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Prologue

 

IN THE EARLY SUMMER of the twenty-fifth year of Yuantai, amid the continued invasion of the northern border by Eastern Tatars, the northern border defense army—known as the Northern Yan Cavalry—joined the garrisons of Tong and Yu Prefectures at the Wuding River and successfully forced the Tatar cavalry back over eight hundred li to Xiqiu Pass.

In the eighth month of the same year, the Wuzhu tribe of the Eastern Tatars presented a petition for surrender, expressing willingness to submit to the Zhou Empire and pay yearly tribute. On the sixteenth of the eighth month, the envoys on both sides finalized the treaty in the army camp beside the Wuding River. The Wuzhu tribe pledged furs, medicinal herbs, horses, and gold, among other goods; the khan’s own son would be sent to the Imperial College to learn the etiquette of the Central Plains.

In the ninth month, an imperial edict ordered the commander of the Northern Yan Cavalry, the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, to escort the Eastern Tatar envoys to the capital to pay their respects.

The Wuzhu tribe had withdrawn, and peace had been restored to the north. Fu Shen had no other pressing obligations. He put his affairs in order and personally led an elite cavalry unit to escort the delegation south.

On the ninth of the ninth month, the troops were taking the envoys through Qingsha Gorge when the ground shook, rocks rained down, and the mountain road collapsed. The horses bolted, and the carriage carrying the young Eastern Tatar prince was smashed to pieces by a boulder.

Although Fu Shen was wary of the dangerous and narrow terrain of Qingsha Gorge, it was within the borders of his own nation; he had never anticipated such a disaster. There was no time to worry about the prince under the rockslide—at once he turned his horse to lead the others back toward the mouth of the narrow pass.

Dust dispersed throughout the valley, painting everything around them the color of sand. Amid the chaos, a finely crafted crossbow took aim. The cold, sinister gleam of the arrowhead pointed toward the man racing away on his horse.

In a split second, intuition—sharpened by years of life and death on the battlefield—saved that man. It was as if Fu Shen had eyes in the back of his head. He ducked and yanked on the reins as the arrow winged toward him. The horse skidded to a halt, rearing up and spinning on the spot, and the crossbow bolt brushed his back before piercing the ground.

Who wanted to kill him?

This chilling question flashed through Fu Shen’s mind before he was pulled back to reality by the alarmed cries of his soldiers.

“General, watch out!”

The boulder above him enveloped the sky as it fell; he couldn’t see anything of the path behind him.

On the ninth of the ninth month of the twenty-fifth year of Yuantai, the Eastern Tatar envoys were attacked at Qingsha Gorge in Tong Prefecture. The young Eastern Tatar prince died on the spot, and no other members of his delegation survived. Fu Shen, commander of the Northern Yan Cavalry, who had been escorting the envoys, was struck by a boulder, his legs severely injured. It was unlikely he would ever recover.

When the news reached the capital, shock rippled from the imperial court down to the lowliest commoner, sending the entire realm into an uproar.

Outraged, the Yuantai Emperor ordered the three judicial offices to thoroughly investigate the case. He also issued a special decree as consolation to Fu Shen, adding a hefty sum of grain to his annual salary as Marquis of Jingning, conferring on him the prestigious title of Defender-General of the State, and bestowing upon him a gold seal with a purple ribbon to denote his high status. Fu Shen was allowed to retain his position while he returned to the capital to recuperate.

News of Fu Shen’s injury spread through the city like wildfire. While many privately speculated about who would inherit command of the Northern Yan Army in light of his injury, the emperor’s special decree temporarily silenced the gossips: Fu Shen was still to be the commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army and retain his military authority despite leaving his northern post. However, if General Fu knew what was good for him, after returning to the capital, he would surely step down and cede his power to the emperor. In exchange for his legs, he would receive a lifetime of wealth and glory. Such a gift would make His Majesty seem magnanimous toward meritorious subjects and prove he rewarded their efforts handsomely.

Yet the Marquis of Jingning and commander of the Northern Yan Army, at the center of these rumors, made no moves after receiving the imperial edict. It wasn’t until the end of the ninth month that Fu Shen submitted a memorial to the throne detailing his arrangements for transferring the military affairs of the northern garrison and requesting that the emperor permit him to retire from his post.

The Yuantai Emperor at last breathed a sigh of relief. He rejected Fu Shen’s resignation as a matter of course and allowed him to return to the capital. Everyone in the city counted down the days, eagerly awaiting the chance to see with their own eyes the sorry state of the renowned Marquis of Jingning.

One morning at sunrise, thousands of miles away, a small carriage surrounded by soldiers departed from the heavily guarded Yan Prefectural City and sped toward the capital.


Chapter 1

 

IF ONE TRAVELED SOUTH of Yan Prefecture, past Guangyang, through Baitan, into Miyun, the capital would be in sight.

Though it was nearing the tenth month, it was a drought year, and the heat worsened the further south they went. The sweltering temperatures were truly unbearable, and by midday, the hundreds of elite cavalrymen who had been riding day and night were completely exhausted. Their leader shaded his eyes to gaze into the distance. He spotted a small teahouse not far down the road and gently pulled the reins to slow the column’s pace. After the carriage behind him caught up, he lightly knocked on its wall. “Sir, we’ve been traveling all night. Why don’t we take a break before proceeding?”

The curtains of the carriage parted slightly, and the weak, hoarse voice of a man drifted out accompanied by the bitter smell of medicine. “Is there a rest stop ahead? Let’s regroup there. Brothers, thank you for your hard work.”

The soldier acknowledged the order, and the group struck out toward the roadside shelter. Dust rose in their wake, attracting the attention of the travelers already resting there.

This group flew no banners. They wore green martial robes with narrow sleeves and crossed collars. Each of them had a strong build and an intimidating aura. Even though they did not reveal their identities, it was clear they weren’t to be trifled with.

The teahouse owner, accustomed to seeing all sorts of people come and go, made no comment. The leader got off his horse and handed the owner a small ingot of silver, telling him to serve whatever food and drink was available, then instructed his subordinates to rest. He found a table in the shade, wiped it clean, and arranged for hot tea and a few snacks. Then he went outside to help a drawn, weak, and sickly young master down from the carriage.

The man’s complexion was pallid, his steps unsteady. He was only able to walk with the aid of the soldier’s supporting arm, and it took him ages to cross even the short distance from the carriage to the teahouse. When he finally sat down at the table—coughing several times, as if the next step would be his last—the other guests all sighed in relief. It was tiring just watching him.

It wasn’t until they relaxed that they realized they had been nearly possessed by the sight. Although the man looked ready to drop dead at any moment, he had a certain magnetism that captured one’s attention. He had striking, one-in-a-million good looks, though his face had not an elegant girlish beauty and a complexion like blushing spring blossoms, the type so popular in the capital these days. Rather, shapely eyebrows framed phoenix eyes, swept up at the corners. He had a gaze as piercing as winter stars, a sharp, straight nose, and thin lips. His handsomeness was the cold and cutting kind.

The man was very tall and seemed accustomed to looking down at people; his eyes were half lidded, exuding an indolent fatigue. He was nothing but skin and bones—the teahouse’s coarse porcelain bowls seemed heavy enough to break his wrists. Yet even sitting quietly, his back was ruler-straight, like a stalk of bamboo or a longsword tempered by fire. Although this sword was covered in scars, its honed edge could still draw blood. His weak constitution would not prevent him from dominating the world.

The nearby merchants, engrossed in the sight, unconsciously stretched their necks like a flock of geese until the young man slowly finished his water and slammed the porcelain bowl on the table in irritation. “Your necks are so long they could tie up a donkey. Enjoying the show?”

Sitting beside him, the soldier, wolfing down his meal, shuddered. Some of those geese pulled their necks back self-consciously, but a few particularly enthusiastic ones went up to talk to him. “Where are you from, Gongzi?1 Are you going to the capital, too?”

Xiao Xun, the soldier who had been diligently serving his master, tensed. He was ready to string this man up outside as soon as his lord said the word.

Unexpectedly, the usually antisocial young master tolerated the questioning. “I came from Yan Prefectural City in the north. I’m heading to the capital to seek medical treatment.”

The group was dressed casually, unarmed, with only a modest carriage procession. While the guards were imposing, the young master with them was dressed more plainly than young men of the capital, so the merchants guessed he might be the scion of some influential family in Yan Prefecture. Yan Prefectural City was a strategically important military border outpost. The city was full of intimidating characters, and it was normal to be accompanied by subordinates of military backgrounds.

It would be improper for the merchant to ask about this young master’s condition directly. He changed the topic to something lighter and more remarkable. “Gongzi, since you came from the north, did you hear the news that the Marquis of Jingning, General Fu, is returning to the capital? His Elderliness is returning home in glory—what a grand procession it must be!”

Xiao Xun nearly choked on his tea. The young master raised his eyebrows and replied, sounding intrigued, “I hadn’t heard. But it seems you know a lot about this Fu…Marquis of Jingning?”

“I wouldn’t say that!” The man smiled and waved off the question. “Any merchant who travels between the north and south can tell a few stories about General Fu. For the years His Elderliness protected the northern border, the roads have been safe and it’s been much easier to do business than in the past. Even the people in the capital admire General Fu. You have no idea—last year when he led the Northern Yan Cavalry to defeat the Tatars, I came back from selling furs up north, and everyone was saying with General Fu on the northern border, the capital can sleep peacefully. The storytellers in the teahouses, singers, actors in the theaters—they were all talking about him.”

The Northern Yan Cavalry was the Zhou Empire’s northern bulwark. Its predecessor had been the border garrison led by the Duke of Ying, Fu Jian, and the Northern Yan Cavalry had been commanded by the Fu family since its inception.

The Han people of the Central Plains called the nomadic groups who controlled the northern steppes Tatars. Several decades ago, the Tatars had been split by internal turmoil. Some tribes were forced westward and intermarried with the Hu and Sogdian people of the Western Regions. These, the people of the Central Plains referred to as Western Tatars. The other tribes, who occupied the richer central and eastern steppes, were called Eastern Tatars. Twenty-three years ago—not long after the Yuantai Emperor, Sun Xun, ascended the throne—several Eastern Tatar tribes had invaded the Zhou Empire. Wherever the Tatars rode, they burned, killed, and looted. Nine out of ten houses were emptied of their occupants, and tens of thousands of people burned in the flames of war. After the long-standing era of peace in the previous emperor’s reign, the ministers were daunted by the prospect of war. When the Eastern Tatars marched south, half of the ministers even had the gall to suggest peace talks.

But the Yuantai Emperor was in his prime, and as the supreme ruler of the empire, he was unwilling to bow to the demands of barbarians. Coincidentally, Fu Jian had recently been transferred from Lingnan to Gan Prefecture as the regional military commissioner. The Yuantai Emperor ordered him to mobilize the three garrisons of Gan, Ning, and Yuan prefectures. Fu Jian, his two sons, and the generals under his command assembled an army of a hundred thousand and beat the Tatars back beyond Zhou’s borders. Fu Jian’s eldest son, Fu Tingzhong, crossed the Great Wall himself and led his troops into the heart of the grasslands. He came within inches of capturing the Eastern Tatar capital, only failing due to his father dying of illness before the point of victory.

After this campaign, Fu Jian was posthumously awarded the title of Duke of Ying and Grand Pillar of the State. His eldest son Fu Tingzhong inherited the title of Duke of Ying and governed the regional military affairs of the Gan, Ning, and Yuan prefectures. His second son, Fu Tingxin, was appointed Bulwark General of the State and took similar charge of Yan and You prefectures.

These two brothers built an impenetrable northern defense line for the Zhou Empire, and the border army led by the Fu family was hailed as the Northern Yan Cavalry. Between the sixth and eighteenth years of Yuantai, there was no war on the border—the Northern Yan Cavalry was a formidable deterrent. Peace lasted until the nineteenth year of Yuantai, when Fu Tingzhong was assassinated by the Eastern Tatars, who formed an alliance with the Zhe tribe on the northern frontier and struck at the Zhou Empire once more. Fu Tingxin himself led an army deep into the enemy’s encirclement and perished on the battlefield. History almost repeated itself as the enemy poured over the border. This time, however, there were no elite soldiers left, and the Yuantai Emperor was no longer as bellicose as he had been in his youth. The ministers argued for several morning court sessions whether to fight or sue for peace and finally made a baffling yet canny decision.

They pushed Fu Tingzhong’s eldest son, Fu Shen, not yet twenty, onto the battlefield.

The Eastern Tatars held a deep hatred for the Fu family; this entire invasion was an act of revenge. Fu Shen had joined the army at a young age and learned the ins and outs of the battlefield alongside his father and uncle, and was considered to have the makings of a talented general. But looking back, how could those ministers comfortably hide in the shadows and let a young man face these dangers alone?

