end and could only beg and borrow in haste, incurring a towering debt. It was Yanqing who rushed to Qudu overnight to implore the Grand Secretariat to help me. When Hua Siqian wanted to have me killed, it was also Yanqing who knelt before the secretariat elder’s door and pled with him to save my life. All these years, he ran all over the empire in his position as the Chief Supervising Secretary of the Office of Scrutiny for Revenue and fought for the careers of capable local officials, going to great lengths to build up what they call the pragmatist faction today. His efforts have allowed our Great Zhou to continue to struggle on after the reign of Tianchen. Marshal, we dare not claim all the credit for ourselves, but in order to fight for a new dawn for this empire, we would gladly stake our lives and those of our families!”


  Jiang Wanxiao was telling the truth. The corrupt administration of the latter years of Yongyi was firmly rooted in Qudu, but the regions outside the capital had still done all they could to hold on. Juexi’s current ability to bear the burdens of the Zhou empire was not something that had been achieved overnight. It was a cornerstone that men like Jiang Qingshan had laid down over the past decade and more, at great cost.


  “Since the first year of Xiande, Yanqing has taken every opportunity to exhort the imperial court to send capable officials to Zhongbo to clean up the mess there. But in consideration of Hua Siqian’s power at the time, the secretariat elder didn’t dare act rashly, afraid it would endanger more officials of common backgrounds in the central administration. It was only when Hua Siqian fell from grace in the eighth year of Xiande that the Grand Secretariat finally agreed to transfer me to Zhongbo as Provincial Administration Commissioner, but by then it was too late. Not only were bandits running rampant in the six prefectures, the influence of the noble clans was too deeply rooted in Qudu.” Frustration seemed to overwhelm him; he couldn’t help but bang his fist against the table, despondent. Venting a long sigh, he continued, “We had no troops and no power, so what were we to do? The Grand Secretariat spent half a year deliberating over my order of transfer alone!”


  The light fragrance of tea rose into the air. He took a moment to compose himself before continuing. “I had already given up. It was Yanqing who helped Her Majesty onto the throne and, with her help, relentlessly pursued the Dancheng field taxes. Marshal, if Her Majesty were merely another useless royal descendant like the late emperor, then I would say let Shen Zechuan revolt as he wishes! But there is now light at the end of the tunnel.”


  He fixed his gaze on Qi Zhuyin and said urgently, “When you requested to send troops to fight the Qingshu tribe at the start of the first year of Shengyin, a move that would assist Libei, we agreed because of the foreign threat, and we provided military salaries and provisions. It is no longer as it was during the reign of Xiande, when the nation’s generals had to beg for money in the capital. The case of moldy grain in Bianjun Commandery prompted Lu Guangbai to desert, yet the Grand Secretariat never did heed the imperial censors’ exhortations to strip the Lu Clan of their noble title and rank. They wanted to give the court and Lu Guangbai a chance—a chance for everyone to start over. There will be no interference from the noble clans this time, only sincere cooperation between civil and military officials. The revitalization of our Great Zhou is at hand.”


  Every one of Jiang Wanxiao’s words came from his heart. These were things others could not fathom or comprehend, or were not even willing to listen to. Officials like him were cogs in the machine that was the Zhou empire. When spots of rust began to corrode the court, the nation relied on generation after generation of virtuous, talented men to keep it oiled and running. This responsibility did not fall on one person. In the early years, perhaps it was Qi Huilian; later it was Hai Liangyi; now, it was Xue Xiuzhuo. These men differed fundamentally from the voices of the noble clans. Even if their ideologies were in conflict, or their philosophies contradictory, they did the practical work on behalf of the people. They were the last glimmer of hope for the survival of this old, decaying tree.


  “Shen Zechuan introduced the Yellow Registry in the six prefectures of Zhongbo, but we have long since implemented such household registration in Juexi. Ever since I took up oversight of the thirteen cities, the yamen throughout the region have been verifying these records every year. On my watch no land has been lost, no fields have gone to waste, and trade at the port has thrived. If Shen Zechuan hadn’t insisted on interfering, the Port of Yongyi would not have closed this year!”


  He took a breath. “The investigation into the eight cities’ field taxes was suspended only because Shen Zechuan was at our door. He proclaimed himself the prefectural governor of Zhongbo, and the regions of the east called him overlord. The noble clans were driven to extremes to save their hides; there was no choice but to stop the—”


  Behind the screen, Liu-niang exclaimed softly. Jiang Qingshan came to an abrupt halt and rose slightly from his seat. Hongying stepped out from behind the screen and whispered in Hua Xiangyi’s ear.


  Hua Xiangyi looked up at Jiang Qingshan. “Your wife is greatly weakened after your arduous journey, and the child is at risk. She may need to stay here for a few days to recuperate in peace.”


  Liu-niang had been in ill health since the reign of Xiande; Jiang Qingshan didn’t doubt that what Hua Xiangyi said was true. Even as he poured his heart into his fervent persuasion, he was worried sick about Liu-niang. For a moment, he lost his voice. He could neither bring himself to go to her nor sit back down and continue.


  “Anitabha, the mistress needs to take some medicine,” Jiran said softly.


  “What kind of medicine?” Jiang Qingshan couldn’t help but ask. “She has a frail constitution. All the physicians she usually sees have been cautious with their prescriptions.”


  “I heard you have been married for several years, yet your mother still demands your wife attend her every day. Never mind before,” Hua Xiangyi said, reproach creeping into her voice, “but why is she required to do so now that she’s with child? How can you ask this of her?”


  These domestic affairs were a sore spot for Jiang Wanxiao. His mother had been widowed as a young woman, yet against all the odds, she had raised him to be a major official ruling a border region. The old matriarch couldn’t be bribed with gold or precious treasures, nor did she form any social connections with the female kin of other court officials. She wholeheartedly wished for Jiang Qingshan to remain an uncorrupted official. But she was too strict in her management of the household, and especially harsh on Liu-niang.


  Qi Zhuyin hadn’t planned to speak on this point. She had a multitude of domestic troubles herself that vexed her to no end. But then she felt a gentle nudge on her foot under the table. She sipped her tea, considering Hua Xiangyi’s silent message. When she set down her cup, she said. “Let’s put aside these government affairs for now. Since there’s still no news from Qudu, better get the mistress settled first.”


  Skeptical, Jiang Qingshan said cautiously, “About the deployment…”


  “I’ll think on it,” Qi Zhuyin said. “You’ll have your answer in two days.”


   


  Fei Shi covered his head as he ran through the rain. He could hear the whispers all around him: traitor, emperor, pretender. Qudu, with its centuries of history, teetered on the precipice in this rainstorm. He ran until his shoes were soaked. Someone knocked into him, sending him staggering.


  The well-heeled young marquis of the past was now simply dressed. After the Helian Marquis had taken to his bed, Fei Shi’s disreputable friends no longer deigned to associate with him. The family’s money had all gone to make up the field taxes; they couldn’t afford the upkeep of their servants within the manor and had no choice but to dismiss them. Fei Shi had thought to continue his idle ways, but when he saw his elder sister Zhaoyue caring for her child even after late nights spent on embroidery work for others, he realized his family was thoroughly broke. These days, he eked out a living writing letters for others.


  Fei Shi cursed as he picked up some letters he had dropped. “Damn dog, must be blind to bump into me!” He wiped the rain off his face. “Don’t you know I used to…” The man who’d bumped into him had fallen to the ground. Finding him strangely familiar, Fei Shi kicked him. “Hey!”


  The man jerked his head up, but he was so dirty his face was indistinguishable. He clapped his hands at Fei Shi and giggled, “Young Marquis! Young Marquis!”


  Fei Shi pocketed the papers. “So you can see well enough now. That’s me, all right.”


  The lunatic was covered in filth and had only one shoe. Shaking his head slowly, he said, “Young Marquis—looking, looking for my elder brother!”


  “I’m not your elder fucking brother!” Fei Shi yanked his hem away from the man’s grasping hand. Covering his nose at the man’s stench, he flapped a hand to drive him off. “Shoo, shoo!”


  This lunatic bared his teeth in a grin and left, jumping around in the rainstorm and yelling at everyone he came across, “Elder brother, my elder brother is a major official! A major official with a sword!”


  “What rotten luck.” Fei Shi muttered, turning away. Yet he still found that voice familiar. He had only taken a few steps down the street when he spotted the run-down Han manor through the curtain of rain and froze.


  “The capital troops are passing through! Out of the way!”


  Military boots sent water flying as the soldiers splashed through puddles on their run across the streets of Qudu. The entire city was on high alert, and the defensive weapons in the armory had all been moved to the top of the city wall. News that Shen Zechuan was about to attack the city had spread even wider than rumors about the girl emperor’s origins.


  The soldiers shoved Fei Shi aside. His face was still blank with shock as he turned his head, as stiff as a wooden statue.


  “Han…Han Jin!”


   


  Yao Wenyu retreated unscathed from his verbal sparring with the Qudu scholars. He turned his donkey around, the slight angle of his oilpaper umbrella allowing the rain to wet one side of the hem of his green robe.


  Still in shock, Cen Yu braced himself against the edge of the table and raised a hand as if to call out to Yuanzhuo again.


  A soldier behind him soundlessly hoisted a bow. He gripped an arrow between his fingers and drew the bowstring all the way back.


  Amid the bamboo, raindrops fell like strings of beads off the rim of the oilpaper umbrella. Yao Wenyu’s breathing was slightly ragged. The handkerchief he clutched in his hand had long since been soaked red.


  Humiliated from the defeat, a student chased after him. “Shen Zechuan wants to claim the empire so he can honor Shen Wei’s name on the imperial altar. It is an act neither virtuous nor righteous. Even if I die, I will never kneel to him!”


  The downpour drowned out the sound of Yao Wenyu’s coughing. When he looked back, however, the corners of his tightly pursed lips lifted slightly. The umbrella slid to the ground. His hair was instantly soaked, but he had steel in his voice as he said, “We rose out of Zhongbo and have only ever spoken of Shen Wei’s defeat as a disgrace. His Lordship brought peace and stability to the land for the sake of all people; he will neither take a wife nor beget a son. What’s more, he seeks to redress the injustices done in the reign of Yongyi and clear the names of the loyal officials lost in the fall of the Eastern Palace. You don’t need to kneel. When the country is stable, the commoners’ livelihoods have been restored, and the granaries everywhere are full to bursting, His Lordship—”


  The twang of the bowstring sent up a spray of raindrops as the arrow leapt from the bow. In the blink of an eye, the sharp glint was before Yao Wenyu.


  A swift sword thrust down from the stalks of green bamboo, and amid the metallic clang as sword and arrow collided, Qiao Tianya landed on the ground.


  Shen Zechuan stood high up on the watchtower, gazing out toward Qudu. The wind swept his cloak up, sending it fluttering. Bits of ice and snow mixed with that torrential rain.


  “One does not execute the messenger when two armies are in discussion,” the prefectural governor said. “Does Qudu think there is no one left in Zhongbo to stand up to them?”


  Qiao Tianya slowly straightened and stood in front of Yao Wenyu, his eyes hidden behind locks of drenched hair. He nudged his sheath open with his thumb and barked, “Draw your blades.”


  Rainwater slid down the Imperial Army’s armor. The glint of steel flashed throughout the bamboo forest.


  In Mingli Hall, the incense had burned out.




  Chapter 278:
Overlord


   


  CEN YU’S STOMACH DROPPED the moment he glimpsed the arrow flying. When he saw the Imperial Army drawing their blades, he was so anxious he coughed blood. Covering his mouth, he demanded, “Who shot that arrow?!”


  He had told Luo Mu to give strict orders to his soldiers not to make any move. Whether or not Yao Wenyu died, this one arrow had doomed Qudu.


  In the bamboo grove, Tantai Hu charged forward with his blade in hand, his voice booming. “Your promises are worthless. To hell with your talks!”


  The Imperial Army surged forward through the rain, sending up sprays of muddy water as they fell into formation. They held their blades before them, the front ranks slashing their way into Luo Mu’s ragtag army, which had come forward to meet them. Flashing blades and glinting swords obscured the falling rain. Tables and chairs on the platform overturned with a series of crashes as the students rushed to help Cen Yu up and then retreated in a panic.


  “Stop!” Cen Yu, still clinging to hope, wiped blood from his mouth and cried, “Your Lordship, please hear me out!”


  But the Imperial Army had already charged across the invisible boundary line; no one listened to Cen Yu. The rain washed over him, soaking his official’s robe until it clung to his body. Under the assault of icy rain pelting his face, he broke down and, sobbing, called toward the walls of Qudu, “I have failed Her Majesty!”


  The bronze bell in the watchtower in Qudu tolled with a crash like thunder, but Li Jianting knew it was not. Supporting herself against a pillar at the entrance of the hall, she slowly stepped into the rain. The flower embellishment on her forehead dissolved in the water. She looked at Xue Xiuzhuo, standing at the foot of the steps, as if seeing him for the first time.


  “You have thousands of taels of silver and the support of the people,” Li Jianting said, raising her arm to point south. “If you flee to Juexi now and find a new emperor, you can keep fighting Shen Zechuan.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo looked back at her. After a long while, he lifted his hands and removed his black official’s hat. “I am a minister of the Li Clan’s court.”


  Li Jianting smiled, then laughed. Her laughter grew louder until her whole face was wet with rainwater. She strode toward him, revealing a hint of her long-lost innocence as she asked, “Teacher, have I completed my education?”


  All her life, she had been stuck peeking through a crack in the door. It was only after clawing until the nails of her fingers rotted off that she finally became a vessel for something more. She rose out of the muck only to bear the weight of a falling sky. She was inquisitive, diligent—a prodigy—yet she was powerless to turn the tide.


  Xue Xiuzhuo looked down at the hat in his hands. “You could have achieved more. It was only because your teacher was not up to the task that we have failed here. I am the blade that went off course.”


  He had known from a young age that his was not a natural talent. He could not easily remember essays on contemporary politics, so he stayed up all night and memorized them by rote, making use of every second. Even a break for a mouthful of water was a waste. At the age when he was at his most impulsive, the Guangcheng Emperor had dealt a blow to his morale and dulled his edge. It was then that he came to understand that the seemingly prosperous Zhou empire was, in truth, a wasteland.


  It would never have occurred to him to take this path had he not witnessed Qi Huilian’s ephemeral brilliance. That flash of light ignited his hope. He had followed in Qi Huilian’s footsteps, stubbornly believing the empire could still be saved, but reality always disappointed him. He respected Hai Liangyi, yet in the end he had chosen a much different path than the man he had revered as a teacher.


  All of them had wanted to save the Zhou empire, but none of them succeeded.


  “You raised me to this position, but no one here is willing to act with reason. The empress dowager used Han Cheng, who in turn used Fuman. They all want to kill me.” Li Jianting raised a hand and scrubbed at the flower embellishment between her brows until it was nothing but a smear of red. “Is the emperor not permitted to fight back? If I don’t kill them, I’ll die.” She turned away from him. “We both tread carefully inside this cage, holding our breath; even if we have grand ambitions, we have no power to realize them. We are out of time.”


  Li Jianting had fair skin, a facade cultivated during her time sheltered in the Xue manor. But beneath her many layers of clothes, she was covered in scars. When she stood on the steps of the palace, she was Li Jianting. No one cared about Ling Ting’s whereabouts; no one thought Ling Ting deserved to live.


  “All men have ways to kill outside the law. The sturdy bodies of men crushed my bones, and passersby found me filthy as I lay discarded on the ground.” She looked back at Xue Xiuzhuo. “No one thought to hold them accountable, as though I was the one who lay down willingly. Die once, and I deserved to be discarded like an old shoe, unfit to stand before anyone again.”


  The tolls of the bell grew more urgent until the sounds blended together into one long chime. Rainwater flooded past the hems of their robes. The sky was so dark that the lofty, overlapping roofs of the palace could no longer be seen.


  “Was that my fault?” Li Jianting sneered. “I heeded the teachings of the books, Teacher. I didn’t even kill those pigs. The day you took me away from Xiangyun Villa, I thought I would seek revenge, but you taught me benevolence, justice, morality, virtue. I learned endurance as I lived in this rotten palace, never faltering for a moment over all these years. I chased after everyone, trying to catch up, but in the end, we are still left with nothing.”


  Her chest heaved. It was too unfair; there was too much she could not accept. Finally, she could endure no more. She pointed to her eyes and said, “I don’t rely on these inherited eyes to live. I am not like anyone else. I am Li Jianting.” She yanked out her golden hairpin and flung it into the rain, spitting contemptuously, “To hell with virtue and deference. I am an emperor. I am the last emperor of the Li Clan!”


  Thunder exploded over the vault of heaven, and a streak of lightning cut through the rain and lit everyone’s faces deathly white. Li Jianting shook off her wet cloak and shed all of her cumbersome hair pieces. Her voice was frosty as she proclaimed, “I live and die with the Zhou empire.”


   


  Qudu had eight city gates, all of which were now sealed off. The crossbows at the top of the wall clicked as the gears turned. The armory of the Eight Great Battalions had been emptied out in anticipation of this moment, and the battlements were densely packed with bows and arrows. The Zhongbo garrison troops concentrated their attack on the main east gate.


  “With Mistress Hua holding him in Qidong, Jiang Wanxiao won’t be able to return.” Yao Wenyu gasped for breath as he propped himself up on the edge of the bed and said to Shen Zechuan, “The path ahead has been opened. I will wait here for Your Lordship’s triumphant return.”


  Shen Zechuan removed Avalanche from his belt and set it beside Yao Wenyu’s hand. “I’m entrusting this blade to you. Give it back to me when I return.”


  Yao Wenyu smiled sadly. “Why put me in such a spot?”


  “Xun-er is still in Cizhou.” Shen Zechuan’s eyes dimmed slightly. “You are still his teacher.”


  Yao Wenyu could only say, “I’ll do my best.”


  Fei Sheng removed the cloak from Shen Zechuan’s shoulders. Shen Zechuan stepped back and held Yao Wenyu’s gaze for a moment, then turned to exit the tent without another word.


  Tidying up the tent on his way out, Fei Sheng found Yao Wenyu’s handkerchief, soaked through with blood.


  The wind cut through the dense flurry of snow outside. As Shen Zechuan strode down the steps, the men of the Imperial Army flanking his path stared straight ahead. He secured his armguard without breaking his stride, and when he brushed past Tantai Hu, he heard him bellow with his head held high, “After we take Qudu tonight, the fate of the empire will be sealed. His Lordship always leads the charge! We shall repay it all in kind! Sincerity and loyalty!”


  The Imperial Army and Zhongbo garrison troops pounded their chests in synchrony, their voices so deafening they drowned out the thunder. “We shall repay it all in kind! Sincerity and loyalty!”


   


  Luo Mu heard the bellowing as he dashed toward the city wall through the rain. He grabbed an assistant commander who had fled back into the city and demanded, “Who shot that arrow?!”


  The assistant commander had returned wounded from the first frenzied attack of the Imperial Army. Clutching his injured arm, he answered, “The rain was too heavy, sir. It was impossible to see who it was!”


  Luo Mu had indeed given his soldiers instructions that they could act—but only after the garrison troops made the first move. He had never expected Yao Wenyu would dare openly cast doubt on the girl emperor’s origins in this confrontation. That ill-timed arrow had pierced through Qudu’s last defense, quietly announcing that even the heavens had turned their back on them.


  “Shut the gates and fight to the death.” Luo Mu released the assistant commander, then shoved him toward the walls and barked in the heavy rain, “If we can’t hold the gates, we’re dead!”


  The streets were empty. All the commoners had barred their doors and windows, and now hid in their cellars, shivering in fear. Public ditches carried much of the rain away with the sewage, and the gaily painted pleasure boats on the Kailing River swayed on the choppy waters. For the first time in hundreds of years, Qudu felt firsthand the pressure of the impending storm.


  “The troops of the Shen Clan have arrived outside our walls.” Papers fluttered, forgotten, over the grounds of the Imperial College as the students covered their heads and wailed, “There is no hope left for our Great Zhou!”


  Luo Mu, urging the soldiers to pound the battle drums, spotted a procession approaching from afar. He set down the drooping banner and knelt in greeting. “This humble subject has failed to live up to Your Majesty’s graciousness. Tonight, I shall repay my country with my death. I vow never to bow to the rebels!”


  Kong Qiu hobbled forward, gripping Li Jianting’s arm. He was choked with emotion as he turned to the others and said, “Her Majesty is here, as am I. If we win tonight, all of you here will be the pillars of our Great Zhou! If we lose and the city is breached, I, Kong Qiu, shall be the first to jump off the wall and die for my country!”


  Luo Mu was so startled by Kong Qiu’s agonized cry he broke out in a cold sweat. He raised his head and saw each of the Grand Secretariat ministers looking equally solemn. Clearly, they were not putting on a show of courage, but were truly determined to give up their lives. Luo Mu had not expected them to be willing to go so far for the Zhou empire, and in that instant, he felt ashamed. Still, he harbored hope that perhaps they could avoid disaster.


  “Shen Zechuan only has twenty-five thousand men. We have a real chance in this battle! Your Majesty, Your Excellencies—”


  Luo Mu was still speaking when the enemy catapult sprang into action. A massive boulder smashed into the city gate with a crash like thunder, crushing the century-old stone inscription reading Qudu to smithereens.


  Xue Xiuzhuo raised his arm protectively in front of Li Jianting. “Shen Zechuan is attacking the city. Protect the emperor!”


   


  Dagger held in his mouth, Qiao Tianya crawled on his elbows along the damp darkness of the public ditch.


  After the flooding that had spurred a rebuilding of the sewer system, Pan Lin had given the construction plans for Qudu’s public ditches to Xiao Chiye, who had left them in his Plum Blossom Manor. After Shen Zechuan rebelled and fled to Zhongbo, it was these plans that had helped Qiao Tianya and Fei Sheng escape the searches in Qudu. They had long since committed to memory the routes of the intersecting public ditches beneath the city.


  Qiao Tianya’s chin was buried in stinking sewage. He lifted his head slightly and slammed his shoulder up into the slanting wooden planks at the end of the tunnel.


  The chains and lock on the other side slid away with a clatter. Ge Qingqing, now shaven clean of his mustache, caught Qiao Tianya’s eye and grinned as he reached down to pull him out.


  “It’s been over a year since we last met,” Ge Qingqing said. “How is His Lordship?”


  Qiao Tianya removed his dagger from between his teeth and said, “Fine.”


  “We’ve been keeping an eye on things in Qudu these past few days.” Ge Qingqing cut the pleasantries and fished out a map, with neighborhoods circled in various colors. “These are the Scorpions we know about.”


  Qiao Tianya looked at the dense clusters of circles covering the map and felt his skin crawl.


  “These people can’t put down roots, so they drift around Qudu waiting for their orders. They come from all walks of life.” Ge Qingqing put his palm over the marked portion. “His Lordship was right. There’s a leader directing the operation.”


  Qiao Tianya followed Ge Qingqing’s pointing finger.


  “The Scorpions need to hold His Lordship back for Amur’s sake.” Ge Qingqing dragged his finger in a circle around the spot. “We need to act before they can make their move. Not a single one can be spared.”


  His finger stopped over the palace.


  Qiao Tianya’s dagger was still in his hand. “This is our old job; follow the old rules,” he rasped. “Since Master gave the order to kill, then leave no man alive under these Xiuchun sabers. We’ll split up and move separately.” He nailed the dagger into the lines that marked the palace. “I’ll head here.”


  The main gate in the east hadn’t been under attack for an hour when the Zhongbo garrison troops who had circled around near Mount Feng rammed a gap in the south side-gate. The main forces of the capital troops guarding the east gate couldn’t possibly have known that Shen Zechuan learned this tactic from Hassen. It was not only fast—it was ruthless.


  The capital troops at the south gate braced themselves against it, but before they could heave, a blade wedged itself in the gap.


  “Pass the word!” a young general of the capital troops shouted. “The south gate has been breached!”


  The next strike of the battering ram sent the city gate sliding sideways, knocking the defending soldiers to the ground. The Imperial Army, who had been waiting outside, hauled themselves through the gap and leapt in, as nimble as monkeys. The archers inside the city readied themselves to shoot, but the Imperial Army’s reaction was even faster: They darted backward and took cover behind the gate itself.


  Before the capital troops could breathe a sigh of relief, the gate panel emitted a grating creak. The Imperial Army had climbed atop each other’s shoulders to the top of that beautifully crafted, heavy city gate, and had ripped it right off its hinges.


  “It’s still got it!” An Imperial Army soldier rapped on the gate panel and shouted to his brothers below him, “Guess what? This is the same fucking gate Er-ye had us repair for the Ministry of Works! Damn sturdy too. We can take it with us as a shield to block arrows and smash these mangy dogs to death!”


  The sharp boost in morale that had come with the arrival of the emperor lasted for only a moment before Shen Zechuan held those hopes down by the neck and obliterated them. The moment they breached the south gate, the Imperial Army was like a duck to water, instantly back in their element.


  In the jostling chaos, Kong Qiu protected Li Jianting. The hair had come loose at her temples, and muddy water splattered over her clothes. Her ears buzzed from the constant bombardment of the catapults. Amid the wails and cries of countless people, her gaze roved over the mud and dust and fell upon the fabled prefectural governor of Zhongbo.


  Two years ago, Shen Zechuan had fled through the main gate, leaving behind Qi Huilian, who had raised his arms and shouted curses at the unjust world. Now, he urged his horse down the road leading up to the city gate, bringing not only his advisors, but a mighty army at his back.


  “Traitor!” Li Jianting bit the word out.


  Shen Zechuan looked up at her impassively, his message clear—in strategy alone, the young emperor was no match for a true overlord.


  From here, he would smash open the gates of Qudu.




  Chapter 279:
Fengquan


   


  FOG SHROUDED QUDU. A veil of chilly rain obscured Li Jianting’s figure. She was a cloud left behind among these towering palaces, dispersing so fast she could no longer be considered a true opponent.


  The eastern gate creaked and shook violently. Luo Mu, who had once again ascended to the top of the city wall, shouted urgent orders to the soldiers on the battlement.


  “Archers, stand by—”


  But before Luo Mu could issue his command, Tantai Hu’s ringing voice cut through the rain. “Ram the gate!”


  Even as he spoke, the single-branch cannons of Zhongbo had already begun their battery. The capital troops, who had lived all their lives safe in Qudu, struggled to hold their ground. Unexpectedly, the ragtag crew Luo Mu had brought from Chazhou still had some fight left in them. Luo Mu had become adept at the art of defensive battle during his tenure as prefect; he’d had years of experience fighting bandits. In his eyes, Tantai Hu was a bandit, come to loot the capital.


  “Bah!” Luo Mu spat out a mouthful of mud as he coldly eyed the garrison troops storming the foot of the wall. “Qudu’s city walls have never fallen in centuries. You can fling stones at us until next year and this place will remain an impregnable fortress.” Gripping the battlement, he shouted down, “Tantai Hu, you and I once worked together. If you want to save your dignity, why not surrender to the imperial court now? You can’t win this war!”


  Tantai Hu hadn’t forgiven Luo Mu for the trap he’d set for him in Dunzhou. He’d been carrying the bubbling rage inside him all this time. At this, his fury blazed up. He stomped on the back of the battering ram and shouted, “Shut your fucking mouth!”


  The kick roused his men into action. Pushing the battering ram with Tantai Hu, they smashed it into the east gate again. The gate let out an ear-splitting crack.


  Sneering, Luo Mu flung his arm down and barked, “Release!”


  The rocks the Chazhou soldiers had prepared rained down like hail from the high walls onto the garrison troops below. Even with helmets, they couldn’t withstand the attack, and those who were hit dropped to the ground, maimed or dead. The soldiers holding the battering ram ducked for cover with their arms over their heads. A rock struck the wagon’s wheel, and the battering ram tipped to the side. Unable to hoist up the heavy wagon with their meager numbers, the few still standing watched as the battering ram went crashing into the mud.


  Tantai Hu wiped the muck off his face, furious that he had fallen for a trap again—Luo Mu had provoked him on purpose!


  “Lao-Hu!” Fei Sheng circled over on his horse, raising the Zhongbo military banner high as he shouted across the distance between them. “I’m here to pass on a message from His Lordship: Hold nothing back in this battle!” He waved the banner vigorously and pointed in the direction of Qudu. “Succeed or fail, you, Tantai Hu, will always be a fine man of Zhongbo!”


  A fine man!


  Tantai Hu’s blood surged through his veins, so fast and hot that his palms trembled. He had been trained by Xiao Chiye himself, yet he’d made mistake after mistake under Shen Zechuan’s command. But Shen Zechuan had continued to give him chances. He slapped himself harshly on the cheeks, the sound ringing out loud and clear in the rainstorm.


  His face flushed red. His scarred eyelid narrowed to a slit. Fury still burned in him, but he was more composed now. Grimly, he answered. “If I don’t emerge victorious in this battle, then I’m not worthy of being His Lordship’s subject and Er-ye’s general! Even if I’m to be crushed to bits today, I shall break this gate down for my lord!”


   


  The eunuchs and maids in the palace pushed each other out of the way as they grabbed whatever they could. The cacophony of war at the city gates could be heard all over Qudu; everyone hoped to make their escape before the city was breached. A single lamp was lit in Mingli Hall, where Fengquan, having removed his eunuch robe, sat primly at the tea table. Behind the layers of gauzy white curtains fluttering in the wind, his slim figure might have been mistaken for that of a boy.


  The rain drummed down like the urgent strumming of a qin; the color of the sky was the deep, flat gray of an endless night.


  Fengquan held his palm over the weak flame of the lamp and looked up, revealing half his face between the gaps in the sheer curtains. A pair of black boots stopped on the other side of the drapes. Rainwater dripped along the scabbard of the newcomer’s sword, forming narrow ripples of light on the mirrorlike tiles.


  “Whom did you expect to find?” Fengquan asked demurely. “Shao Fengquan?”


  Rain-soaked hair hanging over his brow, Qiao Tianya gripped his scabbard. He couldn’t see clearly through the layers of gauze. His sleeves, sodden through, hung heavy at his wrists, as if to prevent him from drawing his blade. Fengquan caressed the lamp, the visible half of his face slowly breaking into a smile. His eye brimmed with amusement.


  “You’re late,” he whispered.


  Qiao Tianya raised his eyes.


  Fengquan stood up. They were too far apart, as if they had never known each other. Their childhood friendship had washed away in those long, endless years. Songyue, who had walked the world back to his own beginnings, still held a qin in his arms, but nothing else was the same; none who had left had ever come back.


  “You left Qudu with your blade and became the swordsman you always spoke of. Qiao Songyue, I hated you so much in those years.” Fengquan tilted his head slightly and pointed to his ear. “When all I had was this.”


  That inconspicuous ear-piercing betrayed years of filth.


  “All I had was this…” Fengquan lowered his voice, his face a mask of gloom. “Look at me. What do I look like?”


  He looked so young, his too-pale face having retained all the melancholy of youth. Even his thin limbs looked as though they had yet to mature into adulthood.


  “My father gave you the sword and sent me to Zhongbo, where I met Lei Changming.” Fengquan squeezed the words through his teeth. “I wanted so badly to die. I almost broke free once, but Lei Jingzhe plucked me out of the ditch and dragged me back, like those dogs he kept. He kept me in Gedal for five years. Five years… I was smarter than those bastards, so Amur set his sights on me. He wanted to make me a Lizard who could lead the Scorpions in the Zhou empire on his behalf. But all I wanted was to go home.”


  So Amur had let him go.


  “Go back to your homeland.” Outside the golden yurt, Amur had handed Fengquan a dagger. “Go see your father and friends. If they are the same as before, you will have your freedom.”


  Fengquan had taken him at his word. He had returned to the Zhou empire and reunited with Shao Chengbi, just as he had so desperately wanted. He gazed at Qiao Tianya’s shadow on the drapes and continued as if telling someone else’s story, “I met my father. He was so happy. He stroked my hair, and then he knelt before me and cried bitter tears.”


  “He…” Qiao Tianya rasped. “He sent you into the palace.”


  “That was only the first step in his plan. My father spent the latter half of his life atoning for his sins. Praying to the gods was useless; what happened to the Eastern Palace was his unending nightmare. The grand mentor didn’t die that day—a fact that became the only hope among the former subjects of the Eastern Palace. My father concealed his identity and kept watch outside the Temple of Guilt, waiting for Qi Huilian to give him a task. To avoid suspicion, he had me take medicine.” Fengquan pointed to his own thin chest; the weariness in his eyes was at odds with his youthful appearance. He schooled his expression, the subtle movement bizarre on his boyish face. “But who would suspect me? Even if my name was Fengquan, no one would think I was Shao Fengquan.”


  As cautious as Xue Xiuzhuo had been, he had never doubted Fengquan’s identity. As vigilant as Li Jianting was, she had believed Fengquan’s lies. It wasn’t that they weren’t smart enough. Fengquan’s appearance had long ceased to match his age. Shao Chengbi’s son would be thirty-six years old this year—but Fengquan looked as though he had yet to reach twenty. This discrepancy had protected him for years in Qudu.


  Fengquan’s eyes dimmed. He was tired of crying, tired of laughing. His face wasn’t even real. “What could Qi Huilian achieve? That old lunatic was trapped in the Temple of Guilt for twenty years. He was a dog that had to wag its tail to beg for scraps, yet he still couldn’t let go—all he thought of was the success or failure of the Zhou empire.”


  Qi Huilian hadn’t initially known about Amur’s involvement in these murky waters. It wasn’t until Shen Zechuan stepped out of the Temple of Guilt and into the Xiande Emperor’s court that he had looked back on the fall of Zhongbo and sensed a strange, indomitable force at play. Qi Huilian himself hadn’t expected it to be part of a massive, intricate game, nor had he ever imagined that his own pawn, Fengquan, was also the Scorpion Amur had sent back.


  “You admired Qi Huilian.” The sheer curtains obscured Fengquan’s profile. “How pathetic. What is the difference between Qi Huilian and Xue Xiuzhuo? These people claim they would willingly die for their righteous cause, so they treat others as pieces on their gameboard. For their cause, my father was willing to trap me in this shell.” Fengquan sighed, looking wearily at the ceiling of Mingli Hall. “Leaving me neither human nor ghost, male nor female.”


  Qiao Tianya fixed his gaze on the silhouette on the fabric. “The Eastern Palace fell, and the innocent were caught in the crossfire. Uncle Shao’s debt was repaid when your family’s estates were seized. You don’t owe anyone anything.”


  Fengquan spread his arms, dragging his wide sleeves across the tea table. He chuckled and said in a tone both envious and mocking, “Qiao Songyue, it must be nice being a swordsman. Why do you think my father went to such lengths? Out of loyalty?”


  The lamp on the table guttered, about to go out.


  “The downfall of the crown prince and his Eastern Palace was brought about by treasonous papers forged by the Embroidered Uniform Guard. Who could imitate the handwriting of the crown prince and his subordinates so convincingly? Another subordinate of the Eastern Palace, of course.” Fengquan’s smile disappeared. “Qiao Kanghai dared to defect precisely because he had been the one to do the forgery, all so the empress dowager could take down the crown prince.”


  Qiao Tianya’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword.


  Fengquan abruptly stood and stepped closer, his sleeve knocking over the tea table. “To preserve the rest of your family, my father implored Hua Siqian to have mercy, but Hua Siqian refused. So my father went to plead with Shen Wei.”


  Qiao Tianya’s breathing hitched. “Zhongbo—”


  “That’s right!” Fengquan yanked aside the white drapes and said cruelly, “Zhongbo fell due to a leaked military map from the Ministry of War. It was a map my father gave to Shen Wei, who in turn gave it to Amur as a gift upon their first meeting!”


  Muffled thunder crashed outside the palace hall. The color drained from Qiao Tianya’s face.


  “Their scimitars slaughtered the cities of the six prefectures.” Fengquan took another step, his sleeves trailing behind him. Madness roiled in his eyes. “It was thanks to your kin and mine that Shen Zechuan lost his entire family in that massacre!”


  Qiao Tianya’s knuckles cracked on the sword’s hilt. Fengquan studied his expression, as if taking in the sight of him unraveling inch by inch. Qiao Songyue had been worn down by the vicissitudes of life, but even that hadn’t been enough; he still inspired envy. A life spent wandering was still a life that was free.


  Fengquan advanced another step. The next flash of lightning seemed to split his face into halves of light and dark. Hatred blazed in his chest, burning him black from within.


  “I returned to my father’s side,” he continued, “but he turned me into a monster to repay his debt.” He grabbed Qiao Tianya by his collar and leaned back, head tilted up to meet his eyes. In icy tones, he said, “Every day, every single day, I ask myself who I am. Am I a Scorpion, a former subject, or countless people’s dog?!” His face twisted savagely. “For his own bullshit penance, Shao Chengbi killed me with his own hands! Look at me. Qiao Songyue, do you recognize me like this?! Qi Huilian was heartless. He didn’t trust me, yet he placed me here. I disguised myself as Mu Ru’s younger brother and took Xiaofuzi’s place, imitating the pretentious affectations of a boy in his youth. Oh!” He gritted his teeth and continued, “All these conceited, self-righteous braggarts—wasn’t Qi Huilian’s death wonderful? I did everything possible to take out Wei Huaigu for him!”


  “It was you.” Qiao Tianya raised his hand but didn’t touch Fengquan. “You replaced the tag on the relay report Yang Cheng sent to the Ministry of Justice.”


  “It was me.” Fengquan’s hands were trembling with excitement. “Qi Huilian was so smart, but even he couldn’t have anticipated he would die there. He sent me here himself. If it weren’t for Shen Zechuan, the world would be at my mercy.”


  When Yang Cheng had reported Wei Huaigu for reselling the military grain, his relay report was originally meant to be sent to the Ministry of Justice. The tag had been switched to the Ministry of Revenue midway through the journey. Wei Huaigu thought he had been exposed; to preserve the noble clans, he opted to turn himself in, indirectly propelling Xue Xiuzhuo into action.


  “The pox during the Tianchen Emperor’s reign was also your doing.” Qiao Tianya’s fingers curled slightly in the air.


  Back then, Donglong Street’s public ditches had been clogged, leading to the collapse of Ouhua Pavilion and the ensuing epidemic. Qiao Tianya had once mentioned during his discussion with Xiao Chiye that the pox likely hadn’t originated on Donglong Street, but in the palace.


  “Had Li Jianheng died that day, I’d have won this game,” Fengquan hissed.


  Of all the Scorpions, former subordinates, and informers hiding in the inner court, Fengquan was the only one who’d maintained the upper hand through it all. His multiple identities had given him access to the intelligence of all the players in the game. He was like a venomous spider crouched in the center of its web, contemplating and observing everyone’s movements at every single moment.


  There was no emotion in Qiao Tianya’s reddened eyes. His throat throbbed. Even as Fengquan pulled at his collar, he didn’t move his hand from his sword. “But you still let Uncle Shao ride into battle.”


  The rainstorm muffled the sound of footsteps outside the hall. Fengquan’s expression was frozen on his numb face. Eyes red, he lifted his chin and said lightly, “Because I don’t want to play anymore.”


  His contorted shadow crept across the ground, just as it followed him as he crawled through this inner palace. As the days turned endlessly into nights, he’d gradually lost sight of who he was—he worked for everyone, but he also betrayed everyone. He was not the winner at all; he was a nobody on this jumbled board. A puppet who’d slipped free of his strings.


  “I waited for you all in Zhongbo for a very long time,” said Qiao Tianya. “But in all these years, not a single one came.”


  Tears coursed down Fengquan’s face. His eyes curved into crescents. Shaking his head, he said, “Oh, Songyue…” He seemed to have returned to the day they parted; his eyes held a mixture of envy and disdain. “That’s because everyone is dead.”


  Pain stabbed through Qiao Tianya’s heart. His sword-wielding hand trembled uncontrollably. Under the howls of the torrential rain, he seemed to have woken up from slumber, broken free of that never-ending dream, and finally arrived at an understanding.


  Everyone was dead.


   


  “The Imperial Army has breached the city!” The south gate was wide open. The capital troops raced as fast as they could in every direction to pass on the news. “We need reinforcements!”


  “There aren’t any!” Luo Mu’s men shoved the capital troops out of the way as they peered through the rain toward the eastern gate. “The rebels have surrounded Qudu.”


  “Huaizhou! Where are the reinforcements from Huaizhou?!” Chen Zhen held the hem of his robe out of the puddles. “We sent someone after Tao Ming left!”


  “There was no response to our summons.” Liang Cuishan wiped rainwater from his face and looked out of the city. “They probably won’t be coming.”


  “There are still carriages at the western gate.” Xue Xiuzhuo turned and strode through the rain to grasp Li Jianting tightly by the arm. “Your Majesty, Qudu can no longer be defended, but there’s still time to turn things around in Juexi!”


  Li Jianting trembled amid the sounds of blades and dying cries. She grasped Xue Xiuzhuo in return. Her face was resolute as she said, “We will defend the empire’s gates with our teacher.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo gazed at her. “Ministers ought to give their lives for a sovereign in danger. This subject still lives. There is no reason for Your Majesty to guard the gates.”


  “We can’t abandon Teacher to flee.” Li Jianting’s voice was hoarse. Rain poured down all around her. Beads of water caught on her long lashes, so that she seemed to be weeping. “Even if the city is breached, we will live and die with all of you.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s hair was damp. He had changed far too much in the short span of one year. He had seized the job of defending the old ways from Hai Liangyi’s hands. Faced with a fractured imperial court where everyone had their own agenda, he had done all he could. The decline of the stability-minded moderates started and ended with him. He would accompany the Zhou empire through the final leg of its journey.


  “Hearing these words from Your Majesty, this humble subject has no more regrets.” Xue Xiuzhuo straightened up and tidied his robes and crown in the heavy rain. “This humble subject has had the honor of being Your Majesty’s teacher. So let me walk this last stretch of the road on your behalf.”


  Li Jianting’s shoulders shook with silent sobs.


  An earth-shattering crash rang out as the battering ram struck the eastern gate one final time. The doors, unable to withstand the impact, opened a crack. The garrison troops had already thrust their blades in. Luo Mu’s soldiers and capital troops braced their shoulders against the door from within, while Tantai Hu led his men to heave against it from outside.


  Xue Xiuzhuo turned and flicked his sleeves aside, shouting, “Escort Her Majesty out of the city!”


  Li Jianting had refused to leave, but the guards had already swarmed her. She gazed back despondently in the rain. All the other court ministers had their backs to her; no one turned.


  “Teacher!” she shouted.


  Xue Xiuzhuo made his way up the city wall, calm and composed under the deafening bombardment of the catapults. He called down toward the outside of the city: “Is Shen Zechuan there?”


  Raindrops pelted onto armor. Frostfall’s white coat stood out conspicuously in the mass of soldiers below. Rows of military flags flapped behind Shen Zechuan. He turned toward Xue Xiuzhuo, as though observing his one true opponent in this battle.


  The front of Xue Xiuzhuo’s robe was soaked from the rain, and the beast pattern on his mandarin square had blurred. He didn’t wipe the water from his face. Even at this moment, that stubbornness of his was undiminished. He raised his hand, displaying the authority token he was holding.


  “When I helped you become the vice commander of the Embroidered Uniform Guard,” Xue Xiuzhuo said, his eyes placid, “I suspected you of being a Scorpion. I was wrong. You are far more terrifying than a Scorpion. If you walk through the gates of Qudu bearing Shen Wei’s name, you’ll go down in history as the greatest sinner of our age.”


  Raindrops slid down the side of Shen Zechuan’s face. His expression was severe and ruthless, and his expressive eyes appeared particularly cold and detached. At last, he spoke. “I was a sinner from the first time I stood before this gate. You’ve never been able to predict whether I’d live or die. If I can endure being reviled by all before today, I can shoulder the perpetual infamy in days to come.”


  The gale lifted Shen Zechuan’s hair. Slowly, he bared his teeth in a chilling smile beneath the torrential rain.


  “Return to me my teacher, my advisor, my brother—all of them.”


  The city gate toppled with a crash that shook the ground. Tantai Hu charged into the gate tunnel. Pieces of the battlements went flying from the impact of the ballista. Two gates had been breached; the Imperial Army and the Zhongbo garrison troops came together from the south and east, clashing with the capital troops and Luo Mu’s soldiers in the streets and alleys of Qudu.


  A piece of flying debris cut Xue Xiuzhuo’s cheek, and blood flowed from the wound. Gripping his authority token, all he could do was watch as the stone monument that symbolized the Zhou empire’s dignity shattered on the ground.


  “You have come to collect this debt, and I’m willing to pay for it with my life.” Xue Xiuzhuo raised his voice amid the burgeoning chaos. “It was I who killed Qi Huilian, and I who killed Yao Wenyu. You can stop now! Where horses trample fertile farmland, the ravages of war spread. Shen Zechuan—I will give you my head!”


  Tantai Hu cut down the soldier before him. As he lifted his blade again, he caught a familiar smell. He wiped blood from his face and flipped over the corpse of another soldier with his toe. To the bafflement of the others, he bent and began peeling away the man’s clothes.


  Shen Zechuan didn’t reply. The heavy crossbows at the top of the city wall unleashed a barrage of arrows. Frostfall danced nervously in place. Amid the urgent chorus of the rain, Fei Sheng’s ears twitched. Expressing shifting, he tumbled off the back of his horse and launched himself into the air using a soldier’s shield as a springboard. “Master, watch out!”


  Shen Zechuan had no cover. Just as Fei Sheng thought he wouldn’t make it in time, he saw Shen Zechuan fling open his folding fan and block the arrow. But the fan’s bamboo spine was too fragile—it snapped with a crack.


  The delay was enough.


  There was no time to draw his blade. In that instant, Fei Sheng grabbed that sharp arrow with his bare hand and landed steadily on his feet.


   


  “Did you know?” Fengquan held up his index finger and pointed at Qiao Tianya. “The smartest people are also the most foolish. I thought they were having too hard of a time fighting each other, so I set up an arena for them here.”


  Fengquan had deceived Qi Huilian, lied to Xue Xiuzhuo, and made a fool of Amur. He had made all these brilliant players trip when they least expected it. His cunning was invisible, a sharp blade that left no trace.


  He refused to be manipulated by anyone.


  “I’ve tossed the dice.” Fengquan spread his arms wide and laughed softly in the empty Mingli Hall. “Whoever lives to step through the doors of the palace today will be the winner of this game.”


   


  “Fucking…” Tantai Hu gazed down at the tattoo on the corpse. He raised his head to look at the dense swarm of Chazhou soldiers before them and felt his blood run cold. He spat on the ground.


  “These soldiers are all Scorpions!”




  Chapter 280:
Exiled


   


  XIAO CHIYE WOKE in his tent. He’d been sleeping with his head on his arms, which had gone numb. He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling for a while. He thought he’d dreamed of a heavy downpour in Qudu.


  Lu Guangbai lifted the tent flap. Standing at the entrance, he wiped sweat off his nape with a handkerchief and said, “The falcons on patrol discovered saker falcons on the eastern side. Gu Jin found traces of passage from a horse caravan there. It’s a supply squad from the Hulu tribe.” He rinsed his handkerchief in the copper basin. “Amur has refused to surrender. He means to fight to the death.”


  Xiao Chiye sat up, propping his arm on his knee. “Winter is coming. The Hulu tribe won’t be able to graze their sheep. This is the last of their food.”


  “Amur won’t show his face because he’s conserving his strength. He’s seen through you—he knows you’re waiting for him to play into our hands.” Lu Guangbai hung up the handkerchief to dry. “He’s stalling for time.”


  The Hulu tribe had exhausted themselves to supply Hassen, and now they were giving their entire tribe’s provisions to Amur. If they wanted to survive the coming winter, they would have to slaughter their livestock. Amur was already an arrow at the end of its flight—what was he still waiting for?


  Xiao Chiye stood and made his way out of the tent. He looked out at the endless expanse of sand dunes. Meng flew down from the flagpole and landed on his raised right arm. “Amur is a fine general,” he said, “but he’s an even better politician.”


  Amur was a master at manipulation. He’d sustained the battlefields in the north and south and established the Black and White Scorpions, all to better control his enemy. He was old, and could no longer ride valiantly across the battlefields as his son Hassen had, but that didn’t mean he was helpless against Xiao Chiye. Now that he’d lost his edge, the only way he could make Xiao Chiye withdraw his troops was to crush Xiao Chiye’s backer—Shen Zechuan.


  Xiao Chiye’s eyes were sharp as a blade when he looked back at Lu Guangbai. “He’s waiting for news from Qudu.”


   


  Tantai Hu had stirred up a hornet’s nest with his exclamation. Before he could dodge, a scimitar slashed off his topknot, sending his black hair scattering. It had been cut short, making him look almost bald in the center.


  “Motherfucker!” Tantai Hu grabbed a handful of his short hair. “They were colluding with Amur the whole time. The real traitors are right here!”


  Raindrops splashed along the edges of swinging blades. Countless soldiers charged forward, brandishing their swords before them, armor crashing against armor in the gate tunnel as they charged forward with all their might. Very few of Luo Mu’s men wielded scimitars—this weapon was too conspicuous—but many had opted to hang pike daggers beside their standard blades.


  “The city gates have been breached.” Shen Zechuan promptly came to a decision and snapped his splintered folding fan shut. “Tell Shenwei—there are Biansha spies in Qudu. We have no choice but to ride into the city.”


  Fei Sheng didn’t dare tarry. He threw away the arrow. As he got on his horse, he pointed back toward the camp and said to his subordinate, “Convey His Lordship’s order—”


   


  Cen Yu still hadn’t made it back to the city with the students when a soldier galloped past him into Zhongbo’s camp and shouted, “There are Biansha soldiers hiding in Qudu! The lives of thousands are at stake. Gao Zhongxiong, receive your orders!”


  Inside the tent, Gao Zhongxiong shoved aside the cluttered papers on his desk and picked up his brush. Rain drummed on the tent’s ceiling as he dipped the brush into the ink and waited with bated breath.


  “Heaven is helping His Lordship.” Yao Wenyu coughed from his seat by the window. He took a moment to catch his breath, then propped himself up and said to Gao Zhongxiong, “If this is a move by Qudu, it’s tantamount to suicide. Shen Wei’s reputation as the national traitor can be relinquished to someone more worthy now. Shenwei, His Lordship wants you to announce to the world that the scourge of the empire is within Qudu itself.”


  The timing of the Scorpions’ arrival was too perfect. Just like Shao Chengbi, who’d rashly mobilized his troops, Shen Zechuan now had all the justification he needed. The Zhongbo garrison troops couldn’t kill without restraint as they tried to capture the city, so dealing with tens of thousands of Chazhou’s soldiers was a tricky business. But once those soldiers became Scorpions, they were external foes, the Zhou empire’s greatest nemesis.


  “The foreign enemies stand before us, the city gates have been breached, and a sovereign with just cause has ridden bravely into the city—this is heaven’s will!” Yao Wenyu covered his mouth, choking a few times as he coughed. He gripped the edge of the window for support and squeezed out a laugh. “The pawn placed on the gameboard of the imperial court acts not of his own volition. The grand mentor was truly remarkable. We will gladly accept this king-slaying blade named Fengquan.” He raised his dampened eyes. Gazing at the heavy rain, he rasped, “Xue Yanqing has lost!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo had won a match in a rainstorm. He had killed Qi Huilian, exiled Yao Wenyu, and driven Hai Liangyi to his death. Yet he was similarly stymied by others’ pawns. Lu Guangbai had rebelled, Xiao Chiye had returned to his pack, and Shen Zechuan had secured Zhongbo under his rule. His so-called foolproof plan was all an illusion. He had been forced to the brink by his own hands. He had gone to great lengths to dredge up the Scorpions, when the Scorpions had been right under his nose all along.


  Qi Huilian once suffered a terrible setback when the crown prince was betrayed. What Fengquan didn’t understand was that intelligent people didn’t make the same mistake twice. The crown prince had been lost because of a traitor, so Qi Huilian would never allow Shen Zechuan to fall into the hands of a mole. The Eastern Palace had had so many subordinates—why did Qi Huilian choose the Shao and Qiao families?


  Because these were men who were wracked with guilt.


  Compared to the others who had done their best for the Eastern Palace from beginning to end, Shao Chengbi was a man who’d driven himself into a dead end. He’d worked under the Ministry of War and had never done a bad deed. But because he placed too much value on sentiment, he let his private affairs get in the way of his official duties. He bent over backward to save the Qiao family, but Qiao Kanghai still died. He betrayed his former master in the Eastern Palace, yet he failed to save a single person and even lost his son in the process. And that was only the beginning. The moment news of Zhongbo’s defeat broke, Shao Chengbi had built a prison and trapped himself inside it, the prisoner of his own conscience for all eternity.


  This blood debt had surpassed all of Shao Chengbi’s personal relationships. To this end, he could blind his own eye, destroy his own voice, and give away his own son. He went to his knees before the Buddha statue and wept bitter tears, but Qi Huilian refused to use him.


  That was the most ruthless and brilliant thing about Qi Huilian.


  The grand mentor had never used Shao Chengbi when he was alive, and for every day that passed after Qi Huilian’s death, the shackled, useless Shao Chengbi fell deeper into agony. This agony and guilt spurred him on, and he, in turn, spurred on Fengquan. Fengquan struggled to survive in the crack into which he had fallen. No matter whose pawn he was, Qi Huilian dared to bet that his shackles were fastened with the word father. Shao Chengbi was Fengquan’s lock, dead or alive. The day Fengquan bade Shao Chengbi farewell, he had held the shaving blade against the side of Shao Chengbi’s neck, but still, he hadn’t been able to press down.


  Xue Xiuzhuo regarded people as pawns, while Qi Huilian treated pawns as people. Inside the Temple of Guilt, he’d taught and guided Shen Zechuan in the art of manipulation, where all vulnerabilities hinged on one word: sentiment.


  Shen Zechuan opened his eyes and saw the other side of the tunnel at the eastern gate.


  Rain and snow descended in curtains, and the past played hazily upon them.


  Qi Huilian’s figure seemed to be standing there, his chained arms raised high. As he threw his head back and howled his last words, he still refused to look back at Shen Zechuan.


  Oh, Lanzhou.


  Don’t be afraid.


  Shen Zechuan closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Frostfall charged forward. Shen Zechuan’s sleeves billowed in the frost and snow, rousing a gale behind him. He was like the icy glint of a blade among dark clouds, poised to return to its sheath. In this moment, he was bound to pierce through heaven and earth.


  He who carries the will of the people enacts the will of the heavens!


  A thunderclap exploded overhead. Luo Mu had lost control over his ragged forces. He hastily retreated amid the mayhem and shouted to the other officials, “The troops have turned renegade!”


  The icy downpour was blinding. Xue Xiuzhuo couldn’t keep steady on his feet. He clung to the city wall with the court officials and watched as Shen Zechuan speared through the rain at the head of the army. The morale of the garrison troops was at an all-time high as they followed that figure in white, their momentum unstoppable. The Imperial Army at the south gate engaged the capital troops in the city’s alleyways, a battlefield they knew better than the capital troops themselves. When it came to fighting on the streets here, they were unrivaled.


  Blood splashed the walls. Tavern banners and streetside booths tumbled to the ground.


  Shen Zechuan urged his horse toward the city wall and through the tunnel, breaking through the main gate of Qudu just as he’d always dreamed. By his side, Fei Sheng raised Zhongbo’s banner high while the garrison troops braved the rain of arrows from the battlements and streamed into the city.


  “The city is breached!” A shrill, miserable wail rang out from the front of the Imperial College. The cries of thousands of students rose amid the gusting sleet.


  Kong Qiu staggered forward, holding the battlement for support as he wept. “Oh, the centuries-long reign of our Great Zhou…”


  The bronze bell at the summit of Mount Bodhi tolled. The drawn-out clanging stirred up a wave of wind, startling the birds within the layers of clouds. The city gate fell over with a thunderous crash. Countless proclamations of war fluttered through the air.


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s cheeks were clammy and cold. He looked up at the flat wasteland of clouds. The burden that had weighed on his shoulders all this time went up in smoke in the echo of the collapsed city gates. He wiped away the rainwater on his face, hearing wails rising all around him.


  This is the end.


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s eyes were like pools of stagnant water as he silently threw away his authority token. That token, etched with the golden glory of the Li Clan, tumbled to the ground, where passing hooves trampled it into pieces, scattering the splinters into the mud.


  Tantai Hu shoved a scimitar off with his blade, and his opponent reeled back in a flurry of footsteps. He swung his sword at a sharp angle, and the edge screeched against the scimitar, slicing the other man’s fingers clean off. Tantai Hu kicked the man off his feet and brandished his sword again, carving open a bloody path for Shen Zechuan as he shouted himself hoarse: “Slay the enemies!”


   


  Qiao Tianya nudged his sword from its scabbard, fingers pressed against the edge of the blade. The rain was still falling outside the hall, but the wind had since stopped. Those sheer white drapes hung limp to the ground. The small puddle at his feet reflected the gleam of the sword’s edge.


  Fengquan reached over and toppled the dying lamp. His sleeves brushed against that last fleck of light. “You’ve become Shen Zechuan’s blade, and now you are going to kill me.”


  The lock of hair over Qiao Tianya’s forehead covered his eyes.


  He couldn’t tell if Fengquan was crying or laughing; he could only see his shoulders shaking within the dimness as he lightly clapped his hands.


  Beads of water slid down Qiao Tianya’s wet hair and fell onto the bridge of his nose. As quick as a breath, his sword shot from its sheath; there was the shriek of metal against metal, and a sharp glint as he struck away a flying needle.


  Like a wraith, the wardrobe attendant materialized behind the white drapes and pulled off his hat. He locked eyes with Qiao Tianya through the gauze.


  The only sound was a water droplet splashing softly to the ground.


  Qiao Tianya sprang toward him like a furious leopard, channeling all of his regret into his sword as he slashed through the sheer draperies.


  The attendant retreated before his ferocious attack. With a flip of his narrow sleeve, silver threads shot out, lodging into the vermilion pillar beside Qiao Tianya as he dodged away. The attendant flipped backward and into the air, using the silver threads to soar up, light as a swallow.


  Lamp oil dripped onto the ground, and tongues of flame licked the floor, blazing as they chased Fengquan’s sleeve.


   


  Although the Zhongbo garrison troops avoided the commoners of Qudu, the people still fled in terror. The streets were pandemonium. Tantai Hu pushed people out of the way, fearing the Scorpions would use the commoners against them.


  “Get these people out of here!” Tantai Hu’s palms were so slick with blood he had trouble gripping his blade.


  But it was too late. The people blocking the streets crashed into the squads of Scorpions. It was too dark to tell one group of soldiers from another. The Scorpions hacked the commoners’ heads off with their scimitars and held them high over the crowd. In the tongue of the Zhou empire, one proclaimed, “The governor said slaughter the whole city!”


  Fei Sheng raised his torch and shouted, galloping through the streets, “The Biansha baldies have infiltrated the city. Luo Mu’s soldiers are the enemy! Run if you don’t want to die!”


  But the panicking commoners trapped in the crush couldn’t hear Fei Sheng. The crowd jostled against the Scorpions and were slaughtered; in desperation, they turned around and swarmed toward the garrison troops. The street wasn’t wide enough for so many people, and a toppled battering ram blocked the way behind the garrison troops, who were knocked out of formation by the crowd surging toward them.


  The Scorpions wore no armor. They blended in with the common people running this way and that, stabbing the garrison troops whenever they passed close enough. More than ten garrison soldiers at the front were caught off guard by the attacks and dropped to the ground, dead.


  “The Zhongbo rebels are murdering people!”


  Fleeing for their lives, the commoners covered their faces and wailed, trapped between the two forces. In the overlapping shadows, they mistook the Scorpions for the garrison troops and thought Zhongbo had surrounded them for a massacre. Deafening cries reverberated through the sky.


  What a headache!


  Fei Sheng wheeled his horse around and returned to Shen Zechuan’s side. “Master, what should we do? The main roads are all blocked!”


  It was dark now. Banners that had caught fire burned above the heads of the crowd. The rain had abated, and the flakes of snow were as large as tufts of cotton and as light as foam.


  Shen Zechuan gripped the reins and looked toward the city wall. “Light up the watchtower. Seize control of the east gate and sound the alarm. Tell the Imperial Army at the south gate to clear the streets.”


  The remaining garrison troops swiftly passed through the tunnels. The arrows along the battlements were running low, and close-quarters battles broke out all along the foot of the wall. As the torches of the garrison troops flared one by one, seizing the watchtower became top priority.


  Shen Zechuan carried a short blade on him. As Frostfall cantered through the crowd, he felt a gust of wind at his side. He barely dodged a pike dagger that swiped past his cheek, so close he felt the cold breeze in its wake.


  His blade left its sheath, spinning in his left hand as it struck away the pike dagger. His wounds had yet to heal; the strike only had enough power to knock the Scorpion’s dagger askew. The Scorpion dropped the dagger and caught it in his other hand, then stabbed for Shen Zechuan’s neck.


  The banner overhead burst into flames, and ashes rained down from above and danced around Shen Zechuan’s head. He seized the chance to roll off his horse. Frostfall, as if understanding his intent, took off at a gallop. Shen Zechuan evaded the stab and ran a few strides after Frostfall. The Scorpion’s dagger swung through empty air, and in his fleeting instant of disorientation, his outstretched arm was caught in Shen Zechuan’s grasp.


  The Scorpion was stunned, but delight immediately followed. He exclaimed in the Biansha tongue, “He’s got no strength—”


  Shen Zechuan released him and struck the side of the Scorpion’s arm. The Scorpion thought Shen Zechuan was about to fling him over his shoulder and crouched to stabilize his lower body, but Shen Zechuan spun and kicked him hard in the chest instead.


  The Scorpion spread both arms and said in a booming voice, “Overestimating your own strength!”


  Two of Shen Zechuan’s long, slender fingers reached out, jabbing toward the center of the Scorpion’s brows. The Scorpion squeezed his eyes shut.


  Shen Zechuan let out a soft laugh. His short blade slipped from his hand; he spun again and kicked the falling blade toward the Scorpion. Caught off guard, the Scorpion took the full length of the blade in his belly. Blood sprayed, and he let loose a devastating scream.


  Shen Zechuan turned a deaf ear to it. The flames behind him flared; his shadow lengthened until it filled the street.


  Seeing their opportunity, Fei Sheng bellowed, “Luo Mu colluded with the Biansha people, and now the foreign enemies are in the city. The garrison troops will slay our enemies! The rest of you, get out of the way!”


  Light from the torches on the watchtower at the east gate swayed against the sky. Stepping up on the railings, the garrison troops held up their Zhongbo authority tokens and shouted down with all their might, “By order of the prefectural governor—kill the enemies! Kill the traitors! Kill the rats!”


  Their attempt to incite the citizens had failed, and the tunnels were all packed tight with the garrison troops. The Scorpions turned and retreated. Mayhem had overtaken the city, and blood flowed like rivers as the capital troops trying to hold the gate were slain by the Imperial Army.


  Most of the battlements along the wall had already collapsed. Xue Xiuzhuo’s official’s robe was badly shredded. He made a wretched sight, standing stunned until someone yanked him hard in an attempt to move him.


  The mute boy, cloth bundle slung over his shoulder, was leading Young Master Jin by the hand. He gestured at Xue Xiuzhuo in the din, making urgent sounds as he dragged Xue Xiuzhuo toward the steps.


  Xue Xiuzhuo stumbled and braced himself against the wall as he looked at the boy. He was Xue Xiuyi’s son, whom Xue Xiuzhuo had raised at his side. The boy was so frightened his face was awash in tears, yet he still held on to Xue Xiuzhuo’s hem and cried, “U-Uncle!”


  The mute boy stomped his foot anxiously and continued tugging at Xue Xiuzhuo’s robe, motioning for him to run.


  Xue Xiuzhuo raised his hand to stroke his nephew’s cheek. “You’re a good boy.”


  The child raised his head, feeling the rain on his face.


  Shoulders hunched, Xue Xiuzhuo turned away from the light, keeping all of his weaknesses to himself. This brief moment felt as if it was the only private interlude of his life, the only moment that ever belonged to him.


  The mute boy started to cry. He shouted at Xue Xiuzhuo with all the voice he could muster and tugged at his hem until his fingers were red.


  Straightening his back, Xue Xiuzhuo gently broke himself free of the boy’s hold. He gave him a push on his shoulder. “Go, both of you.”


  The young master sobbed and pulled at Xue Xiuzhuo, shouting, “Uncle!”


  Xue Xiuzhuo paid him no heed.


  The rain tonight was lighter than it had been two years ago, but the sky was the same grim, bleak gray. A lone man guarded this city. Long before the daylight died, he had heard the echoes of its decay, but he still couldn’t accept it. He couldn’t stand to see the behemoth that once towered here exit the stage in such a lonesome manner.


  Xue Xiuzhuo made his way down the steps in solitude, never looking back.


  “So it’s thanks to Yuanzhuo that you pushed so hard for the Yellow Register in Zhongbo,” Xue Xiuzhuo said, halting in his tracks and observing Shen Zechuan below.


  Shen Zechuan did not answer.


  In the shadows, Xue Xiuzhuo brushed dust off his sleeves. “I held Qi Huilian in high esteem and set my feet on the same path he took.” He eyed Shen Zechuan. “But I wasn’t as ruthless as he was.”


  It was too easy to gamble on a life. The hard part was daring to put that life into the game when only you could see the whole board. Qi Huilian had dared to do just that, and his seemingly insane actions had all been predicated on his unconditional trust in Shen Zechuan.


  Lanzhou was not his pawn.


  It was precisely because of this that Qi Huilian left nothing behind for him. Shen Zechuan needed no restraints. Hand brushing over the top of Shen Zechuan’s hair as a father would to honor a coming of age, Qi Huilian had already pointed the way for him during the five years they spent beside each other, day and night.


  I have taught you and given you the name Lanzhou.


  That was everything Qi Huilian had.


  “The Zhou empire has lived through the era of heroes. For hundreds of years, even foreign powers have not been able to knock down this gate. Now we have lost it to you.” Xue Xiuzhuo gazed at Shen Zechuan. “A fish once trapped in a boiling cauldron.”


  “I’ve heard plenty of speculation. Even Yuanzhuo has fantasized that I might be a secret descendant of the Li bloodline hidden away by Shen Wei.” Shen Zechuan turned his gaze to the palace. “But I am the son of a guilty official, nothing more. The whole world has been scrambling over one another looking for an imperial heir. Only Xiansheng went the opposite way.”


  He who carries the will of the people depends not on the will of the heavens.


  “Qi Huilian turned the tide through sheer force of will, and for that, I admire him.” Xue Xiuzhuo exhaled deeply and continued, his voice low, “My sovereign is young, and so it is I, Xue Xiuzhuo, who have come to surrender today. The city gates are breached, and the public roads open. Shen Zechuan, do not kill our innocents—I have come to receive you!”


  His voice was like a clap of thunder, so sudden and deafening that the officials at the top of the city wall stood paralyzed. Opening the gates in surrender was a humiliation that could never be erased, and now Xue Yanqing alone had shouldered it.


  “No!” Kong Qiu cried out and beat his chest in anguish. “Oh, our Great Zhou…”


  The court officials held each other in inconsolable grief, as sorrowful as if mourning the loss of a parent.


  A surrender meant an end to the war. The remaining Zhongbo garrison troops no longer needed to advance. Although Qudu had been breached, the thirteen cities of Juexi behind it—the painstaking product of the pragmatists’ faction over almost a decade and the last remaining granary of the Zhou empire—could remain unharmed.


  Kong Qiu understood. This was the last wise choice Xue Xiuzhuo could make. They had been completely wiped out in this game with Zhongbo. As soon as Xue Xiuzhuo received them into the city, their Great Zhou would cease to exist. Kong Qiu clung to the battlement, his knees buckling and his aged face awash in tears. “The throne is usurped today all thanks to our incompetence.” He looked up at the tufts of snow dancing in the sky, mixing with the official proclamations of war. Gradually, he set his mouth in a resolute line.


  Shen Zechuan was instantly struck with a sense of foreboding.


  The gloomy canopy of clouds shrouded the moon from view. Raindrops tumbled and splashed. Sure enough, Kong Qiu held his head high and bellowed, “I am a subject of Great Zhou. I will not kneel to a second master!”


  With that, his official’s robe fluttering, he made to leap off the city wall to die for his nation.


  Fuck, Fei Sheng inwardly cursed. Xue Xiuzhuo might have surrendered to their new sovereign, but he had yet to hand over the imperial jade seal. If news of Kong Qiu’s leap were to spread tomorrow, the story would be twisted until it sounded like Shen Zechuan had forced him to his death.


  “Stop him!” Fei Sheng shouted.


  Garrison troops had already made their way up the city wall, but the court officials were crowded around Kong Qiu. No matter how fast the garrison troops were, they couldn’t push through the crowd in time. All they saw was Kong Qiu’s official’s robe billowing in the wind as he leaned over the battlement. Suddenly, a figure rushed up from behind and grabbed hold of Kong Qiu’s robe.


  “Grand Secretary, you mustn’t!” Liang Cuishan cried out.


  Kong Qiu’s figure lurched to a halt, scraping against the broken bricks of the city wall. Bracing himself on the ledge, he began to cough between wails.


  Liang Cuishan’s back was clammy as he dragged Kong Qiu away. He was so shaken that both his arms were trembling. The light from the flames in the dark of the night revealed his face, drenched in sweat.


   


  The ends of every street were clogged with the carriages of people trying to escape. The rich and noble had packed up their possessions, hoping to use the chaos to flee through the west gate, completely blocking the road. Li Jianting’s carriage was knocked about on its way to the west gate.


  The guards in the drivers’ seats yanked on the reins and brandished their whips to chase away the commoners, bellowing, “Make way! Get out of the road!”


  More carriages tried to barge their way in, and sharp shouts of alarm rose. There were so many people it was like gruel in a pot, making it impossible for any carriage to advance toward the gate.


  The curtain of the carriage swayed. Li Jianting looked out at the towering palace and heard the toll of the bronze bell.


  “The city has been breached!” Han Jin ran barefoot through the streets. He jumped and grabbed at the proclamations fluttering through the air and burst out laughing like a madman. “The city’s breached!”


  “Xue Xiuzhuo has surrendered!” someone cried bitterly toward the sky. “Our Great Zhou has perished!”


  Li Jianting felt an acute pain in her chest. She lifted the carriage curtain with trembling fingers. Her breathing became fast and urgent; she leaned forward and threw up onto the carriage floor. The wind snatched at her disheveled hair, and the drizzle masked her face. The knobs of her spine protruded from her heaving back.


  The last stretch of the journey Xue Xiuzhuo had spoken of was to suffer this humiliation on her behalf.


  Li Jianting’s whole body was trembling. A chill penetrated deep into her bones, and she rasped a laugh. She and Xue Xiuzhuo had supported and enabled each other, but they had never shared anything like a warm teacher-pupil bond. Xue Xiuzhuo had no need for it, and neither did Li Jianting. Even in this moment, Xue Xiuzhuo was still carrying out his duty as a subject and nothing more.


  Jiang Qingshan hadn’t returned. Even if Li Jianting fled to Juexi, she would merely be struggling to live from breath to breath. Their Zhou empire had perished. Not only did Shen Zechuan possess a powerful army, he had the people’s trust. All the painstaking efforts they had made in the eight cities would now be handed over on a silver platter to the usurper. Their unfinished business would become Shen Zechuan’s badge of honor after tonight.


  “How meaningless it would be,” Li Jianting sighed, lifting her eyes and gazing into the rain, “to drag out an ignoble existence, fleeing and hiding for the remainder of my life.”


  Li Jianting had spent half of her life hiding; she was destined to never see the light. But she had struggled with all her might. Victory or defeat was written in the stars. She had been defeated. That she conceded.


  “Your Maj—” The guard lost his grip on the reins as he watched Li Jianting leap out of the carriage. 


  Letting the rain soak her, Li Jianting stopped to tie up her loose hair. Tens of thousands of her people were fleeing westward, but she alone headed east, the single fish swimming against the tide.


  Han Jin waved a proclamation as he danced and sang merrily among the surge of bodies. He pranced joyfully up to Li Jianting and grinned. “I’m looking for my brother!” 


  Flame blazed on the roof of Mingli Hall. 


  Li Jianting bent and picked up a broken drum that had tumbled into the street. She beat it a few times, and a muffled thump rang out. “Wanna go to the palace?” 


  Han Jin clapped his hands. “Yes, yes, yes!”


  The ragged troops fought desperately around her, but Li Jianting no longer looked at anyone. She struck that broken drum and laughed with the madman, loud and unrestrained. As they marched in the direction of the palace, she raised her voice in song. 


  “An outcast subject once I was, a hero called when order’s lost.


  So learned men I gather close, my cup poured full, the talents’ host.”


  Before the backdrop of the lightless sky, Kong Qiu and the other court officials wept atop the city wall. 


  “Oh nomad flutes at Xiao Pass sound, where iron hooves chase frozen ground. 


  The aging gen’ral spurs his horse, heavy armor all around.”


  The stone monument in Libei had stood tall for a spring and an autumn, and a thin veil of snow blanketed Xiao Fangxu’s saber. The armored cavalry galloped through the withered grass. Xiao Jiming dismounted his horse and wiped the snow from the blade. 


  “Where mountain snow makes stars of frost, the ruthless wolf slays greedy hawks.”


  The roaring waves of the Chashi River churned onward, and the withered Chiti flower vanished beneath the current.


  “Then back to sheaths and dust off sleeves, a respite washes clean the blade.
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  The frail immortal roams with wine, with pine and moon in lonely glade.”


  Yao Wenyu leaned over and coughed. Once again, his handkerchief came away red with blood. He gazed out of the tent, but his vision was obstructed by the heavy fog.


  Qiao Tianya’s sword had already returned to its sheath. Through the fire and the rain, he looked at Fengquan.


  “With merry feasts the great hall fills, relishing their heady thrills.”


  Li Jianting struck the broken drum as she threaded her way between vermilion walls.


  “May we rejoice from lofty throne—drink and feast as our hearts lust.”


  The fire in Mingli Hall roared toward the clouds, illuminating the sky as bright as day. A blazing sea of flames lay ahead. Han Jin ran forward with his arms raised, while Li Jianting turned back to take a final look at Qudu. Her fingers tapped lightly against the drum, but it no longer made any sound. She seemed to fall into a trance amid the conflagration as she continued hoarsely:


  “Fall into passion, wine, and song, let name and honor fade to dust…”


  The lacquered pillars of Mingli Hall collapsed with a deafening crash. In the wake of the destruction came a wave of fire. The embers scattered over the hem of Li Jianting’s skirt and burned along the patterns of embroidery. When she turned around, the raging fire swallowed her whole.




  Chapter 281:
The Wolf and the Eagle


   


  BY THE TIME DAWN BROKE over the city wall, the sound of fighting had ceased. The rain washed away the ashes and dust. More than half of the palace had burned. When Shen Zechuan stepped over the ruins, all he could see was debris and crumbling walls.


  “The fire started in the palace,” Fei Sheng lamented as he walked beside Shen Zechuan. “Mingli Hall is nothing but ashes.”


  “The emperor refused to surrender and died alongside her nation,” Shen Zechuan said. “The Shengyin Emperor has earned her place in the records of the Zhou empire.”


  Fei Sheng had been longing to return to Qudu since the day he left it, but now that he was back, everything seemed unfamiliar. He belatedly realized he now felt more at ease in Zhongbo. Lifting his blade, he pushed aside the rubble in Shen Zechuan’s path. “She was a woman of true integrity.”


  “Tell Youjing, Minshen, and Chengfeng to stand by for my orders.” Shen Zechuan stopped in his tracks. “Is Songyue not back yet?”


  Fei Sheng glanced in the direction of Mingli Hall and hesitated for a long moment before saying, “He’s back.”


   


  Qiao Tianya was washing his hands, his fingers submerged in the copper basin. Wispy tendrils of crimson curled through the water. His sword hung by his side, but its hilt was so red it was impossible to tell its original color.


  “Scorpions all over the city have been apprehended and killed. There are a hundred forty-seven in all—most of them were eunuchs.” Ge Qingqing looked through the eunuchs’ authority tokens. “Their leader’s name was Fengquan; he took over most of Pan Rugui’s duties after the eighth year of Xiande.”


  “So many,” Zhou Gui said with horror.


  Seeing Zhou Gui’s face go pale, Ge Qingqing comforted him. “Don’t worry, Your Excellency. We’ve already secured Qudu. They won’t escape.”


  Qiao Tianya had finished washing his hands. Taking advantage of the predawn darkness to slip away, he lifted the hanging screen at the door and descended the steps.


  Yu Xiaozai lamented, “If Fengquan could have been captured alive—”


  Kong Ling waved a hand, and Yu Xiaozai didn’t go on. Gazing at the screen still swinging behind Qiao Tianya, Kong Ling quietly said, “Just make the report to His Lordship.”


  Qiao Tianya heard Yao Wenyu’s coughs before he reached the tent. He stood at the entrance and raised his hand but didn’t lift the tent flap.


  Yao Wenyu folded his handkerchief, tucked it back in his sleeve, and said calmly, “Come in. His Lordship isn’t back yet.”


  Qiao Tianya ducked inside.


  The brazier had gone out; it was chilly inside the tent. Yao Wenyu sat on the cot, wrapped in his cloak with a brush still in his hand. As Qiao Tianya entered, he pushed aside the small side table.


  Back to the brightening dawn, Qiao Tianya took off his boots beside the cot and lay down in silence, sandwiched in the narrow space between the bed and the side table, and laid his head in Yao Wenyu’s lap. He enveloped himself in the medicinal scent of Yao Wenyu’s body and closed his eyes, as if drifting to sleep in a bygone time.


  Yao Wenyu put one hand over the hilt of his sword and covered Qiao Tianya’s eyes with the other. His wide sleeves spread over the bed. In the first glimmer of morning light, he looked quietly down at Qiao Tianya.


  The incense on the table masked the smell of blood on them both.


  “I have a little house on Mount Bodhi.” Yao Wenyu stroked Qiao Tianya’s hair with gentle fingers. “There you can watch the sunrise in the morning, and the river of stars formed by the lights of Qudu’s houses after sunset.”


  Qiao Tianya could picture it in his mind.