Unbelievably, the Fu family seemed to truly be a constellation of commanders blessed by the General Star2: Fu Shen was a once-in-a-generation strategic genius, surpassing even his father.

The nearby Tang and Xuan Prefectural Garrisons proved too unwieldy to rely on, but when Fu Shen was nominated as commander, he wasn’t expecting to get help from his own people. He abandoned the idea of using the rest of the Han army entirely. Instead, he borrowed cavalry from the Yeliang tribe of the Western Tatars to supplement his own Northern Yan Cavalry, offering a promise of opening new trade routes and permitting their settlement within Zhou borders. Then, as Fu Shen rallied the Northern Yan Cavalry and fought the Zhe tribe’s main forces within the three passes of Yan Prefecture, the Yeliang cavalry outflanked the Tatar-Zhe coalition from the northwest, neatly neutralizing the crisis at the northern border.

After the war, the Yeliang tribe settled within Zhou’s borders, their cavalry mixing into the Northern Yan Cavalry. Claiming that the northern defensive line was too long and inconvenient to mobilize, Fu Shen handed command of the Gan and Ning Prefectures back to the capital and focused on fortifying the border defense line connecting Xuanhuai, Yuan Prefecture, and Yan Prefecture. Following the Battle of the Three Passes, as his first campaign came to be known, Fu Shen officially became the commander in chief of the Northern Yan Cavalry. However, after Fu Tingzhong’s death, Fu Jian’s third son, Fu Tingyi, had already inherited the title of Duke of Ying, so Fu Shen was instead conferred the title of Marquis of Jingning.

Given Fu Shen’s contributions, he might have legitimately been granted the title of duke had not the senior ministers jumped out to object, crying that Fu Shen was too young to command the respect owed such a title. For some reason, His Majesty agreed.

Anyone with eyes could see His Majesty was scared of the Fu family. He feared they would produce a powerful line of dukes glorified throughout the ages.

But some people were destined to swim against the current. In just a few short years, the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, with the Northern Yan Cavalry in hand, became a pillar of the Zhou Empire. He steadfastly positioned himself as a thorn in the sides of the Tatar and Zhe tribes. The peace and prosperity on the northern border in recent years could largely be credited to him; as long as Fu Shen remained in the army, even as a figurehead, he would be the greatest deterrent to threats from the north.

The young master listened with a smile at first, but when he heard the capital can sleep peacefully, his smile faded, and he reached for the bowl on the table. Xiao Xun saw that his lord was lost in thought, so he quickly grabbed the teapot and interrupted: “Si—Gongzi, would you like some snacks?”

The young master seemed to return to his senses. He picked up the bowl and took a sip of hot tea. The corners of his mouth curled up, though there now seemed to be an edge to his smile. “If word spreads, how many people will lose sleep, I wonder?”

A nearby guest in a bamboo hat, drawn in by their conversation, interjected cryptically, “The Marquis of Jingning has numerous military achievements on the northern frontier, but his hands are stained with the blood of countless lives. People say what goes up must come down. If you think about it, isn’t that fitting? The famous generals of the past either died young or left to live in solitude. All of them were incarnations of the General Star, destined to be plagued by death. If you ask me, the Marquis of Jingning was born under the star of Seven Killings.”3

The bowl in Xiao Xun’s hand shattered with a loud crack. Everyone looked over, dumbfounded, and the teahouse became awkwardly silent.

“Look at that grip strength of yours. Next time I’ll buy you an iron bowl so you don’t waste good crockery.” The young master’s pleasant expression remained unchanged as he added, “Don’t forget to pay for that.”

Xiao Xun ducked his head and hummed in agreement.

The conversation ground to a halt. No matter how nicely packaged the man in the hat’s words were, they were neither auspicious nor pleasant. This time only a bowl was broken. The next time he spoke, he might be surrounded and beaten up. Yet the eccentric young master watched the spectacle with relish, apparently unaffected by the atmosphere. He smiled. “Interesting. If it’s as you said, a Seven Killings Star destiny dictates either a short or a lonely life. Since the Marquis of Jingning is grievously injured and probably won’t see old age, does that mean he can find a wife this year?”

Xiao Xun was speechless.

Someone smacked the table and stood. “A real man should have no problem finding a wife. A great hero like the Marquis of Jingning could have any woman he wants!”

“Damn right!” another echoed. “And if he likes men, there are plenty of good lads out there wanting to marry him too!”

A thunderous coughing fit rang out in the teahouse. The previous dynasty had considered marriage between men to be elegant; though the Zhou Empire prohibited such marriages, the upper classes didn’t see it as taboo. There was even precedent of an emperor bestowing marriages between men. The Marquis of Jingning was a famous and wealthy bachelor, the dream husband of many unmarried maidens in the capital—but since he remained unwed, some guessed he had other inclinations.

The topic of romance piqued everyone’s interest, and conversation picked up again. The young master stopped chatting and merely listened to them discussing the personal life of the Marquis of Jingning. A smile still curved his lips, as if he was listening to an extremely interesting story.

After a while, Xiao Xun ventured softly, “Si—Gongzi, it’s past noon. Should we go?”

“Yes, let’s get moving.” The young man offered his arm for Xiao Xun to help him up and hastily cupped his hands in a salute to the merchants. “My friends, I am in a hurry to reach the capital. I’ll be going ahead.”

Everyone returned the courtesy and bade him farewell. Xiao Xun helped the young master into the carriage and lowered the curtain. When the procession had traveled a few hundred feet, he heard a voice call his courtesy name from inside. “Chongshan, hand me one of those pills.”

“Didn’t Doctor Du tell you to take the medicine an hour before entering the capital?” Xiao Xun took out a purse containing a slender porcelain bottle. “It will take us another four hours to reach it.”

“Stop yapping.” A hand reached out from beneath the curtain and snatched the bottle. “The Capital Garrison is just ahead. We can fool commoners with this getup, but we’ll certainly be recognized when we reach the camp. It’ll be too late to fake lameness then.”

Xiao Xun grumbled, “But you really are lame…”

This enigmatic young master was the very same Marquis of Jingning who was apparently plagued by death. Fu Shen tilted his head back, swallowing a brown pill the size of a knuckle, and scoffed. “Chongshan, between a general who’s expected to recover and one who will never walk again, which do you think would keep you up at night?”

Xiao Xun fell silent.

Fu Shen tossed the porcelain bottle back to him. He closed his eyes and felt numbness spread through his limbs. Softly, he said, “Onward.”


Chapter 2

 

IN THE EVENING, at the Ruifeng Battalion barracks a hundred li from the capital, Commander Zhong He personally welcomed the travelers. Xiao Xun stepped forward to greet him, but Zhong He had already rushed past him to the carriage. Bowing, he called, “I, Zhong He, the commander of the Ruifeng Battalion, have come to pay respects to General Fu!”

The Ruifeng Battalion ranked highest among the five major camps in the capital. As a third-rank official, Zhong He was of high status himself; however, the Marquis of Jingning was first rank, and was therefore due the utmost respect.

A bandaged hand lifted the curtain, and the strong smell of medicine drifted out. Fu Shen was armorless, dressed only in his robe. His chest and arms were swathed in bandages. His complexion was ashen, his lips colorless, and his hair loose around his shoulders. He seemed to be hanging on by a thread, so weak the slightest breath of wind could knock him over. Only his eyes still held any life. They were dark and calm, a broken knife that gleamed with icy light, still capable of striking a fatal blow.

Fu Shen nodded. “Commander Zhong, it’s good to see you. I beg your pardon; I currently have limited mobility,” he said around a cough. “So you’ll forgive me if I cannot rise to greet you properly.”

Zhong He had heard the marquis was seriously injured and unable to walk, but he had never imagined his injuries to be so dire. Originally, he hadn’t truly believed the rumor that Fu Shen was disabled, but seeing it now with his own eyes, he had no choice but to accept it. In Fu Shen’s current state, he had no chance of making a full recovery—on the contrary, he would be unlikely to see another decade.

Zhong He’s eyes went dark, and he felt suddenly chilled to the bone. In his grief, he discarded the distant manners between officials and called him by his courtesy name: “Jingyuan…your injuries… You…”

His trembling voice and his eyes, reddening at the rims, made it seem like Fu Shen wasn’t just injured but a moment away from dropping dead. Fu Shen’s lips twitched, and he sighed. “Thank you for your concern, Commander Zhong. It really is just a leg injury. It’s not life-threatening. Hey, Chongshan, go get a handkerchief for Commander Zhong to wipe his tears.”

Zhong He had served in the Yuan Prefectural Army in his early years and was an old acquaintance of both Fu Shen’s father, Fu Tingzhong, and his uncle, Fu Tingxin. He was, in a sense, almost an uncle to Fu Shen himself. After Fu Shen took over the Northern Yan Cavalry, he had sequestered himself on the northern border for years on end, refusing to come home, and so had lost touch with many of his family’s old contacts.

But at this moment, Fu Shen’s haggard appearance made Zhong He forget all about the differences in their stations as he was reminded of the lively youth always trailing behind Fu Tingxin as a boy. When he thought of Fu Shen alone—without parents, children, or even a partner by his side to support him, and suffering from such debilitating injuries at such a young age—his heart ached with regret. “It’s all our fault. We couldn’t prevent them from sending you into battle back then, and after so many years, it’s led to today’s tragedy. How can I face your father and uncle in the afterlife?”

“Commander Zhong.” Fu Shen gripped the carriage, troubled. “Let’s not talk about the past. I’m fine. There’s no need for you to feel burdened by this.”

Zhong He frowned in disappointment. Fu Shen was indeed coldhearted; he still wouldn’t call him uncle.

It was getting late. Fu Shen and his company were anxious to enter the capital, so his carriage departed after a short rest. After switching horses, the elite cavalrymen of the Northern Yan Army continued toward the city, barely making it inside the walls before the gates closed. Fu Shen had been to the capital three months ago, and it had hardly changed, still bustling and prosperous as ever. The soldiers of the Northern Yan Army, on the other hand, rarely got anywhere near the capital city. They gawked at the busy streets around them, attracting attention from everyone they passed.

Fu Shen called Xiao Xun over. “Take me home first. Then bring them out to look around. I’ll cover any expenses. No whores, no gambling, and no causing trouble. Now go on.”

Without thinking, Xiao Xun exclaimed, “I can’t do that!”

“I’m telling you to go, so go.” Fu Shen’s voice was thin from exhaustion, but his tone was still tart enough to make the listener want to smack him. “If you keep following me around day and night, my reputation will be ruined. If you spoil my chances at marriage, I expect you to perform all the duties of a filial son in my dotage.”

Xiao Xun couldn’t win an argument with this scoundrel and grudgingly agreed.

The carriage rattled over the worn cobblestone roads. This area was full of well-to-do mansions, and the pavilion rooftops stacked together seemed more peaceful and majestic than ordinary houses. The Marquis of Jingning’s manor was located at the northeast corner of the street. The old steward removed the wooden threshold and welcomed the carriage in. Seeing their master being carried in by his subordinates, the servants hesitated with their hands tucked into their sleeves, not daring to step forward.

After Fu Shen was conferred the title of marquis, he had moved out of the Duke of Ying’s manor into his own residence. Yet he put no care into this large house at all. The staff were a gaggle of old, weak, and sickly servants that his stepmother, Lady Qin, had rounded up a few years ago to send to him, but since Fu Shen was away from the capital year-round, he’d built no accord with them. Whenever he did make it home, they scurried into hiding like mice who’d encountered a cat. All of them hung back in the kitchen or servants’ quarters and never came out unless absolutely necessary.

Fortunately, though they feared their absent master, they did not neglect their duties. Xiao Xun carried Fu Shen into the bedroom and asked the servants for hot water. He helped his commander remove his outer robe, wiped his hands and face, and settled him on the bed. Yet the instant Xiao Xun was finished tidying up, Fu Shen traitorously chased him out. “Go. I’ll have someone keep the door open for the men tonight. The backyard has rooms you can stay in. Sorry for the poor hospitality.”

The pills he had taken that afternoon had a strong sedative effect. Fu Shen had endured the drowsiness the entire journey back while dealing with the soldiers from the barracks around the capital. Now he could scarcely keep his eyes open. Almost as soon as Xiao Xun closed the door behind him, he sank into a deep slumber.

The steward kept listening beneath the windowsill until he heard deep, even breathing from the inside. He tiptoed out of the inner courtyard along the wall and asked the cook to prepare some congee that was easy to digest and could be kept warm until the master woke up.