  Yao Wenyu turned his head slightly to look at the thin sheet of window paper. “The snow is here.”


  The snowflakes outside the window twirled gracefully in the air.


   


  A gemstone adorned Amur’s forehead, and an old and simple scimitar adorned his belt. He bent his tall and powerful body to pick up the silk Chiti flower for Dorlan. When he opened his hand, the silk flower looked just like the real thing in his palm. Hassen had brought it back from the borders of Qidong in the past.


  “My good girl,” Amur said. “Follow your father back to the oasis.”


  Dorlan took the silk flower in both hands and shook her head. “I am Hassen’s wife. I must stand guard before my Heroic Eagle’s father on his behalf.”


  “His father is not old yet.” Amur straightened and laughed boisterously in the glow of the setting sun. “Fighting battles is a man’s business. You gave me Sukhebasu’s Youxiong warriors, that bunch of bears. You’ve done much for the Hanma tribe. Good girl, silly girl, you’re not just Hassen’s wife, but also the mother of his child. The precious pearl of the grasslands should ride her horse on the shores of Lake Chiti. The yellow sand of the desert here doesn’t suit you. Go home.”
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  Dorlan’s shoulders shook as she tried to hold back tears, but her cheeks were soon damp. Clutching the silk flower, she said, sobbing, “I heard the bugle call of the king of wolves. I smelled his butcher’s blade…”


  Amur rested his large palm gently atop Dorlan’s head. “On the day Xiao Fangxu and I were both born from the bosom of the Hongyan Mountains, fate decided that between the Hanma tribe and Libei, only one will be left standing. Over the decades of this war, we lost our brothers and sent our own sons out onto the battlefield.”


  His weathered face was bathed in a golden light; the sunset was so dazzling it rivaled the dawn.


  Amur had received no news from Qudu. He understood that he no longer had the advantage within the Zhou empire’s territories. He’d missed too many opportunities. Without Hassen, and without his supply chain through Zhongbo, the Hanma tribe’s future was starkly clear.


  “My Heroic Eagle has flown over the snow-capped peaks of Libei, so his father will not back down before the blade of the new king of wolves either. We are a strong tribe among the twelve, and this strong tribe has the esuhuri. We have only heroes who die in battle, not cowards who retreat.”


  Bayim and the old wise one stood outside the golden yurt. The old sage’s palms were creased with wrinkles as he rubbed dry grass between them and gazed out at the setting sun in the distance.


  Clutching his precious book, Bayim asked, “Teacher, will we win?”


  The old sage didn’t answer. When Hassen left for the last time, he had also knelt in the waters of the Chashi River and asked him the same question—Will I win? The wind swept up the grass in his palm and carried it away. His snow-white hair and beard trembled. Silently, the sun sank beneath the horizon until darkness overtook the dome of heaven.


  “The wolf is here,” he said.


   


  The wind swept across the rolling dunes, and yellow sand pinged against armor. One hand on his blade, the young wolf king slowly rose to his feet, dominating everyone’s field of view. The sun disappeared behind his back, replaced by innumerable armored cavalry soldiers. Meng perched on Xiao Chiye’s shoulder, his sharp gaze piercing the gale, joining its master in focusing on what lay ahead.


  Snowcrest galloped up from behind. The horse didn’t slow as Xiao Chiye leapt onto its back, Meng taking flight to follow him. Tens of thousands of armored hooves galloped behind them. Xiao Chiye charged across the yellow sands like the boundless dark clouds shrouding the night.


   


  Bayim saw Dorlan off. He stood by the carriage and gave her his treasured book.


  “I can’t read the Zhou empire’s language,” Dorlan said. “Keep it for yourself.”


  Bayim insisted on setting down the book beside Dorlan’s knees. “A gift for the little eagle.”


  Dorlan set a hand on her stomach. The flocks of sheep behind the carriage bleated incessantly. Gripping the carriage wall, she looked out at the clusters of yurts in the distance. “The moon tonight is too bright.”


  Bayim thought Dorlan was worried about her return journey. He flashed a smile and reassured her. “The esuhuri has already informed the tribes along your route. With the warriors from the Youxiong tribe at your side, no one will dare harm you.”


  There was no smile on Dorlan’s face. She was like a flower that had begun to wilt. Bayim couldn’t read her expression. Although he had become a wise man, he was still a fool with women.


  Bayim felt around his travel-worn bag and found an old calligraphy brush. He set this by Dorlan’s knees too. Maintaining the smile on his tanned face, he said, “Next year, when you’ve safely given birth to the little eagle, the esuhuri will bring you back. When that time comes, you will be the most honored woman in the desert.”


  Some of the six tribes had already turned traitor and joined Xiao Chiye. The Hanma tribe’s status as the ruler of the desert was now an empty title. Bayim’s clumsy attempt at comfort couldn’t hide this truth.


  But this time, Dorlan made an effort to curve her eyes into a smile, as if she believed him. “If it’s a boy, I’ll hand him over to you for teaching and guidance. When that day comes, I’ll return this book as well.”


  Bayim scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “If it’s a boy, he will surely be as outstanding as the Heroic Eagle. He’ll be the best son in all the desert. It’d be better to ask my teacher and the esuhuri to teach and guide him.” He smiled again. “Go, Dorlan. Your father is waiting for you.”


  The folk of the Hulu tribe were herding their sheep. These were the last of their flock, and they wanted to get them back to the oasis before the weather got worse. There were not many warriors from the Youxiong tribe, but their bear horses stood out among the ponies like cranes among chickens. They carried battle sabers, which made them appear all the more valiant and fearsome.


  The Hulu tribe was familiar with the sandy desert routes. The man in the lead spurred his horse forward, and the copper bell high on the banner jingled. As the carriage rocked into motion, Dorlan waved to Bayim.


  He chased a few steps after her and mustered up the courage to shout, “Dorlan!”


  Dorlan pushed aside the hanging screen and looked out.


  He stopped in his tracks and stood in place, waving again without saying a word.


  The pitch-dark sky loomed over the desert. A saker falcon circled over the eagle banner, which snapped in the wind as the song of the little copper bell receded further and further into the distance. Bayim clenched his empty hands into fists and prayed in silence for victory, his eyes fixed on the carriage until it disappeared.


  The sheet of moonlight that paved their path was thin, as if one step would be enough to shatter it. The horses’ hooves sank into it before quickly disappearing again into the dark.


  The old sage tossed the withered branch he used for divination onto his lap. Putting his palms together, he lowered his head and silently invoked the god Chiti. At last, Bayim turned around and ran back toward the old wise man, shouting, “Teach—”


  Before the saker falcon circling overhead could screech, a gyrfalcon swooped down and tore it apart. Gripping the saker falcon’s remains in his talons, Meng flapped his wings and ripped out the enemy falcon’s feathers.


  It happened so quickly Bayim could only stare. The mealtime din among the yurts continued.


  “Wolves!” A Hanma horseman on night patrol sped across the sands and shouted in the Biansha tongue: “Wolves! A surprise attack!”


  Long blades slid from their sheaths with a chorus of rasps as heavy armor rammed into the horseman from behind, knocking him off his mount. The pony was powerless against the tidal wave of iron and steel, and in the blink of an eye, it was buried beneath their attacker’s hooves.


  Bayim stood stupefied.


  The Libei Armored Cavalry should have only just arrived at Three Rivers. Their scouts had reported that Xiao Chiye intended to block the route out of Three Rivers, and that his main forces had yet to arrive. Clearly, Xiao Chiye had not only come, he had taken the most direct path.


  “X-Xiao Chiye…” Bayim whipped his head around and shouted, “The armored cavalry is here!”


  Armored hooves trampled the fence at the edge of the encampment. It was too late to get on their horses. The Biansha warriors who emerged from the yurts met the armored cavalry head-on with their scimitars.


  Xiao Chiye’s Wolfsfang was a heavy blade. Coupled with his extraordinary arm strength, he was unrivaled as he hacked and cleaved. Snowcrest was the first to charge into the Hanma tribe’s yurts. Fresh blood flew with each swing of Xiao Chiye’s arm.


  A head rolled on the ground next to Bayim’s feet. His throat closed up, seized as he was with terror. Amid the glare of blades and glint of swords, he saw the eyes of a ravenous wolf.


  An eye for an eye.


  Bayim stumbled back, nearly falling with every step.


  Panting a little, Xiao Chiye raised his blade and swiped blood off his cheek with his knuckles. The smile spreading slowly over his face was terrifyingly dangerous. After their months-long, arduous journey, they had arrived at their destination.


  Amid the sprays of blood and dancing flames, Xiao Chiye held his head high. “Where,” he demanded in a voice as cold as ice, “is Amur?”


  The flap of the golden yurt lifted, and a frosty glint slid along the edge of the old scimitar in the moonlight as Amur ducked out from under it. His imposing stature obscured the sand and dust beneath his feet, like a sturdy pillar holding up the integrity of the Hanma tribe.


  More saker falcons surrounded Meng, who hovered alone in the sky. Xiao Chiye shook off the blood on his blade as the pounding of war drums grew louder.




  Chapter 282:
Lofty Palace


   


  MENG SCREAMED among the cast of falcons as they attacked him. Below, yurts collapsed, and waves of fire leapt onto the banners. The eagle banner burst into flames.


  Wolfsfang cleaved down, crashing against the scimitar with the ear-piercing screech of blade scraping blade. Sparks flew as the cutting edges slipped past each other.


  Amur’s arm sank slightly. “Your strength is even greater than your father’s.”


  Capitalizing on his height on horseback, Xiao Chiye dragged Wolfsfang back with astounding momentum and hammered down again and again, sending Amur’s scimitar lower with every strike. Amur met his blows. Even those few strikes sent pain tearing through the area between his thumb and index finger. Under Xiao Chiye’s ferocious assault, he slid a half step back.


  Xiao Chiye’s youth was his greatest advantage. Amur was old. Back when Xiao Fangxu had stepped down on account of his health, Amur, too, had retreated into the desert. Now he had returned anew to the battlefield after so many years, and though he didn’t appear to have aged, his body could no longer compare to Xiao Chiye’s, that of a young man in his prime.


  Amur hoisted his scimitar. “Have you come to give me back my son?”


  The golden yurt opened to reveal a mounted crossbow inside. The mechanism clicked ominously as the warriors of the Hanma tribe, who had been biding their time, turned it toward their enemies. Heavy bolts hurtled toward the armored cavalry, who scattered out of the way.


  Tents collapsed, but there was no movement within. Reacting quickly as he rolled out of danger, Gu Jin said, “They’re empty!”


  Xiao Chiye had long raided the stables of the Hanma tribe, yet as warriors emerged now from the shadowed sand where they’d been lying in ambush, all of them whistled for their mounts.


  They heard the sound of hooves.


  Gu Jin pressed his ear to the ground and reported, “They still have horses!”


  The terrain where the Hanma tribe had made their camp was wide and open, with no walls or watchtowers installed at its borders. In terms of defenses, it couldn’t even compare to the Mengluo tribe at the mouth of Three Rivers. But even when Hassen had died in battle and the enemies’ forces loomed on their border, they were still safe from attacks by the remaining eleven tribes—because no other tribes dared to come.


  During the reign of Xiande, Amur had swept up everything in Zhongbo’s armories. Hassen’s gear and supplies had come from his father. As the desert’s most revolutionary man, Amur’s guts and daring had always been extraordinary. The Hanma tribe dwelled deep in the desert, sharpening their venomous fangs.


  The Libei Armored Cavalry scattered. Chen Yang tugged on the reins. Just as he was about to shout a command, a pony came charging toward his side with the force of a battering ram and knocked him off his horse.


  The bare-chested Lizard looked down at him with a ferocious sneer and spat in the Biansha tongue, “An eye for an eye.”


  Chen Yang landed hard and rolled a few times. The Lizard’s iron hammer smashed down beside his helmet. Though he wasn’t struck, even the reverberations of the impact made Chen Yang dizzy.


  Another Lizard swung at Xiao Chiye from behind his right shoulder. Xiao Chiye’s blade abruptly changed trajectory, twisting in his grip so the blade passed under his elbow to pierce the Lizard’s chest. A spray of blood dyed Xiao Chiye’s arm, flowing along his armor to stain Snowcrest’s saddle.


  A scimitar whistled down near his elbow. Xiao Chiye quickly ducked his head to dodge the blow, his braid brushing the assailant’s blade. Unable to raise Wolfsfang in time, he smashed his left elbow up into the man’s face. The Lizard didn’t expect Xiao Chiye’s terrifying arm strength. His entire face felt like it was about to crack open; his broken nose already had.


  But the next blade was already closing in. Xiao Chiye brought up Wolfsfang just in time, the blade sliding against his iron armor as he parried the scimitar with a resounding clang.


  As Snowcrest charged ahead, Wolfsfang shoved forward and knocked the man clean over. But Xiao Chiye had no chance to catch his breath—the moment Snowcrest moved, the mounted crossbow in the golden yurt turned to follow them. Even as he toppled his enemy, a heavy bolt sliced through the wind toward him.


  The mounted crossbow was a siege weapon, powerful enough to strike down ten men at once. It had won countless victories for the Zhou empire in both offensive and defensive battles in its early years. When Shen Zechuan had defended Duanzhou, he too had used just such a weapon—a testament to how formidable it was. Crucially, it required several men just to draw the bow. The force of a hurtling, monstrous, iron-tipped arrow from this machine was not something any one person could withstand. Xiao Chiye would have been hard-pressed to block it even at a great distance, let alone at such short range.


  Gu Jin practically flew up from the ground, racing toward Xiao Chiye faster than he’d ever run before. “Er-ye!”


  Xiao Fangxu was gone. The battlefield was the most unreasonable place in the world. For Libei, even if half of them perished here tonight, they couldn’t afford to lose Xiao Chiye.


  Chen Yang jumped to his feet and right into the path of another iron hammer. This time, he leveled his blade to block the blow. With an unexpected burst of strength, he shouldered the weight of the Lizard’s iron hammer and lifted it, teeth gritted, all four of his limbs trembling. A bellow burst from his throat, “Block—the arrow!”


  The heavy bolt tore toward Xiao Chiye, wind whistling in its wake. He released the reins, and Snowcrest dropped onto its front knees with a whinny. Xiao Chiye rolled off his horse. The heavy bolt hurtled past him and slammed into the crowd.


  The warriors of the Hanma tribe dashing wildly across the sand leapt onto their horses. Holding up their scimitars, they swarmed toward Xiao Chiye from all directions.


  Xiao Chiye gasped for breath, sweat pouring down his temples.


  “Bayir of the Mengluo tribe is the most untrustworthy bastard in the desert.” Amur swiped blood off his scimitar and rubbed his thumb against his stubble. “Yet you believed him. That’s a mistake Xiao Fangxu would never make.”


  Xiao Chiye teetered as he rose to his feet. The armguard on his right arm was dented from the near miss with the heavy arrow, but it had not cracked. Xiao Chiye stuck Wolfsfang into the ground and unfastened the armguard, hanging it from his belt.


  Under moonlight smudged by flames, Amur saw Xiao Chiye’s shadow stretching to fill the path before him. The endless, silent desert lay at his back.


  Amur’s words ignited a deep-rooted fury in Xiao Chiye. His hatred burst in his chest, so hot even the wounds on his back burned. “Don’t ever say my father’s name again.”


  Xiao Fangxu would never make such a mistake.


  Xiao Fangxu would not make many mistakes.


  But Hassen had left Xiao Fangxu in the blizzard. Every word Amur spoke evoked the memory of Xiao Fangxu’s body cold in the snow.


  “Xiao Fangxu, Xiao Fangxu.” The rims of Xiao Chiye’s eyes were red as he rasped, “You people took my father’s head and trampled the dignity of the king of wolves under your feet.”


  Xiao Chiye yanked Wolfsfang from the ground.


  “Give him back to me.” His face contorted with rage as he cleaved and hacked across the melee, advancing on Amur step by step. Voice torn and broken, he bellowed at Amur, “Give him back to me!”


  Meng folded his wings and plunged, as if unable to withstand the assault from the saker falcons on all sides. But when Xiao Chiye’s roar reverberated through the night, Meng suddenly twisted away from the ground and veered upward again. The saker falcons pursuing him were still plummeting; stepping aside, Gu Jin whistled at the sky, and countless falcons’ wings beat in unison as they soared up and pounced on the saker falcons. From the very beginning, aerial combat was the Libei falcons’ domain.


  Meng drew in his wings close and crashed through the flock of saker falcons. Always a grudge-bearer, he found the falcon that had pursued him most relentlessly and tore it to pieces.


  The Libei Armored Cavalry and Biansha Horsemen converged in the gaps between the tents. Bayim fell to his knees before the golden yurt, calling to the old wise man, “Teacher, I’ll escort you away!”


  The old wise one still had his head lowered and palms together. His aged body was like a withered tree, his long white hair unmoving around his face. Bayim’s heart went cold. He reached out and placed a hand under the old wise one’s nose, and the color drained from his face. “Teacher!” he wailed, unable to contain his sobs.


  In the darkness, every clash of blades was marked with a wash of blood. Half the Hanma tribe’s tents had collapsed. The ambush force Amur had left at the camp’s perimeter failed to drive off the Libei Armored Cavalry, and the Lizards’ iron hammers were unable to unleash their full potential in the face of the armored cavalry’s new long blades.


  Xiao Chiye had grown up too fast. This, even Amur himself had to concede. The Mengluo tribe that stood guard at Three Rivers was indeed a pack of untrustworthy bastards. They hadn’t told Xiao Chiye Amur still had horses and supplies, nor did they arrive with reinforcements as promised. At the same time, Bayir had even less intention of aiding Amur in battle. He was like a fisherman standing with a blade in hand while the sandpiper and the clam fought, waiting to catch them both. He wanted to be on the side of the victor, but he feared Amur still had a card up his sleeve.


  From the horizon dotted with stars, a horse appeared, galloping toward them. The hem of Dorlan’s skirt fluttered against the white arc of the setting moon as she led the horde of Youxiong tribe warriors back toward Amur’s camp.


  Bayim was wretched as he wiped his tears. “Dorlan, you silly girl!”


  Dorlan’s black hair danced in the wind as she reined in her horse. Her pretty green eyes reflected the flames. “I married Hassen, so I belong to Hassen’s tribe, and Hassen, too, belongs to my tribe. Father! You’re right. The strongest tribe has the esuhuri, the great hero—and Hassen is my hero!”


  She drew her dagger. “We have only heroes who die in battle, not cowards who retreat! Bayir, listen up!” Dorlan called at the top of her voice as she turned her face to the desert. “I won’t blame you for submitting to the strong wolves! But the desert has its own strong fighters. Decades ago, the Mengluo tribe possessed the glory of the esuhuri. When you kneel before Xiao Chiye’s armored cavalry, it’s the Mengluo tribe’s dignity you’ve slain!”


  The young woman’s harsh rebuke joined the sound of fighting and killing under the moon, and made Bayir, who remained unmoving in the shadows with his troops, burn with shame.


  “I heard your daughter, Uya, dared attempt to kill Xiao Chiye with a dagger.” Dorlan’s countenance was solemn. “I admire her, and so does Hassen! When my son is born, I will teach him to acknowledge Uya as his aunt. Her courage is the backbone of the desert people!” As she spoke, she angrily spat to one side. “But I will also teach my son of the spinelessness of the Mengluo tribe, and that Bayir, its chieftain, is a coward!”


  Dorlan’s chest heaved. She cracked her whip and spurred her horse, leading the warriors of the Youxiong tribe into a charge. The Libei Armored Cavalry’s numbers were terrifying, but there was no fear in Dorlan’s eyes. She was the most dazzling pearl of the desert. Even if she lacked the sturdy body of a warrior, she was willing to charge headlong into an invincible wall of iron.


  In his last moments, Hassen had not knelt to Xiao Chiye. Dorlan knew him well. Even if they were all to die in battle, they had to die standing.


  “Silly girl.” Amur roared with laughter before saying reverently, “You are wrong. The hero of the Hulu tribe is not Hassen. It’s Dorlan!”


  The Hanma tribe’s morale soared. Bayir still hesitated, but beside him, Uya rushed forward and pointed at the camp, crying out to the warriors of the Mengluo tribe, “We will guard the mouth of Three Rivers and hold Xiao Chiye here. The Libei Armored Cavalry will fall tonight! Kneel to him now, and you’ll live with your heads bowed low for the next twenty years!”


  Xiao Chiye kicked over a torch as he traded blows with Amur. His armor was tarnished with fresh blood and desert sand. The Youxiong tribe warriors who had charged through the sea of fire drew their blades and fought valiantly. They hadn’t forgotten that Xiao Chiye had killed their leader, Dalantai, in the Bianjun Commandery. When the Mengluo tribe finally drew their blades too, Xiao Chiye found himself surrounded by enemies on all sides.


   


  Shen Zechuan, dozing on his desk, woke with a start. He flexed his numb hand. The lights in the main hall had all been extinguished. The low drone of the advisors talking still carried from the side hall, but it was abnormally quiet here.


  Rising from his seat, Shen Zechuan took a few steps and braced a hand against the doorframe. The wind outside was so frigid his back felt doubly chilled. Hearing movement, Fei Sheng looked back and blanched. “Master, you’ll catch a cold!”


  “Has there been no letter”—the jade on Shen Zechuan’s right ear swayed gently as he covered his mouth and stifled a cough—“from the desert?”


   


  Gu Jin scrambled onto his horse as Chen Yang assembled the army. With Xiao Chiye as the center, they converged on their enemies. The armor of the cavalry had taken a beating, but Xiao Chiye was the only one without a helmet.


  “In order to mount a surprise attack, you didn’t bring your main forces.” Amur slid his scimitar, chipped from Xiao Chiye’s blade, into the sheath on his belt. “Young people are always so impulsive.”


  The clicking of crossbow triggers all around was like the patter of rain. Amur had staked everything on this battle tonight.


  Thick clouds obscured the moon. The sandy expanse was packed with warriors of the desert. The Youxiong tribe fighters Dorlan had called upon had, thanks to her, been able to recuperate with the Hanma tribe, healing from the serious injuries they’d sustained in Xiao Chiye’s assault a few months back. The men here tonight were all that was left of their tribe.


  “You are a genius,” Amur said in admiration. “A genius of Libei.”


  The strings of the mounted crossbows were stretched taut, the heavy bolts all aimed at Xiao Chiye.


  The gemstone hanging in the center of Amur’s forehead had come loose. He took it off, his expression slightly lonesome. He looked out toward the Hongyan Mountains on the horizon. “But you killed my son.”


  To the people of the Zhou empire, the Chashi River was a jade belt across the land. To the people of the desert, it was the origin of the rivers—the mother river—far off in the distance. At one time, they had shared the Hongyan Mountains with the Zhou empire. But the Libei Armored Cavalry’s rise had pushed them deeper and deeper into the desert, where they had no choice but to fight among themselves for limited resources.


  All his life, Amur had wanted to open a path for the Twelve Tribes west of the Chashi River. To take this land by force.


  The people of Libei pillowed their heads upon the mountains and rivers, while the desert people slept on endless sand. The two made each other’s acquaintance through their sabers and swords, and three successive generations of valiant fighters had met on the banks of the Chashi River. Spring came, and autumn went. No one was spared.


  “The war must end eventually.” Amur untied the ribbon on his forehead and knotted it around the hilt of his blade; the gemstone glinted. “I will return your head to your elder brother.”


  Meng circled down from on high. The falcons of Libei were silent in the air; there was no noise until Xiao Chiye raised his left arm as a perch. “I’m afraid you won’t have a chance to do that.”


  Suddenly, sand and stone flew up from the ground. Amid the rumble of the earth moving, the Mengluo tribe’s advancing troops spotted sabers with long hilts and short blades.


  It was too late for Bayir to regret his cowardice. Stamping his foot, he cried, “Lu Guangbai. We forgot about Lu Guangbai!”


  Lu Guangbai, who had once fought his way deep into the desert, was as familiar with the desert routes as the Hulu tribe themselves. Xiao Chiye had left his main force behind not for the sake of surprise, but to lure the snake from its hole.


  Amur had been reluctant to meet his enemies head-on. Xiao Chiye’s rash attack had given him hope. If Dorlan had truly left with the Youxiong tribe as planned, then after tonight, Xiao Chiye would have still had to pursue them deeper into the desert. But Dorlan had returned. She had inadvertently helped Xiao Chiye round them all up in one fell swoop.


  “Amur.” Xiao Chiye tightened his grip on the hilt of his blade. “The war must end, eventually.”


  Golden sand billowed at his back. Just as Lu Guangbai’s troops reached the Youxiong tribe warriors, they abruptly fell away, and the Libei Armored Cavalry behind them charged forward. As the armored cavalry passed Lu Guangbai, he slid between the Lizards and brandished his long blade, brazenly parrying a Lizard’s iron hammer.


  Two terrifying forces collided. Lu Guangbai’s boots slid backward from the blow. He braced himself with an arm and grasped a handful of yellow sand. With a smile, he said, “You sure are strong.”


  The Lizard spread his arms, as if ready to obstruct the whole of the Bianjun Garrison Troops.


  Lu Guangbai raised his long blade overhead and struck the Lizard’s iron hammer over and over. The Lizard had only traded blows with the Libei Armored Cavalry; he had yet to encounter this strange weapon. Most of the length of the long saber was in its hilt. When he swung his hammer, he couldn’t reach Lu Guangbai’s body, and when he parried, he couldn’t match Lu Guangbai’s speed. He retreated again and again from the flurry of attacks.


  The Libei Armored Cavalry crashed through the enemy’s outer ranks and joined Xiao Chiye. Instead of mounting Snowcrest, Xiao Chiye remained on the ground, charging in to fight on foot with the Biansha warriors. This time, the armored cavalry was like a black tide, their numbers overwhelming.


  Amur cut down several men before he encountered Xiao Chiye again in the mayhem of armored bodies. The gust in the wake of Xiao Chiye’s blade sliced through the air from sky to sand, leaving a slash in Amur’s lapel. Wolfsfang wedged itself in the chip in his scimitar’s blade, and Xiao Chiye pressed in with such force that Amur shuffled back.


  With a mighty heave, Amur threw off Wolfsfang, but Xiao Chiye swung again just as swiftly. The long journey hadn’t depleted his energy. In this moment, he was singularly focused. He spared no attention for the injuries on his body; his eyes were terrifyingly calm.


  The scimitar ricocheted back from the impact of the collision, though it did not slip from Amur’s hands. He regained his grip and delivered a spinning kick to Xiao Chiye’s abdomen. Still, Xiao Chiye didn’t retreat as he’d hoped. Bracing himself against the blow, he slammed the pommel hard into Amur’s cheek.


  Amur remained on his feet, but the metallic taste of blood saturated his mouth, and his teeth ached from the force of Xiao Chiye’s strike.


  Xiao Chiye’s fighting style blended martial arts from various schools, but he never strayed far from his origins. He was just as overbearing and domineering as his father, Xiao Fangxu. When he fought seriously, nine times out of ten, someone would die. 


  He is the young king of wolves, after all.


  The vision in Amur’s left eye blurred. He saw the moon burning. The sorrowful cries of the Hanma tribe pierced the boundless night. All the stars that had once belonged to him were falling. The hero who had walked to the end of the road had to admit that he had grown old.


  Hassen.


  Amur’s proud, heroic eagle. With his failing eye, he seemed to see the back of his son as he left. That had also been on a moonlit night like this. With a final wave, Hassen’s blushing red hair was eclipsed by darkness.


  With every swing of Xiao Chiye’s blade, Amur’s scimitar groaned from the impact. Xiao Chiye held nothing back now; each blow chipped away at the sharp edge of the scimitar.


  This was no longer a battle between evenly matched opponents, but the Libei Armored Cavalry’s one-sided crushing of their foes.


  Dorlan’s horse screamed as it toppled to the ground. She tumbled from the saddle and watched her dagger slip from her hand and disappear among the armored hooves. Her cheeks were splattered with blood, and as she wiped them, she burst into tears.


  Holding his own dagger, Bayim charged into the chaos and shouted, “Take my horse, Dorlan. Run!”


  Hand over her belly, Dorlan shook her head. “Go!”


  Taking shuddering breaths, Bayim grasped Dorlan’s shoulders. “The little eagle must live.” He couldn’t stop the sobs from escaping his throat. “Silly girl of Lake Chiti, run—”


  Blood sprayed. Bayim fell down into a pool of blood, his final words unspoken. Dorlan stared, wide-eyed. “No…”


  Chen Yang lifted his helmet. He looked at Dorlan with cold detachment as he said in the Biansha tongue, “Achi slaughtered our left flank in Duanzhou, and this man was the one who came up with the plan. This is a debt repaid.”


  Bayim’s hand was still gripping Dorlan’s arm. She bent to support the young man’s body. Voice thin and trembling, she cried, “Stop…”


  Not only had Achi destroyed the left flank of the Libei Armored Cavalry near Duanzhou, he had taken with him the heads of all the cavalrymen in the squad. His men had camped on the banks of the Chashi River, kicking the heads for sport and pissing into their helmets. It was a humiliation Chen Yang would never forget.


  The fire blazed high, but the moon was cold. The air filled with men’s shouts, horses’ screams, and the sharp cries of the falcons.


  More and more men fell. Armored hooves trampled yurts. After the raging fire came the endless flying ash. The Hanma tribe that had been the most fearsome force in the desert for thirty years was ground to dust in a single night, crushed under the full weight of Libei’s long-simmering fury.


  The fires around the golden yurt met and roared together. Amur’s forehead ribbon with its gemstone snapped as Wolfsfang stuck it yet again. The eagle banner—symbol of an all-powerful tribe—toppled over in the flames. Xiao Chiye’s figure blocked out everything else.


  He had taken them by storm, cutting off every one of Amur’s routes of retreat.


  “Amur!” he howled against the raging inferno.


  Amur parried his blows with difficulty. Dripping sweat nearly blinded him as Xiao Chiye closed in. But Xiao Chiye only grew fiercer the longer they fought. His unbridled nature had been born of the grasslands. Only the Hongyan Mountains could birth such a man. Sweat mixed with his soaring battle spirit. His eyes were as bright as the dazzling glints of his sword, a blade that contained the blazing sun.


  The fierce battle had exhausted Amur. His scimitar was sluggish now. Finally, as Xiao Chiye launched yet another violent assault, the blade slipped from his hand.


  The moonlight was thin on the ground now, the color of night fading. Day was about to break.


  The gemstone on Amur’s ribbon had tumbled to his feet, where the sand beneath his boots was soaked with blood. He looked up at the starry firmament. There were so few saker falcons left.


  “The heavenly gods have been kind to the heroic eagle.” Amur raised his right arm high and let out a final roar toward the horizon. “I, Amur, have ruled the six tribes for twenty years and reached into the innermost heart of the Zhou empire. I have not betrayed the eagle banner. The Chashi River we yearned for even in our dreams—”


  Wolfsfang came down hard on Amur’s head, blocked at the last second by Amur’s armguard.


  “The Chashi River we yearned for even in our dreams.” Amur laughed freely and said, hardening his tone, “Xiao Chiye, in twenty years, the Heroic Eagle of the desert will soar over the Hongyan Mountains once again. You’ve killed me, you’ve killed us, but you can’t kill the eagles of the desert! In twenty years, in forty years…” The armguard cracked under the force of the blade as Amur continued more quietly, “…the desert will welcome its true king.”


  A bellow erupted from Xiao Chiye’s throat as he bore down with his blade. “In twenty years, in forty years, the wolves of Libei will hold the line. Do your worst!” Eyes red at the rims, he ground out, “This time, next time, I will be waiting for you on the banks. The Twelve Tribes will never cross the Chashi River.”


  Amur’s armguard broke completely, and the blade cut through it; Amur’s shouts ended.


  Dorlan’s sobs came to an abrupt halt. In the next moment, she let loose a heart-wrenching wail. She clambered to her feet, but trod on the hem of her skirt and fell. She climbed up again, clutching the dagger as she rushed at Xiao Chiye.


  The wind swept through the flying sand, and the tip of a blade pointed at the center of Dorlan’s brows.


  Dorlan stopped, her raven hair wild. She trembled, her tears flowing without cease. Finally, she gritted her teeth and spat, “Kill me, Xiao Chiye! Kill me!”


  Beads of blood on Wolfsfang dripped onto Dorlan’s brow and mingled with her tears, obscuring her face.


  The first rays of the morning sun pierced the darkness, and the thin light of dawn flooded over the barren sands. Xiao Chiye’s armor radiated a subtle light. He lifted his chin slightly, sweat trickling down his neck. To Dorlan, he said, “The Libei Armored Cavalry do not kill women.”


  Dorlan’s teeth chattered with the force of her hatred. Here she stood, yet this man denied her even the dignity of dying in battle.


  “Get on your horse and get out of this wasteland. From this day on, all land west of Three Rivers belongs to Libei. If any the Twelve Tribes dare to overstep the boundary line by even one toe without my permission”—Xiao Chiye’s blade stabbed into the ground before Dorlan’s feet, as if to crack open an impassable chasm—“the hard frost will scour the Twelve Tribes clean.”


  The wolf banner of Libei fluttered against the blue dome of heaven. Xiao Chiye’s profile was frosty and solemn. This was the last bit of mercy from the king of wolves. His killing blade had slain the heroes of Biansha, while his armored cavalry had passed through the land, as silent and deadly as winter frost. Behind him rose the eternal Hongyan Mountains.


  Amur had once laid waste to the six prefectures of Zhongbo. That was not strength—massacre was an act of cowardice and weakness. The truly strong did not fear the encroachment of time. Libei was no longer alone; Xiao Chiye stood beside the strongest shield in the world, while he was the sharpest blade.


  Dorlan sank to her knees and sobbed.


  Xiao Chiye returned his blade to its sheath. Turning away from Dorlan, he mounted his horse and faced the countless Libei cavalrymen, his back to the sunrise.


  “We won…” one of them said softly.


  The moment the sun broke over the horizon in all its glorious radiance, he looked just as he had the day he’d tasted victory in his first battle at fourteen years of age. Although covered in dirt and dust, his eyes were unyielding and untamable. He cracked his whip and laughed into the caress of the desert wind. “A resounding victory!”


  Libei’s king of wolves!


  Emotions swelled in Lu Guangbai’s heart as he watched Xiao Chiye ride off. The indescribable pride he felt resembled the moment when the Four Generals of Xiande had first stepped across the border.


  A war general was loyal to his land. The Four Generals of Yongyi had stepped away, while the Four Generals of Xiande were battle-worn. The era of treason and chaos was coming to an end, and new, brave generals would inevitably emerge from the land close on Xiao Chiye’s heels.


  “Hey!” Lu Guangbai hugged the hilt of his blade and chased a few steps after Xiao Chiye, shouting, “We don’t have horses!”


  The Libei Armored Cavalry galloped through the great desert, young men’s hearty laughter echoing through the skies. The dark clouds that had hovered over them as they rode out had turned into bursts of spring thunder on their homeward journey. Meng swooped and soared, breaking through the layers of white clouds.


  Home was right ahead.


   


  News of victory didn’t reach Qudu for two months. It was a snowy day, and Shen Zechuan, who was sitting in the warm hall, jolted to his feet. His advisors on either side stood as well.


  “Well I’ll be, we won!” Yu Xiaozai slapped his thigh in joy. “I knew it. Er-ye’s double-backboned in a fight. You can bet on it!”


  Gao Zhongxiong’s face lit up with delight. “I—I’ll write up the announcement of victory! This battle’s going down in history!”


  Owing to the bitterly cold weather, Yao Wenyu rarely joined their group discussions these days, but he was here now. Jiran was still on the road, having been urgently summoned to the capital. On hearing the word history, he suppressed a cough and traded glances with Kong Ling, who sat beside him.


  Kong Ling gave a slight nod. “Qudu has no master at the moment. To welcome Er-ye back, we will have to begin our preparations now.”


  The advisors were all in high spirits. Only Shen Zechuan turned aside and asked quietly, “Is Ce’an well?”


  Fei Sheng had of course inquired about this. He reported in a hushed voice, “Do not worry, Master. Er-ye is fine!”


  The tension in Shen Zechuan’s shoulders eased slightly. Potted plants, green and luxuriant, adorned the warm hall—gifts from Zhou Gui’s wife. Shen Zechuan gazed at them for a moment, feeling a sudden urge to cut a branch and hide it next to his heart to share with Xiao Chiye when he got home.


  Night was falling by the time the gentlemen left, the hanging screen at the door swaying behind them. Only Yao Wenyu remained; he picked up the teacup and unhurriedly brushed aside the froth on the tea’s surface. His illness was all the more obvious when he was like this, sunk in thought. Although he had returned to Qudu, Yuanzhuo had not met with any of his old friends, nor had he returned to the old Yao Clan manor.


  Shen Zechuan looked over the documents on his desk. “You said this morning you wanted to go see Xue Xiuzhuo?”


  It was very quiet inside and outside the hall, so quiet they could hear the whisper of snow falling. Gazing at the shifting tea foam in the cup, Yao Wenyu answered, “Since we are both on our deathbeds, I ought to see him.”


  Shen Zechuan averted his gaze. No matter how self-possessed he was, his heart spasmed at these words.


  Yao Wenyu didn’t drink the tea. He looked toward the window, faintly illuminated by the glow of the lantern outside. The shadows of snow drifted down gently, a piece at a time.


  “The new year is here.” Yao Wenyu smiled. “Your Lordship, may the year ahead be smooth sailing.”


   


  Xue Xiuzhuo had been locked up in the Ministry of Justice’s prison, yet his topknot was still neat and tidy. Even without his official’s robe, he still maintained his usual composure.


  When Yao Wenyu’s wheelchair creaked outside, Xue Xiuzhuo set down his chopsticks. He didn’t look the least bit surprised as he regarded him through the door. “The first month is a cold one. Has Shen Zechuan sent people to clear the snow in the streets?”


  Yao Wenyu turned his chair to face him. No snow dusted his shoulders. “The Imperial Army has made arrangements,” he answered.


  Xue Xiuzhuo placed his hands on his knees and leveled his gaze at Yao Wenyu. They’d both lived in each other’s shadows once. In the first half of their lives, Xue Xiuzhuo had been the blade without a name. In the latter half, Yao Wenyu had been the shattered jade.


  “The snow on the mountain melts quickly at the beginning of spring,” Xue Xiuzhuo said. “Teacher’s burial mound is in a damp spot; see if you can shore it up.”


  “You’ve lived in Qudu all this time,” Yao Wenyu said. “Did you never go take a look yourself?”


  Xue Xiuzhuo’s straight spine was chilled by the flying snow coming in through the window. He answered truthfully, “I didn’t dare.”


  Silence filled the cell.


  Yao Wenyu lowered his eyes; he seemed to be smiling slightly. On the table between them, he set down the white weiqi piece he’d been holding and soundlessly pushed it toward Xue Xiuzhuo in the dim light.


  Xue Xiuzhuo gazed at the piece. In the stark, endless silence, he seemed to hear the sound of the rain on Mount Bodhi.