Though Fu Shen’s party hadn’t formed any kind of grand procession, they had entered along a public road, and news of his return spread quickly. It was too late in the day for visitors, so the steward saw Xiao Xun and the other soldiers out and closed the main gate, leaving only a corner gate open for the men when they returned. However, less than two hours after Fu Shen fell asleep, there was an unexpected, urgent knock on the door.

The gatekeeper didn’t dare disrespect a guest and rushed inside to report it. The old steward hurried over on less-than-nimble legs. Upon reaching the manor gate, he was shocked to be confronted with a group of men in black, riding towering horses and carrying swords at their waists. Frightened, he ventured, “M-may I ask who’s calling…?”

A tall man urged his horse to the front of the group and stopped in the light just beyond the shadow of the eaves, the cloud pattern on his midnight-blue robe flowing like running water in the flickering light. The silver pegasus embroidered on the coat’s back flapped its wings as if about to take flight. Moonlight and lamplight blended to illuminate a beautiful face with smiling eyes and thin lips.

“No need to be afraid, sir,” he said, nodding politely. The hand holding the reins was slender and pale. The sleeve of his robe slipped toward his elbow, revealing a sliver of an iron wrist guard. “I am the imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard, Yan Xiaohan. I have come to call on the Marquis of Jingning on the orders of His Majesty. A renowned physician has come with me to take a look at his injuries. Please inform the marquis we are here.”

The old steward didn’t know which rank this uniform signified, but he had worked as a servant in the Duke of Ying’s manor for several decades and was all too familiar with the name Yan Xiaohan. His heart thumped in his chest, and he stammered, “This… My master has traveled a long way. He is injured and has just fallen asleep. My lord, if you please…”

The Feilong Guard were known to be tyrants, and because of this, no one dared to stand in their way. Yan Xiaohan peered down at the wizened old man, his smile never wavering. “Sir, you seem to be afraid of me meeting your marquis.”

He had guessed correctly.

The fact that Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen were bitter enemies was no secret to those who had served the Duke of Ying’s household, nor to the officials of the court.

Third-ranked official, commanding general of the Left Shenwu Army and imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard: Yan Xiaohan was the most powerful official the capital had seen in years. He was the emperor’s right-hand man, his eyes and ears, and in short, someone every wise man wanted to avoid. Fu Shen had just returned to the capital in disgrace, while Yan Xiaohan boasted a lofty position. If he was here to take personal revenge, how would their marquis, with his weak constitution, ever withstand it?

The steward looked as anxious and terrified as he sounded when he answered, “This servant wouldn’t dare! But my master’s condition is very poor right now… My lord, I beg for your understanding.”

Yan Xiaohan took the opportunity to peer around the Marquis of Jingning’s manor. The courtyard was neat and tidy, clearly well-maintained by the servants, but the place felt desolate. He sighed softly. “Sir, I’m not here to cause trouble for him—never mind, no need to inform him. I’ll just go in, take a look at him, and leave.”

No matter how strenuously the old steward insisted, it was futile; he gave up and led the way. Yan Xiaohan left the Feilong Guardsmen who had accompanied him in the yard to avoid any potential misunderstandings and only brought a gentle, scholarly young man with him into the inner courtyard.

The expansive marquis’s manor was largely empty. A few trees planted in the yard stretched their branches toward the sky. If the yard wasn’t swept, the leaves would soon cover the ground, as if the bleak autumn mood of the entire capital fell within these walls. This late in the evening, the other courtyards in the residence were dark and deserted. The only thin stream of yellow light came from the window of the main room, which somehow made the whole house seem all the lonelier.

Yan Xiaohan kept his silence, but the young man walking beside him shook his head and murmured, “The Marquis of Jingning has such a noble lineage and such great achievements. How can his home—”

The steward sighed sympathetically. “The marquis spends all year guarding the border. He hasn’t spent any time at home for nearly five years, and there is no virtuous wife to manage the household. The only ones left are these old and useless servants who cannot share the marquis’s worries…”

Still rambling on, he opened the door of the main hall for their guests. After inviting the pair to take a seat, he lit the lamps and ordered someone to serve tea. “Please wait a moment. I will bring the marquis.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than a muffled thud came from the inner room on the west side, as if something had fallen from a high place. The old steward’s hands trembled, but before he could react, Yan Xiaohan—who had been standing beside him just a moment ago—moved like the wind, and in the blink of an eye burst into the inner room.


Chapter 3

 

FU SHEN NEVER SLEPT VERY WELL. The medicine he took caused heart palpitations, nightmares, shortness of breath, and countless other side effects. Caught between sleep and wakefulness, he felt trapped and dizzy, as if a boulder was pressing on his chest—precisely the sensation people commonly called night terrors.

Grasping toward consciousness, Fu Shen slowed his breathing and tried to blink. When he regained control of his limbs, he reached out a hand to brace himself on the bed and attempted to sit up. But he forgot his leg was broken, and he couldn’t feel below his knees. He overbalanced and he fell off the bed with a thud.

The bed wasn’t high, but a footrest sat just underneath. When Fu Shen fell, his waist struck the footrest, and the back of his head smacked the cold tile of the floor. His vision went dark and his ears rang.

Before he even registered the pain, someone kicked open the bedroom door and rushed in to scoop him up. The man’s sleeves were cool from the autumn night air, but his palms were warm.

Fu Shen’s head rested on the man’s chest, his face pressed against the smooth fabric of a midnight-blue brocade robe. The collar and sleeves exuded the warm scent of agarwood. This person seemed very familiar, but pressed so close, he had the air of a stranger.

The man tensed as Fu Shen’s breath warmed the thin fabric over his heart. He placed Fu Shen back on the bed and set a steady hand on his forehead. “Why is your breath so hot? Do you have a fever?”

His blurry vision gradually subsided with the pain. The moment his eyes focused on the newcomer, he shoved that hand away. “What the hell are you doing here?”

The old steward and the young member of the Feilong Guard, who had both hurried in after Yan Xiaohan, heard this cold question the moment they entered the room. They stopped in their tracks, thinking there was certainly truth to the rumors that both of these men were hard to handle.

Yan Xiaohan closed his eyes and composed himself. Not wanting to argue with someone so ill, he replied stiffly, “You have a fever—sit up and drink some water. I brought someone to take your pulse and prescribe medicine for you.”

Fu Shen turned aside and said indifferently, “Don’t bother. To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from Lord Yan to my humble abode so late at night?”

Yan Xiaohan crossed to the table, where he picked up the teapot and poured half a cup of tea, which was cold. He frowned and cut a look to the steward. “Is this how you serve your master?”

Fu Shen felt a headache coming on. “Are you still not done?”

Yan Xiaohan ignored him. “The marquis is a noble son of this nation; how can you treat him so carelessly? If this negligence continues, don’t blame me if I report this to His Majesty for him to hand down punishment.”

Fu Shen’s fingers twitched against his leg.

The old steward was frightened out of his wits. He dropped to his knees at once to beg for mercy. Fu Shen finally couldn’t tolerate it any longer and said, “Enough. Thank you, Lord Yan, for helping me discipline my servants.” His tone was sarcastic, making pointed note of Yan Xiaohan meddling in others’ business.

Yan Xiaohan still took the opportunity to say coldly, “Bring some hot water,” before reluctantly showing mercy and allowing the steward to leave. That left three people in the room. Yan Xiaohan stood by the bed, looking down at Fu Shen. Half of Fu Shen’s face was shadowed in the dim lamplight, emphasizing the depth and sharpness of his features. Even as unhealthily thin as he was now, he was still beautiful—so beautiful it was hard to look at him.

Yan Xiaohan smiled insincerely. “Marquis, you are at the top of the emperor’s mind. The moment His Majesty heard you’d returned to the capital, he ordered me to personally bring an imperial physician to assess your health.”

Fu Shen lowered his lashes and said gloomily, “Please thank His Majesty for his concern. You can go back and report that you’ve fulfilled your duties. I’m fine. I’ve already been treated by the Northern Yan Army medic. There’s no need to trouble an imperial physician.”

Some time ago, a rumor had made its way through the capital that the Marquis of Jingning was so stubborn no persuasive tactics could move him. The evidence lay before them.

The accompanying physician from the Feilong Guard, Shen Yice, stepped forward, intending to convince this stubborn general both out of a physician’s compassion and for the sake of his superior. Yan Xiaohan signaled for him to wait, raising a hand with the long-suffering expression of a man wrangling a difficult beast.

“His Majesty is concerned about the marquis’s injury. We came today to reassure him on this point.” Yan Xiaohan fixed his gaze on Fu Shen’s face and said slowly, “I believe the medic of the Northern Yan Army must be very skilled to gain the marquis’s trust. I’m not worried about misdiagnosis. But your injury is very serious, and it couldn’t hurt to have a few more doctors take a look. What do you think?”

Fu Shen looked up, meeting his eyes.

Yan Xiaohan shuddered as he met that flinty gaze. He had the strangest sensation that Fu Shen was glaring straight through him at someone behind his back. A moment later, Fu Shen lowered his eyes and mindlessly gathered his long, unkempt hair. He stretched out a hand, motioning weakly for Yan Xiaohan to help him up. “Then, since he’s already made the trip—please go ahead.”

Fu Shen was burning up with fever and aching all over from the fall; still, he wasn’t a particularly delicate person. Yet Yan Xiaohan, who had seen his fair share of truly frail high-ranking officials, unconsciously treated him like a fragile vase.

He helped Fu Shen sit higher up against the bed frame. Afraid his head would strike the headboard, Yan Xiaohan braced an arm to cushion him from behind and kept a light hand on Fu Shen’s shoulders to prevent him from sliding down. Fu Shen’s hair had come loose amid these efforts, so Yan Xiaohan tucked it carefully behind his ears. After this careful rearranging, most of Fu Shen’s body was now gently captured in his arms. The Marquis of Jingning must have felt this human cushion was softer than the headboard, and so, regardless of how hateful Yan Xiaohan was, he shifted in his embrace to settle comfortably.

This posture felt too intimate for mortal enemies. Fortunately, Shen Yice was so focused on examining Fu Shen that he didn’t notice the imperial inspector, a man feared by every official in the land, tugging up the blanket and wrapping it more snugly around the Marquis of Jingning. The marquis let all his tension bleed out under cover of the blanket, laying his full weight on Yan Xiaohan.

“The wounds are healing very well; the fever is merely from a cold. Marquis, you are injured. Your physical health is simply not what it was before. You must be careful not to be exposed to cold drafts or consume cold or irritating foods. The bedroom must be kept warm and dry. The autumn weather is getting chillier—the fire pit and brazier should be lit earlier in the evening. Your most serious injury is to the bones of your knee, and to your tendons. My lord, please forgive me: With care, this injury will heal in a few years. However…I’m afraid you may find it difficult to walk or even stand in the future.”

Shen Yice helped Fu Shen lower his rolled-up pant leg and withdrew his pulse-taking pillow. “I’ll write a prescription for the marquis to treat the cold first. As for the leg injuries, continue to treat them just as you have been. I’ll discuss with the other imperial physicians when I return. Perhaps we can come up with a better solution by sharing our wisdom.”

Fu Shen inhaled sharply. “Hey—be gentle!”

“Pardon?” Shen Yice asked, confused.

“Not you.” Fu Shen shook Yan Xiaohan’s punishing grip off his shoulder and said politely, “Thank you for your concern, Doctor Shen.”

“I’m unworthy of your thanks.” Shen Yice turned his face aside. “My medical skills are lacking. I am ashamed I cannot help the marquis.”

“Don’t worry. I’m well aware of how bad this injury is. I’ll do what I can and leave the rest to fate.”

Yan Xiaohan helped him lie back down, his expression unreadable. He had been born with a kind and gentle face; one would never guess he had just grabbed the iron-willed General Fu so hard he gasped.

“Give the prescription to the servants and tell them to make the medicine,” Yan Xiaohan instructed Shen Yice. “If there’s anything you lack, tell them to go buy it. If they can’t, send them to my manor to get it.”

Shen Yice bowed his farewell to Fu Shen and left to fulfill his orders.

Finally, only two people remained in the room. Yan Xiaohan pulled over a round stool and sat a polite distance from Fu Shen. “Your legs…?”

“It’s just as you heard. There’s no helping it.” Fu Shen stretched out an empty hand. “Pour me a cup of tea.”

Yan Xiaohan frowned. “It’s cold.”

“I must drink it even if it’s cold, or I’ll die of thirst, just as I must continue living even if my legs are broken. Or shall I hang myself over this?”

Yan Xiaohan was speechless. He tossed out the half cup of tea from before and poured a new one to hand to him. “His Majesty was worried. He asked me to bring someone to check on your injuries.”

“Then His Majesty can now rest assured.”

“I don’t think so,” Yan Xiaohan replied bluntly. “You’re still breathing.”