  “Many years ago,” he said calmly, “Teacher promoted me into the ranks of officials in spite of my common birth. I read Qi Huilian’s essays on contemporary politics and learned of the vastness of the world. I saw that there were a kind of people called ‘subjects of the court.’ They busied themselves running through the empire, becoming indispensable pillars of the state. During the reign of Yongyi, when Qi Huilian was imprisoned, Teacher frequently lingered on the watchtower that afforded him a view of the Temple of Guilt. When I asked him what he was looking at, he said he was looking at the last true subject in this world. I found it strange then. While Qi Huilian was certainly such a subject, so was Teacher. Then the reign of Xiande came around, and so many died trying to collect evidence of Hua Siqian’s guilt. The officials, the functionaries…all these people were loyal subjects from the regions outside Qudu, and almost all of them are gone.”


  Xue Xiuzhuo had dwelled on this for far too long—so long his heart grew numb and turned to stone. Until he no longer cried inconsolably in the middle of the night. He had respected Hai Liangyi deeply, but reality was far too cruel.


  “These people have no graves, no tombstones. They died in the struggle for power, and their existence was wiped clean with a wave of the noble clans’ sleeves.” There was no emotion in Xue Xiuzhuo’s eyes. “The confrontation at the hunting grounds during the reign of Xiande was the culmination of the hopes of countless people whose names you’ve never heard. We took down Hua Siqian, but Teacher refused to push ahead.”


  The empress dowager had survived, and the noble clans had remained indestructible. When Li Jianheng ascended the throne, Xue Xiuzhuo had thought about supporting him, but that idle prince had been unfit to shoulder the responsibilities of rule.


  What exactly had Hai Liangyi been persevering for?


  Xue Xiuzhuo hadn’t understood. He had paused at the fork in the road, no longer willing to follow Hai Liangyi down that path. He could not see light at the end.


  “Even today,” Xue Xiuzhuo said, raising his eyes, “I still do not agree with the path Teacher chose. No one in this game has been able to convince me otherwise—not even you, Yuanzhuo.”


  Yao Wenyu turned his wheelchair around to make his way out of the cell.


  Watching him leave, Xue Xiuzhuo said, “Heaven begot me, Xue Xiuzhuo, so take my life, and do with my name what you will. But what winner was there between you and me? I lost, that’s all. My master was born at the wrong time and lost to Shen Zechuan. It was her timing that was wrong, not her fate.”


  Yao Wenyu’s wheelchair came to a stop. He didn’t look back but merely turned his head aside in the shadows to say, slowly and clearly, “It was timing. It was fate. And it was also luck.”


  The cell door shut with a clang, leaving one in the light, and one in the darkness.


  Yao Wenyu pushed his wheelchair along the narrow passage. When he neared the front door, he suddenly started choking and coughing. The light at the entrance was dim. Yao Wenyu gripped the armrests of his chair. As he gasped for breath, his vision blurred until he couldn’t see what was before him.


  “Sir!”


  The jailers nearby cried out in alarm.


  Timing, fate, and luck—not one of which is within my control.9


  Yao Wenyu’s fingers made a weak, despairing grab at empty air as he collapsed.


   


  When he woke again, it was in a room lit with a dim lamp.


  Shen Zechuan was watching over him beside the bed. “Jiran and Songyue are on their way,” he said softly. “Have a chat with me as we wait for them.”


  Yao Wenyu looked at the curtains draped around him and answered in an equally soft voice, “I told Songyue to go to Mount Bodhi and plant a bodhi tree there to wait for me.”


  Shen Zechuan lowered his gaze, his eyes stinging hotly, as if tears would fall if he so much as blinked.


  “The winter really is long,” Yao Wenyu said, melancholy. “Before I returned to the capital, I thought I might be able to wait until the flowers on Mount Bodhi bloomed.”


  “Wait a little longer,” Shen Zechuan implored him. His voice was suddenly hoarse. “Yuanzhuo.”


  Yao Wenyu didn’t answer. He coughed again, and this time, blood soaked his handkerchief; he could no longer hide it. After a moment of silence, he said, “The Yellow Register has been implemented in Juexi for many years. Jiang Qingshan is a good official. Retain him, Lanzhou. He is the guardian of Juexi. Grand Marshal Qi dared to refuse to deploy troops for the sake of peace in the empire. With her as their prince, all five commanderies of Qidong will pledge allegiance to you. Fei Sheng—although he has his flaws, he’s a talent you can use. Yin Chang’s memorial monument is in Duanzhou; if you send Fei Sheng there, Duanzhou’s safety will be assured. Chengfeng…” Yao Wenyu’s breathing grew labored. “Chengfeng intended to retire after our victory. I’ve left him a letter. Lanzhou, the new emperor cannot be without a strategic advisor. Chengfeng has incredible insight, talent, and learning. He…can help you secure your hold on the empire when I’m gone…”


  Yao Wenyu was covered in sweat. His illness kept its tight grip on him, the color draining from his face. He raised a feeble hand and clutched Shen Zechuan’s sleeve. “You have to…” Yao Wenyu tried to get up. Both of his eyes reddened as he struggled to breathe. “You have to take the throne! Xun-er is too y-young—he’s not ready…”


  Shen Zechuan held Yao Wenyu’s hand and said slowly in the candlelight, “I’m not cut out to be emperor.”


  “You are an overlord, the valiant overlord of all the land,” Yao Wenyu said firmly. “You can hand over the empire in the future, but right now, only you, Shen Lanzhou, can sit on the throne! Overturn the old cases and redress the injustices suffered… Pass a new judgment on Shen Wei…” As he gasped for breath, his voice broke, and that clear, jade-like tone turned raspy. He spoke between blood-filled coughs. “Lanzhou… You are righteous and justified…”


  Shen Zechuan’s tears spilled down his cheeks. His lips quivered; he couldn’t get out a single word.


  “Once Ce’an re…returns…” Yao Wenyu tightened his grip. “You won’t have anything to worry about… I wrote some notes a few months ago covering the yamen in every region, along with some of my…my humble…humble opinions on the governance of the eight cities… With them…from now on…”


  Allowing Shen Zechuan to support him, Yao Wenyu propped himself up and coughed out more blood. Splotches of red seeped into his sleeves and robe. He didn’t bother to wipe them as he strained to smile. “…this country is in your hands.”


  The burden that Hai Liangyi had unloaded, Yao Wenyu had picked up. He did not follow anyone else’s path; he charted his own. No matter how the world judged him, he was at heart still that banished immortal who roamed the land on his donkey.


  Yao Yuanzhuo hadn’t wished to join the imperial court as an official—and he never had. Yao Wenyu had wanted to fulfill his teacher’s dying wish—and that, too, he’d achieved. He had come into this world naked, without attachments, and it mattered not to him if he broke. Other than Qiao Tianya, he owed no one anything.


  “If only we’d met…” Yao Wenyu gazed again at the window, where the bright silk ball he’d never thrown away was still hanging. He smiled wearily, the red cord on his wrist shifting as he moved.


  “…earlier.”


   


  Qiao Tianya galloped headlong through the heavy snow, his qin strapped to his back. He broke through the fence and tumbled off his horse under the dreadful murmurs of the Imperial Army. Fei Sheng hurried over to help him up. Qiao Tianya pushed him away and clambered to his feet in the snow. He stared straight down the long corridor and saw that the light in the room at the end had gone out.


  Taking a few steps forward, Qiao Tianya fell again as he tripped over the steps. This time he stayed down, his shoulders trembling. He looked up at the snow drifting down, laughing with his face awash in tears.


  “Fuck the heavens! You made a fool of me…trampled me into the dirt…” Qiao Tianya cried inconsolably. “And I bore it all…”
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  Why do this to me again?


  Qiao Tianya reached up and pulled the qin off his back.


  Fei Sheng rushed up to stop him, calling out, “Qiao—”


  But it was too late. Qiao Tianya raised his qin high and smashed it on the steps. The instrument he had cherished his whole life broke in two, the strings snapping as it sank into the snow.


  The snowstorm obscured Qiao Tianya’s vision. His hair fluttered in the wind. When his qin broke, his heart died along with it.


  “Since there is no more Yao Yuanzhuo in this world,” Qiao Tianya said, slowly closing his eyes as if in mockery of this absurd turn of events, “then there will be no Qiao Songyue.”


  Fei Sheng chased him through the snow. “Where are you going?”


  Qiao Tianya did not answer. As he turned, he unfastened that sword laden with gratitude and grudges and let it fall, then stumbled back the way he had come.


  A carriage came to a stop. Jiran appeared behind the curtains and trotted over to catch up with Qiao Tianya. He clapped his hands and sang teachings of Buddha in a childlike voice: “If I have no mortal attachments in the secular world, I am not troubled by mortal attachments around me. Benefactor, on the path before you are not the hardships of life, only the enlightenment of your reflection. A snap of Buddha’s fingers, and the past will be ashes and smoke.”


  Qiao Tianya didn’t seem to hear him. Jiran followed him, and two figures, one big and one small, sleeves fluttering in the wind, disappeared together into the snow.


  Boundless is the sky in the pure land, untainted by the dust of the world.


   


  Shen Zechuan alone guarded the snowcapped eaves, sitting from nightfall until the beckoning of dawn. The only sound was snow sloughing off the roof. Time seemed to have frozen. He had finally returned to Qudu. Gazing up at the sky here, the past was vivid in his mind.


  “Do you know why,” Shen Zechuan said slowly, drawing his cloak around him, “I agreed to Ce’an’s request to wear this earring?”


  Fei Sheng, standing at a distance behind him, answered, “Because Master and Er-ye have a harmonious relationship.”


  Shen Zechuan broke off a sprig of plum blossoms blocking his way. “Because I know some people will leave, and those who disappear into the heavy snow will never come back… Except for Ce’an.”


  Xiao Chiye’s gift of the earring was an explicit assertion of his dominance, and an implicit expression of his affection. Every time he cupped Lanzhou’s face, his gaze was scorching hot and blazingly passionate. His was a love that would never waver, a desire that could never be concealed.


  Shen Zechuan’s acceptance of it was similarly a declaration of possession, an admission that there was still tenderness amid his pain and ruthlessness. This was his softness, reserved for Xiao Ce’an alone.


  Fei Sheng didn’t dare come any closer. After Yuanzhuo and Songyue had left one after the other, he had rarely seen an expression of pleasure on Shen Zechuan’s face. Shen Zechuan was standing at the peak of the world; even if he had yet to wear the crown, things were different from when they were in Zhongbo. It was not that Shen Zechuan or Fei Sheng had changed, but that their environment had. It was as if, in this imperial capital that had towered over the land for centuries, even the stairs possessed the power to intimidate.


  Wracking his brain to console him, Fei Sheng said, “Master, Princess Consort Lu and the heir are on their way here now. They will arrive in just a few days.”


  Shen Zechuan hummed his acknowledgment and said no more, so Fei Sheng, too, stood in silence.


  The branch of plum blossoms Shen Zechuan had plucked was still in his hand. When he rubbed at a bloom, the juice of those delicate petals dampened his fingers. He lowered his eyes to find his handkerchief.


  Footsteps crunched in the snow. Before he could open his mouth, a cloak draped over the top of his head, taking him by surprise.


  Stunned, he felt his feet leave the ground as he was lifted into the air, the movement stirring a gap in the cloak. Someone grasped the back of his head and kissed him squarely on the mouth.


  Flakes of snow landed on the tip of Shen Zechuan’s nose, but there was only warmth between his lips.


  Xiao Chiye pulled off the cloak and laughed, but he didn’t put him down. “I came—”


  Shen Zechuan yanked on Xiao Chiye’s fur collar and lowered his head, crushing their lips together. The travel-worn Xiao Chiye tightened his arms around Lanzhou, holding him so securely he could hardly breathe.


  Shen Zechuan pulled away slightly and whispered, “I—”


  Xiao Chiye held the back of Lanzhou’s head and kissed him again, channeling all his yearning from their months of separation into the kiss. It took only a moment for him to cast off his restraint and show his true colors; he kissed him ferociously, until Lanzhou’s tongue was numb.


  Xiao Chiye had long legs and great strength. It was no strain at all for him to hold Shen Zechuan up like this. Shen Zechuan’s head was lifted among the plum blossoms, and the snow fluttered down from the branches, dropping into their collars. Both shivered.


  “It’s rather cold in Qudu,” Xiao Chiye commented.


  “And you’re rather hot,” Shen Zechuan returned.


  The snow on Xiao Chiye’s neck slid past his collar, the chill making him want to gasp. But he couldn’t bear to let go of the man in his arms; he hopped a few times to shake the snow loose, holding Shen Zechuan aloft.


  With this hop, Shen Zechuan’s head brushed the branches. Chunks of snow and petals tumbled down, cloaking both men’s heads and shoulders.


  “Xiao Er!” Shen Zechuan pressed his hands haphazardly across Xiao Chiye’s face.


  Xiao Chiye’s vision was obstructed; he took a few steps back and fell backward into a thick bank of snow. Powder dusted Shen Zechuan’s face. Chest heaving, Xiao Chiye cupped Lanzhou’s cheek and craned his neck for another kiss.


  “My brother wanted me to stay a few more days in the homeland. I escaped in the middle of the night.” Xiao Chiye flashed a toothy grin, appearing unusually sharp. “I’m sure he’ll be here in a few days to beat me up.”


  “Did you come via the Northeast Provisions Trail?” Shen Zechuan grabbed Xiao Chiye’s wrist and pressed in closer. “Didn’t you see Sister-in-Law and Xun-er on the way here?”


  “I did.” Xiao Chiye’s brows arched slightly. “But my horse is fast. I galloped here ahead of them.”


   


  Xiao Xun, who was still rattling along in the carriage, clung to the windowsill and gazed out.


  “What are you looking at?” Lu Guangbai asked.


  He pointed expressionlessly at the road ahead. “Uncle said he’ll be right back after taking a piss.”


  The column of guards before them all scoffed.


  Lu Guangbai patted Xiao Xun’s head. “Your uncle is a jerk, and the words of a jerk cannot be trusted.”


  Lu Yizhi, powdering her face inside the carriage, pulled open the curtain and pointed ahead, commanding, “Faster. We need to get there quickly. Even if we can’t catch up with that brat, we have to make it in time to ruin his dinner!”


  Xiao Chiye had fled fast, but he still ended up taking a beating in Qudu. Surprisingly, it was Ji Gang whose heart ached for him, and who eventually whisked him away.


   


  A few days later, Shen Zechuan organized the documents on his desk and began a new project on a sheet of blank paper. By the light of the lamp, surrounded by the night’s endless silence, he sat with Xiao Chiye and finally straightened out all that had transpired after the reign of Yongyi.


  “During the reign of Yongyi, despite demotions and upheavals, the grand mentor thrice entered into the service of the imperial court to serve as an official and assist the crown prince in implementing the Yellow Register.” Xiao Chiye took Shen Zechuan’s hand from behind and guided it so they wrote together.


  In his match against the noble clans, Qi Huilian had suffered defeat due to Qiao Kanghai’s betrayal. Ji Lei and Shen Wei had forced the crown prince to his death in the Temple of Guilt; after that, Qi Huilian had feigned insanity in the temple, and the legacy of the Eastern Palace died with its master.


  Later, Shen Wei, suspecting the empress dowager wanted to tie off loose ends, spent a huge sum to bribe the eunuch Pan Rugui, and was thus transferred out of the capital to Zhongbo. That same year, in order to save the Qiao Clan, Shao Chengbi used his position in the Ministry of War to steal the military map of Zhongbo as a gift for Shen Wei. But Shen Wei did not keep his word—Qiao Kanghai was beheaded, and the Qiao family’s estates were seized, its members exiled. The Shao family fell with them.


  With Chen Zhen’s help, Shao Chengbi changed his name and hid himself in Qudu, biding his time.


  Shen Wei had slipped away to Zhongbo, and in order to preserve his life, he presented the map of Zhongbo to Amur while parlaying with him on behalf of the noble clans. To prove his sincerity to Amur, he even killed his own wife, Bai Cha.


  In the third year of the reign of Xiande, drought struck Juexi. The Provincial Administrative Commissioner, Jiang Qingshan, incurred a debt of tens of thousands of taels attempting to purchase food for the people and risked being charged with a capital crime if he opened the granaries and distributed grain to feed the starving citizens. In the same year, Deputy Grand Secretary Hai Liangyi joined forces with the Chief Supervising Secretary of the Office of Scrutiny for Revenue, Xue Xiuzhuo, and the other pragmatists in the regions outside Qudu to call Hua Siqian to account. Hua Siqian asked the noble clans for money to make up the hole in the state treasury, to no avail. Out of desperation, he turned to Shen Wei, who agreed to shrink from battle, letting the Biansha Horsemen over the Chashi River and into Zhongbo.


  When Xiao Chiye wrote those words, his brows creased slightly. As he dipped the brush in ink, he said, “In fleeing before the enemy, Shen Wei became the noble clans’ scapegoat. It would have been a prime opportunity for him to turn from the Zhou empire and join Amur. To date, I still can’t figure out why he remained there and burned to death.”


  “I didn’t understand either, at first.” Shen Zechuan turned to look at him. “It was only when Chengfeng reorganized the Shen Clan’s genealogical record that I figured it out. In hindsight, the reason is obvious.”


  Xiao Chiye looked back at him, waiting.


  “Shen Zhouji.”


  Xiao Chiye understood in a flash. “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  In their attempts to shy from battle, Shen Wei and his heir, Shen Zhouji, had gone so far as to strangle the Dunzhou Commander, Tantai Long, to death. After that, even if they had returned to Qudu victorious, they would have been convicted for their crime. Shen Wei had meant to defect to Amur—but Amur’s cavalry had tied his son to their horses and dragged him to his death on the public roads.


  Shen Wei had been an abandoned pawn, discarded by both sides.


  “Then, in the fourth year of Xiande,” Xiao Chiye murmured, resting his chin atop Shen Zechuan’s head, “our Lanzhou entered the capital.”


  The past rose before them as if it were yesterday.


  Shen Zechuan had entered the capital alone, and at the same time, Xiao Jiming, fresh from an exceptional military victory, had been forced to hand over Xiao Chiye. The mad dog crushed by hatred and the vicious hound bound with shackles had torn into each other in the gloomy rain of Qudu. The metallic taste of blood had saturated their mouths, as hot as blazing fire.


  Qudu had molded and forged Shen Lanzhou and Xiao Ce’an into what they were now. They became blade and shield fighting back to back, and faced one another with passion and desire.


  Day was breaking; Xiao Chiye heard the distant toll of the bell. He stroked Shen Zechuan’s hair and said with certainty, “From today onward, my Lanzhou will be the common ruler of all in the world. The empire’s five hundred sixty thousand troops are all under your command. Walk freely through great halls and lofty palaces. I, Xiao Ce’an, shall stand before the throne with my blade in hand and watch over the heroes from all over the land on your behalf.”


  Shen Zechuan tilted his chin up; Xiao Chiye raised the emperor’s crown, with the dangling bead tassels, and set it securely on his head. His deep red robe was embroidered with dark gold at the hems. Once again, Xiao Chiye touched the red jade bead on Shen Zechuan’s right ear.


  Kong Ling knocked thrice on the door of the hall.


  “And so the blade is hidden, returned to its sheath.” Shen Zechuan’s expression was indolent. He brushed his fingers up Xiao Chiye’s arm and took him by the chin. Shen Zechuan pulled him close, but instead of kissing him, he whispered, “Who made this princely robe of yours?”


  Xiao Chiye whispered back, “My secret lover.”


  Shen Zechuan laughed. He took half a step back and stood side by side with Xiao Chiye before the doors. As they opened, Xiao Chiye gently nudged Shen Zechuan forward by the small of his back.


  Shen Zechuan strode out and saw the blue dome of heaven awakening. Under the layers upon layers of palace eaves, the former subordinates of the three territories of Zhongbo, Libei, and Qidong all waited, kneeling. Kong Ling raised the imperial jade seal and took the lead to say, “Long live—”


  “Long live Your Majesty!” everyone chanted in unison.


  The new sun speared out from behind the clouds. Rays of light burst between the eaves and the dangling beads of his crown to shine upon Shen Zechuan’s face. So dazzling a sight was he that among all the masses of his subjects, not one could look at him directly.


   


  Shen Zechuan erected a new Cloud Pavilion on the former site of Jade Dragon Terrace. On the left, he set up a portrait gallery of civil ministers, with the names of Qi Huilian, Hai Liangyi, and Yao Wenyu leading the many honored officials. On the right was the row of generals, where the names of Xiao Fangxu, Xiao Jiming, Qi Zhuyin, Lu Guangbai, and Yin Chang were memorialized for all posterity. At the head of those neatly arranged portraits were the images of two men of equal standing in the empire.
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  All the hostilities of war came to an end, and peace settled over the land. Jing—peace and tranquility—was chosen as the name of the new dynasty, and Shen Zechuan’s reign was named Chunsheng: The Uncorrupted Emperor.


  On the day of the coronation, a merry feast was held in the palace. Zhou Gui, who had been simple-hearted and inarticulate half of his life, got himself roaring drunk at the banquet. As he indulged to his heart’s content, he struck his chopsticks against a cup and sang, “From the vast blue sky the egret comes, the waters boundless in the mist.”


  A few verses into his song, he sighed wistfully, and his eyes glistened with tears. Holding Kong Ling’s hands, he said, “After this, I will have to guard Cizhou alone while you stay here as an honorary chancellor…” He burst into sobs without a care for appearances. “Oh, how difficult this journey has been. I’m so happy, Chengfeng!”


  Beside them, Fei Sheng lifted his cup in a toast. Smiling, he said, “I will return to Zhongbo with Your Excellency, and go be my loyal and courageous self in Duanzhou!”


  They all laughed boisterously, then put their heads together and wept happy tears.


  Wiping his eyes, Fei Sheng said, “Damn it. Once I’m gone, who’s going to take care of Master?!”


  “His Lord—” Tantai Hu stopped to swipe at his own tears and corrected himself hoarsely. “Er-ye will be assuming personal command in the capital. Not even a fly will get close to His Majesty. The hell are you worried about?!”


  At this, Gao Zhongxiong’s sobs rose in volume.


  “What’s bitin’ your britches?!” Yu Xiaozai asked. “It’s not like you’re leaving!”


  “I just thought of Yuanzhuo.” Gao Zhongxiong wiped his face. He bowed low to Tantai Hu. “Yuanzhuo wanted me to give Hunu to you. You…you must treat her well!”


  “Fuck.” Tantai Hu scrubbed at his eyes again but said solemnly, “I understand Mister Yuanzhuo’s intent. I have a bad temper. Whenever I see the cat, it’ll be like seeing him, and I’ll think thrice before I act. I won’t dare to be reckless.”


  Huo Lingyun downed several cups of wine and said quietly, “I wonder where Commander Qiao is now.”


  “After Qiao Tianya left, Master sealed Avalanche away in a chest. I’d be satisfied to have received such a mark of honor!” Fei Sheng forced himself to cheer up and asked, “More importantly, where have Master and Er-ye gone?”


   


  The imperial crown did not fall, but the dangling beads clattered against one another, an evocative sound in the darkness. The throne was harrowingly high; it was the most unattainable place in the world, far beyond anyone’s reach. Shen Zechuan was pinned to it, his head tipped back. Their sweat intermingled; his jade earring swung with every thrust.


  Shen Zechuan, still in his coronation robes, reached out and clenched the fabric on Xiao Chiye’s back.


  This was the most formal and solemn place in the world, the most coveted position of all. But Shen Zechuan didn’t care, and neither did Xiao Chiye. The fire of their blazing passion burned all the way down to his toes.
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  The wolf on Xiao Chiye’s back smarted from the scratches Shen Zechuan was giving him, but it was a pain he enjoyed. Shen Zechuan melted against the throne as Xiao Chiye took his jade earring into his mouth. Time after time, he brazenly cried out “A-Ye,” his expressive eyes half-lidded.


  Xiao Chiye braced his hands against the back of the throne and trapped Lanzhou in the cage of his arms. Biting at his neck, he didn’t slow his rough motions as he chuckled. “Lanzhou,” he murmured as he secured both of Shen Zechuan’s hands in place.


  Lanzhou.


  Oh, Lanzhou.


  The crown at last fell off and rolled, forgotten, to one side. Xiao Chiye sniffed at him, ruthless as a wolf in this charged air between them. “I’ve caught you.”


  With his fingertips—the only part of him that could still move—Shen Zechuan traced the webbing between Xiao Chiye’s thumb and index finger that he had bitten all those years ago, a gesture of silent praise and encouragement. He was so dangerous, so lethal as he fixed eyes glazed with pleasure on the slope of Xiao Chiye’s cheek. The power of a nation was trampled beneath their feet. They crushed it to nothing as they reveled in a passion long awaited. All the conflicts of the past were far behind them. From now on, they depended on each other.


  Through weal and woe.


  For time eternal.




  New Year


   


  THE BOUNDLESS EXPANSE of snow stretched across the horizon, so white it seemed as if dawn had come betimes. In the small hours of the morning, the eunuchs of the inner court began to stir. The maids of Qinghui Palace stood in attendance under the eaves, waiting for a summons from inside.


  The Chunsheng Emperor rarely called for anyone during the night. The inner hall was off-limits once the drapes were lowered. Ever since his ascension, this supreme sovereign of Great Jing had become increasingly inscrutable. It wasn’t unheard of for him to doze off with his head propped in his hand while holding court. But although his eyes were closed, he was still the absolute authority in the hall. No policy decision could escape his sharp nose. To the new court ministers who attended to discuss government and political affairs, it was only when the Chunsheng Emperor closed his eyes for a catnap that they even dared to breathe.


  One new maid was particularly nervous. Her hands trembled as she carried the copper basin. She had heard rumors of the Chunsheng Emperor, Shen Zechuan. The most fearsome thing about him was not his sharp beauty, but the king wolf of Libei who lurked behind his shoulder and watched every movement.


  “Er-ye doesn’t like a din.” The old maidservant, whom they addressed as Matron, whispered in her ear. “Move fast when the doors open. Keep your steps light.”


  The maid nodded and hummed a weak acknowledgment.


  The glazed roof tiles in the courtyard were covered in snow. Plum blossom branches leaned against the windows, a wildness at odds with the manicured hall. It was said that Er-ye trimmed them himself, and His Majesty admired them every day. Even if the branches were in the way, no one dared to object.


  The lanterns had already been lit. The palace maid’s palms started sweating. As she stood there apprehensively, she heard footsteps on the eaves, followed by a shower of snow that tumbled over the palace staff beneath.


  The girls exclaimed in surprise and started pouting. Several junior eunuchs looked up and called softly up toward the roof: “Master Tao-zi! His Majesty and Er-ye are still asleep!”


  Ding Tao’s robe flapped in the wind, and he landed steadily on the snowy ground. With his little book tucked under his arm, he brushed past the new maid and plucked her token off her waist. The girl exclaimed in surprise and almost lost her grip on the copper basin, but when she got a clear look at Ding Tao’s face, she blushed.


  Ding Tao walked backward, examining the token as he did so. “Xinrui… Oh, a new jiejie.” He took a closer look. “So young. A new meimei, then.”


  The old maidservant stamped her foot and hissed, “Tao-er, stop fooling around. Give the girl back her token!”


  “Just taking a look.” Ding Tao flashed a smile at the maid and said generously, “I’ll give you my token too—eh?”


  He patted his waist and found the spot where his token hung empty. His expression underwent a slight change, but before he could turn around, he felt a knock on the back of his head.


  Gu Jin stood like a brick wall behind Ding Tao, blocking him. Holding the missing token between two fingers, he rapped it on Ding Tao’s head a few more times and said, “Give it back to her.”


  Behaving himself now, Ding Tao returned the token with a grimace. Before he could say a word, Gu Jin raised the token again as if to strike him. Ding Tao reared back. “Stop hitting me, Jin-ge!” Quick-witted as ever, he cried, “I came here to show my filial respect to you!”


  “My good son.” Gu Jin turned Ding Tao’s token over. “Did you go out fighting with the heir again?”


  Sheepish, Ding Tao averted his gaze. “Nah. Mister Chengfeng tasked the heir with memorizing his books. He didn’t dare go out.”


  Gu Jin held up the token, his face expressionless as he edged his thumb along a scratch on one side. Ding Tao’s back broke out in a cold sweat. Afraid to cause trouble for Xiao Xun, he blurted, “I scratched it by accident.”


  “You haven’t gotten any taller, but you’ve certainly gotten gutsier.” The door opened, revealing Xiao Chiye in a loose robe, rubbing the back of his neck. Not in the least pleased at having been woken from a sound sleep, he said, “Bury him.”


  Gu Jin hoisted Ding Tao up by the back of his collar. Not daring to struggle, Ding Tao craned his neck and shouted into the chamber, “Mas—ter!”


  Xiao Chiye raised a finger, and Ding Tao immediately pressed his mouth shut, cheeks puffing out. Gu Jin stuffed a handful of snow down his collar, so freezing Ding Tao hopped around the courtyard.


  The old maidservant stepped forward, but Xiao Chiye didn’t move out of the doorway. There were bite marks on his neck, and the lingering redness had yet to fade. He casually covered it with a hand, not caring if others saw.


  The king of wolves was tall indeed, and the young maid didn’t dare look up. She trembled under Xiao Chiye’s shadow, her teeth chattering.


  Legend had it that this king of wolves from Libei could strangle several strong men from Biansha at once with his bare hands, and could run through the night for dozens of li without any sign of exhaustion. The palace maid used to think these stories were exaggerated, but Xiao Chiye was truly too tall. When the girl finally mustered up the courage to sneak a glance up, she didn’t dare look any higher than Xiao Chiye’s chest.


  Broad! And sturdy!


  One punch from him, and a man would be half dead even if it didn’t kill him outright.


  Looking out into the courtyard, Xiao Chiye saw that it was still snowing, and that the sky was overcast. He said to the old maidservant, “Come knock on the door again in an hour.”


  The curtains inside the hall were drawn to keep out the light, and the charcoal brazier inside radiated a lingering warmth. Shen Zechuan lay face down on the pillow. The sheen of sweat on his skin had yet to evaporate, and the bedding was a mess. He squinted as he listened to the conversation outside. Reaching out, he pushed the pillow petulantly onto the rug.


  “Call Fei Sheng,” Shen Zechuan said in a hoarse voice, closing his eyes. “Tell him I’ll see him in two hours.”


  His neck was in an even more pitiable condition than Xiao Chiye’s. Ring after ring of bite marks decorated his nape. In the heat of the room, the quilt was only pulled halfway up. The dimples on his exposed back were tinged red, and there were bite marks still further down.


  At night, Xiao Chiye bit him and took him into his mouth, turning any traces of pain into low, sensual gasps.


  The days of winter were short, the nights long. With a mouthful of cold wine on his tongue, Lanzhou could melt in Xiao Chiye’s embrace. He was so sensitive to the cold that when he sank deep into the crooks of Xiao Chiye’s arms, it was like seeking shelter from a snowstorm. In those intimate moments, the allure he revealed seemed entirely innocent.


  Xiao Chiye leaned over and pinched Shen Zechuan’s earlobe lightly. His robe was very wide, easily cloaking both of them. There was still sweat on Shen Zechuan’s neck, and it stung where it trickled across the bite marks. He ran his fingers along the back of Xiao Chiye’s hand and brushed over his wrist.


  “The tide,” Shen Zechuan sighed, dragging out the words as his expressive eyes drifted toward Xiao Chiye, “is flowing out.”


  That voice, still with a residual tremor to it, was just like Shen Zechuan’s outstretched fingertips: sliding gently down Xiao Chiye’s chest, whisper-soft.


  Xiao Chiye grabbed Shen Zechuan’s hand. Under the muffled laughter of delight, he made a dangerous tour of inspection along Shen Zechuan’s neck with the tip of his nose. “Mn—smells like me.”


   


  Fei Sheng, who had returned to the capital to report on his duties, had long since arrived at the palace gates. When they opened at dawn, he proceeded to the side hall of Qinghui Palace to wait for the emperor’s summons. Just as the sun cleared the walls, Gu Jin came to call for him.


  The snow had yet to stop. As Fei Sheng stepped out from under the eaves, he touched the clasp on his collar and asked Gu Jin in a whisper, “Do I look okay?”


  Gu Jin cast a glance at Fei Sheng’s boots. “Sell Libei a batch of these boots after the Spring Festival. Chen Yang said they’re warm.”


  “These boots are from Fanzhou. You’ll have to ask Huo Lingyun about them,” he said. But after a moment of consideration, he patted Gu Jin on the shoulder. “Never mind. If you ask him, it’ll take him several hundred years to reply. I’ll pass on the message for you and make sure the brothers get their boots.”


  Familiar with how Fei Sheng thought, Gu Jin asked in return, “What does Duanzhou lack? You’re a prosperous and treasured land, while we’re a remote and backwater place. We might not be able to afford your price.”


  “Look at you, always making it about money. Don’t be a stranger.” Fei Sheng released his shoulder and mulled it over. “The battle steeds at Mount Luo’s stables next year—we can discuss the price again.”


  Gu Jin sighed, lifted the hanging screen, and motioned for Fei Sheng to enter. Fei Sheng shot him a look, reminding him not to forget about their deal later. He strode in, lifted the hem of his official’s robe, and knelt in one fluid move. In a booming voice he said, “This humble subject, Fei Sheng, pays his respect to Your Majesty!”


  “Impressive.” Xiao Chiye, who had his legs propped up on a stool and a book in hand, said easily, “One shout at the top of your lungs and your master’s almost coughing his medicine out.”


  Fei Sheng hurriedly lowered his voice. “Greetings, Er-ye!”


  Shen Zechuan drank half of his medicine before speaking. “Rise. Take a seat.”


  Fei Sheng kowtowed to give his thanks and settled himself in a chair.


  “The snow is heavy in Zhongbo this year.” Shen Zechuan set down his medicine bowl. “When Youjing went on an inspection tour a few days ago, he reported that only in Fanzhou and Dengzhou are some commoners’ houses collapsing. You notified the rest of the five prefectures so they could reinforce the people’s houses before the winter. Why didn’t you report this?”


  It was all too easy for common folk to lose their lives in the winter. The construction of civilian houses did not fall under the review of the yamen, especially the houses of the poor, where a thatched hut was considered a suitable dwelling; these kinds of houses couldn’t withstand the heavy snow and violent gales.


  Fei Sheng was walking on air. Yu Xiaozai could really be counted on to play the game. Had Fei Sheng reported it himself, he would appear to be fishing for compliments; it wouldn’t work half as well. It was necessary to let someone like Yu Xiaozai, who held the key job of conducting inspection tours of Zhongbo, broach the topic. A subtle move like this always produced better results.


  “I attend to official duties in Duanzhou in Master’s stead, so naturally, I have to think of the people on your behalf,” Fei Sheng said, his countenance serious. “The six prefectures are still getting back on their feet. Even the yamen offices and officials’ residences have their issues, to say nothing of the houses of the common folk. It’s what you taught me in Zhongbo: to put the people…”


  He tactfully didn’t mention his own good judgment and merely said it was Shen Zechuan who taught him well.


  Gu Jin, standing at the door, glanced at Ding Tao, who was still rummaging for candy in his pockets, and sighed in exasperation. These two had both started out as guards, but Old Fei had taken to official circles like a fish to water.


  Zhongbo was a mixed pot of people. Even when Shen Zechuan had been its overlord, the situation there had been far more complicated than the one in Libei. The trick Luo Mu had pulled with the spy had ostensibly been to put Tantai Hu in his place, but in truth, it was an outgrowth of the conflict between the local officials of Zhongbo and the new officials from Qudu. Put simply, it was a struggle for power between factions in the region.


  When Shen Zechuan made his intention to send Fei Sheng back to Duanzhou known, objections were raised in the imperial court. Shen Zechuan had responded to none of them. At the time, everyone had assumed that Shen Zechuan meant to place his own trusted aides in every important position. It was by sheer luck that Fei Sheng had risen from a guard to an important military and government minister in the strategic area of Duanzhou.


  If only things were so simple.


  Fei Sheng came from the Fei Clan of Chuancheng. Although he was a child of common birth born to a concubine, he counted as an official of the capital and had served as an assistant commander of the Embroidered Uniform Guard in his early years. In the eyes of the local officials from Zhongbo, he ought to have been no different from capital officials like Wang Xian and Yu Xiaozai who had pledged allegiance to Shen Zechuan. If he were to simply descend on Duanzhou, there were bound to be people who couldn’t stomach it. But Fei Sheng was special: He was also Yin Chang’s adopted son and the man who carried Yin Chang’s Hellslayer. By dint of Yin Chang’s name alone, Fei Sheng could be considered one of Zhongbo’s own.


  By putting Fei Sheng in Duanzhou, Shen Zechuan gave the officials from the capital and those from Zhongbo a bridge to facilitate communication. He handed the heavy responsibility of inspection tours to Yu Xiaozai, placed Zhongbo’s economy in the hands of Wang Xian, let Tantai Hu continue to lead the garrison in Dunzhou, and placed Dengzhou and Fanzhou under the leadership of Huo Lingyun. All these people came from diverse backgrounds, making it near impossible for any one person or group to consolidate power on their own, as had occurred in the past in Qudu and Juexi. Instead, this entire complex web belonged completely to Shen Zechuan, and Fei Sheng functioned as Shen Zechuan’s eyes and ears—someone through whom Shen Zechuan could control the whole region of Zhongbo even when he left to sit on the throne.


  “Lao-Hu isn’t done with his military tasks. He’ll only be able to come a few days from now.” As Fei Sheng spoke, he looked at Xiao Chiye. “His wife safely gave birth to a pair of twins last month. A boy and a girl.”


  “That’s happy news.” Xiao Chiye set his book on his lap and thought for a moment before turning to Shen Zechuan. “He’s done a good job suppressing the bandits in the years he’s been guarding Dunzhou. It’s time to reward him.”


  “I’ve only lacked a suitable opportunity.” Shen Zechuan tapped his folding fan, deliberating. “Get someone to come up with a title for approval this year. Confer his eldest brother, Tantai Long, with him.”


  These words were tranquil on the surface, but undercurrents churned beneath.


  Their Great Jing currently boasted three conferred princes: Qi Zhuyin, who helmed the garrison troops of Qidong; Xiao Jiming, who stood guard in Libei; and Xiao Chiye, who had assumed command in Qudu. The Qidong Garrison Troops and the Libei Armored Cavalry had become the iron locks in the north and south, keeping a tight watch on the remnants of the Twelve Tribes of Biansha east of the Chashi River, which Xiao Chiye had decimated and scattered. Now that the imperial court had been reestablished and the empire was prospering, the garrison troops of Zhongbo, who lacked a commander in chief, would inevitably appear inferior.


  The title itself was unimportant. The crucial point was the tripartite balance of military power along the eastern border of their Great Jing. Xiao Xun was being raised in the palace. Although he was still addressed as the Heir of Libei, he was in truth being educated as the crown prince. Once he ascended the throne, Libei would inarguably be the biggest winner of all. To Qi Zhuyin, who had sole responsibility for three hundred thousand troops, this was an imminent threat to the power she wielded. She might not care personally, but the rest of Qidong’s five commanderies wouldn’t feel the same way. If Xiao Xun wanted to reduce the empire’s troops when he sat on the throne, Qi Zhuyin’s garrisons would be first on the chopping block.