Fu Shen looked at him with an expression that made clear he thought Yan Xiaohan was picking a fight over nothing.

“I keep thinking this must be a ruse,” Yan Xiaohan said. “You really didn’t have a backup plan or deliberately spread false information?”

“Why do you think so?” Fu Shen returned.

“Because you were born with a clever face and would never do something this foolish.”

“It’s real.” Fu Shen shook his head. “Even if I can dodge a direct attack, who can guard against a hidden arrow? You think too highly of me if you really believe I could never fall for a trap.”

Yan Xiaohan wasn’t expecting Fu Shen’s self-assessment to be so harsh. He was momentarily stunned.

Fu Shen had joined the army at a young age and had an insurmountable number of achievements. His existence itself seemed impossible. The Marquis of Jingning and the Northern Yan Cavalry had become invincible legends in the minds of many. It was an image so deeply rooted in the people’s hearts even Yan Xiaohan had succumbed to this delusion.

Yet in the end, he was just an ordinary man. He wasn’t a god with three heads and six arms or iron skin and bones. His body, flesh and blood, couldn’t withstand a boulder falling from the sky.

“On the way back to the capital, I was chatting with people in a teahouse. They told me there’s a saying circulating the capital: With General Fu on the northern border, the capital can sleep peacefully.” He sighed. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? I’ve been in Northern Yan for seven, eight years now, thinking I accomplished a great deal and protected the country and its people. I was so arrogant I forgot my own surname. In the end, not only did I keep the Tatars and Zhe people awake, I disturbed His Majesty’s peaceful rest.”

“Since you’ve thought it through, why don’t you hand over your military authority. Go home and enjoy your retirement with some farming. Isn’t it better to be an idle nobleman than to die on the battlefield or manage political intrigue in the capital?”

“Stop that,” Fu Shen scoffed. “Is this our first time meeting? Yan-xiong,4 I thought we could be candid with one another even if we are not close friends. To think you of all people would say this.”

He dropped his voice to a whisper. “The Eastern Tatars refuse to give up, and the Zhe tribe looks across the border with covetous eyes. How many have been blinded by the peace of the last decade? If I retire, who will take command of the Northern Yan Cavalry? Who else is willing to spend years defending the border? When the enemy storms the border towns, the innocent people are the ones who suffer—”

“And what does that have to do with you?”

Fu Shen’s head shot up.

“His Majesty is wary of you, the court officials are suspicious of you, and the foolish common people can only blindly follow and kick up a fuss.” Yan Xiaohan’s tone was icy. “Now that you’ve suffered this misfortune, who will still care about you? You’re about to lose your own place, yet somehow you have the leisure to care about the world. Don’t you think that’s ironic, General Fu?”

The words were more than coldhearted, they were treasonous. But unexpectedly, Fu Shen didn’t refute them.

Yan Xiaohan watched his profile, eyes lowered in thought, and realized that Fu Shen’s sharp, dazzling edge was gradually fading. He was completely worn down by illness, by winds, frost, and dust, or by something else entirely. Their attitude was franker at this distance than when they were leaning on each other. Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen had their disagreements, but they didn’t share the level of animosity the rumors claimed. They had met at a young age, and this rivalry of so-called mortal enemies was not as dire as it was made out to be. It was merely that one was an important military official, and the other was the confidant of the emperor. If they were too close, it would arouse suspicion.

That they could speak candidly like this despite their fraught relationship saved them time and trouble, but the bluntness of their words also concealed the vast differences buried beneath this fragile peace.

The Fu clan had been a noble family for generations. Fu Shen’s father and grandfather had both died on the battlefield—loyalty and duty to his nation were engraved in Fu Shen’s bones. Yan Xiaohan was the opposite. He was scheming and unscrupulous, a man who had stepped over countless people to climb to his current position. He couldn’t understand these so-called gentlemen who, for their principles, were willing to lose their status and even their lives.

They were walking differing paths, after all. Though the two understood their differences, they hadn’t expected this fork in the road to appear so suddenly, and at such great price.


Chapter 4

 

THE AUTUMN BREEZE WAS COOL, but the room within the Duke of Ying’s manor was warm and fragrant. Fruits and snacks were arranged on the low, red-lacquered table. A youth sat on the chaise near the window with his legs crossed, feigning concentration as he stared at the book in his hand. Time passed, but he didn’t flip a single page. A group of maids standing off to the side occasionally exchanged a glance, or pursed their lips, or flashed a subtle gesture at each other, always up to something. The young man was thinking about getting cozy with one or two of them when a young maid pattered in from outside and announced in a clear voice, “The madam has arrived.”

At once, everyone’s expressions turned serious. The maids put their backs to the wall and quietly lowered their heads. The young master’s leg no longer bounced, and his posture was no longer relaxed; he righted the book and straightened his spine. By the time a woman in luxurious clothing walked in, she was greeted with the very picture of a diligent student.

Taking the supporting arm of a maid, Lady Qin lowered herself down onto the chaise. The young man stood up and bowed to greet her with a polite “Mother,” then sat beside her. Lady Qin held his hand and stated firmly, “It’s getting dark. Why don’t you light some lamps? If you’re not careful, you’ll hurt your eyes.”

The maids understood her unspoken order. They swiftly lit the lamps and brought fresh tea. The young man replied, “I was so absorbed in studying I didn’t realize. Mother, what brings you here at this hour?”

“I went to the front courtyard to discuss something with your third uncle,” Lady Qin said. “I was passing by on my way back and thought to save you a trip later tonight.”

The young man rolled his eyes. “Is this about my older brother?”

Lady Qin speared him with a disapproving look. “You would know. All you do is gossip the day away instead of studying.”

“The news has spread all over the capital. Would I need to seek it out?” The young man sneered. “Everyone is saying his legs are broken, so he couldn’t remain on the border anymore and had to slink home to the capital to retire.”

Lady Qin pursed her lips but didn’t chastise him. She glanced up to the servants. “You are dismissed. I want to talk to Ya-er for a bit.”

Everyone dispersed. Two older maids remained in the corridor, and the others went to mill about in the yard. All the maids who served the young master were charming young ladies, innocent but still conscious of the honor of the Fu family name. A pair of close friends chattered about what they had heard in the young master’s room.

The first said, “No wonder Dagongzi5 lives in his own manor! If he were at home, who knows how she would torment him.”

The second girl laughed. “It might not go as you think. You have no idea—when he was still here, our madam and young master were like mice in the shadow of a cat. He looks graceful and elegant, but his temper is thunderous. That’s a real man who stands tall and proud.”

“Dagongzi is a hero, but his name can’t be spoken in his own home. Our young master is heartless and disregards his real elder brother. Instead, he listens to the gossip of untrustworthy characters—”

The second maid lightly smacked the back of her hand. “What do you know? How can he be considered the young master’s real elder brother if they don’t share the same mother? You know full well only the second young lady, the Princess Consort of Qi, can truly call that man brother. As for our young master and his sister the second consort, in his mind, they’re probably three thousand li further apart than cousins.”

The first wife of the former Duke of Ying, Fu Tingzhong, had died early, leaving behind a son—Fu Shen—and a daughter, Fu Ling. When Fu Ling was seventeen, she married the third prince, the Prince of Qi, as his princess consort. Fu Tingzhong’s second wife, Lady Qin, had two daughters and one son. Her first daughter, Fu Ting, had been selected to be the crown prince’s second consort and now lived in the inner palace. Her son, Fu Ya, and her second daughter, Fu Xi, were still at home, being raised in Lady Qin’s care.

By the time Lady Qin married into the family, Fu Shen was old enough to have his own sensibilities. He had never been close to his stepmother. After his half brother Fu Ya was born, they became even more estranged. Since Fu Shen, as eldest son, stood in the way of succession, Lady Qin’s own son would never inherit the title of duke. In this way, perhaps the animosity between Lady Qin and Fu Shen was inevitable.

But before Lady Qin could take any action, Fu Tingzhong had been assassinated at the northern border. At the time, in order to win over his meritorious officials, the Yuantai Emperor had lavished favor upon his generals. Rather than bestow on Fu Tingxin a lesser title, he granted him the title of Duke of Ying directly. When Fu Tingxin later passed away himself, Fu Shen was sent to the battlefield even before his mourning period was over to manage the brewing tensions on the border. It reflected poorly on everyone for the position of duke to be vacant for long, so the officials in the Ministry of Rites agreed to let the third son, Fu Tingyi, inherit the title. When Fu Shen returned with his many achievements, the Yuantai Emperor had separately conferred on him the title of Marquis of Jingning.

Lady Qin took this as a golden opportunity to propose that Fu Shen remove to a separate manor. Two noble titles sharing a residence, she claimed, would attract criticism.

To Fu Shen, her motives were completely transparent—she was concerned only with the ducal title and how to cut his ties to it. But while Lady Qin was shortsighted, the vision of the new Duke of Ying, Fu Tingyi, was farther reaching. The real backbone of the Fu family was not the title of duke, but the Northern Yan Cavalry. Three generations of the Fu family had forged unbreakable ties with the Northern Yan Army, and if the command was to continue to pass down through their family, the Northern Yan Army would soon be renamed the Fu Family Army. When that time came, what would the world think? More importantly, what would the one sitting on the throne think?

It was better to make a preemptive retreat; Fu Shen could take command of the Northern Yan Army in the future, but the estate of the Duke of Ying—or rather, the Fu family—could not be tied any longer to this force.

The situation as it stood was the result of weighing these pros and cons. The commander of the Northern Yan Army, the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, moved into his own residence and had almost no contact with the duke’s household. Fu Tingyi, the third son of the Fu family, inherited the title of Duke of Ying and found his calling as an idle nobleman. Lady Qin, as Fu Tingzhong’s widow, lived in the duke’s mansion with her children, counting the days until Fu Ya came of age so she could request he be named heir.

Both mother and son detested Fu Shen. Lady Qin was weighed down by a guilty conscience; she couldn’t bear to see him succeed, fearing he would one day take revenge on her for turning him out of his father’s house. In contrast, Fu Ya was probably more upset Fu Shen had never knelt and offered him the position of heir that he felt he was naturally owed.

In Fu Ya’s room, these two bastions of family feeling sat together. Lady Qin frowned at her son, chiding him, “It’s fine for you to say what your heart desires when you’re at home, but don’t gossip outside.”

“Mother”—Fu Ya tossed a piece of fruit into his mouth mid-complaint—“he’s already split from the Fu family. Why are you afraid of him?”

“What do you know? How can you say such nonsense!” Lady Qin smacked him lightly on the leg. “His parents’ memorial tablets are here. He’s only moved to a different residence—how can he not be considered a member of the Fu family? He is your elder brother, after all, and holds a high position at his young age. Though he’s been more restrained in recent years, he was as fearsome as a devil in his youth. Be careful not to fall into his hands.”

Fu Ya made a thoughtless sound of agreement.

“In a few years, we will ask for you to be named heir,” Lady Qin continued. “Your third uncle favors Fu Shen. He’s waiting for you to make a mistake, so when the time comes, you absolutely must not take a single step out of place. Do I make myself clear?”

She continued, her voice so soft it was almost a whisper. “My son, be patient a little longer. When the time comes, both the title of duke and the family inheritance will be yours. No one will be able to take it from you. Even Fu Shen will only be able to watch from the sidelines.”

Fu Ya’s heart stirred. He looked up. “Mother—”

“Mother has her ways.” Lady Qin gripped his hand firmly. “Don’t worry.”

 

***

 

In the Eastern Palace, the residence of the crown prince, Princess Consort Cen sat in front of a bronze mirror and reached up to take the numerous pearl and jade pins from her hair. The maid who was helping her leaned over and whispered, “Your Highness, Madam Qin from the Duke of Ying’s residence sent someone to pay respects to Second Consort Fu earlier today. They spoke in the palace for a long time.”

The crown princess consort pondered that for a moment, then smiled in realization. “Let her be. I heard the Marquis of Jingning has returned to the capital. Madam Qin must be feeling anxious and came to ask favors of His Highness.”

This maid was one the princess consort had brought with her when she married, a close confidant. She freely asked, “But isn’t the Marquis of Jingning—?”

“Disabled, not dead,” said Princess Consort Cen. “The Marquis of Jingning has a good reputation among the common people and the court. He also holds military authority over the northern frontier. If he returns to the army in the future, the Northern Yan Army is full of subordinates who will respond to his command. If I may speak out of turn: Not only Madam Qin but even His Highness must be respectful to the marquis.”

Princess Consort Cen’s father was Cen Hongfang, the Governor of Jingchu, who had some ties with the Duke of Ying’s family. The princess consort had been influenced by him from a young age and had great aspirations regardless of her gender. If Fu Shen hadn’t gone to the northern frontier, Cen Hongfang might have considered him seriously as a candidate for his son-in-law. Disregarding his temperament, the Marquis of Jingning was an upright man: young and brave, with many great military achievements. He was the object of secret affection for any number of unmarried maidens.