  In times of peace, troop reductions in the border regions were inevitable. However, these local garrison troops also took on farming duties to lighten the burden on the commoners’ fields; otherwise, the burden of sustaining the troops would fall wholly to the commoners. The troops in the east could be reduced, but it had to be done slowly and carefully. Until then, the north and the south had to maintain a delicate balance, and Zhongbo was the counterweight that prevented any one side from tipping too far.


  Fei Sheng knew Shen Zechuan had been working hard on government affairs all year, so he left it at that and talked instead about interesting tidbits he had seen and heard on his way. He stayed until noon and accompanied Shen Zechuan and Xiao Chiye for lunch before taking his leave.


  The snow stopped in the middle of the night. Meng, who had been soaring among the layers of clouds, landed on top of the city wall and cocked his head as he peered beyond the gate. The young officer on guard was huffing into his hands to warm them when he heard the thunder of hooves. A surge of emotions overwhelmed him.


  “A respectful welcome to the Prince of Libei!” boomed a voice at the foot of the walls.


  Dark clouds shrouded the moon, and a gale stirred on the horizon. Xiao Jiming’s gyrfalcon, Yu, who had been slicing through that darkness, shot past Meng. Meng paid the other falcon no mind, instead tilting his head the other way to watch the wolf banner flapping in the wind.


  Before the Libei Armored Cavalry reached the gate, a light cavalry charged in beside them, kicking up snow. Red cloaks snapped in the wind. The white armor of the Qidong Garrison Troops looked like the silver scales of a massive dragon uncoiling in the night.


  The neck of the young officer guarding the gate had gone bright red from the excitement. “The Prince… The Prince of Donglie has also returned to the capital!”


  Qi Zhuyin rode well ahead of the others. Tonight, she was not wearing armor; she had on a touch of rouge instead. As she guided her horse alongside Xiao Jiming’s, she called, “Hey.”


  Xiao Jiming, wrapped in his cloak, studied her for a moment before commenting to Lu Yizhi inside the carriage beside him, “Would you guess it? She’s wearing rouge.”


  “That’s because she’s all grown up.” Lu Yizhi poked her head out the window. At this distance, she couldn’t tell which store the rouge on Qi Zhuyin’s lips came from. “That color is beautiful on you!”


  Qi Zhuyin leaned toward her and said smugly, “Homemade. Pretty, huh?”


  Lu Yizhi scrutinized her a moment longer, then clapped her hands lightly and said, “Goodness, Qidong’s mistress is amazing! She should open a shop. I want it all. You’re no use here, though. Quick, let me talk to the mistress!”


  Seeing that Qi Zhuyin was getting teased, Qi Wei quietly steered his horse out of the way.


  Their grand marshal was useless in this battle. They had to count on the mistress to save the day.


  The curtain of a second carriage swung aside, revealing Hua Xiangyi’s bright and beautiful face. The pearls on her ears gleamed against the snow-white fur of her collar, but even they looked dull beside her dazzling eyes.


  “New Year’s greetings to you, Princess Consort.” Hua Xiangyi’s makeup was exquisite. Sure enough, the rouge on her lips was the same as Qi Zhuyin’s. She smiled. “A-Yin prepared the rouge before we set off. I’ll personally deliver it to your residence later.”


  “You totally forgot about it, didn’t you?” Lu Guangbai, who had been silent all this while, asked Qi Zhuyin quietly.


  “No surprises there. A-Ye knows his rouge better than she does,” Xiao Jiming said.


  Riding between them, Qi Zhuyin raised Banisher. “Don’t praise your brother at my expense. The hell does he know? And whose side are you on, anyway?”


  Seeing that Lu Yizhi and Hua Xiangyi weren’t likely to tire of talking about handkerchiefs and rouge any time soon, Lu Guangbai tugged on the reins of his horse and fell back a little. He knocked on the wooden side of the carriage and said to the two beside him, “I’m on the side of the carriage.”


  “What?” Qi Zhuyin said.


  “A block of wood—and he’s just as dense,” Xiao Jiming said.


  “At his ripe old age,” Qi Zhuyin quipped.


  Xiao Jiming sighed softly. “And still not married.”


  Without waiting for Lu Guangbai to answer, they turned their horses and trotted into the city.


  Lu Guangbai made a sound of protest as he looked left and right, but there seemed to be no one on his side anymore. He grasped his horsewhip, aggrieved, and spurred his horse on to catch up with them. “I just haven’t met a suitable maiden yet. Maybe you two can keep an eye out for me? A young lady with either literary talents or battle prowess is fine by me…”


   


  ***


   


  The Chunsheng Emperor’s crown and robes were all in new designs and styles. Shen Zechuan was fair-skinned, and the Directorate for Royal Clothing, wanting to bring out the awe-inspiring might of their emperor, went to great effort with the embroidery. Shen Zechuan had a habit of wearing an earring on his right ear, but as for what style he would wear at which time, that depended on his mood. Even when every eunuch in the Directorate for Royal Clothing had pulled all his hair out and followed the Prince of Qianjun, Xiao Chiye, like a shadow, they still failed to figure out any pattern.


  Shen Zechuan loved to hold fans, but not just any fans. They were custom-made and exclusively supplied by Xiao Chiye himself. Like the earrings, each one was one of a kind, a work of the prince’s own hands.


  Xiao Chiye reclined in a rattan rocking chair under the eaves as people came and went from the palace. With his long legs stretched across the ground before him, he was in almost everybody’s way.


  “Last year’s account books have all been submitted to the Ministry of Revenue,” Chen Yang reported to Xiao Chiye, standing at his side. “The new fifth camp is located far away near Three Rivers, so their expenses for supplies and provisions are much higher than the others. It’s—”


  Xiao Chiye flipped through the account book. “We haven’t even transferred the craftsmen yet. Liang Cuishan already calculated out the cost of equipment repair last autumn. This amount of silver here is more than twice what he estimated, isn’t it?”


  He turned his head. Inside the hall, Shen Zechuan was in the midst of donning his crown. The dangling beads clacked gently against each other. The palace maids trod lightly, not daring to overstep their bounds.


  Xiao Chiye watched for a long time; he handed the account book back to Chen Yang without ever shifting his gaze.


  Military overspending was to be expected during wartime—but now, the Mengluo tribe and their camels served as the merchant fleet of their Great Jing in the desert, and a thriving trade market had been newly established in the east. The cost of transporting supplies and provisions to and from the fifth camp shouldn’t have run this high. These numbers might fool others, but not Xiao Chiye. After all, it had been Xiao Fangxu himself who had checked the accounts while Xiao Chiye was scrambling around on the various supply routes in Libei.


  “Have their commanding general come into the capital without his armor,” Xiao Chiye said. “He can justify the numbers to my face.”


  Chen Yang bowed solemnly and took his leave.


  The old maidservant came over to the rattan chair. “Er-ye,” she coaxed, “it’s time.”


  Xiao Chiye’s chair rocked slightly as he raised a finger, gesturing for the old maidservant to keep quiet. He scrutinized Shen Zechuan in the faint light. His shoulders and back were tall and upright, and when he turned aside, the beads of his crown nearly brushed the tip of his nose.


  The palace maids all lowered their heads and stepped back respectfully.


  Shen Zechuan picked up the folding fan on the table. The jade earring on his right ear shone gently in the light. He had caught a bit of a cold recently, and he spoke with a nasal twang. He looked tired, as if he could fall asleep at any moment.


  “The feast will end at midnight.” Shen Zechuan tossed the token that marked that hour onto the table. “Then we’ll light the firecrackers. Everyone will go to Cloud Pavilion and see the fireworks and lantern displays before paying their respects. Pass on a message to our guests—tell them to bring warm clothes. Let’s not have a repeat of last year.”


  The old ministers couldn’t withstand the cold; last year, they had all frozen solid before they could pay their respects to the emperor. Shen Zechuan considered for a moment. “Prepare hot ginger tea in the side hall so they can warm themselves up if need be. They’ve done their duty.”


  “How considerate, Your Majesty.” That eunuch took the time token off the table. “Your imperial grace is boundless.”


  “Xun-er was still a child last year, so he stayed behind Dage the whole time. That won’t do this year,” Shen Zechuan said. “He is to stand in front.”


  Understanding his intent at once, the eunuch hurriedly acknowledged his order.


  Xiao Chiye got up and came to Shen Zechuan’s side. “He’s still Chengfeng’s student. He must act within the bounds of respect and propriety.”


  “It’s only respect if he’s not bound by propriety.” Shen Zechuan rested his folding fan lightly against the crook of Xiao Chiye’s arm. “Chengfeng is a scholar, his teacher. He’s accorded enough honor at other times. The time is ripe now.”


  The old maidservant prompted them again from the other end of the room. Xiao Chiye pulled on his outer robe. His belt was difficult to secure, so Shen Zechuan lent him a hand. Xiao Chiye, catching him as he bent down, pressed against the dangling beads to kiss Shen Zechuan.


  No one noticed.


   


  Tantai Hu’s newborn twins were all the delighted father could talk about with anyone he came across.


  “When are you getting married?” he asked Fei Sheng.


  Fei Sheng was envious, but he refused to admit it. “Who knows? I’ve got plans for a good seventeen or eighteen wives.”


  Tantai Hu turned his head to ask Yu Xiaozai, “When are you getting married?”


  “The heck ya rushin’ for?” Yu Xiaozai smacked his lips, savoring the fine wine.


  Tantai Hu was exploding with encyclopedic knowledge of parenting tips yet had no one to impart them to. He got up to search for better targets. When he saw Gao Zhongxiong, he hurriedly asked, “When are you—”


  Qi Zhuyin happened to enter at just that moment. Tantai Hu gave her a bow. She removed her overcoat and said, “I’ve heard we have twice the good news. I’ll be sure to send you another gift later.”


  Tantai Hu scratched his cheek in confusion. “Oh Marshal…twice the good news?”


  Behind them, Hua Xiangyi giggled and said to Qi Zhuyin, “You’d better spell it out for him.”


  Even the bright lights in this hall seemed to dim some when the two stood together. Before Third Lady Hua married, many had only heard her name; the sight of her now had a newly appointed vice minister who stood nearby utterly mesmerized.


  “Qidong’s mistress lives in widowhood at such a young age,” a court minister beside him whispered. “It seems Qidong isn’t willing to let her remarry.”


  “She’s still so young,” the vice minister murmured. “How can Qidong…?”


  His colleague elbowed him, but it was already too late. Qi Zhuyin cut a glance over and locked eyes with him. The vice minister’s hand shook, spilling his wine.


  Hua Xiangyi moved to take her seat, and Qi Zhuyin casually took her handkerchief. As she sat down, she used Hua Xiangyi’s handkerchief to wipe at the rouge at the corners of her own lips. The handkerchief disappeared into Qi Zhuyin’s sleeve, and Hua Xiangyi’s ravishing figure disappeared from view, completely blocked by the marshal.


  The vice minister felt a pang of loss, though he couldn’t have said why; all he could remember was that singular glare from Qi Zhuyin.


  Shen Zechuan could barely taste his food today. He was thinking about the novel he hadn’t read the end of this morning. Xiao Chiye had only read half the story too.


  Before the feast began, the various regions presented their tributes. Everyone offered local game or wild vegetables; no one dared give valuable or expensive items for fear of being impeached.


  Jiang Qingshan had retained his post in Juexi despite being a minister of the previous dynasty. Yao Wenyu and Hua Xiangyi had made great efforts to retain him, and although he remained in his position, he bore the brunt of much criticism from the literati.


  This year, when Jiang Qingshan came to participate in the New Year’s banquet, the voices of reproach and censure had died down. The Port of Liuzhou was newly completed, and the waterways of the thirteen cities were all open and running smoothly. Juexi had suffered no floods in the spring nor encountered any droughts during the scorching days of summer. His merits topped everyone else’s; no other provincial governor was more capable than him.


  “How do you want to reward him?” Xiao Chiye had imbibed his fair share, but he wasn’t drunk, just relaxed. When he turned to speak to Shen Zechuan, his breath carried the fragrance of wine.


  Shen Zechuan glanced at Jiang Qingshan. “He may not be willing to accept a reward.”


  “Now that he has accomplished his work in Juexi,” Xiao Chiye said, setting the chopsticks aside neatly, “he wants to retire.”


  Kong Qiu’s attempt to leap from the city walls had failed when Liang Cuishan stopped him. Even so, he was unwilling to kneel to Shen Zechuan; he had quit his position and left the capital. Priding himself on being a former minister of the Zhou empire, he returned to his hometown to till the land. Yu Xiaozai had wanted Cen Yu to stay as well, but Cen Yu felt he had let Yao Wenyu down. He dismissed his staff, sold his residence, and went to live across the way from Kong Qiu, where he raised fish.


  “Although he is now a subject of Jing, his heart still belongs to Zhou.” Shen Zechuan pressed his lips together in displeasure. “If he wants to leave, let him go.”


  Kong Ling, sitting below him, could already see where this was going. When Yu Xiaozai came over to toast him, he whispered, “Go stand next to Wanxiao. He’s going to toast His Majesty. Pay attention.”


  Yu Xiaozai didn’t dare take another sip of his wine, half-drunk in his cup. He was sharp, and especially sensitive to social cues. Upon hearing Kong Ling’s tone, he more or less guessed the entire situation.


  After a few rounds of toasts, when the feast was winding down, it was time for Shen Zechuan to issue rewards. When Jiang Qingshan’s turn came, he knelt and paid obeisance to the emperor before saying, “This humble subject is unremarkable in background and accomplishments. I do not dare receive this imperial kindness. I only have one wish unfulfilled. Now that the trades in Juexi are flourishing and the waterways are running smoothly, this humble subject hereby requests—”


  Yu Xiaozai, beside him, seized the moment and fell to his knees with an unsteady thud, as if he’d had too much wine. “Your Majesty is wise! Wanxiao’s request is also this humble subject’s request.” Screwing up his courage, he continued, “The Port of Liuzhou is newly established, and built on such a grand scale. Your Majesty’s achievements are truly unrivaled in all of history! Therefore, this humble subject also requests the waterways of Juexi be connected to the Kailing River, so that the time needed to transport grain may be reduced even further in the future.”


  Shen Zechuan took a moment to answer. His silence was like ink dispersing in water; as it spread, the entire banquet hall gradually fell quiet. Everyone knew Jiang Qingshan had planned a different request. The atmosphere was taut with the fear that Shen Zechuan would rise and storm out with a fling of his sleeves.


  Jiang Qingshan kowtowed. “Then—”


  Yu Xiaozai surreptitiously elbowed him—hard—and forced a smile. “But there is a need to follow procedures. We should draft a memorial for the Grand Secretariat. This humble subject encountered Wanxiao when I entered the capital. His wife heard that Your Majesty has been under the weather, so she dedicated herself to abstaining from meat and chanting the sutras at the Temple of White Sand for Your Majesty. She also bid me to bring along a gift of celebration from Liuzhou.”


  The moment Jiang Qingshan heard wife, he understood Yu Xiaozai’s intent.


  Shen Zechuan was a good master. He had been bold enough to retain Jiang Qingshan, so he had never interfered in Juexi’s civil administration. He had shown his minister trust and given him the respect he was due. Jiang Qingshan wanted to quit now that he felt he had accomplished his work. He could, certainly—but it had to be Shen Zechuan who gave the word, because Shen Zechuan was the sovereign. Otherwise, Jiang Qingshan would simply be treating Shen Zechuan as a stepping stone to fulfill his own wish, sending a message that while he had accomplished his mission, he was still a subject of the Zhou empire and unwilling to serve under his reign.


  All the overlords of the world had their own wrathful means. Shen Zechuan’s Avalanche might have been sealed away, but he did not lack for blades. And Jiang Qingshan was no ordinary court minister; to some extent, he influenced whether those of the pragmatist faction of the Zhou empire would serve this court or abandon it. Shen Zechuan had dared to use him, but he would also dare to kill him.


  The tension thickened in the hall. It was so silent one could hear a pin drop.


  Xiao Chiye cocked a brow in interest and asked playfully, “What gift did she send?”


  Yu Xiaozai instantly felt a weight lifted off him. But in the next moment, he was stumped again—he had made that up off the top of his head!


  “I heard it’s a mirror from across the sea.” Kong Ling smiled. “It’s very bright, and its reflections are extremely clear. The Longyou merchants at the Port of Yongyi used to peddle them. Rare items, they are.”


  On hearing this, Zhou Gui also became interested. “I’ve also heard something about those.”


  Jiang Qingshan lowered his head for a moment, hesitating. “It’s a glass mirror with four corners inlaid with gems, suitable for use as an altar display or wall adornment. The mirrors the Longyou merchants used to sell at the Port of Yongyi were all palm-sized trinkets; they can’t be compared to this one.”


  “A rare treasure, huh,” Fei Sheng put in helpfully. “Master, I’d like to see it too—let this humble subject broaden his horizons.”


  The beads before Shen Zechuan’s eyes swayed as he studied the amber wine in his cup. “Present it, then.”


  The hearts in the mouths of the thousand or so people in the hall settled back in their chests, and the weight on their shoulders lifted.


  Yu Xiaozai retreated to his seat and wiped his cold sweat with his sleeve.


   


  The mirror had saved Jiang Qingshan from disaster. At the family feast a few days later, Shen Zechuan expressed his intention to gift it to Lu Yizhi—but he was so busy he quickly forgot.


  Ding Tao, however, remembered it clearly. Clutching his book, he asked Li Xiong, “Did you ever see that mirror? Jin-ge said it’s really valuable. It has to go into the treasury.”


  These days, Li Xiong often tagged along with Chen Yang to the camps on the Chashi River. He had grown even taller, and as he stood under the eaves, he truly resembled the bear his name suggested.


  “Mirrors. Lots of them, everywhere,” he said.


  Ding Tao opened his book and sketched it for Li Xiong. “It looks like this. Four corners inlaid with gems!”


  All Li Xiong remembered was that the sweets at the banquet had been delicious. Why in the world would he remember some mirror?


  Shen Zechuan didn’t remember it either. Celebrating the Spring Festival was like fighting a war. Flurry after flurry of snow fell after the new year. Even when all the administrative and ceremonial affairs were settled, what little free time he had was used to drink medicine. As soon as his cold subsided, he reckoned the days and realized it was time to prepare for the spring plowing. That night, Shen Zechuan leaned against the pillow with a memorial in hand and dozed off.


  The sound of movement woke him. He set the memorial on the small table and turned onto his stomach between the pillows. Voice muffled, he asked, “Where did you go?”


  There was snow on Xiao Chiye’s shoulders. He took off his wide outer robe and didn’t answer. Shen Zechuan was drifting off again when he felt a chill on his cheek.


  “Ah,” he said feebly.


  Xiao Chiye’s thumb ring was even colder than his skin. “You look tired.”


  Shen Zechuan liked the coolness of the thumb ring. The chill cut through his sleepiness, dispelling the stuffiness of being indoors for too long. He nuzzled his cheek against it, so comfortable his eyes soon drifted shut.


  Xiao Chiye replaced the thumb ring with his palm. Shen Zechuan opened his eyes. “Hot.”


  At this one word, all the wind and snow on Xiao Chiye’s body was swept away at once, as if by fever. The desire simmering in him rose to a roar that scorched every inch of Xiao Chiye’s body.


  He stroked Shen Zechuan’s cheek with a finger. “Let’s go have some fun.”


   


  Charcoal braziers were scattered throughout the palace. They were odorless when they burned, but they made the air stuffy; it was too easy to feel tired after sitting a long time in the heat. Xiao Xun was midway through reciting his book when he dropped to the table face-first, asleep.


  Kong Ling took the opportunity to sneak in a bit of leisure time for himself. He made himself comfortable in his chair and delved into some newly acquired ancient books.


  Xiao Xun dozed until the end of class. When he woke, the side of his face was printed with ink. He watched woodenly as Ding Tao packed his books for him, unaware of his blackened cheek.


  “Those brats from last time are still waiting.” Ding Tao took the bag of books into his arms. “Are you going out to play with them?”


  Said brats were a pack of young ruffians with military status registered under the capital troops. They were all descendants of the original noble clans who were neither literarily inclined, and therefore could not pass the examinations and become officials, nor particularly well-suited to combat training. Instead, they ran about in the streets and alleys of Qudu, idling their days away on nothing but pleasure.


  Xiao Xun jumped out of his chair. “Not going.” He was extremely cautious. “Er-shu is around.”


  Shen Zechuan had been known to close one eye and let him tag along with Ding Tao and Li Xiong to scamper around outside the palace, but not Xiao Chiye. Xiao Chiye wanted to play with him. Xiao Xun might hit the bullseye when he was practicing archery, but one arrow from Xiao Chiye would not only hit the bullseye but overturn the entire target.


  The games the little ruffians in Qudu played were ones Xiao Chiye had long since conquered and thrown to the wayside. With his second uncle, Xiao Xun simply couldn’t have fun playing at all.


  Xiao Xun stepped out of the hall and ran right over to Li Xiong. Li Xiong slipped off his armguard and fastened it to Xiao Xun’s arm instead, and Xiao Xun held it up and whistled at the sky.


  The clouds were the same old clouds. No change at all.


  In contrast, Ding Tao’s sparrow was terribly excited, chattering as it bumped around in his sleeve. Ding Tao put a hand over it and said comfortingly, “The wind is so strong today. Gyrfalcons are hard of hearing. Whistle a few more times.”


  Xiao Xun nodded solemnly and turned his back to them. Taking a deep breath, he whistled again.


  A gyrfalcon peered out over the eaves. It looked askance at Xiao Xun, refusing to come down.


  “Jue!” Xiao Xun called its name.


  Jue merely looked at Xiao Xun for a moment before gazing into the distance. It was considered a fledgling among the others in the mews, and it had met Xiao Xun not very long ago at all.


  “It’s still too young.” Li Xiong patted Xiao Xun on the back and made a clumsy attempt to console him. “Once it’s a little older, you’ll be able to tame it.”


  Xiao Xun, ever a good-tempered boy, began unfastening the armguard, but as he loosened the laces, he hesitated. After a moment, he clenched his fist in determination. “I’ll sleep with it at night.”


  Reckoning it was time, Ding Tao ushered Xiao Xun into Qinghui Palace. The old maidservant came up to wipe Xiao Xun’s face for him, but he took the handkerchief from her and wiped it himself. He strode across the threshold, looking for his uncles, only to realize that there was no one in the hall.


   


  The Imperial Army’s drill grounds had been built at the base of Mount Feng during the reign of Xiande. This was the land Xiao Chiye had bartered for with a few battle steeds. Long ago, he had erected a small thatched cottage at the hot spring on the mountain where he might take a rest. Now, in the reign of Chunsheng, this place was once again his territory, and so he had expanded the cottage into a small manor with a courtyard.


  Shen Zechuan slept until it was dark again. He lay motionless, buried amid the bedding. Xiao Chiye was dressed casually in his everyday robes as he slouched in a chair, hem tucked into his belt as he picked gemstones from a box.


  After a long and comfortable silence, Shen Zechuan said, “The Hulu tribe moved east, leaving Lake Chiti empty. The remaining tribes will make a grab for it.” He propped his head on his hand, gently nudged aside the glazed lampshade on the small table, and flicked the wick with a finger. “You want to establish the eighth camp there with no reinforcements from the front or the rear. The roads in the desert don’t run smoothly either. Of course the Ministry of War has their misgivings. The Grand Secretariat sent me a memorial; they want you to reconsider it.”


  “They’re learning to play it smart now.” Xiao Chiye did not find a gem that caught his fancy. He set the box to the side and rested his chin on his fist to look at Shen Zechuan. “They know they can’t convince me, so they went behind my back to launch a sneak attack through you.”


  “Only by being proficient in affairs both foreign and domestic”—Shen Zechuan paused meaningfully—“can your wishes be fulfilled.”


  Shen Zechuan’s collar had come loose in his sleep. His posture was at just the right angle for Xiao Chiye to follow the dim, yellow lamplight along Lanzhou’s collarbone to his chest. Shen Zechuan stirred the candleflame, exposing his neck as he bent to take a closer look at the wick.


  Here was a smooth and tender neck. Every time Xiao Chiye held it in his teeth, Shen Zechuan looked like he couldn’t bear it—as if the pleasure had built into a tidal wave, and all it took was one bite, and he would be engulfed in the surge of passion and desire.


  A-Ye.


  Ce’an.


  In those moments, Shen Zechuan lay cradled in Xiao Chiye’s arms. Xiao Chiye nipped at him, and Shen Zechuan licked back. Sweat soaked the bedding under their overlapping bodies. Shen Zechuan called out his name between gasps, his tongue saturated with Xiao Chiye’s scent.


  Shen Zechuan had almost snuffed out the slender flame, yet he still hadn’t heard Xiao Chiye’s reply. He looked a question at him.


  Ah.


  Xiao Chiye maintained his composure as he admired the sight.


  It was a sultry look. It was as if Shen Zechuan couldn’t understand these wicked thoughts in his mind and was coyly urging him to cross the line a little more.


  “The eighth camp must be built.” Xiao Chiye idly stroked his thumb over his jaw. The thumb ring rolled against the skin of his neck, and the slightly cool touch tethered Xiao Chiye to a perilous tipping point. “Only then will we have a smooth road all the way through the desert. Let Wang Xian speak on this matter. He understands.”


  The glazed lampshade suddenly reminded Shen Zechuan of something else. “Whatever happened to that mirror from Jiang Qingshan? Once the roads open after spring, have someone send it to Sister-in-Law.”


  “It’s too troublesome to send it so far.” Xiao Chiye sat up straight. “Come, let’s go look for it.”


   


  The mirror wasn’t missing at all; Xiao Chiye had taken a fancy to it and had it moved to this very residence. But it was in a special place, and without him to lead the way, Shen Zechuan would never have found it.


  Fog covered the mirror now, and Shen Zechuan couldn’t get a clear look at himself. Even this close to it, he only glimpsed a vague figure—not his, but Xiao Chiye’s, whose silhouette completely subsumed his in their reflection.


  Shen Zechuan’s nose brushed the mirror, and he huffed out hot air. Condensation dripped through the fog, drawing a few meandering trails down the mirror’s surface.


  Xiao Chiye pinned him to the glass. “Lanzhou—have you found Lanzhou?”


  Shen Zechuan’s fingers curled slightly, finally seeing himself through the gaps in the misty surface. He was flushed all over. When he panted, sweat mingled with water droplets along his skin. He was going to break under Xiao Chiye’s teasing hands.


  Shen Zechuan ran his tongue over his lips. His expressive eyes looked up at Xiao Chiye through the mirror. His fingers moved lightly across the surface, ghosting over the scene playing out inside it. Eventually, his lips moved soundlessly.


  Er-lang. You’re a beast.


  Drops of water on the back of Xiao Chiye’s shoulders trickled along the contours of his muscles. He closed his teeth around Shen Zechuan’s earring and crowded Shen Zechuan closer against the mirror.


  Shen Zechuan’s forehead was pressed against the glass. Sweat dripped into his eyes, and A-Ye bubbled forth from his mouth, not quite coherent, both a seduction and a plea for mercy. He had only just recovered from his cold, and his voice still had a nasal whine. The sound of his gasps in Xiao Chiye’s ears was damp, with a hint of stickiness.


  Xiao Chiye kissed his neck.


  He grasped Shen Zechuan’s hands where he was bracing himself against the mirror’s surface, held his wrists in place, and listened to the squeak of his hands sliding on the smooth surface.


  “Mn!”


  Shen Zechuan’s waist was red from being pinched. He couldn’t catch his breath. The jade earring on his right ear was glistening, but even he didn’t know if it was from his own sweat or Xiao Chiye’s mouth.


  “Lanzhou.”


  His sweat and tears never stopped. Xiao Chiye inclined his head to kiss him, and Shen Zechuan tilted his head up to meet his mouth. They were too close together, so close they were inseparable.


  Roughly, Xiao Chiye wiped a small space of clear brightness on the mirror. He entered, took Shen Zechuan by storm, and used his sturdy chest to pin him down. Those arms were too strong—so strong Shen Zechuan couldn’t possibly flee. He could only watch Xiao Chiye invade him.


  Xiao Chiye’s eyes, Xiao Chiye’s breath. As long as it was Xiao Chiye, it was feral and domineering every time. The wolf on his back melted into his bones and blood, as if it wanted to devour Shen Zechuan.


  This expression.


  Xiao Chiye grasped Shen Zechuan’s jaw and turned his face forward. His expression was dangerous, ruthless.


  Mine.


  Shen Zechuan’s fingers pushed gently against Xiao Chiye’s wrist, tracing small circles in this intense and delirious moment. He touched Xiao Chiye’s sweat and took it into his mouth, as if he didn’t know the danger. Even as he was swallowed up by Xiao Chiye, the expression in his eyes was saying, Anything you want.


   


  ***


   


  Snow landed on the water, startling away the gulls. A man, gone white at the temples, wore a bamboo hat as he fished. His hands were unremarkable, with calloused palms and a red cord around his wrist.


  Jiran leaned over and looked into the water, and the water looked back at him. “Where is this boat going?”


  Qiao Tianya remained still as a rock and answered, “To the edge of the world.”


  Jiran sighed. “You only have to turn around, and you’ll be at Buddha’s door, leaving the past behind. You can start anew.”


  Qiao Tianya’s gaze traced the first rays of the morning sun. “There is no shortcut to Buddha’s door. I can’t find it.”


  Jiran dipped his fingers in the icy-cool water. His sleeve slid along its surface, as if drifting beyond even the heavenly realm. He finally gave up trying to persuade Qiao Tianya. “You win.”


  When the boat ran aground against the sandy shore, Jiran disembarked and bowed to Qiao Tianya. He had followed Qiao Tianya for a number of years, but had failed to convince Qiao Tianya to cross over to his side.


  Jiran couldn’t understand why. He was still a child.


  After a moment of silence, Qiao Tianya asked, “Where will you go?”


  Jiran put his palms together and answered breezily, “To look for spring.”


  In that instant, the wind gusted, and snow danced. Jiran turned away, disappearing into the mist.


  Qiao Tianya’s sleeves billowed. He was still fishing. The red cord remained securely around his wrist, just as he had once secured it on the wrist of another.


  When the wind stopped and the fog cleared, there was a tug on his fishing rod.


  Qiao Tianya lifted it. As silver scales scattered water beads over the boat, he spied the first green buds of spring on the bank.


  It was time for him to head north for his date in the ephemeral spring—a date to which no one else would come.




  [image: ]




  The Emperor’s Grand Wedding


   


   “PLANNING A WEDDING is no easy feat.” Ding Tao shook his head. “And it’s even more challenging when it’s the emperor’s wedding. The Ministry of Rites will have another headache once the Directorate of Astronomy decides on an auspicious date and time. Does Libei go to Qudu to deliver the betrothal gift of a wild goose—or does the gift of the goose go from Qudu to Libei?”


  “Of course Qudu must send the goose to Libei.” Fei Sheng immediately set about straightening out the protocol for Ding Tao. “The proposal stage, or the discussion of marriage, is the first of the six rites, and His Majesty must take precedence.”


  “But this wedding is to take place in Libei.” Chen Yang stood between them, in clear distress. “How are we to find a venue? Our homeland doesn’t have any large halls like Qudu.”


  “Have the ceremonial guard stand on the grasslands.” Gu Jin folded his arms. “Our Libei has plenty of space.”


  “Hey,” Ding Tao said, lighting up. “Jin-ge is right. Now that’s what I call a bow to heaven and earth!”


  “It’ll be hot and crowded.” Yu Xiaozai waved his hand anxiously. “I’ll be darned if the guests won’t just keel over. If they collapse during the ceremony, see if the imperial censors don’t drown ya in their spittle!”


  “We have to follow the rites, but the six rites of marriage have no protocol for our situation…” Gao Zhongxiong was in a conundrum too. “When the officials come to pay obeisance to His Majesty, the imperial envoy must head over to the manor in Libei to ask for the bride’s name and eight characters for the horoscope. This is the process of crowning the empress. Do we send the imperial register and imperial seal?” He spread his hands. “But how do we send it?”


  The five of them sitting around the table fell into silence.


   


  While the men were in hot debate about wedding rituals, Li Xiong was scooping honey.


  Xiao Xun came in the front gate after his lessons and handed his books to Li Xiong. “What are they talking about?”


  “Marriage.” Li Xiong smacked his lips. “They’re talking about His Majesty’s wedding.”


  Xiao Xun thought it best to stay away. Seeing as it was about time anyway, he said to Li Xiong, “You wait here for Ding Tao. I’ll go pay my respects to Er-shushu.”


  “No way.” Li Xiong grew anxious. “Er-ye said I have to follow you everywhere and never leave your side!”


  Xiao Xun thought about it and nodded his consent. With Li Xiong in tow, he strolled over to Qinghui Palace and waited for someone to announce his arrival. Not a moment later, the bamboo blinds rose.


  A palace maid—the girl named Xinrui—curtsied to Xiao Xun and said softly, “Your Highness, His Majesty has summoned you.”


  Xiao Xun schooled his expression into solemnity and entered. He heard Xiao Chiye’s voice before he saw him.


  “I said it’s hot this time of year and to take your time on the way, but no one answered my letter.” Xiao Chiye was teasing a bird in a cage. “Am I getting married, or are you?”


  Holding his teacup, Lu Guangbai answered, “You, you, you. You’re getting married.”


  The parrot in the cage imitated his intonation. “You, you, you! You’re getting married! You’re getting married!”


  “Well said.” Xiao Chiye rewarded the bird. “Say it again for your Er-ye.”


  The parrot flapped its wings. “You’re getting married! You’re getting married!”


  “Xun-er, go sit with your uncle.” It was as if Shen Zechuan had eyes on the back of his head. “You haven’t seen each other for months.”


  “It has indeed been a while. Come here.” Lu Guangbai beamed at the sight of Xiao Xun. “I brought a letter from your parents.”


  Xiao Xun was equally delighted to see him. He sat next to Lu Guangbai. He had studied under Kong Ling for some time now, and he took great care to carry himself like a gentleman and conduct himself with dignity and poise.


  “Boys grow up so quickly at this age.” Lu Guangbai patted Xiao Xun’s head. “Xun-er is changing every day.”


  Shen Zechuan’s folding fan rested on the edge of the small table. He looked toward Xiao Xun. “He’s quickly growing tall too.”


  “Your legs will hurt if you grow too fast. A-Ye used to whine every day at this age,” Lu Guangbai said.


  “Hmph!” The parrot puffed out its chest. “Whine!”


  Now that Lu Guangbai had mentioned it, Xiao Chiye remembered as well. Back then, he’d been so afraid of being short he had the cook from the kitchen boil milk for him every day. When he actually started growing taller, the pain kept him up at night. He cast a glance at Lanzhou and stayed quiet, unwilling to continue along this topic. The second master was a tough and unyielding man. He never whined.


  Shen Zechuan finished reading the protocols drawn up by the Ministry of Rites. “A grand wedding is a drain on public funds. Ce’an and I think a small ceremony will do.”


  But even a small ceremony was the subject of deliberation among all the officials in Qudu.


  Since the wedding was to take place in Libei, should the officials make the trip north with the emperor? They had to pay obeisance to Shen Zechuan at the auspicious hour. The Ministry of Rites, the Court of State Ceremony, the official in charge of announcing the emperor’s edict, and the ceremonial guard all had to be in attendance. According to tradition, once the imperial envoy brought the wedding gifts to the manor in Libei, Xiao Chiye was supposed to be carried out of the manor in a sedan chair. Before the first of the six rites, Shen Zechuan had to complete a ceremony of offering sacrifices to his ancestors. But who should he offer them to? Moreover, Xiao Chiye was also the Prince of Qianjun—the prince of the north—so the empress’s seal was of no use to him. Even if they gave it to him, he’d only crack walnuts with it.


  The officials in Qudu weren’t the only ones losing sleep over this wedding; it was also driving Libei to insomnia. Lu Yizhi’s eyes were still wide open in the middle of the night as she shook Xiao Jiming awake, asking him “Really?” eight times over.


  “Really,” Xiao Jiming had said—so Lu Yizhi proceeded to write letter after letter to Qidong. After the fifth or sixth, even Qi Zhuyin couldn’t stand it anymore.


  Hurry up and get this wedding over with!


  “Let’s have it on this day.” Shen Zechuan drew a circle in red in the book. “The orange jasmine will be in bloom by then.”


  Xiao Xun had expected them to debate for a while. He hadn’t thought the discussion would be over with the stroke of a brush and a word from Shen Zechuan. Of course, what he didn’t see was that the moment the Ministry of Rites received the document with the approved date, they jumped into action, not daring to even sit down for a moment.


  Chen Yang had just taken a sip of water when the servant came in to report the confirmation of the wedding date. He narrowly avoided spewing it everywhere, going red in the face as he choked.


  The others around him who had just sat down all bolted to their feet again. Only Ding Tao was giddy with joy as he clenched his fist and shouted, “Big Bear! We’re going back to Libei to ride horses!”


  “Aye.” Yu Xiaozai slapped his leg. “That’s gonna be hotter than blue blazes!”


   


  When the imperial carriage arrived in Libei half a month later, Shen Zechuan was under strict instructions to stay away from Xiao Chiye.


  The officials from the Ministry of Rites paid no heed to anything else; their first priority was to stick close to the Prince of Qianjun. They went wherever the Prince of Qianjun went, fearing he would breach propriety and vault over the wall of the residence where the emperor was staying.


  Annoyed at being followed at every turn, Xiao Chiye mounted Snowcrest and galloped off. He considered scaling the wall in the middle of the night, but when he arrived before it, there were still men standing guard outside the wall.


  Xiao Chiye pointed at them, so vexed he could hardly speak. “Just you wait!”


   


  On the day of the proposal, Shen Zechuan sent a wild goose to the Libei manor as a gift. Xiao Chiye accepted the goose and returned the gift with a bird of his own—Meng. He even tied a red silk ribbon around the falcon’s neck. The imperial envoy who had come to carry out the second rite exclaimed and said with an apologetic smile, “That’s not how it works, Er-ye!”


  But the second master refused to listen. He whistled, and Meng flew off to find Lanzhou himself.


   


  Ding Tao rapped his bowl for attention and said seriously, “Today’s the grand wedding. Follow me, and I guarantee you won’t go hungry.”


  Li Xiong rapped his bowl as well, repeating after him, “Won’t go hungry!”


  As they banged their bowls outside, the window nearby opened. Qi Zhuyin poked her head out. “What a racket,” the marshal mumbled. She pointed at her head, still half asleep. “You’re giving me a headache.”


  “Marshal!” Ding Tao wasn’t at all afraid of Qi Zhuyin; she wasn’t harsh with children. “Is Grandpa here yet? It’s time for the crowning ceremony!”


  “It’s still early.” Qi Zhuyin fished out a few pieces of candy, handing some to the two boys and eating one herself. “What’s the hurry? The master of marital relations isn’t here yet.”


  “Who’s that?” Ding Tao asked.


  “He shows you drawings,” Qi Zhuyin deadpanned.


  “You have to look at drawings to get married?” Ding Tao touched his own little book. “I can do that too.”


  Gu Jin couldn’t bring himself to listen any longer. He hoisted Ding Tao up by the back of his collar and shut the window.


  “Hey.” Ding Tao clutched his book to his chest, bewildered. “I’m not done talking to the marshal!”


  “I told you to teach him about the birds and the bees long ago,” Chen Yang said, raising the hanging screen to step out. “Why’s he still acting like a complete blockhead? And now he’s turned Big Bear into a blockhead too!”


   


  Shen Zechuan’s hair was loose as he sat behind the screen and waited for the incense to be lit. Chen Yang stepped inside and announced the arrival of Ji Gang, who was right behind him. Before Shen Zechuan could get up to welcome him, Ji Gang motioned for him to remain seated.


  “According to the rites, when Shifu places the crown on you, another family elder should be present to observe the ceremony.” Ji Gang stroked the top of Shen Zechuan’s head. “A pity we only have each other.”


  Shen Zechuan went down on his knees and bowed respectfully to Ji Gang. “Although Shifu and I share no blood, we are the closest kin. I bow to thank you for all the years you raised me.”


  Ji Gang looked down at Shen Zechuan’s hair, his lips quivering as all his words dissolved into heartache. He slowly leaned over to stroke Shen Zechuan’s head once again. “Life hasn’t been kind to you. You’ve had a rough time since childhood. But from now on…” He swallowed a sob. “From now on, stay safe and sound, and live blissfully to a ripe old age with Xiao Er.”


  His shifu’s rough hand trembled slightly. Around the lump in his throat, Shen Zechuan said, “Shifu.”


  Ji Gang turned aside to wipe his eyes. “No tears on your joyous day. Get up. Shifu will put on the crown for you.”


  The crowning ceremony was the defining rite of passage into adulthood, and had to be held before one could be wed. Various officials were meant to be present to kowtow nine times to Shen Zechuan to congratulate him. But Shen Zechuan had wanted to simplify the rites as much as possible, so he sent everyone else out of the room.


  Once Ji Gang affixed the crown to Shen Zechuan’s head, he took a few steps back, and Shen Zechuan bowed to him again. With that, the rite was concluded.


  It was Hua Xiangyi who led Shen Zechuan out, a spray of orange jasmine in her hand. Kong Ling, Fei Sheng, and other veteran subordinates all greeted him at the entrance, kowtowing to him to offer their congratulations. He skipped the customary sacrifices to his ancestors, instead kneeling to pay his respects to the heavens before bowing to Qi Huilian to express his undying gratitude for his teacher’s kindness. But Shen Zechuan still couldn’t leave after this was done. He had to return to his room and wait for the master of marital relations. This man’s role was to bring erotic drawings to impart knowledge of intimate relationships to the emperor.


  The master who entered didn’t dare look at Shen Zechuan, who sat at the head of the room. He spread the paintings out on the rug, but before he could say a word, a gyrfalcon flapped in through the window and landed right on top of them, treating those paintings as rags to wipe his talons on.


  Shen Zechuan untied the red silk ribbon around Meng’s neck—hanging from it was a fine-toothed comb, the token of a lifetime of wedded bliss.


   


  Xiao Chiye sat in the middle of his room, also without his crown. “I’ve been waiting for two hours, Shifu.”


  “It’s not the auspicious time yet.” Zuo Qianqiu casually flipped a page of his book on military strategy. “Just a little longer.”


  Xiao Chiye twisted his thumb ring as he gazed out at the birds cutting through the sky outside, but his wasn’t among them. He watched for a moment, then blurted, “Shifu, once we part today, I’ll be a married man. My father used to say I’d have to race him on my horse when I got married—I never forgot. Shifu, let’s have a race.”


  Zuo Qianqiu’s eyes were tender as he looked at Xiao Chiye. He had watched this boy grow up into a man. When Xiao Chiye was still a wolf pup, he’d been constantly nipping at his heels. That little wolf wanted to ride a horse, tame a falcon, traverse the Hongyan Mountains. And now, that child who had turned to him in the wind and asked What is desire? had become another’s husband.


  “Of course.” Zuo Qianqiu smiled. “Once the feast is over, we’ll race.”


  Xiao Chiye smiled back. He stood up and leaned over the top of the screen to say to Lu Guangbai and Xiao Jiming, who were listening with bated breath from the other side, “My dear Gege, since I’m getting married today, could you both do me a favor and take some of the toasts for me later?”


  “I don’t mind.” Lu Guangbai propped his elbow on the armrest. “But you’ll have to convince your brother.”


  Xiao Chiye caught on quickly. “Dage.”


  Xiao Jiming took a sip of his tea and said nothing.


  “Da—ge—” Xiao Chiye dragged out the word. “If you don’t agree, I’ll shout for Sister-in-Law.”


  “All right.” Xiao Jiming sighed. “Fine.”


  From outside, an official announced the auspicious hour. Zuo Qianqiu adjusted his clothes and crown and stood up with a solemn expression. Xiao Jiming lifted the crown for Xiao Chiye and held it out to Zuo Qianqiu, who put it on.


  “A-Ye,” Zuo Qianqiu said, holding Xiao Chiye’s gaze. “Go.”


   


  It was starting to drizzle when Shen Zechuan stepped out the door. The ceremonial guard outside didn’t hold any umbrellas. Only Fei Sheng was waiting on the veranda with an umbrella, ready to shield Shen Zechuan from the rain. Shen Zechuan signaled for him to put it away.


  “Master.” Fei Sheng bowed and whispered, “It’s a long journey. Er-ye will get anxious when he sees us without an umbrella in the rain.”


  “It’s a wedding gift from the heavens.” Shen Zechuan looked up at the sky. “I have to accept it.”


  Fei Sheng put aside the umbrella and set his hand on the hilt of his blade. “However Master wishes to go, I’ll follow.”


   


  Lu Guangbai rode his horse through the rain. He was just wondering if they should switch to a sedan chair, but before he could arrive before the procession, he saw a cavalry galloping over from a distance, looking more like the Embroidered Uniform Guard than the ceremonial guard for a wedding. He reined in his horse but didn’t get a word out before the chaotic din from the approaching group cut him off.


  “Your Majesty!” The official from the Directorate of Astronomy, the hem of his robe in his hand, was running after them, yelling the entire way. “There’s still a little time left before the aus—the auspicious hour!”


  Shen Zechuan’s sleeves fluttered like the wings of a great bird flying low beneath the rainclouds as he sped past Lu Guangbai and laughed aloud. Raindrops splashed as Frostfall crashed through the buffeting wind like a streak of lightning.


  “Xiao Chiye!” Shen Zechuan shouted with all his might. “Come out and marry me!”


  Xiao Chiye, still in the residence, almost knocked over the copper basin he was washing his hands in. He poked his head out and asked Zhao Hui, “Is it time?”


  “Not yet,” Zhao Hui answered with certainty.


  “Your Majesty!” Clutching his book in his hand, the official from the Directorate of Astronomy stumbled after Shen Zechuan, gasping for air. “Goodness gracious, the auspicious hour is s-still not—”


  Shen Zechuan galloped ahead, throwing Xiao Chiye’s ceremonial guard into disarray. As the two groups collided, Chen Yang and Tantai Hu bumped into each other, both of them utterly confused.


  “We’re supposed to go to you!” Tantai Hu said in bewilderment. “Why did you come over here?”


  “Where’s Er-ye?!” Chen Yang stomped his foot anxiously. “Call for him!”


  “Er-ye!” Fei Sheng tumbled off his horse and shouted over the wall, beating everyone else. “Er-ye!”


  Pressing down on the head of the official blocking his way, Xiao Chiye saw Lanzhou on his horse outside. He immediately lifted the hem of his robe to stride out, but another official from the Ministry of Rites at his side fell to his knees with a thud and clung to his thigh. “Er-ye! It’s not time yet!”


  “Er-ye!” Another official grabbed Xiao Chiye’s arm in an attempt to stop him. “The rites aren’t completed yet!”


  Xiao Chiye grabbed the man by the back of his collar and hauled him off his arm. “Get this guy off me,” he said to Ding Tao.


  “Got it!” Without moving, Ding Tao shouted, “Big Bear, go!”


  With a shout, Li Xiong spread his arms wide and charged into the crowd, tackling the poor officials to the ground.


  “Hey!” The jostled officials staggered this way and that.


  “What the hell!” Tantai Hu rolled on the ground. “Is this a wedding or a bride-napping?!”


  The official from the Directorate of Astronomy finally caught up to Shen Zechuan’s horse. “Y-Your Maj—”


  A raindrop glistened on Shen Zechuan’s ear. He dismounted on the other side and skirted around the official from the Directorate of Astronomy, marching toward the entrance of the residence. Of course, no one dared to stop him. They hadn’t touched a drop of wine, yet every one of them was acting like they were drunk.


  Xiao Chiye gripped Shen Zechuan’s hand and pulled him hard into his chest. Wrapping his arms around him, Xiao Chiye whistled. “Meng, we’re leaving!”


  The official from the Ministry of Rites slapped his thigh in distress. Officials crashed into each other as they squeezed out the door, chasing after Xiao Chiye. “Er-ye! The wedding rites!”


  “Your Ma-Majesty…” The official from the Directorate of Astronomy gripped the doorframe for support, huffing and puffing as he shouted feebly, “The ceremony hereby concludes…”


  Spreading his wings, Meng shook off the rain and cut through the gale as he winged toward the mist-shrouded Hongyan Mountains in the distance. Raindrops scattered on their laughing faces as Snowcrest’s swift hooves left the mundane world behind.


  Onward!


  Their overlapping sleeves billowed in the wind, dancing with the blades of grass fluttering in the air as they vanished into the curtain of rain.




  Notebook


   


  BACK WHEN FEI SHENG was in Qudu, he never had much opportunity to interact with the guards from Libei. But now that he was trying to get in Xiao Chiye’s good graces, he had to flatter them too. Playing dumb, Chen Yang merely touched on trivial matters when he drank with the Embroidered Uniform Guard and paid Fei Sheng no particular attention. But Ding Tao was still a silly boy who was won over by Fei Sheng’s pockets full of candy; in no time at all, he was calling him brother.


  “You Embroidered Uniform Guard sure are something,” Ding Tao said to Fei Sheng, cocking his head as he washed his brush. “I heard the guards of the military inspector eunuch sent to Qidong back in the day even dared to disregard the authority of the Grand Marshal, Qi Shiyu. A privilege like that is something we guards from Libei don’t have.”


  Fei Sheng tossed a few peanuts into his mouth. “That’s a privilege bestowed on us by the Son of Heaven. But we’ve been keeping a low profile ever since we lost Ji Wufan.”


  Ding Tao set the brush down to dry. “Everything else aside, your skills of observation are very impressive. My father often mentioned them when he was alive.”


  Recalling Ding Tao’s unparalleled memory, Fei Sheng said, “Kiddo, if you want to learn, I’ll teach you. Now that we’re out of the palace, the rules aren’t as strict as before. All I have to do is give Master a heads-up.”


  Ding Tao flashed a grin and fished out the little book that so rarely left his side. “No need to learn,” he said. “I know it! My father taught me personally!”


  On the other end of the courtyard, Qiao Tianya rubbed a bit of tobacco between his fingers and said to Gu Jin, as still as a block of wood beside him, “Does your Heir of Libei really look at Tao-er’s book?”


  “In past years, Ding Tao used to hand it in”—Gu Jin’s voice was a little hoarse; he turned to face the pillar and cleared his throat before continuing—“but he doesn’t have to these days. Since we’re Er-gongzi’s men now, only Er-gongzi looks it over.”


  Biting down on his pipe, Qiao Tianya slouched to the side and smiled. “All right, then.”


  Gu Jin pulled at his own collar. A moment later, the tip of his ears twitched. He turned to Qiao Tianya and frowned. “Have you peeked at it?”


  Qiao Tianya knocked ashes from his pipe and said between blowing out puffs of smoke, “His little figures certainly are ugly.”


   


  Ding Tao wiped his little cowhide-covered book clean every day. Bizarre scraps of notes were pasted in everywhere among the pages. Ever meticulous, the boy even drew red frames around particularly important information.


  When he set his little book on Xiao Chiye’s desk as usual several days later, Shen Zechuan happened to pass by and mistake it for the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s own record book. While in conversation, he offhandedly leafed through it and saw the words stark on the last page:


  First year of the reign of Tianchen. Great Snow. Er-gongzi owes a tab of 3,600 taels to the jewelry shop on Shenwu Street in Qudu.


  Xiao Chiye was just stepping inside; before he could say a word, he let out an enormous sneeze.


  When he looked up, he found Shen Zechuan gazing at him with a complicated expression. He closed the book and sighed. “We should bring a few thousand more silver with us when we go out in a few days.”




  Yesteryear


   


  AT SUNSET, a pair of military boots splashed through a brook among the thickets. Xiao Chiye bent down and lowered his hand to wash his thumb ring. Tendrils of blood dispersed in the clear, cool water, swirling like smoke as they disappeared.


  Xiao Chiye worked carefully, his brows locked in an expression of displeasure. In the glow of the evening sun, his severe profile appeared indistinct, limned in light.


  Zhao Hui, leading his horse, patted dust off himself and looked at Xiao Chiye’s back. He deliberated for a moment before calling out, “Er-gongzi.”


  Xiao Chiye took a small step, kicking up water as he looked back.


  This was a wolf pup. The look in his eyes was poles apart from that of his brother the heir, or even the rest of the soldiers.


  Zhao Hui hesitated again under Xiao Chiye’s gaze. The helmet in his hand suddenly felt heavier, and he gripped it so hard his fingers hurt. He had initially meant to warn Xiao Chiye, but faced with such a gaze, he couldn’t bring himself to tell him to be cautious, as if voicing the sentiment would discourage the little wolf who had scored a victory in his first battle.


  Xiao Chiye wiped his cheek. His armguard, made of dog hide, had been damaged in the heat of battle and plopped down into the water as soon as he raised his arm. It gave him an air of awkward childishness, as if he hadn’t held his handkerchief tight enough while blowing his nose.


  It abruptly occurred to Zhao Hui that their second young master was only fourteen this year.


  Xiao Chiye waded a few steps after the armguard, following the flow of the current. Before he could reach it, wings flapped overhead, and the world before him went dark—Meng had brushed past his face as he plunged into the brook.


  “Hey!” Xiao Chiye threw his arm over his face and drove the bird away.


  Meng grabbed his armguard in his talons, tearing the already damaged leather to shreds as he fought with Xiao Chiye.


  “You—” Xiao Chiye cursed as he grasped the falling pieces. “Damned bald bird!”


  Meng spread his wings and soared into the sky, feathers brushing Xiao Chiye’s cheek again. Xiao Chiye snatched at him, but he turned a lazy circle in the breeze as if taunting him, and Xiao Chiye grabbed empty air.


  “Forget it, Er-gongzi,” Zhao Hui said comfortingly from behind him. “Don’t get angry with him. That armguard is ruined, anyway. I’ll get Chen Yang to give you another pair later.”


  “I don’t want them.” Xiao Chiye waded out of the water and shook the droplets off his face.


  This armguard was a prize he’d won fair and square from Zhao Hui and the other soldiers in the camp. The second young master had drawn his bow and shot straight to center, nearly punching through Zhao Hui and the others’ targets.


  Zhao Hui was about to coax him again when Xiao Chiye continued, “We have plenty of armguards at home. Who needs you to give me any? Not unless we have another match.”


  Trudging after Xiao Chiye, Zhao Hui sighed. “A match is out of the question. We’re using old targets the army’s already tossed out. Even a few of your arrows will destroy them for good.”


  His complaint was a subtle compliment. Sure enough, the crease in Xiao Chiye’s brows smoothed a fraction.


  Xiao Chiye was just at the age to be difficult. At home, he angered Xiao Fangxu so much his father could often be seen chasing after him, rod in hand. In everything he did, he liked to be contrary. This surprise attack was a case in point. Even Xiao Jiming hadn’t thought he’d dare to do it.


  The commanding generals from Libei’s camps, with their heir trapped in a precarious situation, had taken extra precaution and dispatched men to escort Xiao Chiye home. They hadn’t expected that this arrogant, dauntless boy would drag those men across a river and crawl through filth half the night to set the enemy camp on fire.


  Xiao Jiming’s expression when he had seen Xiao Chiye then had been truly fascinating. Even Zhao Hui, who had served him so many years, couldn’t tell if the Heir of Libei wanted to give the second young master a few kicks in the behind or a hearty “Good job, A-Ye.”


  “Did you bring clean shoes?” Xiao Chiye looked down at his boots, which were so soaked water squelched from them with every step. “I don’t want the armguard anymore. Give me a pair of boots instead.”


   


  ***


   


  “The Prince of Libei didn’t wear shoes!”


  The chubby boy squeezed against Shen Zechuan, his face ruddy as he crowed to the children crowding around him, “The Prince of Libei wore a bronze helmet shaped like a fiend and held a glinting blade as he spurred his horse onward. He slaughtered his way out of his enemies amid a sea of blood, scaring those Biansha baldies so much they wet their pants in terror and scattered like loose sand!”


  It was scorching out. Waves of heat roiled off the ground, and the peddlers hawking their wares along the streets had all dispersed to seek shade. The heat outside was like being in a bamboo steamer, so intense it nearly cooked anyone unlucky enough to be out of doors. Only the old pagoda tree where the children were gathered still provided some shade.


  The children listened, enthralled by the story, but Shen Zechuan said, “You said last time the Prince of Libei doesn’t take off his armor when he sleeps, so why did he take off his shoes this time? My brother said it’s so cold in Libei after autumn that people could freeze to death. The prince can’t fight battles barefoot.”


  Vexed at the interruption, the chubby boy, who had been telling his tale with gusto, smacked his own thigh. “Sheesh! The military inspector eunuch Qudu sent was about to be butchered. The Prince of Libei leapt onto his horse, horsewhip in hand, and charged straight onto the battlefield. He had no time to put on shoes!”


  “Oh.” Shen Zechuan peeled open the wrapper of a candy he was holding. “That’s true.”


  Drawn by the sweet smell, the children all looked at the candies in Shen Zechuan’s hands. He spread his hands flat and motioned for everyone to take some. The children cheered and swiped all the sweets out of his palms.


  The chubby boy scrubbed sweat from his brow in the unbearable heat as he chewed his own piece of candy and said enviously, “Your brother is so nice to buy you sweets every day.”


  “I was sick the last few days.” Shen Zechuan’s voice was muffled as he talked around the candy in his mouth. “I didn’t like taking the medicine, so my mother sent my brother to buy them for me.”


  “Your mother is nice too. She even looks like a good person. Not like my mother, ugh!” The chubby boy liked to play the storyteller, and he promptly adjusted his posture and adopted a higher pitch. “And just then, a monstrous-looking woman popped out of the rundown courtyard, one hand lifting her skirt and the other wielding the gourd ladle. She lunged forward—heh! One swing from her, and before we knew it, my brother was seeing stars and looking for his teeth on the ground!”


  Shen Zechuan and the children doubled over with laughter.


  The boy laughed, too, warming to his new tale. “My mother’s skill with a gourd ladle is no less than the combat skills of any soldier on the battlefield. Who in my family has she not set straight with it? Even my father couldn’t escape her ladle. She’s incredible! Look at my brother; what a jerk. He even snatched my candied haws. Who does that? He’s a heartless bully. But when he’s home, my mother still beats him till he cries!”


  “You little rascal, always out here ruining my reputation!” came a deep roar behind him.


  “Gosh!” The chubby boy clambered off the stone in a panic and took to his heels. “That would be my brother. See you!”


  The children followed suit and scattered noisily in his wake. Shen Zechuan looked back and saw Ji Mu coming down the street. He folded the candy wrapper into a frog, and while waiting for his brother, pressed the little creature to make it hop in his palm.


  The weather was really too hot; Ji Mu’s forehead was covered in a thin sheen of sweat. He rucked up the hem on his robe and squatted beside Shen Zechuan. The folded frog was so ugly and misshapen it tottered unsteadily as it hopped. “Where are its legs?”


  Shen Zechuan pointed to the other side. “There are two here.”


  Ji Mu cocked his head for a look and smiled. “How smart of you to put them together.” He stood up and brushed aside the branch looming over him. The scorching sun filtered through the leaves as he said, “Come on, let’s go home.”


  Shen Zechuan jumped off his stone seat, picked up the cloth school bag he had dropped on the ground, and followed Ji Mu home. He was still thinking about the story he had just heard, so he said, “The Libei Armored Cavalry has never been in Duanzhou, so how does everyone know what the Prince of Libei looks like?”


  “When they say everyone knows, it means nobody knows.”


  He didn’t understand, and Ji Mu didn’t explain. He looked sidelong at his younger brother. “You’re doing well in classes these days. The teacher ran into Father in the market and praised you. Mother was so happy she secretly made you a new pair of shoes.”


  Shen Zechuan looked up. “How do you know she made them if it’s a secret?”


  “How could I not?” Ji Mu sighed. “She altered my new shoes to make them.”


  Shen Zechuan pushed his schoolbag over his shoulder, not knowing how to answer. Hua Pingting doted on Shen Zechuan and gave him the best of everything. Halfway down the road, Ji Mu reached out to pat Shen Zechuan on the back. “Wear them often, for Ge’s sake. Mother stayed up all night to finish them.”


  Shen Zechuan looked at Ji Mu and nodded.


   


  ***


   


  “Ge, these shoes are too big,” Xiao Chiye pointed at his toes.


  “They don’t have any in your size.” Xiao Jiming carefully folded the letter from home and tucked it away inside his lapels. “Try to make do. When we get back, we’ll find something more suitable.”


  Xiao Chiye took a couple of steps. The heels of the shoes slipped off his ankles and dragged across the grass, making muffled thuds. The more he listened, the more irritated he grew. Unhappy, he folded his arms and looked at Xiao Jiming. “For whatever it’s worth, I have battle merits now. And I don’t want anything but a pair of new shoes.”


  “As I said,” Xiao Jiming reminded him calmly, “there’s nothing suitable at the moment.”


  Meng landed on Xiao Chiye’s shoulder. He was still angry, but Xiao Jiming had already ducked to enter the tent. Xiao Chiye wanted to imitate his elder brother and keep his composure, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking tentatively, “So did Father mention me in his letter?”


  Xiao Jiming paused in his step. After a moment, he turned back, still holding up the tent flap.


  Xiao Chiye’s eyes shone with expectation. The only reward he wanted was a word of praise from Xiao Fangxu, but his pride didn’t allow him to ask for it outright.


  He’s too much like our old man. Xiao Jiming sighed to himself. He was between them in age, yet sometimes he felt more mature than either. He lowered his hand slightly and said, “Even if Father praises you, your merits and demerits still cancel each other out.”


  Arms folded, Xiao Chiye nodded his head solemnly, though the corners of his lips quirked. He was no longer angry about the shoes.


  Xiao Jiming glanced at the deep blue dome of heaven in the distance. Suddenly, the military affairs he still had to deal with didn’t seem so urgent. He turned away from the tent, sat on the rough wooden railing, and patted the spot beside him.


  Xiao Chiye followed Xiao Jiming’s gaze north. The Hongyan Mountains dominated his field of vision; the ridges and valleys of the mountain range lay like blunted spikes protruding from the exposed spine of a beast crouched along the edge of the night sky.


  “What’s behind the Hongyan Mountains?” Xiao Jiming asked.


  “The wind?” Xiao Chiye said, plucking a stalk of grass.


  Xiao Jiming smiled. “You sound exactly like Qianqiu-shifu.”


  Zuo Qianqiu didn’t look like a general. White hair hanging loose by his cheeks, he often gazed into the wind of Libei in silence, as if contemplating questions that had no answers.


  Xiao Chiye braced his arms on the railing, eyes still on the Hongyan Mountains. “Dage, have you never thought about going for a look?”


  Xiao Jiming was silent. The falcon above his head cried out, and the wind sent his sleeves flapping wildly. He didn’t look like a general either. His long, slender fingers were laced loosely together, as if he was sitting on the steps back at home with Xiao Chiye making small talk. “Me?” he said softly. “I’m fine just staying here.”


  Xiao Chiye felt a pang of regret, though he didn’t know why. His young body brimmed with infinite strength, and with it, a desire that permeated every corner of the world. He wanted far too much. He didn’t understand the arduousness of guarding the legacy of one’s predecessors. He only wanted to go on the offensive and attack.


  “That’s because you’re married.” Xiao Chiye bit down on a stalk of grass, and the sour-sweet taste flooded his mouth. “But I still want to go and take a look.”


  “You say it like you won’t get married.” The expression in Xiao Jiming’s eyes was complicated. He was already beginning to worry for his future sister-in-law. “There are all sorts of women in the world. Which kind do you want? Don’t keep changing your mind every other day.”


  Xiao Chiye rubbed his cheek on his arm, thinking long and hard about it. “I want…” he began in a muffled voice, then he looked up and pointed at the moon. “That kind!”


  Standing behind them, Zhao Hui closed his eyes, his expression all but saying, The boy’s beyond hope.


  The moon looked just like a white jade plate.


  “I don’t have many requirements.” Xiao Chiye removed the stalk and ticked off each one on his fingers. “Must be beautiful—at least as pretty as Sister-in-Law, if not Mother. In any case, must be prettier than the grand marshal. Doesn’t need to know how to break horses, but has to be able to ride one. No worries about fighting battles, but needs to know some martial arts—too fragile, and I’ll have to be careful all the time. No need to be skilled in needlework; with Sister-in-Law around, I don’t trust anyone else’s craftsmanship. And an air as lofty as the moon: distant yet dazzling all the same.”


  The more he spoke, the wider his smile grew.


  The moonlight shone on Xiao Chiye’s face. A determined light gleamed in those eyes as he clenched his fist and continued, “Just one look and I’ll want this person to be my wife. We’ll go riding in Libei together, and we can gallop far, as far as my beloved desires. I can yield a little too…but just a little!”


   


  ***


   


  Shen Zechuan sneezed.


  Ji Gang, washing his hands in the courtyard, looked over and frowned. “Why isn’t the medicine making you any better?”


  “He’s only been taking it a few days.” Hua Pingting beckoned Shen Zechuan over. “Chuan-er, come here, let Mother feel your forehead.”


  Shen Zechuan blew his chafed, red nose with a handkerchief. He stood before Hua Pingting and asked Ji Mu, puzzled, “Why do I keep sneezing tonight?”


  Ji Mu slurped his noodles and wiped sweat off his brow. Sniffing the air, he said to his mother, “The house next door just planted a row of osmanthus trees. Maybe Chuan-er isn’t accustomed to the scent?”


  Hua Pingting hesitated. “That might be the case. I hope not.”


  “It’s not like he hasn’t smelled osmanthus before.” Ji Gang strolled over and picked up his own bowl. “Must be because the medicine from that wandering physician’s no good. I’ll go out tomorrow and buy some more herbs somewhere else.”


  Shen Zechuan nodded. He ate his meal slowly as they sat in the courtyard, enjoying the cool air. Ji Mu sat off to one side and played a catching game with polished stones. This was a game he had enjoyed since he was little, and he was well-practiced, with almost no misses.


  It was a beautiful night, but for some reason, Ji Mu was unusually quiet.


  A few dogs barked somewhere down the street. Outside the courtyard, a neighbor on his way home from the fields passed by. The chirps of crickets broke through the quiet. Ji Gang put the bowl and chopsticks down and settled a short distance away to choose a project from among his woodwork.


  Shen Zechuan could feel keenly that something was different tonight. He glanced at Ji Mu, hoping to get an answer from his elder brother. Ji Mu, who was tossing the stones and catching them one at a time, merely winked at him.


  “Your mother made a trip to the Xu household today,” Ji Gang said as he polished the wood in his hand.


  “Uh-huh,” Ji Mu muttered.


  Ji Gang rubbed the smooth surface of the unfinished stool’s legs with his thumb and was quiet.


  Shen Zechuan slipped into the kitchen. When he came out again, his elder brother was still playing with the stones. Shen Zechuan squatted nearby and cocked his head. Ji Mu’s expression was downcast.


  Unable to stay squatting, Shen Zechuan took a seat. He knew the Xu household. They lived at the other end of the street. Ji Mu always made a huge detour when he returned home just to catch a glimpse of their daughter.


  Ji Mu tossed the stones up and down, up and down. “When I was little, I thought this game was too difficult. I couldn’t grab the stones, so I practiced every day.” He turned his face away from the light of the kitchen, obscuring half his profile in shadow. Even when the rims of his eyes reddened, it happened ever so quietly. “But now, I think anything that can be mastered with perseverance is achievable.”


  Shen Zechuan’s new shoes were just the right size. He picked up the stone Ji Mu had dropped by his feet and held it between his fingers.


  Ji Mu let the stone he was tossing fall still. Leaning back on his arms, he said, “Oh well. I tried my best.”


  “You used to say you did your best when you played catching stones.” Shen Zechuan examined the rock in his hand. “But you still practiced every day, and you didn’t stop even when Mother scolded you.”


  Ji Mu laughed. “It’s not the same thing.”


  Shen Zechuan tossed the stone in his hand up. He wasn’t as skilled as Ji Mu, but he had his own way of catching them steadily in his small hand. “I want to stay with Shifu and Shiniang. I don’t need money or a wife.”


  Ji Mu shook his head. “People always have to part eventually. You have to make a life for yourself. This is something even heaven will push you into doing, no matter how reluctant you are. Father and Mother love and dote on you, but they can’t stay by your side forever. Chuan-er will be a fine man when you grow up. More promising than me, anyway.”


  “I’m not as good as you.” Shen Zechuan grasped the stone and said in all seriousness, “Even if I learn a hundred or a thousand characters, I can never compare to you.”


  Ji Mu gazed fixedly at Shen Zechuan and felt a sudden surge of tenderness. They had become brothers in this family. It seemed that Ji Mu was the one who indulged Shen Zechuan, but in truth, Shen Zechuan was the one who indulged him. Ji Mu’s younger brother had just turned twelve this year, and his face retained an air of childlike naivete, yet he was already thoroughly familiar with the art of survival. He had lost his innocence long before he came to Duanzhou.


  “My younger brother is too foolish,” Ji Mu said. “What are you going to do when you grow up? Don’t compare yourself to your brother. I won’t compare myself to you either. We are true brothers. I put Father and Mother in an awkward position today, and I shouldn’t have. That’s my fault. I won’t let you land in such a predicament in the future. Silly Chuan-er. I’m truly afraid you’ll find yourself a shrewish wife and become some docile, henpecked husband who’ll let your wife walk all over you.”


  Shen Zechuan didn’t know many women, and the only shrewish one was the chubby boy’s mother. Thinking about it, his expression underwent several changes. He shook his head, flustered. “I don’t want a shrewish wife.”


  Amused, Ji Mu laughed and asked, “Then what kind do you want?”


  Shen Zechuan rubbed a fingertip over a mosquito bite and tipped his head back where he sat, stumped by the question. Wracking his brain, he said, “Someone…with a gentle disposition? Like Mother—and someone who knows how to make dumplings. Doesn’t have to be too good-looking…though a little bit is fine. Not someone too tall; we don’t have that big of a bed at home.”


  The more he spoke, the more his brows drew together in worry.


  After a pause he added, “Won’t beat anyone with a ladle. Someone slender would be best; I can do all the heavy labor at home. And a gentle voice too…”


  Ji Mu smacked his own forehead in understanding. “I get it. You like a pretty girl of humble birth who’s delicate and slender, with a temperament that’s agreeable and gentle. Right, then, we’ll find you a girl like that in the future. I promise to put together a grand wedding for you.”


   


  ***


   


  Shen Zechuan sat until his back was sore and aching. He threw the weiqi piece back into the container and listened as Ding Tao and Li Xiong chattered over bowls of shaved ice outside.


  Ding Tao held up his empty porcelain bowl and said solemnly, “This crown is meant to be worn for a wedding. Er-ye wore it that day as he walked around, toasting anyone he came across and drinking everyone from the north and south under the table.”


  Li Xiong, unbearably warm in his armor, was still digging into his own bowl of ice. “You’re lying. That’s just a bowl. Er-ye won’t want it.”


  “It’s the truth!” Ding Tao had thought the crown Xiao Chiye wore that day was too ugly for words, but he had never dared to speak of it to anyone. He’d been holding back until Li Xiong returned. “Aren’t we buddies? Believe me!”


  “But His Majesty must’ve looked better, right?”


  Ding Tao thought for a moment and said reluctantly, “That’s because His Majesty is too good-looking.” He sighed. “I told Jin-ge the ceremonial robes they sent were too awkward. Old Fei has better taste, but he’s too cunning; he just praised Er-ye to the skies. In the end, Er-ye jumped on his horse and left without even looking into the mirror.”


  Li Xiong considered this. Surprisingly, he thought it made perfect sense. “He’s very smart. He knows not to make Er-ye angry.”


  “Forget it.” Ding Tao put the bowl on his head and said despairingly, “It’s over, anyway. Let’s wait for next year.”


  “Did you draw it in your book?”


  “I had no one to tell—of course I had to draw it.” Ding Tao touched the small book tucked under his clothes. “I drew lots. I’ll show them to you later.”


  Shen Zechuan lifted a corner of the beaded curtain. “Let me see them first.”


   


  When Xiao Chiye returned that night, Shen Zechuan was lying on his stomach in bed, flipping pages. Xiao Chiye initially paid it no mind, but as he changed his clothes, he noticed Shen Zechuan kept glancing between him and the book. Chest bare, he ventured suspiciously, “Looking at memorials?”


  Shen Zechuan distractedly murmured assent as he made a few strokes on the paper. Not at all pleased to share his attention, Xiao Chiye laid a hand over Shen Zechuan’s eyes and glanced down.


  On the page, a little figure in red was clearly drawn with a bowl on his head, sitting haughtily atop a round-bodied, round-headed horse. An ink-black bird chased the figure.


  “What did Ding Tao draw here?” Xiao Chiye asked curiously, his palm still covering Shen Zechuan’s eyes.


  The brush in Shen Zechuan’s hand shook slightly, and he suddenly burst out laughing. “Xiao Ce’an.”


  “What?”


  Shen Zechuan was doubled over with laughter. Pointing to the little figure, he cackled, “It’s Xiao Ce’an.”


  Ding Tao was all sniffles and sobs as he hovered outside. The instant the door slammed open, he took to his heels.


  Xiao Chiye’s lip curled. “Drag him back—no, never mind, throw him into the lake to feed the frogs!”


  Shen Zechuan smoothed out the crumpled paper and considered the little figure in red. There was actually not much difference between strong and sturdy and delicate and slender.


  He folded the page neatly for safekeeping and thought, Not too bad, Dage. Ce’an fits the bill—except for being a pretty girl of humble birth.




  Auspicious Snow


   


  THROUGH DAWN AND DUSK the spring rain fell; the breeze sent shivers through the frost.


  The snow that had accumulated on the streets and roofs of Qudu melted in the drizzle, exposing the dark, aged eaves. The thin mist couldn’t dispel the chill of early spring, and a thin layer of ice still rimmed the pond. Xiao Chiye sat under the eaves, repairing his armor, the tea next to him long since forgotten and gone cold.


  “The snow in Duanzhou melts late, so their spring plowing season comes after the other regions; Fei Sheng thinks we should wait it out.” Kong Ling stood behind the partially lowered blinds, speaking to Shen Zechuan amid the tea-scented air.


  Shen Zechuan sat wrapped in a fox-fur robe. A pile of kumquats lay on the tea table beside him. He seemed to be in good spirits. “Duanzhou is indeed unlike the other regions. It is now a strategic location, and also an important stronghold for the trade market with the Biansha tribes. Fei Sheng’s prudence is not a bad thing. Go prepare a note—tell him there’s no rush.”


  Xiao Xun sat across the table, listening to them talk as he played with the kumquats. He had his own thoughts on the matter, but he was accustomed to staying silent and listening to what Shen Zechuan had to say before he spoke.


  Kong Ling acknowledged the order, and Shen Zechuan continued, “These are the coldest days of spring. You are always on the go. Remember to take care of your health. There are no outsiders around, so come closer and sit.”


  Kong Ling didn’t stand on ceremony and took a seat. He rolled up his sleeves, warming up his hands over the brazier. “Master, now that you mention it, it’s really cold this year,” he said, as if in passing. “This subject heard that the Kailing River usually melts by this time, but it’s still frozen now.” He sighed. “Master was wise to reinforce the embankment of the Kailing River again last year—otherwise, given the quality of the Pan Clan’s work in the past, who knows if it would hold.”


  Shen Zechuan selected a kumquat, then held it in his palm and scrutinized it for a moment. He smiled. “You’ve learned to flatter too.”


  His moods had always been difficult to read. Not even the red pearl dangling beside his cheek could shine any light on his undecipherable countenance.


  Outside, there was the clang of armor. Xiao Chiye furrowed his brow slightly, apparently having run into a problem. Lowering his voice, he said to Chen Yang beside him, “This will have to be sent back to Libei.”


  Chen Yang leaned forward to examine the armor. He sighed to himself, then replied in an equally hushed voice, “Master was too rough.”


  This armor had been recently sent south from Libei. Xiao Chiye had tested it himself at the training grounds on Mount Feng and managed to leave it hopelessly battered. He knew he was at fault here, but his expression revealed not a twinge of guilt. Bracing one hand on his knee and picking up his armguard with the other, he said, “Aren’t you meant to be rough with military equipment? Look at this breastplate. If it couldn’t even hold up against a few heavy strikes, it’s not strong enough to wear into battle.”


  Chen Yang opened his mouth, then closed it again.


  “Pack it up and give it to Lu Guangbai,” Xiao Chiye said. “Tell him to take it with him when he leaves the capital.”


  Despite their lowered voices, Kong Ling heard them clearly from inside. He smiled. “Er-ye must have forgotten General Lu will be headed back to Qidong this time. He won’t be going to Libei.”


  Xiao Chiye looked back. “He’s been such a roamer I forgot.”


  His interruption had smoothed the brief awkwardness for Kong Ling. Shen Zechuan, perspicacious as ever, split the kumquat in half in his hand before speaking up. “You can give it to Zhao Hui in a few days.”


  Chen Yang acknowledged the order and instructed someone to pack the armor up for Zhao Hui.


  Xiao Xun took the opportunity to ask Xiao Chiye, “Er-shu, will you be going riding later?”


  Shen Zechuan handed half the kumquat to Xiao Xun. “You must be feeling restless here.”


  Kong Ling could see they were going to chat, so it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to stay. He hurriedly stood and bowed to take his leave. “Master, I’ve still got documents waiting in the office compound. This subject…”


  Shen Zechuan lifted his hand in acknowledgment. “Go ahead.”


  Kong Ling withdrew.


  Xiao Chiye got to his feet and swaggered inside, laughing as he wiped his hands with a handkerchief. “Even after all these years in Qudu, you still think of nothing but going out to play at this time of year.”


  “It gets so humid in the spring; staying indoors is suffocating after a time,” Xiao Xun said. Turning to Shen Zechuan, he added, “Er-shushu hasn’t stepped out of the palace for half a month.”


  Shen Zechuan had never been in good health, but after the last few years of careful nursing and taking his medicine diligently, he appeared much better. Still, Xiao Chiye was unwilling to take any risks; during this time each year, he kept Shen Zechuan on a tight leash, unwilling to expose him to the slightest breeze.


  “We’ve added a new training ground at Mount Feng this year,” Shen Zechuan said. “The horses were sent over last autumn, but I haven’t been to take a look yet. Staying cooped up in the palace so long is a little suffocating…”


  Xiao Chiye carefully wiped Shen Zechuan’s kumquat-scented hands with his handkerchief as they chatted. “Depends on the weather. It’s going to snow later.”