Princess Consort Cen grasped another hairpin. “I recall Second Consort Fu has a younger brother who’s waiting to be named heir to the title of Duke of Ying in two years?”

“Yes.”

“You know, a few years ago, His Highness the crown prince originally set his sights on the Marquis of Jingning’s full sister, now the Prince of Qi’s consort. He sent someone to privately inquire with the Fu family. At that time, the Duke of Ying was still the second Fu son, Fu Tingxin. Since she was his eldest niece and not his daughter, he felt he couldn’t make the decision on his own. He asked her brother, the Marquis of Jingning about it. The marquis must have been about the same age as Second Consort Fu’s younger brother is now. Well, when he heard his sister was unhappy with the match, he refused it without a second thought. The Fu family are tough, you see—unafraid even to offend His Highness if it meant letting his little sister pick a husband she’d be happy with.”

Her hand brushed her temple, and she felt a faint, inexplicable pang of sadness.

The Princess Consort of Qi, Fu Ling, had such a good older brother; it was truly enviable.

“Back then, Lady Qin threw away her reputation to grasp at the position of heir, sending her daughter into the palace and splitting the estates.” Princess Consort Cen sneered. “She made a mess of everything. And what was the result? Didn’t the marquis’s sister still marry the Prince of Qi in a lavish ceremony? Now Lady Qin can only rely on Second Consort Fu when she has problems, and must avoid me more carefully than a thief. If her son were half the man the Marquis of Jingning was, would Second Consort Fu have to swallow her anger and submit to me?”

Even this maid didn’t know that the name of the Marquis of Jingning touched a vague, faraway regret in the princess consort’s heart. She only thought that her lady’s tongue was particularly sharp tonight and responded quietly, “Then—Your Highness, should we warn her to stay away from His Highness for a few days?”

Princess Consort Cen looked into the bronze mirror and considered for a moment. Eventually, she waved a hand. “No need. What can they achieve? Even if His Highness wanted to help them, it would be pointless.”

 

***

 

That night, the crown prince stayed in Chunfang Pavilion in the Eastern Palace. Second Consort Fu took off his coat and helped him wash up. Though she was as attentive as usual, her fine mouth was set in displeasure. But a sorrowful beauty was still a charming sight; the prince was delighted even by her discountenance and couldn’t help but take her into his arms.

Later that night, when the tides of passion had receded, he asked lazily, “What’s wrong? What troubles have distressed you so?”

At once, Fu Ting rose from the bed and knelt penitently. “Today my mother sent someone to deliver a message; it disquieted me so much that I allowed my mind to wander. I beg Your Highness’s forgiveness.”

The crown prince reached out to tug her back into his embrace. “I forgive you. What is it? Let’s hear it.”

Fu Ting’s brow smoothed, and she looked as if she had seen her savior; the sight of her eyes, brimming with adoration and trust, inflated his already considerable ego.

She leaned closer and whispered into the crown prince’s ear. “To be honest with Your Highness, it’s about my elder brother, the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen…”


Chapter 5

 

THE YEAR WAS DESTINED TO BE CHAOTIC; after the ambush of the Eastern Tatar envoys that shocked the court and the public, as winter approached, another rumor about the commander of the Northern Yan Army began to spread among high society like wildfire.

The Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, was a cut-sleeve.

The timing of this rumor was suspicious, but upon further thought, everyone agreed there could be some truth behind it. People were always happy to employ vulgar speculation to fill any gaps in the truth. Very soon, every detail of Fu Shen’s romantic history since the day he joined the army had spread feverishly throughout the homes of the noble class, serving for days as a favorite topic of dinnertime conversation.

Relationships with men weren’t particularly unusual for the men of the Zhou Empire, and people were typically tolerant of it—but when it came to a general with not inconsiderable military power, it became more than just a gentleman’s hobby.

The previous dynasty, Yue, had lasted over a hundred years. During that era, there was an emperor, posthumously referred to as Suzong, who became known for his grand passion.

Before Suzong ascended the throne, he had favored a maiden with the surname of Han. After his coronation, not only did he confer upon this beauty the title of honored consort, he also granted titles to her father, older brother, and her younger brother, a youth named Han Cang. According to the tales, he had the delicate appearance of a beautiful woman, as refined as pearl and jade.

This Han Cang had entered the Luanyi Guard thanks to his sister’s favor, and happened to ride as an escort on one of the emperor’s outings. Suzong fell in love with the lovely young man at first sight and couldn’t banish him from his mind even after returning to the palace. He brought Han Cang into the inner palace as a concubine in defiance of the customs and sensibilities of the time. In addition to showering him with favor, he created the title of honored male consort, equal in rank to the honored consort, so that the two siblings could serve the same emperor.

The Yue dynasty had no precedent for such a thing. These events scandalized everyone, from the highest ministers to the lowest commoners. Both civil and military officials expressed grave concerns while privately wishing they could line up in front of the palace and kowtow to death in opposition.

Suzong was an unexpectedly romantic soul, but he was first and foremost an emperor, the ruler of a nation. He refused to tolerate a group of idlers criticizing his personal life. In a fit of pique, he rather resourcefully issued an imperial decree allowing all nobility and scholars to take male concubines. Officials of the sixth rank and above, as well as nobles and members of the royal family could even marry men, who would hold a status equivalent to a legal wife.

When something became fashionable with those at the top, the people below would follow. Once the precedent was set, while most officials didn’t partake of these cut-sleeve marriages, many scholars praised them as a refined idea. Thus, the commoners followed suit, and the trend had flourished ever since. During the nearly thirty years of Suzong’s reign, no minister was so foolish as to suggest the abolition of this decree.

It wasn’t until the previous dynasty began to wane that the reigning emperor at the time, Xuanzong, decided homosexuality defied the laws of nature and morality, given that it had resulted in a drop in the population, a sharp decline in the number of eligible men, and even, among commoners, difficulties staffing the farms. He issued an edict to prohibit marriage between men among the common people and ordered the male concubines to return to their family homes and re-register as members of the households of their birth.

Duly wedded male wives, however, were not completely abolished; Xuanzong not only allowed them to preserve their legal status within their husband’s family, but also issued a special decree: Officials above the sixth rank, nobles, and members of the royal family who wished to take a man as their legal wife could petition the emperor to grant them said marriage.

In an unexpected turn, this decree became Xuanzong’s best weapon for keeping powerful ministers and nobles in check. For nobles with hereditary titles, taking a male wife meant there would be no legitimate heirs to inherit, and the title would thus be reclaimed by the court after death. The method was surprisingly effective, and consequently, emperors continued to wield this bloodless knife even after the fall of the dynasty that originated it. Since the founding of the Zhou Empire, more than a dozen ministers, all powerful and influential men, had been granted such a marriage by the emperor.

The commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army, the Marquis of Jingning, the eldest son of the Duke of Ying—regardless of which mantle Fu Shen assumed, the one title he could never afford to wear was cut-sleeve.

Numerous players had their eye on Fu Shen. The emperor, in particular, was increasingly concerned with wresting back his military authority. How could this rumor have begun to spread so conveniently at such a critical time?

Since his return, Fu Shen had been shut away in his manor. He never engaged with his friends or relatives, so naturally, these rumors had never reached his ears. His subordinates, who did go out in the city, had heard far too many unreliable rumors related to the Marquis of Jingning over the years and were no longer fazed by them—though had they possessed any political sense, they would never have allowed such rumors to spread so unscrupulously.

So it was that while the schemer was sharpening his knives, the man on the cutting board was completely unaware. However, the moment Yan Xiaohan, who was a keener sort, heard this rumor from the Feilong Guard, his heart dropped. He had an immediate feeling nothing good would come of it.

He had gotten no real answers from Fu Shen the night he had gone to visit, but even a man as resilient as the general would waver in such circumstances. Although Yan Xiaohan had gained the upper hand, he was less than happy about it.

The Yuantai Emperor had not assigned the investigation of the attack on the Eastern Tatar delegation to the Feilong Guard, so Yan Xiaohan could only look into it privately. Doubts had long since taken root in his heart. Although Fu Shen had insisted Yan Xiaohan thought too highly of him, he couldn’t help feeling that the whole thing was strange. How could a man who could emerge unscathed from the battlefield be ambushed like that? It was like a duck drowning in a pond.

Given Fu Shen’s attitude, Yan Xiaohan suspected there was something more to this incident—in which case, Yan Xiaohan needed the truth.

This wasn’t an issue of justice or morality; rather, Yan Xiaohan wielded a demonic sword in the service of the emperor. He had to see the turbulent current beneath the water in order to control the direction of the blade and avoid being swept away by the undertow.

The emperors of this dynasty attached great importance to the imperial guards. There were ten guard divisions within the capital city, namely the Jinwu, Luanyi, Jiumen, Xiaoqi, and Baotao, each with a Left and Right branch; together, they were dubbed the Ten Guards of the Southern Court. Six armies were also stationed within the palace, these being the Left and Right Yulin, Shenshu, and Shenwu, which were responsible for guarding the emperor, and were called the Six Armies of the Northern Court. On top of that, the prestigious Feilong Guard supervised all court officials and patrolled the city walls; their chief officer, Yan Xiaohan, was a third-rank imperial inspector with the authority to report directly to the emperor. All the commanding generals of the Northern Court’s armies made up the Feilong Guard, and as imperial inspector, Yan Xiaohan outranked them all, making him the Northern Court’s de facto commander.

The man who delivered the rumor in question was one Wei Xuzhou, the general of the Left Shenshu Army. The Wei family was exceedingly large, with so many siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles that they had family ties to almost every noble clan in the capital. General Wei was uniquely blessed by these family circumstances, since no other man in the Northern Court armies was more enthusiastic about matchmaking and spreading gossip.

Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen’s feud was well-known within the Feilong Guard, and it was therefore with great relish that Wei Xuzhou shared the tale. “Whoever started those rumors really knows how to shock people. Look at how noble the Marquis of Jingning usually is. I thought he would have to rely on his right hand to make it through the rest of his life.”

Yan Xiaohan frowned deeply. “Where did you hear this?”

“My second aunt’s sister’s husband’s cousin is the wife of the Marquis of Liu’en,” General Wei obligingly answered. “Her daughter is unwed and was interested in the Marquis of Jingning. Wouldn’t you know, I asked around on her behalf and discovered this remarkable secret.”

Yan Xiaohan kneaded his forehead, already exhausted from speaking to him.

“My lord,” Wei Xuzhou ventured, pacing around him twice in a circle, “the Marquis of Jingning has those kinds of proclivities yet doesn’t seem remotely concerned about it; why do you care?”

It was strange, too strange.

A man who’d been unlucky for several years suddenly became so cursed that he couldn’t even take a sip of cold water without it making his teeth ache—what had Fu Shen done to anger the heavens? Why did all these evil spirits now join forces to plot against him?

“Something feels off,” said Yan Xiaohan. “Wei-xiong, please go investigate where this cut-sleeve rumor started—” but as he spoke, a young eunuch in blue strode in from the outer hall. He was the apprentice of the eunuch Tian-gonggong,6 the Eunuch Director of Brush-Writing, who served the emperor directly. The two soldiers instantly stopped their conversation and stepped forward to greet him. With no preamble, the young eunuch announced, “His Majesty summons Lord Yan to Yangxin Hall for an audience.”

Sensing that something momentous was about to happen, Wei Xuzhou attempted to subtly shuffle away. Yan Xiaohan gestured at him from behind his back as he told the eunuch, “Gonggong, please wait a moment. I have some official business to explain to General Wei.”

“This is the emperor’s direct order,” the young eunuch said coldly. “Lord Yan, do you propose His Majesty wait on your convenience?”

A faint smile touched Yan Xiaohan’s lips. It was the kind of expression he often used in his daily life, equal parts refined and murderous. “As the imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard, every move I make is in accordance with the will of the emperor. Gonggong, you put us in a difficult position.”

The eunuch had only been bluffing. When he saw that smile, he abruptly remembered the legends about the Feilong Guard’s terrible commander. He immediately modulated his tone; barely holding onto his calm, he said, “Since that’s the case, Lord Yan, please do as you see fit.”

Yan Xiaohan dragged the confused General Wei to a nearby desk and picked up a few files for show. He lowered his voice to a murmur. “Go to the Marquis of Jingning’s manor for me. Inform him of the rumors. Tell Fu Shen to be careful and make whatever preparations he needs to. No matter what happens, he must not act rashly.”