  Shen Zechuan let Xiao Chiye clean his fingers, tilting his neck toward him attentively in a way that gave Xiao Chiye no choice but to reconsider. Holding Lanzhou’s hand through the handkerchief, Xiao Chiye frowned slightly. Both the big and little one were staring at him, their gazes expectant.


  After a moment’s pause, he gave in. “Just this once.”


  Shen Zechuan immediately turned to Xiao Xun. “Hurry and get changed. We’ll leave right away.”


  Xiao Xun shot to his feet. He wasn’t overly formal in these moments, stepping outside sedately before bounding down the stairs in a few strides and shooting a look at Ding Tao and Li Xiong, who were nearby.


  Sharp as ever, Ding Tao gave him a thumbs-up. “Got it!”


  Xiao Chiye watched the trio run off happily and said to Lanzhou, “At their age, I was still riding all over Libei. I couldn’t have stood being cooped up like this. It’s been tough on all of them.”


  “It’s not like Er-gongzi was all that restrained in Qudu either.” Shen Zechuan rose as well to get changed. “You didn’t go on any fewer rides than you meant to.”


  “That’s because I had a reputation to maintain as a tyrant.” Xiao Chiye cocked his head and looked at Shen Zechuan, lowering his voice as he said, “You haven’t kissed me today.”


  “Have you slept yourself silly?” Shen Zechuan tilted his face up as he undressed, the two of them so close they could feel the other’s breath.


  Xiao Chiye took the opportunity to kiss Shen Zechuan’s lips, replying obstinately, “I wasn’t fully awake then. I was half asleep, so it doesn’t count.”


  “How about now?” Shen Zechuan watched Xiao Chiye, tilting his chin up and inching closer. “Are you awake now?”


  Xiao Chiye bent his head, and the hanging curtains blocking their figures swayed along with their disordered footsteps. Shen Zechuan was unsteady on his feet. Wrapped around him, Xiao Chiye cupped his cheeks as they kissed. His long fingers brushed the pearl on Shen Zechuan’s earlobe like a whisper of silk.


  “Let’s go.” Xiao Chiye stroked the base of his ear with his thumb and flashed him a smile. “Er-ye will take you riding.”


   


  The military training grounds at Mount Feng used to belong to the Imperial Army. After Xiao Chiye left, they were taken over by the Eight Great Battalions. At the time, however, Han Cheng could scarcely keep his own head above water—how could he have had time to tend to Mount Feng? As a result, the place remained largely the same as when it had belonged to the Imperial Army until Shen Zechuan returned to the capital.


  After Xiao Chiye returned to the training grounds, he continued to use the old grounds without expanding the space. But he had a personal agenda: He’d renovated the little thatched cottage and hot spring on Mount Feng, using it as a private retreat for him and Shen Zechuan to cool down in the summer.


  Snowcrest pranced as it left the palace gates, hooves ready to take off running, but Xiao Chiye patted its mane and kept the reins taut. Impatient, Snowcrest pawed at the ground and turned in circles. Xiao Chiye looked back and saw Frostfall gaining ground with Shen Zechuan astride his back, as eye-catching as ever at the very front of his entourage.


  Fine snow fell without a sound. Even the wind had ceased.


  Shen Zechuan had on a heavy coat, his earring a striking sight as it swayed with each of his horse’s strides. He was no longer as cold as before, breathing little puffs of air that resembled tiny tufts of clouds. The fog shrouded him, melting Shen Zechuan’s eyes and turning them into snow in Xiao Chiye’s heart.


  Snowcrest tossed its head, then picked up speed as Frostfall came abreast and passed them.


  Xiao Chiye chased Shen Zechuan until they rode shoulder to shoulder. He loved the smile Shen Zechuan gave him whenever he looked over.


  After riding for an hour, Shen Zechuan was sweating. He tugged at the reins, panting as he wiped his brow with a handkerchief.


  Xiao Chiye had abandoned the young ones far behind them; even Meng stuck his tail out, not sparing a glance for the boys, who were so far back they could only see a sliver of Xiao Chiye’s silhouette.


  Chen Yang had kept up with them. He came over to take the reins from Shen Zechuan. “Your Majesty rode so quickly today, Er-ye could barely keep up.”


  “He let me win.” Shen Zechuan tossed his sweat-dampened handkerchief to Chen Yang as he stepped through the snow, which barely came up to the top of his feet.


  This was fresh snow that crunched with every step. Shen Zechuan thought the sound pleasant and took advantage of his thick boots to stroll through it.


  “Ce’an hasn’t gone riding in a long time.” Across the snowy field, Shen Zechuan looked toward Xiao Chiye, who was already turning his horse around.


  Xiao Chiye hardly left Shen Zechuan’s sight. When he said his Wolfsfang would stand with him before the throne and keep guard over the lands, it hadn’t been an empty promise.


  “The snow’s heavy this year,” Shen Zechuan continued. “The auspicious snow heralds a year of good harvests. We will have bountiful fields across the empire.”


  Although Chen Yang wasn’t as sharp as Fei Sheng, he could still sense a hidden significance behind his words. Shen Zechuan wouldn’t steer the subject to the harvest for no reason. Chen Yang was cautious in his response. “This is because Your Majesty is wise.”


  Shen Zechuan glanced at him sidelong. “I didn’t make it snow.”


  “In past years, the snow came with disaster, causing high numbers of casualties in the north,” Chen Yang said solemnly. “Now, by the grace of—”


  “That is all due to the regional yamen’s ability in administering local affairs. They recognize the importance of preparing for hard winters.” This didn’t seem to be what Shen Zechuan wished to discuss. He took his time drawing a gourd shape with his footsteps in the snow, pondering for a moment before casually remarking, “Xun-er is all grown up now.”


  Realization finally dawned. Chen Yang fell to his knees. He said, “Your Majesty…”


  “When I was his age, I was already working for the court.” Shen Zechuan looked at the curves of the gourd. “He has a teacher’s guidance and familiarity with politics. Would it not be a waste of his talent if I kept him under my wing any longer?”


  Chen Yang didn’t dare answer this question; instead, he said, “You are in the prime of your—”


  Shen Zechuan vented a long sigh. He watched as Xiao Chiye trotted toward them. “Ce’an is the one in his prime.”


  Xiao Chiye’s strong physique could bear the weight of heavy armor, and his horse could still gallop, yet Wolfsfang hung inert in its sheath, as if it had been sealed alongside Avalanche.


  The king of wolves had spent many a spring and autumn in Qudu. He loved and cherished Shen Zechuan, who loved and cherished him in return. They had met here in their youth, and after many twists and turns, they had once again returned. The city walls bounded the wide expanse of sky; Meng couldn’t even spread his wings fully. Shen Zechuan was sick of the cloudless skies of Qudu, and of the rain that came without warning.


  The wind that coursed through the land never stayed. He had accomplished all those long-cherished ambitions that had been foisted upon him.


  “The major undertakings of the empire are not decided by one person; the winds are constantly shifting. The grand path Xiansheng and Yuanzhuo laid out is now complete; the nation’s prosperity and decline are expected to ebb and flow with time. My existence will not change the direction of the tide.” Shen Zechuan mused, “Ce’an and I might as well go and plant yams.”


  Before Chen Yang could exclaim in shock, Shen Zechuan had already turned, striding toward Xiao Chiye to greet him. They spoke in low voices by the horse; Shen Zechuan’s expression was calm and unruffled, leaving Chen Yang sweating alone in the snow.


  He wiped at his brow over and over, unable to tell if Shen Zechuan had truly meant what he said.


  There was no formal dinner prepared that night. A cold day was best ended with a meal that warmed the stomach. Recalling the hotpot they had eaten at the training grounds previously, Chen Yang immediately instructed the servants to make preparations. A boiling hot pot of fresh-sliced meat and wild vegetables, paired with a few jars of On Horseback, would surely drive the cold away.


  Xiao Chiye stripped off his overcoat the moment he entered the residence. As he watched the attendants come and go, he lifted the drapes to find Shen Zechuan already sitting in the inner room.


  “Cold?” Xiao Chiye took Shen Zechuan’s hand into his own.


  There was no underfloor heating in the houses around the training grounds, only charcoal braziers. The windows were open, and through them, they could see the bits of snow still clinging to tree branches.


  “Nope.” Shen Zechuan saw the sweat sheening Xiao Chiye’s neck. “Do you want a bath first?”


  “Nah.” Xiao Chiye sniffed himself. “I don’t stink.”


  While he didn’t smell, this was strangely out of character; in the past, Xiao Chiye would always head straight for the bath after a ride, yet somehow he could tolerate the sweat today. It would only get warmer in the room once the hotpot was served.


  They were still speaking when Gu Jin lifted the drapes and announced, “Master, dinner is ready.”


  “Bring it up.” When Shen Zechuan saw that Gu Jin was alone, he said, “Call Xun-er and the boys back for dinner too. They’ll have plenty of time to have fun after eating.”


  Nodding, Gu Jin turned and walked down the steps. He left the shelter of the veranda and hauled Ding Tao up from where he squatted by the frozen pond, about to play with the sled. Busy having fun, Ding Tao refused to leave. He tugged at the rope on the sled and said to Gu Jin, “Jin-ge, I’m not hungry yet! You guys eat first, I’ll go back with Big Bear later.”


  Li Xiong, carrying a sled of his own, felt his stomach growl. Sniffing as though he could already smell the food, he abandoned Ding Tao and shuffled toward the veranda.


  Gu Jin ignored Ding Tao’s objections. “Where’s His Highness?”


  Ding Tao pointed. “His Highness is relaxing. He didn’t want anyone to follow.”


  “Your master said he didn’t want anyone to follow, and you just let him wander off.” Gu Jin’s expression darkened. “I think you’ve been so pampered in Qudu that you’ve lost all sense!”


  Realizing Gu Jin was genuinely angry, Ding Tao hurriedly straightened up. He had grown taller over the years, and looked sufficiently imposing when he squared his shoulders and protested, “Not at all. Jin-ge, that’s not true! I’m keeping my ears open.”


  Ding Tao was still young, and now that he was serving as Xiao Xun’s guard, he was surrounded by sycophants. Gu Jin was worried he’d be easily influenced, forget propriety, and start seeing himself as the master, neglecting his duties.


  “Don’t yell at him.” Xiao Xun pushed aside the reeds and walked over, stomping the snow off his feet. “I told him to stay there. He didn’t have a choice.”


  “Your Highness,” Gu Jin said, finally turning away from Ding Tao, “the training grounds are nothing like the palace. It’s cold and slippery out here. It’d be best to keep these two close.”


  “There are people both inside and outside the training grounds. They’re even more heavily guarded than the palace.” But Xiao Xun didn’t refute Gu Jin either. “Is Er-shushu calling for me? Let’s go, then.”


   


  The hotpot had a bone-broth base, the rich aroma of which assailed them as soon as they stepped inside. The meat was fatty lamb from stock Fei Sheng had delivered to Qudu before the new year, reared in front of the horse stables for convenient slaughter. Wild vegetables were prepared beside the pot; it wasn’t easy to find these in winter, so they were brought from the palace.


  Hearing movement, Xiao Chiye looked back at the door. “Wash your hands and come eat. We’re waiting for you.”


  Xiao Xun hummed in acknowledgment and accepted the handkerchief Chen Yang handed him to wipe his hands.


  With a wave, Shen Zechuan dismissed the attendant who had brought in the food. Everyone else in the room withdrew as well, leaving only the three of them to eat together, like any regular family having a meal.


  Xiao Chiye dipped a slice of lamb in the pot. “We rarely make such a trip. Will you still be studying tonight?”


  “Xiansheng gave me instructions, so I wouldn’t dare forget,” Xiao Xun replied.


  “Diligence is a good trait,” Shen Zechuan said. “But as your ­Er-shu said, this is a rare holiday. Rest early tonight, and you can have another full day of riding tomorrow.”


  “Your father wrote. He said your mother misses you very much.” Xiao Chiye placed cooked meat on Shen Zechuan’s plate, then said to Xiao Xun, “I was discussing this with your Er-shushu. When the flowers south of the city bloom, you should go home and stay for a while.”


  Outside in the cold, the guards beneath the eaves stood at attention in silence. Chen Yang huffed into his hands and stared blankly at the bright snow in the courtyard.


  “Tao-zi can take over here,” Gu Jin said as he approached. “Go eat something in the duty room before coming back. I’ll keep watch for now.”


  Chen Yang shook himself out of his thoughts. “I’m not hungry yet.”


  “Something’s on your mind. After being brothers for so many years, is there anything you can’t tell me?” Gu Jin cast a glance at the door. “What’s wrong?”


  Still unsettled by what Shen Zechuan had said earlier about farming yams, Chen Yang held his silence for another moment before saying, “I have a feeling we’ll be making a trip back to Libei after the new year.”


  “You’re thinking of going back? Did Master say something?”


  “Just a guess.” Chen Yang looked toward Gu Jin. “His Highness hasn’t been home in a long time.”


   


  Xiao Xun did as Xiao Chiye said and withdrew after the meal.


  When the attendants entered to clean up, Xiao Chiye was standing by the window. He had always run warm, and he felt hot in the room even without moving; only the breeze from the window provided cool relief. Once the attendants were gone, he said, “It’s hard to find a single fault in Xun-er, except that he’s too well-behaved.”


  “He still sees himself as a student.” Shen Zechuan was playing weiqi against himself. Pausing with a piece in hand, he said, “He’s self-aware and doesn’t speak thoughtlessly, but he understands everything going on. Do you think he doesn’t know what you were implying when you told him to go home for a visit tonight?”


  Xiao Chiye gazed at the clumps of snow hanging off the branches and couldn’t help but yearn for the vast snowscapes of Libei—those blank, wide-open expanses. Xiao Fangxu would never see their homeland again.


  A snowflake fluttered onto the back of Xiao Chiye’s hand and melted. The cold jolted him back to the present, and he shut the window.


  “He’s reserved, a bit like Dage. That’s how a sovereign in peacetime ought to be.” Shen Zechuan set down the weiqi piece. “If he were like you, itching to get out of the palace every few days to go riding, the imperial censors would be kneeling all the way to the streets.”


  “What did you say to Chen Yang when we were riding today?” Xiao Chiye met Shen Zechuan’s eyes and smiled.


  “Just some casual conversation,” Shen Zechuan said. “So he could start making preparations.”


  “Ding Tao is still impulsive. He’ll need some old hands around to guide him.” Xiao Chiye sat back down. “We’ll see who’s willing to stay behind.”


  “Ding Tao might not be as steady as one would wish, but he’s quick and adaptable.” Shen Zechuan thought for a moment as he rubbed a weiqi piece between his fingers. “He’s learned well.”


  Back when Ding Tao was always by Xiao Chiye’s side, it was Chen Yang and Gu Jin who had accompanied him. Both were steadfast, dependable guards, so by all logic, Ding Tao should have been influenced by them even if he didn’t share their personalities. But he had always been energetic and lively by nature. When left to his own devices, he used to draw or write, but then he made a friend of Li Xiong, and his time in Zhongbo allowed his true nature to run wild. He had also picked up some of Fei Sheng’s quick wit while watching him at work. Eventually, he had come to develop his own style of doing things.


  “Even Zhao Hui has a family now,” Xiao Chiye said. “When we go back this time, Sister-in-Law will probably be making plans for Chen Yang’s marriage.”


  Shen Zechuan tapped the weiqi piece against the side of the board but said nothing. The snowy night was quiet, and that soft tap was an undulating ripple through the room, the rhythm soothing in the shadows cast by candlelight. The earring he wore took on the warm glow of the light and shone a bright red.


  Xiao Chiye didn’t reach out to touch it. On this tranquil night, he had nothing but patience. He could sit here and take his time to look at him, his gaze like the touch of a palm fondling everything that was Lanzhou, turning it over and over and leaving nothing unseen.


  Xiao Chiye leaned forward. “We rode together today, but we didn’t share the same saddle.”


  “We share a bed every night”—Shen Zechuan shifted his gaze to Xiao Chiye—“and you still want to share a saddle.”


  “We should enjoy ourselves to our heart’s content while riding,” Xiao Chiye said. “I won’t settle for anything less than what I want.”


  Shen Zechuan set the weiqi piece aside and listened to the sound of snow, his interest piqued. “Then don’t let anyone follow us.”


  “We won’t tell a soul.” Xiao Chiye was an old hand at this. “Come with me.”


   


  Outside, Chen Yang and Gu Jin were still conversing in low tones, leaving Ding Tao to his own thoughts nearby. He fished his little book out from his lapels, licked his brush, and began scribbling, muttering to himself.


  After some time, Li Xiong arrived. He stuck his head over the book. “What are you drawing?”


  Ding Tao loved to talk, so he was more than happy to turn his book around to show it to Li Xiong. “The snowy landscape!”


  Li Xiong took a look, then pointed. “A duck.”


  “That’s Meng!” Ding Tao exclaimed.


  On the eaves, Meng ruffled his feathers and cocked his head to look at them.


  “And a donkey too!” Undiscouraged, Li Xiong excitedly pointed again. “And the one riding the donkey is Mister Yuanzhuo.”


  “All right, you have great eyesight. The one riding the donkey is Mister Yuanzhuo.” Ding Tao sighed. “I haven’t seen Qiao Tianya in so many years. We never got to admire the snow with him.”


  “Mister Chengfeng says Mister Yuanzhuo has returned home,” said Li Xiong. “Maybe he’ll come back someday.”


  “You don’t get it.” Looking at Li Xiong with envy, Ding Tao said, “If only I were as worry-free as you.”


  “What’s this?” Li Xiong shifted his finger. “Did Er-ye go riding again?”


  “Yeah,” Ding Tao said. “Er-ye is the most handsome on horseback!” 


  Remembering his past mistake, Ding Tao didn’t dare run his mouth. He was especially loud as he called Xiao Chiye the most handsome, hoping he’d overhear. The shadows within the cottage shifted, and Ding Tao ducked in fear.


  He waited a moment but didn’t hear any movement inside. The lamp had simply been extinguished.


  “Master has gone to sleep,” Ding Tao whispered.


  “He hasn’t,” Li Xiong replied.


  Ding Tao glanced at Gu Jin, then back to Li Xiong. “He’s asleep. Not a sound in this courtyard can escape Jin-ge’s ears.”


  Li Xiong didn’t continue arguing with Ding Tao. He cocked his head and stubbornly listened again.


  Ding Tao held his breath, listening as well. A moment later, he asked, “He’s bound to be asleep now, right?”


  Li Xiong also found it curious. He raised his head to scrutinize the eaves and decided to placate Ding Tao. “I don’t hear anything anymore. He must be asleep.”


   


  The stables on Mount Feng were kept pristine, tended to by men from Libei’s own riding tracks. Xiao Chiye mounted Snowcrest and reached a hand down to Shen Zechuan.


  “See you tomorrow.” Shen Zechuan stroked Frostfall’s neck.


  Frostfall snorted lightly and watched as Shen Zechuan mounted Snowcrest in front of Xiao Chiye. But when Xiao Chiye tugged at the reins and turned Snowcrest’s head, the horse kicked over a nearby lantern.


  “Who’s there?” The soldier on night watch stomped over, raising his own lantern high to see more clearly.


  Xiao Chiye swaddled Shen Zechuan in his cloak and whistled.


  Snow drifted down from the sky. The soldier took one glance at the trim of Xiao Chiye’s cloak and stumbled back, falling to his knees, shouting, “Your Lordship—”


  “At ease.” Xiao Chiye snapped his riding crop and said to Shen Zechuan, still wrapped in his arms, “We’re off!”


  The soldier scrambled to his feet, his mouth falling open in astonishment. He gathered himself enough to shout, “Open the gates!”


  As Snowcrest dashed through the gates of the drill grounds, Meng swooped down from behind. The fur collar of Xiao Chiye’s cloak caressed Shen Zechuan’s cheeks and kept the wind at bay.


  “Where are we going?” Shen Zechuan shouted over the wind.


  Xiao Chiye answered just as loudly, “Our old spot!”


  The cottage at the hot spring on Mount Feng had been renovated long ago, but Shen Zechuan hardly ever had time to leave the palace, so Xiao Chiye didn’t go often either. Today was a rare opportunity to whisk Lanzhou away for a look.


  Although the snow was light, the path up the mountain was muddy. Snowcrest trudged through the muck to make it there. When Xiao Chiye tethered the horse in the courtyard, he patted its head. “Don’t be mad. I’ll clean you up tomorrow.”


  Snowcrest snorted, shaking off Xiao Chiye’s hand as it stamped its hooves in the snow.


  “Your temper gets worse every year.” Xiao Chiye laughed.


  “Did you come fix it up?” Shen Zechuan looked over the cottage. “When? It looks as good as new.”


  “In my spare time.” Xiao Chiye moved to stand next to Shen Zechuan. “It’d be a pity to let such a good hot spring go to waste. While we’re still in Qudu, we can come a few more times. Go in and take a look.”


  The porch had been rebuilt and was much wider than before. Meng was obviously pleased; he landed there, tracking talon prints through the snow on the ground.


  Xiao Chiye pushed open the door and led Shen Zechuan in. They descended the steps to the inner courtyard. There were bodhi trees planted there, the pale brown branches stretching quietly into the air, having long lost the delicate fuzz of their infancy.


  Shen Zechuan gazed at a bodhi tree and thought of Hunu.


  Unlike humans, cats didn’t live long lives. Tantai Hu took good care of Hunu, allowing her to roam freely in his manor. Everyone knew this was an extraordinary cat; not only did Tantai Hu treasure her, the emperor himself often issued orders to shower her with gifts. Last year, she had wandered into a flowerbed and peacefully passed on, bathed in the spring sunlight.


  “Back in Zhongbo, Yuanzhuo often thought of the bodhi trees in Qudu.” Shen Zechuan reached out to touch a branch. He had thought then that it was as if, apart from the bodhi trees, there was nothing else Yao Wenyu held dear in this city in which he’d once resided.


  “Mount Bodhi is only a few li away.” Xiao Chiye took off his cloak and draped it over his arm. “We can go for a visit together tomorrow morning. Spring arrives earlier there, which is all the better for the trees. I’m sure he enjoys the view.”


  Shen Zechuan had rarely visited Mount Bodhi over the years he’d been in Qudu. Zhou Gui and the others always made the trip when they came to the capital to report on their duties, but Shen Zechuan seldom went, with them or alone. Since he didn’t bring up going, no one else dared bring it up either. They didn’t understand—but Xiao Chiye knew it was because he was still grieving, and the sight would make him sad.


  “When Fei Sheng came to the capital before the new year, he said someone had spotted Qiao Tianya in the east. He’d abandoned his blade, shaved his head, and was chanting scriptures in a broken-down temple.” Shen Zechuan drew back his hand. “But I don’t think it’s him. He doesn’t have the patience to expound upon Buddhist teachings to others.”


  Xiao Chiye took Shen Zechuan’s hand and smiled. “Old Fei is sentimental. He wants to bring him back to see you for old time’s sake.”


  “He was dead set on leaving. He won’t see anyone.” Shen Zechuan sighed into the still night. “Being an emperor is the most meaningless thing, and the most thankless job. All my former acquaintances give me a wide berth.”


  “Then come back with me,” Xiao Chiye teased. “We’ll find a place in Libei and raise some sheep and horses.”


  Shen Zechuan turned and looked at Xiao Chiye. To his surprise, he said, “Exactly what I was thinking.”


  Xiao Chiye brushed snow from Shen Zechuan’s hair. “Great. I’ll build you a house there.”


  “What kind of house?” Shen Zechuan asked with mild concern. “The same as our manor in Duanzhou?”


  “I’ll build whatever kind you want,” Xiao Chiye said. “Bigger than the one in Duanzhou.”


  “It’ll feel empty if it’s too big, since it’ll be quiet most of the time,” Shen Zechuan said. “The sheep can’t come in either.”


  Xiao Chiye thought for a moment. “Then I’ll make you a little path leading to the stables and pens, so you can come and go as you please and see the sheep every day.”


  It was deep in the night now; they stood hand in hand like two children, sharing innocent dreams they’d never talk about in the daytime. The snow fell without end. Finding Xiao Chiye’s answer satisfactory, Shen Zechuan stomped experimentally on the snow and asked, “Can we play in the snow in the winter?”


  “Why not?” Xiao Chiye made a bigger footprint beside Shen Zechuan’s. “If you’re not going to be the emperor anymore, you can play however you want.” He thought of something and burst out laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” Shen Zechuan asked, puzzled.


  “At that point, even if the censors wanted to rebuke you, they’d have to chase you across all those thousands of li,” Xiao Chiye said.


  “Of course you’d be happiest about that.” Shen Zechuan raised his chin. “The censors never scold me. They don’t dare.”


  “So I’m an easy target, huh?”


  They laughed again. When their mirth subsided, Xiao Chiye squeezed Shen Zechuan’s fingers. “I’ve looked at you every day for so many years, and I’ll keep looking for years to come. Aren’t I great?”


  “What’s so great about looking at someone?” Shen Zechuan said. “I look at you every day too.”


  “Then we’re equally great.” Xiao Chiye found his Lanzhou particularly adorable tonight. It was as if they had already left Qudu and were strolling through the snowfields of Libei.


  “Let’s make a trip to Mount Bodhi tomorrow morning,” Shen Zechuan said. “It’s about time we talked to Yuanzhuo.”


   


  Mount Bodhi wasn’t far from Mount Feng, but the snow had thickened in the middle of the night. By the time Xiao Chiye woke up in the morning, it was already ankle-deep. He draped a robe over his shoulders and watched for a while before returning to the room, bringing the chill in with him.


  Shen Zechuan woke up just as the sun cleared the horizon. Xiao Chiye stroked his cheek. “The snow last night must have blocked the roads. I’ll send Meng back to get Chen Yang to clear the way.”


  “It’s just as well that it’s blocked off.” Shen Zechuan pushed himself up in bed. “It’ll be quiet. We’ll take the long way there.”


  Xiao Chiye knew what Shen Zechuan was thinking, but taking the long way meant more time spent on the road. He didn’t mind, but he didn’t want Lanzhou catching a cold.


  Shen Zechuan yawned and wrapped Xiao Chiye’s cloak around himself. “I have this cloak Sister-in-Law sent, so no need to worry. Besides, Snowcrest can run even in thick snow.”


  Xiao Chiye turned Shen Zechuan’s face to him, determined to set some ground rules. “You need to stay on the horse. No walking through the snow. If you agree, we can go.”


  Shen Zechuan raised a foot and nudged Xiao Chiye’s leg. “Carry me on your back then, Er-lang.”


   


  It had snowed all night, and it was much colder than the day before. The sky was overcast, and everything as far as the eye could see was a pale expanse of gray. The maple trees on Mount Feng were decked all in silver, and icicles had formed beneath the eaves. Xiao Chiye bundled Shen Zechuan securely, as he always did, and the two rode Snowcrest back the way they had come, taking a long detour.


  Mount Bodhi was far from remote; in fact, one could see the palace roofs of Qudu from its summit. Li Jianheng had been fond of this place once upon a time and had often pestered the Xiande Emperor to give it to him. The Xiande Emperor feared his little brother would go too far fooling around and tarnish the mountain’s sacred name, so he never did grant it to him. By the time Li Jianheng himself became emperor, he’d forgotten all about the place.


  “There are actually more bamboo groves than bodhi trees on Mount Bodhi.” Xiao Chiye pointed toward the mountain shrouded in snowy mist. “Old Master Yao liked the peace and quiet here and often came to escape the summer heat. That’s why it’s still so frequented by scholars.”


  Shen Zechuan followed his pointing finger. “Xiansheng mentioned this to me once. When he and Elder Hai first came to Qudu, they often came here too.”


  Xiao Chiye had thought Snowcrest would be able to make the climb up the mountain, but the snow was too thick and the ground too icy. He dismounted and looked at the path ahead, huffing warm air into his hands. “Climb on. Er-ye will carry you.”


  “It’s just a few steps.” Shen Zechuan frowned. “I can walk myself.”


  “You’re too slow,” Xiao Chiye said, a little smug. “Let me show you what Er-ye can do.”


  Shen Zechuan knew there would be no swaying him. “Will I not be allowed to go outside at all when we return to Libei?”


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Xiao Chiye lifted Shen Zechuan onto his back and gave him a light bounce. “Hm, how do you still weigh the exact same?”


  “You carry me every day,” Shen Zechuan said into his ear. “How could you possibly notice any change?”


  Shen Zechuan’s warm breath tickled his ear, and he laughed. He set off toward the peak. “That reminds me of something.”


  “What?”


  Xiao Chiye lapsed into a momentary silence. His smile never wavered, but his eyes dimmed a little. “When my mother was still around, we had a year of heavy snowfall. I was small then, and when I went outdoors to play, the snow came all the way up to my thighs, soaking through my pants.” He turned slightly and murmured to Lanzhou, “It was freezing—so cold I’ve never forgotten it in all these years.”


  Shen Zechuan stroked Xiao Chiye’s jaw and asked. “And then what happened?”


  “And then”—Xiao Chiye trudged up the mountain—“my father came looking for me to take me home. He lifted me up onto his shoulders, and sitting there, I thought, Wow, this is so high, it must be great to be tall. I was determined not to be shorter than my father.”


  Shen Zechuan smiled. “And so you started drinking milk every day.”


  “Yeah. Later on I had a growth spurt—I grew even faster than the mushrooms outside. It was like I’d be taller every time I woke up. My legs ached at night. I asked my old man if it was that bad for him, too, when he was growing, but he lied and said he was naturally gifted, so it never hurt.”


  Shen Zechuan rested his chin on Xiao Chiye’s shoulder, feeling his warmth and breath. He never interrupted Ce’an when he reminisced about the past. He loved listening to him talk.


  “I really believed him.” Xiao Chiye tilted his head to nuzzle Shen Zechuan’s cheek.


  Shen Zechuan felt a lump in his throat. He turned his face, too, as though he and Xiao Chiye were drawing warmth from each other in the snow. In this vast world, the two of them seemed to exist as one. Such was their bond that they could feel the sorrow even their expressions didn’t betray.


   


  Mount Bodhi was an easier climb than Mount Feng, but even so, it was almost dark by the time they reached the summit.


  Xiao Chiye held Shen Zechuan’s hand and led him through the last of the snow. Looking around, he remarked in surprise, “I’ve never seen so many trees here before.”


  Snow blanketed the rows of bodhi trees on either side of the stone path. Come summer, they would form a lush, picturesque sight.


  As they walked on, a vague suspicion took shape in Shen Zechuan’s mind.


  They turned a corner and came across a dilapidated thatched house. It had clearly been uninhabited for a long time, but the recently extinguished remains of a fire were hidden inside.


  Xiao Chiye surveyed their surroundings. It didn’t take him long to realize who had visited this dwelling. “Those trees weren’t planted in a day. Looks like he’s been coming to Qudu often over the years.”


  Shen Zechuan looked at the empty house for a moment in silence. “He’s a sentimental man. He hasn’t shown himself all these years because he hasn’t let go. Before Yuanzhuo passed, he asked him to come plant some trees on Mount Bodhi. He didn’t forget.”


  The thatched cottage had stood guard here through the years. Now its walls were mottled, with traces of water stains at the corners. It was run-down inside and out, and the outer courtyard wall had long collapsed under the weight of the snow. The small path outside revealed no other footprints. Qiao Tianya hadn’t been living here regularly; in fact, it seemed as if he had barely been here at all.


  The mountain descent was treacherous, and night came early in the winter months. After leaving the thatched cottage, Xiao Chiye and Shen Zechuan made their way to Yao Wenyu’s resting place. Their old friend lay in eternal rest right beside Hai Liangyi. It was a good spot, where he could look out at the lights of Qudu in the distance and hear the wind whispering through the bamboo.


  “Some distant relatives of the Yao Clan came here before the new year to pay their respects,” Xiao Chiye said. “They repaired the fencing around here for Yuanzhuo.”


  Shen Zechuan nodded as he picked his way through the snow. He turned back toward Xiao Chiye. “The Yao Clan has existed in name only since Yuanzhuo passed. Chengfeng proposed refurbishing the Yao Clan’s ancestral hall; I’ve already approved it.”


  “Yuanzhuo was Xun-er’s first teacher.” Xiao Chiye gripped Shen Zechuan’s hand. “It’s only right that we should…”


  He trailed off. The wind rattled through the bare branches, sending a fine dusting of snow over their shoulders and hair. Through the mist, he had spotted the bodhi tree that kept Yuanzhuo company. The tree was ordinary—as was the man sitting beneath it.


  Shen Zechuan recognized him, but he didn’t know how to address him. The man before him had changed so much that he no longer seemed like the person they knew.


  In the frigid snowscape, Qiao Tianya sat beside a small fire, the vast, silent sky above him and pitch-black night behind him. He wore the same clothes he used to wear, but the hair at his temples had gone white. He still seemed untouched by the vicissitudes of life, but the warmth in his expression had cooled, so that he looked as if he could easily fade into the snow and wind.


  “It’s freezing out here,” Qiao Tianya said, holding his palms to the fire. “Once you’ve visited him, you should hurry back.”


  “That cottage is about to collapse under the snow.” Xiao Chiye sat down across from Qiao Tianya like an old friend. “Aren’t you going to fix it?”


  “I don’t live here,” Qiao Tianya said.


  “It seems to me that this right here is your home.” Xiao Chiye leaned back, bracing himself on his hands, and gazed at Qiao Tianya. “Your heart never went far.”


  Qiao Tianya didn’t answer. He rummaged through the embers, pulled out a yam, and handed it to Shen Zechuan.


  Shen Zechuan took it. He wrapped it in his blue handkerchief to protect his fingers from the heat, then slowly peeled it. He ate it all, one bite at a time, as if acknowledging Qiao Tianya’s gesture of welcome. Finally, he put away the handkerchief neatly, and the three sat silently around the fire in the starless, snowy night.


  The silence was broken by the sound of people and horses approaching from afar.


  “We should go,” Shen Zechuan said.


  Qiao Tianya looked up at Shen Zechuan and Xiao Chiye. They hadn’t seen each other for a long time, yet there was no sense of unfamiliarity between them, only the feeling that much had changed in the relentless march of time. Qiao Tianya had even thrown away his blade; he was no longer anyone’s guard, or even Qiao Tianya anymore. The one man who had once made life bearable was lying in the grave beside him. No one else in this world could make him stay.


  Shen Zechuan understood.


  Qiao Tianya slowly nodded; he didn’t get up to see them off. Shen Zechuan and Xiao Chiye stood. No farewells were said, as though the encounter was but a dream.


  Only when Chen Yang’s footsteps drew close did Shen Zechuan look back. The snow was coming down in great flurries now, and he could no longer see the fire or Qiao Tianya.


  “Trees take a hundred years to grow.” Xiao Chiye took Shen Zechuan’s hand. “He’ll be back.”




  Into Dreams


   


  THE SUMMER HEAT was so unbearable that even the banana trees planted outside the hall drooped listlessly. Despite the weather, two rows of people knelt facing the foot of the steps. Silence hung in the air around them, so absolute one could hear a pin drop.


  The newly promoted tax circuit intendant was a man in his forties named Liu Siguo. He had a long, thin face, unfortunately matched with a pair of triangular eyes that gave him a rather rat-like appearance, making him into a caricature of a corrupt official. Despite his looks, he was a decisive and steadfast man whose efficient management of grain in Dancheng in recent years had made him a highly regarded expert within the capital.


  The sun blazed down, so hot that Liu Siguo’s robe was soon soaked with sweat. Beads of perspiration rolled down his temples and cheeks, but he didn’t dare raise a hand to wipe them away. He heard a thud behind him—someone had fainted. He didn’t look back; he was dizzy himself, and he felt it wouldn’t be long before he joined the man on the ground.


  Finally, the hanging screen to the hall lifted, and Yu Xiaozai came out to summon Liu Siguo. He quickly got to his feet, but his knees were weak from kneeling for so long and he stumbled, almost falling over.


  Yu Xiaozai caught him and offered a few words of reassurance. “His Majesty’s anger has subsided. Just answer his questions truthfully, and don’t try to evade the issue or make excuses for fear of offending anyone. Yeesh! Look at the sweat on you. You’d better come in now.”


  Liu Siguo hastily dabbed the sweat at his temples before following Yu Xiaozai inside. It was refreshingly cool in the hall, with basins of ice placed in all four corners of the room. Several inner-palace attendants lined the sides. Not daring to let his eyes wander, Liu Siguo stepped forward and knelt in the center of the hall. “This offending subject, Liu Siguo, pays his respects to Your Majesty!”


  Shen Zechuan was in the middle of a weiqi game with Xiao Chiye. He didn’t blink at the greeting and simply gave a slight nod in acknowledgment.


  Not daring to move, Liu Siguo remained prostrate on the ground, his anxiety mounting. He only hoped he could survive this ordeal.


  Without setting down his weiqi piece, Xiao Chiye glanced at Liu Siguo and smiled. “It’s hot out there, isn’t it?”


  Liu Siguo nodded reflexively, then quickly shook his head. “Er-ye, it’s indeed hot, but this subject’s plight is nothing compared to the situation in Dancheng.”


  Shen Zechuan placed a piece on the board, the ghost of a smile on his lips. “And what is the situation in Dancheng? Perhaps you could elaborate.”


  Liu Siguo had overheard Shen Zechuan fly into a rage earlier while he’d been waiting outside and had thought he’d be greeted with a storm of rebukes when it was his turn. He hadn’t expected Shen Zechuan to be so genial. However, past experience reporting on his duties in the capital had made him keenly aware of the unpredictability of the emperor’s moods; the thought set him sweating all over again. He pushed through his discomfort to reply, but the oppressive heat suddenly overwhelmed him. His vision began to blur. “This subject”—his body teetered—“this offending subject…”


  Reacting quickly, Yu Xiaozai rushed up to support him. “Oh, my. Oh, dear! What’s wrong?!”


  Liu Siguo’s face was waxy pale. “This offending subject…has shown…disrespect…before the throne…”


  “Don’t speak for now,” Shen Zechuan said. “Attendants, hurry and help Minister Liu.”


  Eunuchs rushed over and surrounded Liu Siguo. One tipped water into his mouth, while another wiped his sweat. After they had fussed over him for a while, the color finally returned to Liu Siguo’s face.


  “His Majesty is only asking about some governmental affairs. What are you so terrified of?” Xiao Chiye threw the weiqi piece back into its box and continued, his tone light, “You already reported on Dancheng’s difficulties in procuring grain in your memorial even before you returned to the capital. This is something we’ve already discussed. Or did you think His Majesty would eat you up now that you’re here?”


  The chair he was lounging in barely contained his tall frame. He stretched out his legs, the picture of nonchalance. When Liu Siguo had been in the capital before, he had once shared a few drinks with Xiao Chiye. With Er-ye here acting as an intermediary, he relaxed a fraction. “Yes, Er-ye. This offending subject wouldn’t dare to think so. I rushed back to Qudu as soon as I received the summons, the day before last. His Majesty has not only shown this offending subject great clemency but is also due my every effort as my sovereign—”


  “That’s enough,” Shen Zechuan interjected, turning a weiqi piece between his fingers. “You can save the mawkish flattery. When we sent you to Dancheng, it was on account of your acumen and integrity. There have been many changes in the officials managing the grain of the eight cities over the past few years; few last long in these positions. You did well last year, and all was still well before spring. So why can’t you secure the grain required for Qidong?”