Wei Xuzhou’s gossip-loving heart stirred, but upon seeing the gravity of the imperial inspector’s expression, he nodded. “Don’t worry, sir. Just leave it to me.”

And with that—for no matter how confidently Yan Xiaohan might speak, he really couldn’t keep a eunuch delivering an imperial edict waiting—he was forced to put the matter aside and make haste to Yangxin Hall.

The eunuch’s master, Tian Tong, had always been at odds with the Feilong Guard. His young apprentice shared his hatred and refused to reveal any information about the summons. Not until Yan Xiaohan stepped over the threshold of Yangxin Hall did he discover that in addition to the Yuantai Emperor, Crown Prince Sun Yunliang was also present.

“This subject pays his respects to Your Majesty and Your Highness.”

“My dear subject, please rise.”

The Yuantai Emperor was a tall and imposing man. The skin on his full face sagged slightly, and two deep lines bracketed his nose, stretching down to his thin lips—a countenance suggesting a harsh and authoritarian personality. This emperor was sharp and capable. He was usually serious, even stern, but at the moment he seemed in such a good mood that his mouth tugged toward a smile. He appeared greatly pacified; the anger and gloom from the envoy’s case days prior seemed swept away.

It didn’t seem like the summons boded ill. Yan Xiaohan vented a quiet sigh of relief. All the strange incidents in close succession over the last few days must have put him on edge.

The crown prince stood by with a stern, unmoving expression. Yan Xiaohan could feel his gaze on him; it wasn’t malicious, but it had the keenness of a needle.

It seemed the Yuantai Emperor wanted to speak with Yan Xiaohan alone. He turned to the crown prince. “You can return to the Eastern Palace,” he said. After a moment’s contemplation, he gave the prince rare words of affirmation: “You did well today.”

The crown prince, having achieved his day’s aim in receiving this compliment, made to leave. He stopped looking at Yan Xiaohan quite so sharply and even smiled as he bowed his farewells.

That smile, which contained some indescribable mockery and pity, gave Yan Xiaohan a sudden ominous premonition.


Chapter 6

 

WHILE LORD YAN, who seemed destined to worry and struggle, was suffering in Yangxin Hall, the Marquis of Jingning, the object of his concern, was dealing with utter chaos in his manor.

A few days ago, shortly after Fu Shen and his party had settled down, his younger sister the Princess Consort of Qi had sent a servant to pay respects and deliver gifts, along with a message that she would come to call on him herself another day. Fu Shen had no energy to deal with her; moreover, he had to consider whether the Prince of Qi would take offense, seeing as the marquis’s manor wasn’t his sister’s true maiden home. He refused on the spot: “No need. Please tell her to take care of herself and not to worry.”

These servants had been previously employed at the Duke of Ying’s estate before being brought into the Prince of Qi’s household as part of Fu Ling’s dowry. They were familiar with their eldest young master’s temper and didn’t dare argue. Thus rebuffed, they simply returned to their mistress and repeated his exact words.

The Prince of Qi, Sun Yunduan, happened to be present for this report. He shook his head. “Marquis Fu does keep his distance.”

Since hearing about Fu Shen’s injury, Fu Ling had been worried sick. She was unable to sleep for days and had spent several nights secretly weeping in her room. Yet when she heard that familiar deadpan tone, even through the conduit of a messenger, she felt a mysterious sense of relief. Through gritted teeth, she answered, “Your Highness, you’ve witnessed something embarrassing. My brother is always like this—stubborn to a fault.”

She and Sun Yunduan were a young and loving couple. He teased, “Aren’t you speaking ill of him behind his back?”

Fu Ling blushed. “My elder brother has a cold exterior but a warm heart. He’s very good to me, but he’s unyielding with his words. When he finally marries someday, I wonder what kind of sister-in-law will be worthy of him.”

Recalling the rumors his subordinates had reported, the prince deliberately changed the subject. “Who can speak with certainty when it comes to affairs of the heart? Marquis Fu has just returned to the capital, and the marquis’s manor must be very busy. It may simply be bad timing for a visit right now.” He took Fu Ling’s hand and swung it gently back and forth. “Wait a few days until he’s settled, then you can go visit him. What do you say?”

Her eyes lit up. “Your Highness will allow me to leave the manor?”

The Prince of Qi leaned in and kissed her cheek. He smiled softly. “Why not? He’s your brother, not a stranger. But you have to promise me to take care. Don’t risk—”

Fu Ling’s cheeks went pink, making her look even more radiant and bright. She ducked her head and whispered, “I know.”

 

***

 

The wind was more biting than usual, and the sky was overcast, as if it might rain. Fu Shen’s injury was susceptible to this kind of weather, and the relentless ache in his legs made him irritable. He was about to call someone to push him into the study to look for books to divert his attention when a servant reported the princess consort herself had come—the carriage was already at the door.

Fu Shen felt a headache coming on. “That little debt collector—help me up. Uncle Fu, tell Xiao Xun and the guards to stay back, and warn the servants in the backyard so they don’t offend her. Please escort the princess consort to the main hall and find two maids to serve her. Let me change my attire.”

In the main hall, Fu Ling wasn’t in the mood to drink tea. She twisted her handkerchief nervously. At last, she heard the sound of wheels from the inner room. Discarding propriety, she bolted to her feet just in time to meet her brother’s eyes in the doorway.

Fu Shen hadn’t prepared for this; for a moment, he was visibly stunned.

Fu Ling stared at him blankly, all words escaping her. The upright and invincible older brother of her memory seemed broken. His gaunt frame slouched miserably in a simple bamboo wheelchair; even his eyebrows had thinned into a particular sharpness. He gave her an unpracticed smile.

Unable to hold back any longer, Fu Ling threw herself at him and burst into tears.

The maids who had accompanied her were all frightened to death. Fu Shen himself was thrown backward by the force, but he still held her steadily in his arms. “Good heavens, be gentle—little miss, do you still think you’re only seven years old?”

Her strained heartstrings had finally snapped. Fu Ling sobbed without restraint. “You scared me to death! Mother and Father are gone. I have no family but you!”

Fu Shen’s breath hitched.

The frost in his heart melted into a pool of warm water. He patted Fu Ling’s shoulders with cautious, clumsy hands and whispered, “Don’t cry, all will be well—your big brother is here. Don’t be sad.”

If General Fu was a celestial general incarnate, then the Princess Consort of Qi must have been the reincarnation of a rain god. The Marquis of Jingning’s manor was awash in her tears.

By the time Fu Shen persuaded his sister to stop weeping he was exhausted physically and mentally. He rubbed his temples. “I told you not to visit, but you didn’t listen. You insisted on coming here to cry—this can’t be good for your health. Thanks to you, our mansion’s garden won’t need to be watered for three years.”

Fu Ling had washed her face with hot water and was now reapplying her makeup. She burst out laughing and complained, “Stop making fun of me! It’s not as if I intended to. It’s more harmful to my health to sit at home fretting all day.”

Fu Shen, stymied by her words, dropped his hand in dismay.

Fu Ling finished tidying up her appearance and sat back down next to Fu Shen. Seeing his legs covered with a thin blanket, she couldn’t help but knit her brows again in worry. “Dage,7 your injury…is there really nothing to be done? There are many famous doctors in the capital. I can ask the prince for help…”

“The emperor has already sent someone to examine me.”

She fell silent. A look of disappointment flashed across her face, but after a moment she forced a smile and reassured herself, “Well, it doesn’t matter if your legs can’t be healed… It doesn’t matter at all, as long as you’re alive. Stay in the capital from now on and don’t go running off, all right?”

Her earnest gaze was a knife to Fu Shen’s heart. He didn’t want to lie to Fu Ling, but nor could he bear to make her sad. He settled for a vague hum.

Fu Ling could finally smile from the bottom of her heart. She chatted with him about this and that, then asked, “By the way, has the family sent anyone to visit?”

If she hadn’t mentioned it, Fu Shen would never have thought of the residents of the Duke of Ying’s estate, and in response he only sneered.

At that, Fu Ling lost her patience. “Even if she doesn’t like us, she’s still the mistress of the house. I thought she’d at least be courteous for the sake of her reputation. How can she be so heartless?”

“What bond lies between us? It was cleanly severed when we split the titles and estates. You don’t always have to bend just because she’s your elder. That woman only has eyes for Fu Ya. Heaven knows when her precious son will lay a golden egg for her.”

This time, Fu Ling’s laughter echoed the secret thoughts of all the servants from the Duke of Ying’s manor. But Fu Shen couldn’t be bothered to dwell on these trivial matters. “Why bring those people up at all? How about you? How are you and the prince?”

“I’m quite well. The prince is very good to me.” Fu Ling turned away slightly, pulled at his sleeve, and shook it like a little girl. She whispered, “I was actually hoping you’d return to the capital this year.”

“What’s wrong?” Fu Shen asked at once. “Did something happen? Are you being mistreated at home?”

It couldn’t be helped that this was his first thought; such was the nature of big brothers the world over. The way they showed affection was to stand up for their siblings.

“None of those—it’s good news.” Fu Ling flushed slightly. “Dage, you’re going to be an uncle.”

“Oh.” Fu Shen nodded, only having registered the first half of the sentence. After a few breaths, he registered the second. He was so shocked he almost stood up from the wheelchair, blurting out at great volume, “What did you say?!”

Fu Ling placed her hand on her still-flat belly. Smiling, she said, “About three months.”

“Wh-what—” The Marquis of Jingning rarely lost his composure, but at last it had happened. “At your age? No, when did you…?”

Fu Ling smiled at him as he floundered. Realizing he was asking nonsense, he smacked his forehead and returned her smile. “Goodness…that’s great, wonderful.”

Fu Shen didn’t consider himself a good older brother. His mother had died early, his stepmother was unkind, and he had left for the battlefield at a young age. It had been difficult for him to visit home even once a year, let alone care for his younger sister as she deserved. The siblings were connected more by blood than affection, and for years, they had found little to say to each other.

But while Fu Ling was soft on the outside, she had inner strength. Even under Lady Qin, she had grown up to be a distinguished noble lady. The only time she had ever come to Fu Shen for help was when the crown prince informed the Fu family he intended to make her his princess consort.

At that moment, Fu Shen had truly realized for the first time he was an older brother. He had wiped Fu Ling’s tears and told her, If you don’t like him, then don’t marry him. Don’t be afraid. I’ll protect you no matter what.

Even now, when he looked at Fu Ling, he saw her as a crybaby and delicate little girl. She never directly said what she was thinking; she would always reach out and tug his sleeve first. Yet in the blink of an eye, the little girl became a wife, and in another blink had become a mother.

The moment he heard she was expecting, Fu Shen didn’t dare keep her in the manor a second longer. The day inevitably came when even the greatest skeptic became superstitious; he who had long dismissed the supernatural now worried that he and his manor full of soldiers fresh from the battlefield were too bloody and would be bad for the child.

He practically drove Fu Ling over the threshold, where a maid helped her into the carriage. Fu Shen solemnly told her through the window, “Take care of yourself. I’ll stay in the capital for now—rest assured, I’m not going anywhere. You must think of your child; don’t do anything that would put you at risk.”

Fu Ling nearly started crying all over again. Holding back her tears, she said, “What is my brother saying… Who dares to wrong me?”

“Mn,” Fu Shen hummed softly. “I’m here to protect you no matter what. Go on now.”

The door to the marquis’s manor was closed again. Uncle Fu wheeled Fu Shen back to his room. Halfway there, Fu Shen said, “Go to the storehouse and collect some nourishing herbs and a few bolts of silk. Send someone to deliver them to the Prince of Qi’s estate in a day or two.”

“A gift for the young lady?” Uncle Fu asked. “Shall we add something for the prince as well? The Prince of Qi has sent quite a few gifts since your return.”

“There’s a Venus Dragon Tail inkstone in the study. I’ll go get it later. Perhaps we can think of a few more things to add.”

The study had been sealed so long that the old steward was afraid dust had collected inside, so he ordered someone to tidy the place before the master entered. He could never have expected the incident this bit of housekeeping would cause.

When Fu Shen at last went in to look for the inkstone, he chanced upon an unfamiliar box on the large rosewood desk. He was certain it wasn’t his, yet it was placed neatly in the middle, as if someone had left it deliberately for him to find.

The wooden box was long and thin and very light, and when Fu Shen gave it an experimental shake, it rattled as if there was a thin stick inside. Fu Shen exercised the utmost caution as he turned it over and over in his hands. After ensuring there were no hidden mechanisms that could be triggered, he carefully opened the lid.

The moment he saw what was in the box, his hand froze in midair, his gaze fixed on the object inside: a broken black crossbow bolt. The shaft was nearly splintered, and the arrowhead was curled at the tip, as if it had struck something hard.

In contrast to the box, this arrow was so familiar it was frightening. No one else in the world knew it better than Fu Shen.

On the ninth day of the ninth month, at Qingsha Gorge amid a downpour of loose stone, this crossbow bolt had come within a hairsbreadth of killing him.


Chapter 7

 

FU SHEN’S HEART POUNDED, and his ears rang. Glimpsing the bolt dragged him back at once to that nightmarish day. The boulder crashed down from above. His crushed legs burned with phantom pain—the nauseating agony of shattering bone that made his vision go dark.

He curled over his legs and braced himself, a subconscious action of self-preservation. Beads of sweat as big as fingernails raked down his temples and past his hollowed cheeks. The veins under his pale skin looked ready to burst out of his body. The box was solid wood, but it couldn’t withstand his grip; it split with a crack, the splinters piercing his palm.

Yet this sharp pain was like a golden needle. It penetrated the fog of his panic, piercing through the hazy layers of memory and stabilizing his trembling soul. His scattered mind reassembled, and he quickly escaped the overwhelming nightmare.

Fu Shen raised his head, cold sweat sheening his face. He’d shed no tears, but his eyes were red and bloodshot. His thick eyelashes drooped like black feathers, the somber expression of a trapped beast.

His gaze shifted to the cracked wooden box. A sliver of something was visible through the broken edge—there was something else inside.

Fu Shen carefully tugged out a folded piece of paper.

 

***

 

A little over an hour later, Xiao Xun, standing guard at the door, heard Fu Shen calling from within the room. He pushed the door open and frowned; it smelled like the scent of burnt paper.

“My lord.”

Fu Shen sat before the desk, his face calm and composed, though perhaps a little colder than usual. He was fiddling with a long wooden box in his hands. The box bore a faint bloodstain from an injury on his palm, but the marquis didn’t seem to be in any pain. He said calmly, “Who in the manor has entered the study in the past three days? Summon them.”

Xiao Xun wanted to tell him to bandage his palm first, but Fu Shen never looked up from the box in his hands. Xiao Xun didn’t dare disobey and hurriedly bowed. Just as he turned to leave, Fu Shen called, “Wait.”

“Sir.”

Fu Shen thought for a moment. “Bring the guards as well.”

After the events of Qingsha Gorge, the first thing Fu Shen had done when he woke on his sickbed was order his men to find the bolt that had struck the rock. Though the search was futile, he had assumed it was because the arrow was long buried beneath the avalanche; he hadn’t expected that someone had gotten there first. Whoever had carried out the assassination had left no traces. This wooden box was their first real lead; until now, his subordinates had been running around like headless flies.

But who had the ability to deliver such a key piece of evidence to him without anyone noticing? And what were their intentions in doing so?

Soon after, servants of varying heights and ages lined up before him, heads lowered, all wishing they could dig a hole and bury themselves. A group of murderous Northern Yan cavalrymen stood outside the room, looking ready and willing to burst in and cut their enemies down.

Fu Shen’s voice was hoarse; he sounded strangely weary. He tossed the box onto the desk and asked directly, “Who has seen this box? When did it appear in the study? Who left it here?”

The servants came forward in order of entry, trying to identify it. Upon examining it, most shook their heads and said they didn’t know. The servants who had been sent to clean the study that morning said they vaguely remembered such a box. They’d taken it for one of Fu Shen’s personal belongings and hadn’t dared to touch it. Finally, everyone’s eyes cut to a boy who had delivered a vase of flowers to the study the day before. He was the youngest of them—only thirteen or fourteen—and dressed in drab gray. His parents had passed away early, so he had followed his grandfather to work in the marquis’s manor. He usually stayed hidden away in the kitchen and had never witnessed such a scene. When Fu Shen’s frosty gaze swept over him, he panicked and dropped to his knees. Crying and kowtowing, he sobbed, “Master, please spare my life!”

Fu Shen rubbed at the spot between his brows. His head ached from all the crying. “Shut up.”

His voice was quiet, but perhaps because he was used to giving orders, each word was heavy, leaving a crater where it landed. The child was instantly silenced, but he shook even more violently. Fu Shen asked, “Did you put this box here?”

“N-n-no—”

“Then who did?”

“Th-this servant doesn’t know—”

“I don’t have the patience to watch this display,” Fu Shen said darkly. “The sooner you tell me, the better. I’ll give you one more chance. Think before you speak.”

The servant bit his lower lip, his fingers worrying at the hem of his jacket. After a moment, he couldn’t endure the pressure and murmured, “I’m really not sure, but it could be W-Wang Gou-er…”

Fu Shen was baffled. “Who?”

“I-it’s a kid from the Wang family, over by the poplar grove on the east side of the city. He usually comes with his father to deliver vegetables to the manor… Yesterday Grandpa Fu told me to deliver the vase to the study, and Wang Gou-er said he wanted to see what a rich family’s study looked like. I thought the marquis never comes in here anyway, so I b-brought him along…”

“Xiao Xun,” Fu Shen said.

“Understood.”

An outsider had trespassed into the study of the marquis’s manor. Although there were no confidential documents in the study, the guards had still made an enormous error. Xiao Xun immediately took two of the guards to track down this Wang Gou-er.

Fu Shen slowly took in the line of servants before him and scoffed. “It seems I’ve been negligent all these years. I thought this little patch of land didn’t have enough value for people to set fire to it. But betrayal never comes from an enemy. The hole in the ship was bigger than the plug. Today’s incident is a lesson for me as well as all of you. Uncle Fu—”

The old steward anxiously stepped forward. “Awaiting the marquis’s order.”

“Before the week is out, dismiss all the servants in the mansion. Send them back wherever they came from. The manor will be governed by the Northern Yan Army. Outsiders are not permitted to loiter here. That’s it. Dismissed.”

The crowd of servants all sank to the ground and kowtowed at once. “Marquis! Please have mercy—please give us a chance!”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.” Fu Shen waved a hand. “Xiao-Ding, see that’s it’s done.”

A guard stepped up, hoisted the steward by the back of his collar, and carried him out. It was a foregone conclusion after that; the rest of the servants were like quails strung together on a rope, and tucked in their necks as they followed him out in single file.

Fu Shen had dealt with the rotten mess swiftly, but it did nothing to ease the weight on his chest. He was exhausted, body and mind, and so frustrated he was tempted to close his eyes and let death take him. The thought had barely occurred before a rapid knock sounded on the door outside. “Marquis, someone from the imperial army is outside. He said someone asked him to pass a message to you.”

The wooden box had thrown Fu Shen into a state of uncertainty, and he was particularly sensitive to the words imperial army. He immediately responded, “Let him in.”

Wei Xuzhou received stares the entire way through the manor. All the guards were soldiers fresh from the battlefield, and having to admit a pampered imperial army general set their teeth on edge.

When he laid eyes on Fu Shen in his wheelchair, General Wei felt a swell of unexpected sympathy for the man. “Commanding general of the Left Shenshu Army, Wei Xuzhou, greets the marquis.”

By now, Fu Shen was operating on the assumption that everyone was suspicious, but the Northern Court armies were under Yan Xiaohan’s control and thus didn’t overly concern him. Strangely, though Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan were complete opposites in their approaches to dealing with others, they had a candid relationship with each other. The man was a notorious court lackey, but Fu Shen trusted him enough to face his subordinate Wei Xuzhou with equanimity. “No need to be so polite, General Wei—please take a seat.” To the guard, he called, “Bring tea.”

Wei Xuzhou was wary of spending too much time here, afraid amid the swirling rumors that others would scrutinize their relationship, and so he got straight to the point: “My lord, please don’t trouble yourself. I’ll leave as soon as I relay my message. Our imperial inspector was summoned by His Majesty just now. Before answering, he bade me tell you that recently there have been rumors that you secretly…well. Favor men. This matter should not be taken lightly, he says, and the marquis must deal with it as soon as possible.”

This news struck Fu Shen like a bolt of lightning, knocking him numb from head to toe as if the heavens had opened deliberately to smite him. “What did you say?!”

“My lord also said that, no matter what happens, the marquis should be patient and not act rashly.”

“Huh?”

Wei Xuzhou replied blithely, “That’s it. The end.”

There were too many hazards, each one as impassable as a boulder, hurtling toward him so fast he could scarcely catch his breath. Countless thoughts and suspicions swirled in his mind, demons threatening to possess him.

No matter what happened, he couldn’t act rashly.

The crossbow bolt in the box, the concealed paper, the boy Wang Gou-er who had smuggled it all into the study… Was Yan Xiaohan referring to one of these? Did he know of some hidden conspiracy that Fu Shen had yet to uncover?

Was Yan Xiaohan clairvoyant, or did he have sinister plans of his own?

“Marquis! Marquis!”

He was still caught in this trance when the old steward rushed into the study, panting, and interrupted Fu Shen’s conspiratorial frenzy. Fu Shen pulled himself clear of his inner demons and realized his paranoid thoughts had gone too far. “What is it?”

“An imperial decree!” Uncle Fu exclaimed. “An imperial edict has arrived at our door! Gonggong requests that you receive the decree!”

Wei Xuzhou, his instincts sharp as ever, immediately stood and said, “Since the marquis has other matters to attend to, I will take my leave.”

Fu Shen met his gaze and nodded knowingly. “Uncle Fu, send the commander out through the corner gate. I will change into my official’s robes to meet the imperial envoy.”

 

***

 

In Yangxin Hall, as soon as the crown prince left, the Yuantai Emperor addressed Yan Xiaohan by his courtesy name: “Menggui.”

Yan Xiaohan was briefly stunned by this change in tone but responded respectfully, “Your Majesty.”

“Lately, we have been startling awake late at night. At times, we are sleeping alone, but it feels like the bed is cramped, as if someone is sleeping beside us. What do you think this signifies?”

Although Yan Xiaohan was a military officer, he had still read a few books. At this question, he immediately broke out in a cold sweat. Mind racing, he dropped to his knees. “Your Majesty is a true dragon, the Son of Heaven, invulnerable to malign spirits. This must be the work of treacherous evildoers behind the scenes. We have failed to protect you as your imperial guards, causing unrest in the palace and making the emperor worry. I deserve to be punished with death!”

He pled guilty very readily. Too readily, perhaps; the Yuantai Emperor had not intended to rouse this reaction. He couldn’t tell if Yan Xiaohan was truly dense or simply playacting. He clarified, “Within the capital there are northern and southern imperial guards, the imperial city wardens, and the five major military camps—nearly three hundred thousand soldiers all told. Yet we still feel helpless and surrounded by looming threats. Sometimes we wonder: Is the Zhou Empire, the Sun family’s empire, really in our own hands, or is it controlled by another?”

The situation at this point was too serious for Yan Xiaohan to play the fool any longer. “Your Majesty, please help your subject understand.”

“Do you remember what we said when we made an exception and promoted you as imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard?”

The Feilong Guard’s predecessor had been the Imperial Feilong Stables. It was originally a horse breeding ground in the palace, managed by eunuchs. During the reign of the Chunhua Emperor, the third ruler of the Zhou Empire, the power of the civil officials had strengthened to the point that they controlled the imperial guard and threatened the power of the emperor himself. In order to break the deadlock, the Chunhua Emperor renamed the Imperial Feilong Stables the Feilong Guard and retook control of the Northern Court armies through the hands of his eunuchs. The Feilong Guard was filled with the emperor’s confidants and held immense power; only the sovereign’s inner circle could enter their ranks. Since those early days, the Northern Court armies had been controlled by the eunuchs. This didn’t change until the twentieth year of Yuantai, when the former Feilong Guard imperial inspector Duan Linglong passed away. At that point, the Yuantai Emperor broke precedent and promoted the general of the Left Shenwu Guard, Yan Xiaohan, to fill the role.

The exact reason why Yan Xiaohan was lifted to such a powerful position remained a mystery, but it was undeniable that the Yuantai Emperor particularly relied on him. Yan Xiaohan had perfectly isolated himself in his position over the years—he was unmoved by favors or bribes, holding himself separate from the rest of the court—and under his direction, the Feilong Guard became the sharpest blade in the emperor’s hand.

We will appoint you as the imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard, the emperor had pronounced. You will walk the empire in my stead and supervise all government departments. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, wherever you go, wherever your sword points, each holds the same authority as if we stood there ourselves.

Kneeling now in Yangxin Hall, Yan Xiaohan said, “Your Majesty’s expectations back then are engraved in my heart. I will remember them until I die.”

“You have not wasted the trust we placed in you these past years.” The Yuantai Emperor straightened and said seriously, “We have a task for you. It may take two to three years, or even longer, but if you succeed, we can finally be at ease.”

The emperor cleared his throat. “We are going to bestow a marriage between you and Fu Shen.”