  Liu Siguo considered his answer. “Your Majesty, Dancheng has always been the gate to Qudu. It has taken a beating over the last few years, and it’s only by the grace of Your Majesty in sending such distinguished and capable officials to revitalize the area that our grain reserve is as abundant as it is today. Qidong suffered a drought last year, and the garrison troops’ provisions are running low. Of course the various provinces and prefectures should all do their part in rendering assistance. But Your Majesty, Dancheng’s granaries cannot be touched right now, and that is why I submitted the memorial!”


  “Are you reluctant to send grain to Qidong because you fear Juexi might face another natural disaster at the end of the year?” Xiao Chiye folded his arms. “If that’s the case, you can rest assured. Even if Juexi is short grain this year, they won’t come to you for assistance.”


  “You misunderstand, Er-ye. It’s not Juexi I’m concerned about, but the eight cities and Qudu! This subject knows Qudu’s grain supply has been Zhongbo’s responsibility, but the situation is different this year. Libei…”


  He laid his reasoning out before the emperor, listing his justifications clearly, one by one. The discussion went on until evening. The palace maids had already lit the lanterns on the veranda by the time they were done.


  Shen Zechuan rose and glanced out at the sky. “Write up everything you’ve said today and submit a memorial tomorrow morning,” he said before turning to Yu Xiaozai. “Youjing, once you get it, send it directly to Qidong for Qi Zhuyin’s review.”


  Yu Xiaozai acknowledged his order. Just as he was about to take his leave with Liu Siguo, his stomach growled.


  “I didn’t realize it’d gotten this late.” Xiao Chiye stretched and lifted the hanging screen to look out. “It’s not a good time today, so we won’t keep you two for dinner. Go on home, now.”


  “Your Majesty and Er-ye have been tirelessly attending to state affairs every day,” Yu Xiaozai replied. “Please take care of yourselves too.” He worked before the throne every day, and he spoke in a measured but not overly formal manner. He smiled at Liu Siguo. “Lord Liu, since Er-ye isn’t keeping us, allow me to prepare some wine and welcome you back to the capital.”


  The two officials withdrew, and eunuchs entered, ready to light the lamps. Shen Zechuan held up a hand to stop them, walking to the door and ducking out under Xiao Chiye’s arm. “We won’t be having our meal here today.”


  Xiao Chiye didn’t rush to follow him; he leaned against the doorframe, his hand still holding the screen, and feigned ignorance. “Where are we eating if not here, Your Majesty?”


  Lanzhou stretched his arms overhead and answered as he descended the steps. “You can stay here and oversee things if you like.”


  “No wonder they say entering the palace is like wading into the bottomless sea. To think I, Xiao Ce’an, would so quickly become the wilted bloom of yesterday, cast aside in an empty chamber by my fickle lover.”


  Shen Zechuan had already stepped out of the courtyard when a gust of wind rushed him from behind. By the time he realized what had happened, he was hoisted over Xiao Chiye’s shoulder.


  The guards and palace attendants inside and outside the courtyard averted their gazes, not daring to look any higher than their shoes. Two rows of palace lanterns stretched like stars into the night, while outside the palace gates in the distance, a bell tolled, announcing the time. A cool breeze had risen after sunset, making the night far more refreshing than the day.


  The paved path was quiet. Xiao Chiye lowered Lanzhou in his arms, loath to set him on the ground. He turned his face to him, his eyes bright and fierce. “Well? Are you still going to go ahead and leave me?”


  One arm still slung over Xiao Chiye’s shoulder, Shen Zechuan opened his folding fan and fanned himself haphazardly. His jade earring swayed with his movements. “I knew the enemy wasn’t far behind.”


  “I was sweating buckets in the hall earlier,” Xiao Chiye said. “If not for all those people around, I’d have draped myself over the chair and let you fan me properly.”


  “We had ice basins in there.” Shen Zechuan felt even hotter after fanning himself. “But out here, it’s like being in a bamboo steamer. It hasn’t rained in Qudu for nearly half a month.”


  “I always feel like getting out of the city at this time of year.” Xiao Chiye leaned closer. “Come with me to Mount Feng after your court session tomorrow.”


  “A chief supervising secretary who has been inspecting the different regions will be reporting tomorrow.” Shen Zechuan rested his half-closed fan on Xiao Chiye’s cheek and looked at him through lowered lashes. “Why don’t you go by yourself?”


  “Really?” Xiao Chiye tightened his arms around him. “Shen Lanzhou, how heartless you are.”


  “You call this heartless?” Shen Zechuan nudged him closer with his fan. “I could’ve urged you to set off tonight instead.”


  “Are you so eager to get rid of me?”


  Under the hazy moonlight, all the guards were on duty at the courtyard entrance. The path they lingered on was quiet save for their low whispers and the chirps of insects and birds.


  “Maybe I’ll reconsider…” Shen Zechuan leaned in as if to kiss him but stopped just shy of his lips. He gazed up at him, his expressive eyes reflecting the moonlight. “…if you serve me well tonight.”


  Xiao Chiye cupped the back of Shen Zechuan’s head and kissed him hard. They were practically glued together all day long, but it was never enough.


  His kisses varied in intensity. Everyone thought Lanzhou hard to read; no one else knew that, in their most intimate moments, Ce’an was the unpredictable one. Sometimes, when the wind teased Lanzhou for too long, making his earring sway, Ce’an pinched the pendant between his fingers, forbidding even the wind from touching what was his.


  The moon was beautiful tonight, but being too perfect was also a crime. Like a veil of silver gauze, it shrouded Shen Zechuan in its light, leaving Xiao Chiye enchanted and jealous in equal measure. He kissed Lanzhou’s eyelids, then moved to his ear and gently took that earring between his teeth as Lanzhou tugged on his little braid.


  The inner courtyard was merely a stone’s throw from the main hall; Xiao Chiye had to have his feathers smoothed a few times on the way there. Shen Zechuan’s earlobes flushed red from his kisses, not because he was shy, but because it was too hot. When he was done with the earring, the wolf pup moved to nip his neck.


  “How would you like to be served?” Xiao Chiye cradled Shen Zechuan in his arms, not at all tired. “Like this?” He proceeded to shower Shen Zechuan with a torrent of kisses and bites.


  By the time they reached the inner courtyard, Shen Zechuan’s folding fan was no longer pressed against Xiao Chiye, but used to shield his earlobe. His eyes were half-lidded, perhaps from fatigue, or from satiation.


  The inner courtyard had received word of their imminent arrival and had their meals ready—nothing extravagant, since there were only the two of them dining. Just three or four simple dishes. Afterward, they washed up as usual, and an attendant came to inform them that Chen Yang had returned.


  Chen Yang entered, delivering letters. “Master, this one’s from Libei.”


  Xiao Chiye had changed into a day robe, more relaxed now that they were home. He opened the letter in front of Lanzhou and quickly skimmed it. “It’s from my sister-in-law. She said if Qidong’s provisions aren’t ready soon, the marshal’s going to come knocking and make a scene.”


  “Sister-in-Law can handle her easily. Let her be.” Despite saying so, Shen Zechuan considered it, holding his teacup. “Liu Siguo hesitates out of concern for the commoners in Dancheng. We cannot take this grain from the eight cities by force. We’ll need to discuss it again with the prefectures in Zhongbo.”


  “There’s been no war or any other man-made disaster in recent years.” Xiao Chiye handed the letter to Shen Zechuan. “We can make up for the shortfall if everyone chips in. It’s not an insurmountable issue by any means, but it certainly has Liu Siguo scared out of his wits.”


  “There is precedent of revolts breaking out over grain,” Shen Zechuan said. “And he’s not one of the old hands like Youjing. Of course he’d be frightened to see you and me.”


  Chen Yang poured another cup of tea and offered it to Xiao Chiye. “Just wait until autumn’s over,” he said. “There’ll be plenty more arguments at the end of the year.”


  He was of course referring to the annual year-end review, when regional tax circuit intendants, inspectors, provincial officials, and military officers would all gather in the capital, demanding funds and provisions and going back and forth on a never-ending list of issues.


  Shen Zechuan folded the letter and filed it neatly away in a box. “Arguments aren’t necessarily a bad thing. The real headache is if everyone speaks with the same voice.”


  “If it’s arguments you want, you can count on Lao-Hu and Old Fei.” Xiao Chiye laughed. “They have endless scores to settle. It must’ve been hard on them working together in Zhongbo for so many years.”


  “They only argue for show. They actually get along.” Chen Yang laughed too. “They rarely get to see Master and Er-ye, so they saved all their quarrels for the new year to entertain us.”


  Shen Zechuan smiled. “Speaking of which—once the weather cools, it’ll be time for the armies to consider distribution of salary and provisions and expenditure for winter equipment.”


  Xiao Chiye flopped down into the rocking chair. “Being an emperor is exhausting. All that worrying. Look at your master. He missed lunch today, and he still has the reports from three cities to sit through first thing tomorrow. Managing the grain requisition is a nightmare; one small move affects the whole board. Liu Siguo has his reasons for refusing to cough up the grain, but the other three are just stingy.”


  “There’s only so much food to go around.” Shen Zechuan took a sip of his tea. “They all want to be good officials and get outstanding year-end evaluations. Ultimately, it comes down to fear. They fear there will be another natural disaster or other calamity and they’ll find themselves with no surplus. Then what’s to stop them from ending up like Jiang Qingshan in the old days, going around borrowing on a debt he can’t pay off?”


  “Didn’t Master and Er-ye come to an agreement before?” Chen Yang chimed in. “No discussion of state affairs at home!”


  Leaning back in his chair, Xiao Chiye drawled, “That was the plan, but it’s not like we can just look away when the memorials come in. Besides, you know what your master is like. If the issue isn’t resolved, he’ll sit up in the middle of the night and pull on my braid until we talk about it.”


  “I’ll have to wake up early tomorrow and finish hearing everyone’s reports before noon,” Shen Zechuan said. “Chen Yang can organize the rest and pack them into boxes. Maybe then I can invite someone to go for a ride on Mount Feng.”


  They had their small place on Mount Feng where they often stayed overnight. Chen Yang acknowledged the order, called an attendant in to clear away the memorials, and took his leave.


  Most of the lamps had been extinguished, leaving only one on each side of the curtain, just enough to illuminate the room. The door leading to the courtyard had been left ajar to let the cool breeze in, and the bamboo blinds left down for privacy. Leaning back in his rocking chair, Xiao Chiye bathed in the night breeze, completely at ease. He lifted his teacup and asked innocently, “So who are you inviting for a ride on Mount Feng?”


  A moment later, a pair of cool hands cupped his cheeks from behind. “Who indeed?” Shen Zechuan said.


  Xiao Chiye set the cup aside and pulled Shen Zechuan onto his lap. He whispered into Shen Zechuan’s ear, “Did Your Majesty have a change of heart because I kissed you so well earlier?”


  Shen Zechuan kicked off his wooden clogs and curled up in his arms, letting the fan dangle down over the armrest. They pressed tight against each other in the chair, gently rocking back and forth.


  “You did not kiss me well, and your bites hurt too.”


  “Then bite me back.”


  Shen Zechuan buried his head in the crook of Xiao Chiye’s neck. Xiao Chiye waited for a moment, then grasped his wrist and kissed his forehead. “What kind of revenge is it if you only breathe on me instead of bit—”


  A sharp pain cut him off—Shen Zechuan had indeed bitten him.


  Grasping Shen Zechuan’s waist, Xiao Chiye lifted him up. He heard him cry out for “A-Ye,” then “Ce’an.” By the time Shen Zechuan had cycled through all his names, he was too exhausted to even lift his hands. The fan had long since fallen to the ground.


  Xiao Chiye cradled Lanzhou in his arms, kissing him like a bedtime ritual. This was how he wanted him: drowsy and melted into his embrace. At last, he whispered in Shen Zechuan’s ear, “Who will you dream of?”


  Shen Zechuan lifted a finger, his eyes closed as he mumbled blearily, “You.”


  Xiao Chiye chuckled, the sound cutting through the drone of the insects outside. Just as he always did, Xiao Chiye interlaced his fingers with Shen Zechuan’s as they drifted off to sleep together, a place where, every night, the dreams were sweet.
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  Look,


  How the Yellow River falls from the sky, rushing to sea, ne’er to return.


  Look,


  How the silver strands mourned in the mirror, ebony at dawn, turned snow at dusk.


   


  One must make merry while fortune’s up and ne’er let the moon greet an empty cup.


  My gift from the heavens will not be spurned, a thousand gold lost shall be returned.


  Let us feast on cows and goats, relish the night with three hundred toasts.


   


  My friends Cen and Yuan, drink up! May your wine flow and never stop.


   


  Let me sing this song for you, if you’ll humor me these verses few.


  Little are riches and wonders worth; I’d rather drift in drunken mirth.


  Great sages always were lonesome in fame. Only men who drink leave behind their name.


  In Pingle Pavilion, Prince Chen in years spent did wine and dine to his heart’s content.


  Dear host, how have you no coin to spare? Why not spend on drinks to share?


  Fancy steeds and lavish furs, trade them all for fine liquors,


  And together drown our endless woes.


   


  —Bring in the Wine (Qiang Jin Jiu) by Tang dynasty poet Li Bai.
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  Characters


   


  Main Characters


  SHEN ZECHUAN 


  沈泽川 SURNAME SHEN; GIVEN NAME ZECHUAN, “TO NOURISH THE RIVERS”


  COURTESY NAME: Lanzhou (兰舟 / orchid; boat)


  TITLE: Prefectural Governor


  WEAPON: Avalanche (仰山雪 / Yang Shan Xue) : A straight, single-edged saber longer than normal swords. It used to belong to Ji Gang’s adoptive father.


  The eighth son of common birth to Shen Wei, the Prince of Jianxing. Forced to shoulder the ignominy of his father’s alleged collusion with the enemy during the invasion of Zhongbo that led to the slaughter of thirty thousand soldiers in the Chashi Sinkhole, he has since risen to rule the province of Zhongbo in defiance of the faltering Zhou empire.


   


  XIAO CHIYE


  萧驰野 SURNAME XIAO; GIVEN NAME CHIYE, “TO RIDE ACROSS THE WILD”


  COURTESY NAME: Ce’an (策安 / spur; peace)


  TITLE: Chief Commander of the Libei Armored Cavalry


  WEAPON: Wolfsfang (狼戾 / Langli): A single-edged executioner’s blade forged by the best craftsman in Qidong.


  The second and youngest son of lawful birth to Xiao Fangxu, the Prince of Libei. Now also called Er-ye, or Second Master Xiao.


   


  QUDU


  CEN YU 岑愈: Courtesy name Xunyi. The Left Censor-in-Chief of the Chief Surveillance Bureau.


  CHEN ZHEN 陈珍: Courtesy name Xinzhi. Minister of War.


  FEI KUN 费坤: The Helian Marquis. Father of Fei Shi and Zhaoyue.


  FEI SHI 费适: Lawful son of Fei Kun, the Helian Marquis.


  FENGQUAN 风泉: Li Jianting’s personal eunuch.


  FUMAN 福满: A eunuch of the inner palace.


  GE QINGQING 葛青青: Judge of the Embroidered Uniform Guard who served under Ji Gang when the latter was still the vice commander. Currently stationed in Juexi to keep a tight watch over the Xi Clan.


  HAI LIANGYI 海良宜 (“VIRTUOUS AND PROPER”): Courtesy name Renshi. Once the Grand Secretary of the Grand Secretariat and teacher to Yao Wenyu.


  HAN CHENG 韩丞: Chief commander of the Embroidered Uniform Guard after Ji Lei’s death.


  HAN JIN 韩靳: Military Commissioner of the Eight Great Battalions.


  HUA HEWEI 花鹤娓: The empress dowager, widow of the Guangcheng Emperor.


  KONG QIU 孔湫: Courtesy name Boran. The current Grand Secretary of the Grand Secretariat.


  LI JIANHENG 李建恒: The Tianchen Emperor. As the final survivor of the Li Clan, he ascended the throne after the death of the Xiande Emperor.


  LI JIANTING 李剑霆 (“SWORD; THUNDER”): Originally named Ling Ting 灵婷 (“clever; pretty”). The Shengyin Emperor.


  LI JIANYUN 李建云: The Xiande Emperor. Son of the Guangcheng Emperor and elder brother to Li Jianheng.


  LIANG CUISHAN 梁漼山: Courtesy name Chongshen. A member of the Ministry of Revenue who works under Pan Lin.


  PAN LIN 潘蔺: Courtesy name Chengzhi. Vice Minister of the Ministry of Revenue and lawful son of Pan Xiangjie.


  PAN XIANGJIE 潘祥杰: Minister of Works. Head of the Pan Clan of the Eight Great Clans.


  PAN YI 潘逸: Prefect of Dancheng. The second son of the Pan Clan, born of the first concubine. Pan Lin’s younger brother. Husband to Commandery Princess Zhaoyue. 


  PAN YUAN 潘远: The younger brother of Pan Lin and Pan Yi, of common birth.


  QI HUILIAN 齐惠连: Grand mentor to the deceased crown prince of Yongyi, and later, Shen Zechuan’s teacher.


  SHAO CHENGBI 邵成碧: Former Vice Minister of the Ministry of War. 


  WEI HUAIGU 魏怀古: Former Minister of Revenue.


  XI HONGXUAN 奚鸿轩: Former Secretary of the Bureau of Evaluations in the Ministry of Personnel. Xi Gu’an’s brother and the second son of lawful birth in the Xi Clan. 


  XIAO-WU 小吴: A young member of the Embroidered Uniform Guard sent to Juexi with Ge Qingqing.


  XUE XIUYI 薛修易: Courtesy name Pingjing. Xue Xiuzhuo’s elder brother of lawful birth.


  XUE XIUZHUO 薛修卓: Courtesy name Yanqing. Vice Minister in the Court of Judicial Review. Teacher of Li Jianting.


  ZHAOYUE 照月: Commandery Princess. Daughter of the Helian Marquis and wife of Pan Yi.


   


  JUEXI


  JIANG QINGSHAN 江青山 (“GREEN HILLS”): Courtesy name Wanxiao. Provincial Administration Commissioner of Juexi.


  LIU-NIANG 柳娘: Jiang Qingshan’s wife.


  XI DAN 奚丹: Steward of the Xi Clan.


   


  LIBEI


  CHEN YANG 晨阳 (“MORNING SUN”): Leader of Xiao Chiye’s guards.


  GU JIN 骨津: Guard to Xiao Chiye. He has excellent hearing. 


  GUO WEILI 郭韦礼: Commanding general of Third Sand Camp.


  JIANG SHENG 蒋圣: Commanding general of Second Sand Camp.


  LU GUANGBAI 陆广白 (“EMPTY EXPANSE”): Former commanding general of the Bianjun Commandery in Qidong. Brother to Lu Yizhi and one of the current Four Great Generals, known as “Beacon-Smoke and Rising Sand.”


  LU YIZHI 陆亦栀: Heir Consort of Libei. Xiao Jiming’s wife and Lu Guangbai’s sister. 


  TANTAI HU 澹台虎 (“TIGER”): Member of the Imperial Army.


  WU ZIYU 邬子余: The youngest general in Libei; was commanding general of Border Camp until Xiao Chiye took over.


  XIAO FANGXU 萧方旭 (“RISING SUN”): Prince of Libei. Father to Xiao Chiye and Xiao Jiming, and one of the past Four Great Generals of the empire of Zhou. 


  XIAO JIMING 萧既明 (“APPROACHING BRIGHTNESS”): Current Prince of Libei and commander of the Libei Armored Cavalry. Xiao Chiye’s elder brother; he is married to Lu Yizhi, Lu Guangbai’s sister. One of the current Four Great Generals, he’s known as “Iron Horse on River Ice.”


  XIAO XUN 萧洵: Grandson-Heir of Libei. Lawful son of Xiao Jiming and Lu Yizhi.


  YIDENG 一灯: A venerable master skilled in medicine. Before becoming a monk, he was a layman from Hezhou.


  ZHAO HUI 朝晖 (“MORNING SUN”): Xiao Jiming’s dependable deputy general. 


  ZUO QIANQIU 左千秋: Xiao Chiye’s shifu and one of the current Four Great Generals, he’s known as “Thunder on Jade Terraces.”


   


  QIDONG


  HUA XIANGYI 花香漪 (“RIPPLES OF FRAGRANCE”): The third lady of the Hua Clan and adored niece of the empress dowager. Wife of Qi Shiyu.


  LU PINGYAN 陆平烟 (“PACIFY BEACON SMOKE”): Lu Guangbai’s father and one of the past Four Great Generals of the Zhou empire.


  QI SHIYU 戚时雨 (“TIMELY RAIN”): Qi Zhuyin’s father and one of the past Four Great Generals of the empire of Zhou.


  QI WEI 戚尾: Deputy General to Qi Zhuyin.


  QI ZHUYIN 戚竹音 (“SOUND OF BAMBOO”): Prince of Donglie. One of the current Four Great Generals, Qi Zhuyin is known as “Windstorm through the Scorching Plains” and commands all five garrisons in the commanderies of Qidong. Her weapon’s name is Banisher.


   


  ZHONGBO


  DING TAO 丁桃: Young guard to Xiao Chiye. He carries a little notebook everywhere he goes. 


  FEI SHENG 费盛: Son of common birth in the Fei Clan. Once an assistant commander in the Embroidered Uniform Guard, now a leader of Shen Zechuan’s personal guards.


  GAO ZHONGXIONG 高仲雄: Courtesy name Shenwei. Former student of the Imperial College; currently works for Shen Zechuan in Cizhou. 


  HAERIGU 海日古: A Scorpion who defected from Gedal.


  HUO LINGYUN 霍凌云: Eldest lawful son of Huo Qing, the former commander of the Dengzhou Garrison Troops. Now serving under Shen Zechuan as vice commander of the newly established Embroidered Uniform Cavalry.


  JI GANG 纪纲: Shen Zechuan’s shifu. Once the vice commander of the Embroidered Uniform Guard, he is one of the three adopted sons of Ji Wufan, the former chief commander of the Embroidered Uniform Guard.


  JIRAN 既然: A young monk, disciple of Venerable Master Yideng.


  KING YI 翼王: A commoner who rose in rebellion and proclaimed himself king of Fanzhou.


  KONG LING 孔岭: Courtesy name Chengfeng. Chief advisor to Zhou Gui, prefect of Cizhou.


  LEI CHANGMING 雷常鸣: A bandit chief in Zhongbo. His base was Mount Luo. 


  LEI JINGZHE 雷惊蛰: A bandit of Mount Luo. The eldest common son of Lei Changming’s sister and Zhu Jie, the commander of the Duanzhou Garrison Troops during the reign of Yongyi. 


  LI XIONG 历熊 (“BEAR”): A youth who was taken in and raised by Lei Jingzhe. 


  LUO MU 罗牧: Courtesy name Mengzheng. The prefect of Chazhou. He and Kong Ling were students together.


  QIAO TIANYA 乔天涯 (“EDGE OF THE WORLD”): Previously named Qiao Songyue. The former judge of the Embroidered Uniform Guard, he now takes Shen Zechuan as his master. Commander of the newly established Embroidered Uniform Cavalry.


  WANG XIAN 王宪: Courtesy name Minshen. Once the Secretary of the Ministry of Revenue, who was later transferred to Zhongbo.


  YAN HERU 颜何如: The youngest young master of the prodigious merchant Yan Clan of Hezhou. 


  YAO WENYU 姚温玉 (“GENTLE JADE”): Courtesy name Yuanzhuo. Hai Liangyi’s only acknowledged pupil, said to be an extraordinary talent. After being poisoned by Xue Xiuzhuo, he traveled to Cizhou, where he became Shen Zechuan’s strategist.


  YIN CHANG 尹昌: Commander of the Cizhou Garrison Troops.


  YU XIAOZAI 余小再: Courtesy name Youjing. Previously the Investigating Censor in the Chief Surveillance Bureau, he left Qudu after losing his position and joined Shen Zechuan in Cizhou.


  ZHOU GUI 周桂: The prefect of Cizhou.


   


  BIANSHA


  ACHI 阿赤: The leader of the Black Scorpions who succeeded Haerigu.


  AMUR 阿木尔: The Great Hero hailing from the Liaoying tribe who went on to become Libei’s archenemy. 


  BAYIM 巴音: Huhelu’s deputy general, transferred to Hassen after Huhelu’s death.


  BAYIR 巴雅尔: Chief of the Mengluo tribe.


  DALANTAI 达兰台: Current chieftain of the Youxiong tribe.


  DORLAN 朵儿兰: Hassen’s wife, a young lady from the Hulu tribe.


  HUHELU 胡和鲁: From the Changjiu tribe. Amur’s adopted son and a capable general, deceased.


  HASSEN 哈森: Son of Amur. His mother holds a high status in the Hanma tribe. Has striking red hair.


  JORIL 卓力: A Lizard who serves Amur.


  SUKHEBASU 苏赫巴兽: The Ferocious Tiger of the Youxiong tribe. Feng Yisheng’s friend and enemy.


   


  PAST 


  BAI CHA 白茶 (“WHITE TEA”): Shen Zechuan’s mother. A dancer from Duanzhou.


  FENG YISHENG 冯一圣: One of the past Four Great Generals of the empire of Zhou. Adopted father to Zuo Qianqiu.


  JI MU 纪暮: The only son of Ji Gang and Hua Pingting, and Shen Zechuan’s adoptive elder brother.


  GUANGCHENG EMPEROR 光诚帝: Father to Li Jianheng and Li Jianyun, husband to Hua Hewei, the current empress dowager. His reign is titled the “Yongyi” years.


  HUA PINGTING 花娉婷: Wife of Ji Gang and mother of Ji Mu; Shen Zechuan’s shiniang. She was born in the Hua Clan.


  SHEN WEI 沈卫 (“DEFENSE”): Prince of Jianxing and Shen Zechuan’s father. Found guilty of colluding with the Biansha Horsemen to invade Zhongbo, he allegedly self-immolated to evade justice. 


  TANTAI LONG 澹台龙: Tantai Hu’s deceased older brother. Was the commander of the Dunzhou Garrison Troops before his death.


   


  Institutions


   


  THE EMBROIDERED UNIFORM GUARD 锦衣卫


  The Embroidered Uniform Guard, sometimes referred to as the Scarlet Cavalry, are the elite bodyguards who report directly to the emperor. They are a non-military secret police and investigative force. The Embroidered Uniform Guard is organized into the Twelve Offices, which include the Carriage Office, Umbrella Office, Elephant-Training Office, and Horse-Training Office, among others. The Xiuchun saber, a single-edged blade, is their signature weapon.


   


  THE IMPERIAL ARMY 禁军


  The Imperial Army of Qudu was once the Imperial Guard of the eight cities and the impregnable fortress of the imperial palace in Qudu. However, with the rise to power of the Eight Great Battalions, their duties were reduced significantly, and the Imperial Army became a dumping ground for sons from old military households. They are one of the two major military powers in Qudu.


   


  THE EIGHT GREAT BATTALIONS 八大营


  Led by a member of the Eight Great Clans, the Eight Great Battalions are one of the two major military powers in Qudu, tasked with patrolling and defending Qudu against external forces. Responsible for defending Qudu, the capital city and heart of the Zhou empire, the Eight Great Battalions hold the empire’s life in their hands. 


   


  THE EIGHT GREAT CLANS 八大家


  The Eight Great Clans originated from the Eight Cities of Qudu. One clan holds sway in each city—the Xue Clan of Quancheng, Pan Clan of Dancheng, Xi Clan of Chuncheng, Fei Clan of Chuancheng, Hua Clan of Dicheng, Yao Clan of Jincheng, Han Clan of Wucheng, and Wei Clan of Cuocheng. 


   


  THE GRAND SECRETARIAT 内阁


  The most distinguished and influential body in the central government, it is staffed with Grand Secretaries who are responsible for handling the emperor’s paperwork, recommending decisions in response to memorials received from the officials, and drafting and issuing imperial pronouncements.


   


  THE SIX MINISTRIES 六部


  The Six Ministries comprise the primary administrative structure of the Zhou empire’s central government and include the Ministry of Works, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Personnel, Ministry of Rites, Ministry of Revenue, and Ministry of War. Coordinated by the Grand Secretary of the Grand Secretariat, the heads of these ministries report directly to the emperor.  


  The Six Offices of Scrutiny is an independent agency set up to inspect and supervise the Six Ministries. It includes the Office of Scrutiny for Revenue.


   


  CHIEF SURVEILLANCE BUREAU 都察院 


  Also known as the Censorate. One of the major agencies of the central government, responsible for maintaining disciplinary surveillance, auditing fiscal accounts, checking judicial records, carrying out inspections, impeaching officials for misconduct, recommending new policies and changes in old policies, and other duties involved in regulating government actions.


   


  THE COURT OF JUDICIAL REVIEW 大理寺


  An important central government agency responsible for reviewing reports of judicial proceedings, making recommendations for retrials, and participating in important judicial proceedings at court alongside the Chief Surveillance Bureau and the Ministry of Justice, which are collectively known as the Three Judicial Offices.


   


  THE LIBEI ARMORED CAVALRY 离北铁骑


  The Libei Armored Cavalry is a heavy cavalry established by Xiao Fangxu to counter external foes at the northern front during the Yongyi era, when the Biansha Horsemen repeatedly assaulted Luoxia Pass. Currently commanded by Xiao Jiming, the Heir of Libei. 


   


  THE QIDONG GARRISON TROOPS 启东守备军


  Under the command of Qi Zhuyin, the Qidong Commandery Garrison Troops are stationed across five commanderies. They watch over the Qidong territories in the southern regions of the Zhou empire, which are led by the Qi Clan.


   


  THE BIANSHA HORSEMEN 边沙骑兵


  The Biansha Horsemen are the aggressor forces against the empire of Zhou. The story begins with the aftermath of the war, where the Biansha Horsemen ravaged the six prefectures of Zhongbo and left them piled high with bodies. Also referred to in derogatory form as the “Biansha baldies.”


   


  THE TWENTY-FOUR YAMEN 二十四衙门


  Collectively refers to the Twelve Directorates, Four Offices, and Eight Services under which eunuchs serve.


   


  Names Guide 


  Names, Honorifics, and Titles


   


  COURTESY NAMES VS GIVEN NAMES 


  Usually made up of two characters, a courtesy name is given to an individual when they come of age. Traditionally, this was at the age of twenty during one’s crowning ceremony, but it can also be presented when an elder or teacher deems the recipient worthy. Though generally a male-only tradition, there is historical precedent for women adopting a courtesy name after marriage. Courtesy names were a tradition reserved for the upper class.


  It was considered disrespectful for one’s peers of the same generation to address someone by their given name, especially in formal or written communication. Use of one’s given name was reserved only for elders, close friends, and spouses.


  This practice is no longer used in modern China but is commonly seen in historically inspired media. As such, many characters have more than one name. Its implementation in novels is irregular and is often treated malleably for the sake of storytelling.


   


  DIMINUTIVES, NICKNAMES, AND NAME TAGS


  A-: Friendly diminutive. Always a prefix. Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a two-syllable name.


  XIAO-: A diminutive prefix meaning “little.” 


  -ER: An affectionate diminutive suffix added to names, literally “son” or “child.” Not to be confused with Xiao Chiye’s nickname, Xiao Er, in which “er” (二) means “second.” 


  -LANG: A suffix meaning young man. A term of address often used toward one’s lover or husband.


  LAO-: A diminutive prefix meaning “old.”  


  -ZI: Affectionate suffix meaning “son” or “child.” 


  -XIONG: A word meaning elder brother. It can be attached as a suffix to address an older male peer.


   


  FAMILY


  DI/DIDI: Younger brother or a younger male friend.


  GE/GEGE/DAGE: Older brother or an older male friend.


  JIE/JIEJIE: Older sister or an older female friend.


   


  MARTIAL ARTS AND TUTELAGE


  SHIFU: Teacher or master, usually used when referring to the martial arts.


  SHIXIONG: Older martial brother, used for older disciples or classmates.


  SHIDI: Younger martial brother, used for younger disciples or classmates.


  SHINIANG: The wife of one’s shifu. 


  XIANSHENG: Teacher of academics.


   


  OTHER


  -GONGGONG: Term of address for a eunuch.


  GONGZI: Young man from an affluent household.


  -JUN: An address meaning “lord”


  SHIZI: Title for the heir apparent of a feudal prince.


  -YE: An address meaning “master.”


  LAO-ZUZONG: Literally “old ancestor,” an intimate and respectful term of address from a junior eunuch to a more senior eunuch.




  [image: ]




  Glossary


   


  CALENDARS: The traditional Chinese calendar is a combination of the lunar and solar calendars. Like the Gregorian calendar, one year also contains twelve months with twenty-nine to thirty days per month, but respective dates do not line up with the Gregorian calendar. In general, the first through third months are considered spring, the fourth through sixth months are summer, the seventh through ninth months are autumn, and the tenth through twelfth months are winter. New Year’s Day, which is the first day of the first month on the traditional Chinese calendar, typically falls on a day between late February and early March on the Gregorian calendar.


   


  LAWFUL AND COMMON BIRTH HIERARCHY: Upper-class men in Imperial China often took multiple wives. Only one would be the official wife, and her lawful sons would take precedence over the common sons of the concubines. Sons of lawful birth were prioritized in matters of inheritance. They also had higher social status and often received better treatment than common sons born to concubines or mistresses.


   


  MANDATE OF HEAVEN: The Mandate of Heaven is the approval of heaven that justifies and legitimizes the rule of the emperor, also known as the Son of Heaven, over the people. If the emperor is not a virtuous ruler and fails to fulfill his obligations, he will lose the mandate and the right to govern. Signs of a loss of mandate include societal unrest and uprisings, foreign invasions, natural disasters, and similar calamities.


   


  SIX RITES OF MARRIAGE: A traditional Chinese wedding included a six-step process, which comprised:


  1. The initial proposal.


  2. Asking for the woman’s name and birthday.


  3. Verifying that the couple’s birth charts were compatible and finalizing the engagement.


  4. A formal proposal with betrothal gifts.


  5. Setting the wedding date.


  6. The wedding ceremony itself.


  In the first step, the man’s side asked the prospective bride’s family for permission through the help of a matchmaker, who would bring small gifts. Next, the matchmaker would ask for the woman’s name and date and time of birth. A fortune teller would then use the couple’s information to determine their compatibility. If the birthdates were compatible, the match would be formalized in writing, and the man’s side would send betrothal gifts to the woman’s family. Afterward, the matchmaker would return to the fortune teller to choose a date for the ceremony that would lead to a successful relationship. The last step would be the day of the wedding, which also involved a number of ceremonies such as the three bows to heaven, to parents, and to each other as a couple.


  Gift giving was an important part of the wedding ceremonies. In some eras, families would gift wild geese (鸿雁 / hongyan), which were seen as a symbol of faithfulness since geese were migratory birds that could be depended on to come back year after year. Other common gifts included money, food with auspicious meanings, and accessories such as jewelry or combs.


   


  OFFICIALS: Civil and military officials were classified in nine hierarchic grades, with grade one being the highest rank. Their salaries ranged according to their rank. Referral by someone in a position of power, such as a noble, a eunuch, or another official, was the traditional path to becoming a court official. Another path, which later gained popularity as a way of combatting corruption and political cliques, was going through the imperial examination. 


   


  OFFICIALS OF COMMON BACKGROUNDS: Despite coming from affluent, possibly landowning, families, these officials were said to be from “common backgrounds” because they were the first court officials in their family. This is in direct contrast to the noble officials, who consolidated their power over time by forming a familial network with other officials and using their influence to raise their younger generations to officialdom.


   


  UNITS OF MEASUREMENT: 


  li (里): A traditional unit of length equal to approximately 500 meters or 1,640 feet.


  chi (尺): A traditional unit of length equal to approximately 13 inches.


  dan (石): A dry measure for grain equal to approximately 100 liters.


  dou (斗): A dry measure for grain equal to one-tenth of a dan.


   


  YAMEN: An administrative office or department, or the residence of a government official. For example, that of a local district magistrate or prefectural prefect. This is not the same as the Twenty-Four Yamen run by the eunuchs.


   


  YELLOW REGISTER: In the Ming and Qing dynasties, households were classified and recorded into the Huangce (黃冊) or yellow registers according to their occupations, which remained unchanged from one generation to the next. These records provided information for taxation, as well as corvée and military conscription. Households were mainly divided into three categories: civilian, military, and trades, with civilians further divided into subcategories like scholars, farmers, or builders. Apart from the “good civilians” or 良民, there also existed a permanent underclass of slaves or 贱籍, who were born into their class or relegated as punishment for crime.




  About the Author


   


  Tang Jiu Qing is an internationally renowned author who writes for the novel serialization website JJWXC. She started the web serialization of Ballad of Sword and Wine: Qiang Jin Jiu, in 2018. Her published works include Nan Chan and Time Limited Hunt, among others.




  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 263: Lao-Hu


  [1] A word meaning elder brother. It can be attached as a suffix to address a male peer.


   


  [2] “Thinning waist of Shen and graying temples of Pan” is an idiom to describe a frail young man showing signs of age before his time. Shen refers to Shen Yue, a renowned minister in the Liang dynasty, while Pan refers to Pan Anren, a poet of the Jin dynasty who was seen as the symbol of a handsome man.


   


  Chapter 268: Bodhi


  [3] Lines from the chronicle Historical Events Retold as a Mirror for Government, compiled by Sima Guang during the Northern Song Dynasty.


   


  [4] Lines from the chronicle Historical Events Retold as a Mirror for Government, compiled by Sima Guang during the Northern Song Dynasty.


   


  [5] Lines from the chronicle Historical Events Retold as a Mirror for Government, compiled by Sima Guang during the Northern Song Dynasty.


   


  [6] The “moon” and the “pines” together make up the name Songyue, while the “wind” and the “spring” make up Fengquan. These are lines from Tang dynasty poet Meng Haoran’s poem “Overnight in Master Ye’s Temple Waiting for Ding Feng to Arrive.”


   


  Chapter 276: Confrontation in the Rain


  [7] Line from the essay “Yueyang Tower” by Fan Zhongyan, a minister of the Northern Song dynasty


   


  [8] From The Art of War, Chapter 3: “Planning an Attack,” by Sunzi.


   


  Chapter 282: Lofty Palace


  [9] From Ode to a Cold Kiln by Northern Song dynasty minister Lü Mengzheng.
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FALL of AN EMPIRE

Fresh from victory at Duanzhou, Xiao Chiye leads
the Libei Armored Cavalry deep into the eastern
desert, hoping to deliver a killing blow to Amur
and his Biansha Horsemen. Xiao Chiye will gamble
everything on this final strike—but even as he forges
ahead, Amur’s Scorpions lurk in the heart of the
empire, poised to strike at everything Xiao Chiye
has left behind, including his beloved.

Shen Zechuan, far from defenseless, prepares his
Zhongbo troops to confront the capital of Qudu and
its girl emperor, Li Jianting. But the coming battle
will test more than military might. Shen Zechuan
understands better than anyone that the real war
will be won or lost in the hearts of the people. Can

the nation ever kneel to the son of Shen Wei, the

empire’s most reviled traitor?
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