Chapter 8

 

YAN XIAOHAN’S HEART stuttered in his chest. He stared up at the Yuantai Emperor in shock and abruptly forgot his manners. “Your Majesty?!”

Hell and damnation! This was ludicrous!

He and Fu Shen had been at each other’s throats during morning court as little as three months ago. The whole capital knew the two detested each other, so how on earth could the emperor suddenly want to pair them up?

“We have grave concerns about how deeply the Fu family has rooted itself at our northern border.”

The words were like a bucket of cold water, instantly shocking Yan Xiaohan back to his senses. The series of events leading to this arranged marriage connected at once in his mind. No wonder there were rumors in the capital; no wonder the crown prince had given him that smirk just now. These were all pieces of a larger plan. It seemed that the emperor’s fear of the Fu family had been growing for a long time. So then had Fu Shen’s attempted assassination and return to the capital also been part of this plot?

No, he decided; the pattern broke here. The purpose of an assassination was to kill the target. It had been sheer luck that Fu Shen was merely grievously injured. The uncertainty of a marriage match was too high, and the control it offered over Fu Shen was too minimal. It was obviously a spur-of-the-moment decision. But he could not rule out the possibility that the first failed plan had paved the way for this one. The key question now was: Who had spread the rumor that Fu Shen was a cut-sleeve?

“Just now the crown prince made a suggestion to us. It’s said there are rumors of Fu Shen having…peculiar inclinations. We can use this marriage to completely sever the connection between the Northern Yan Army and the Fu family.”

What deep grudge did Crown Prince Sun Yunliang bear Fu Shen?

It took a moment for Yan Xiaohan to recall. At one time, the crown prince had wanted Fu Shen’s sister as his princess consort; it had been at Fu Shen’s insistence that the family rejected the prince’s overtures. Yan Xiaohan had reported this matter to the Yuantai Emperor himself, so his sovereign should understand the ulterior motives behind the crown prince’s current actions. Yet in the emperor’s eyes, that might all pale in comparison to the prospect of holding Fu Shen hostage.

The Yuantai Emperor then redirected his thoughts. “The crown prince’s plan was certainly feasible, but the question was, who would we appoint commander of the Northern Yan Army after Fu Shen steps down? The crown prince recommended Yang Sijing.” He shook his head, resigned, but his voice had a laugh in it when he said, “The prince is young after all, and hasn’t considered things deeply.”

Yan Xiaohan could hardly hold in his angry laugh at this exquisite father-son pair. Yang Sijing was the son of Empress Yang’s brother, and so a cousin of the crown prince. Thanks to the empress’s favor, Yang Sijing had been granted the third-rank title of general of the Right Jiumen Guard. 

No matter how far Fu Shen had fallen, he was still the Duke of Ying’s eldest son, a first-rank official of the imperial court, and had earned his title of Marquis of Jingning with his achievements on the battlefield. Who the hell was Yang Sijing but an indolent young man who had only gotten promoted through nepotism? Did the prince imagine the two hundred thousand cavalrymen of the Northern Yan Army were blind?

The crown prince of a nation had somehow come up with such a despicable plan to harm meritorious officials for family gain. How could it not be dreadful to think such a person would be emperor in the future?

“We don’t want the Fu family to become too powerful,” the Yuantai Emperor continued smoothly, “but we also don’t want to destroy the Great Wall that is our border garrisons ourselves. The Northern Yan Cavalry is the northern defense line of the Zhou Empire. The Tatar threat has yet to be resolved. If we rashly replace a frontier general, it may destroy the morale of the army. This must be a careful move. After some consideration, we thought you have lived in the capital for a long time; perhaps it’s time for you to see more of the world.”

Lord Yan, who had just been secretly mocking Yang Sijing, suddenly found himself thrust into the same position. It couldn’t be helped that the emperor’s eyes fell on him. To the young imperial inspector of the Zhou Empire, the men his age with lower official positions all amounted to nothing.

He knelt and immediately pled guilty again. “This subject has neither talent nor virtue and dares not accept Your Majesty’s kindness. Please reconsider.”

“You are unwilling?”

“Please forgive me, Your Majesty.”

“Menggui.” The Yuantai Emperor’s countenance darkened. “We remember you told us that you don’t favor women, and we promised to find a satisfactory match for you. Since Fu Shen has the same predilections as you, and his family background, talent, and face are without fault, what holds you back from accepting?”

Cold sweat trickled down Yan Xiaohan’s spine. He was about to close his eyes and spin a tale about some other great love he had to fool the emperor when the Yuantai Emperor tossed a bright yellow imperial edict down in front of him.

The jade shaft struck the blue brick floor, breaking the finial at the end in half. Tiny jade chips landed on Yan Xiaohan’s sleeves.

“Take a look,” the emperor said.

Yan Xiaohan slowly unrolled the imperial edict.

 

Under the Mandate of Heaven, the emperor proclaims:

Defender-General of the State, Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, the descendant of the Duke of Ying, Fu Jian, has served the government for six years and made outstanding contributions. He has struck fear in the hearts of our enemies and served the country loyally. We regard him as our right hand and favor him greatly.

Commanding general of the Left Shenwu Guard, imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard, Yan Xiaohan, is the descendant of a noble household. He is loyal and upright, possessed of great virtue and grace, handsome and capable, skilled in both literary and military arts. We regard him highly.

These subjects are a perfect complement for each other. We decree that the two are to be married on the soonest auspicious date. We exhort them to work together in mind and spirit, to serve the country with all their sincerity, and not to disappoint our expectations. Thus it is decreed.

 

“We have already dispatched servants to the Marquis of Jingning’s manor to make the declaration.” The emperor watched Yan Xiaohan coolly. “If you have thought the matter through, accept this imperial edict and go.”

The implication was, of course, that if he still had thinking to do, he could kneel here until he died.

Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen. One a famous general, one a court sycophant; one was upright, one was hypocritical; one held the world’s interests in his heart, one worked tirelessly for worldly gains; one was renowned, one was notorious. Two men on different paths forced together by an absurd arranged marriage.

Even more ridiculous than the imperial decree granting this marriage was that Yan Xiaohan’s first reaction upon seeing it wasn’t anger but a cold delight.

He wondered, maliciously, what Fu Shen’s reaction would be when he received this decree. That pillar of the court, that bastion of duty and morality, working diligently and devotedly for the throne, had been ground into the mud by the very sovereign he swore loyalty to. Could he continue calmly holding the world in his heart? Would he swallow his anger and accept this imperial edict, or would he flee the capital and raise the Northern Yan Army’s banners in rebellion?

While Lord Yan’s head was in the clouds, the chief eunuch, Tian-gonggong, tiptoed up to the emperor and whispered in his ear.

The Yuantai Emperor had already been fuming at Yan Xiaohan’s audacity, but after he heard Tian-gonggong’s report, his countenance was so stormy one could almost hear the rumble of thunder. Through gritted teeth, he said, “Repeat what you just said to our dear subject Yan.”

Tian-gonggong cautiously advanced and repeated his script: “The Marquis of Jingning has refused to accept the edict. He is even now kneeling outside the palace gates, requesting an audience with the emperor.”

“Tian Tong,” the Yuantai Emperor said, a dangerous edge to his tone, “how is the weather outside? The Marquis of Jingning is not in good health; you must not let him freeze.”

Tian-gonggong understood at once. “Your Majesty, it is raining. The earlier drizzle has turned into a downpour. This… The Marquis of Jingning has been waiting outside for an hour. Should this elderly servant bring him an umbrella?”

The hall was indeed perfumed with the faint, earthy scent of petrichor. Yan Xiaohan’s knees ached already from kneeling on the floor tiles; it required no great leap of imagination to guess that Fu Shen’s pain from kneeling on wet stone would be a hundred times greater than his. In addition to this agony, his heart was likely growing colder than the autumn rain.

Yan Xiaohan finally understood the full scope of the emperor’s plan.

From the very beginning, he had no intention of considering Yan Xiaohan’s opinion on the matter. His inquiry was the merest pretense and, in his eyes, Yan Xiaohan had no right to refuse. But what the Yuantai Emperor truly wanted him to agree to wasn’t this ridiculous marriage; rather, he wished for Yan Xiaohan to siphon away the power of the Northern Yan Cavalry from Fu Shen, drop by drop.

Yan Xiaohan was currently a third-rank official, while the commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army was a military official of the first rank. If Yan Xiaohan could attain this position, a lifetime of riches would await him overnight. Moreover, with the emperor’s support behind him, how difficult could it be to oust one disabled commander?

It was a good bargain, any way one looked at it. Only—accepting it meant that Fu Shen’s old path now lay ahead of Yan Xiaohan instead, painting his golden future red with blood.

Time slowed to a crawl. At some point, the Western clock in the side hall struck the hour, breaking the silence in the hall.

The Yuantai Emperor was growing impatient. He was about to take more extreme measures when Yan Xiaohan spoke. “There is one thing I don’t understand. I beg Your Majesty to enlighten me.”

“Speak.”

“The Fu family has been loyal for generations. Fu Shen has steadfastly guarded the border for many years. Moreover…his legs are ruined. Granting him such a marriage at this moment will not only garner criticism from court officials, but will also make Fu Shen seem a martyr. This subject is dull-witted. Why does Your Majesty insist on this timing?”

His question seemed to indicate that he was wavering. The Yuantai Emperor secretly breathed a sigh of relief. “Fu Shen is indeed loyal. But he is not loyal to us.

“A nation’s generals are divine weapons in the hands of the emperor. Fu Shen is a sharp weapon indeed—but if a blade has too many ideas of its own, it becomes worrisome. When it comes to ministers, some are loyal to the emperor, and some are loyal to the world. Fu Shen is much like his uncle Fu Tingxin: a minister who is loyal to the world. He is a sword that will inevitably be turned on its master. Tell me, how can we be at ease in passing this weapon down to future generations? Do not forget. Although the Northern Yan Cavalry is stationed at the border, that is only a thousand li from the capital.”

Yan Xiaohan cursed Fu Shen in his heart. That idiot must have done something truly thankless to have so offended the emperor. His Northern Yan Army was impeccably disciplined; even for the Feilong Guard, digging any information out of them was as impossible as reaching for the moon. If he had known earlier what grave sin Fu Shen had committed, he could have prepared some countermeasures and wouldn’t be on his knees now, caught utterly off guard by the emperor and crown prince.

“Menggui, you have been by our side a long time as our most useful right hand. You are different from Fu Shen. Only take this step, and your future will be limitless.” The emperor paused meaningfully. “But if you insist on resisting, we will give you a choice.”

Yan Xiaohan looked up at his sovereign, sitting high above him on the throne. The divine words of the emperor, frosty and laced with murderous intent, rolled down the golden steps toward him, inexorable.

“Either you accept the decree to marry Fu Shen, or you eliminate Fu Shen for us.”

Times had changed; a good general was a blessing in wartime and a danger in peacetime. The emperor was now so wary of Fu Shen that he was determined to dispose of him entirely.

Yan Xiaohan picked up the imperial edict with its shattered corner and rolled it back up. He had been kneeling all this while, but now he bent forward and prostrated himself. “This subject…thanks Your Majesty.”

A thin bar of sunlight streamed into the hall and fell upon the plaque hanging above them, illuminating the words there: Righteousness and Harmony.

 

***

 

The rain had built itself into a proper autumn storm. Water puddled outside the palace gates, and yellow leaves scattered across the stones. Fu Shen’s red robes, soaked by water, were even more eye-catching amid such a dim and dreary scene.

Yan Xiaohan approached that ruler-straight back; Fu Shen’s gaze was fixed on the palace. He looked down his nose and said icily, “His Majesty won’t see you. Don’t waste your time. Go home.”

Fu Shen didn’t raise his head, only looking up as far as Yan Xiaohan’s legs, yet his attitude on his knees was still more arrogant than the man looming above him. “The emperor asked you to come?”

“This matter is set in stone. Further discussion is pointless. Don’t ask any more.”

“You agreed to it.”

Yan Xiaohan suddenly flew into a rage, the pent-up fury from the palace boiling over and onto Fu Shen. “Yes, or else what? Everything I have today—power, status—all of it was granted by the emperor. What right do I have to refuse?!”

He grasped a handful of Fu Shen’s collar. “You dare ask me this? Aren’t you so noble and upright? Devoted to your country and loyal to His Majesty? Thunder and rain are also gifts from the heavens. Why are you scurrying to the palace gates and kneeling to beg His Majesty to withdraw his decree? Shouldn’t you happily accept it and thank the emperor? Who are you putting on this show for?”

The rain lashed down. Yan Xiaohan bent closer to Fu Shen, close enough to brush his cheek, his skin cold from the rain. His frustrated roar caught in his throat as if he was afraid to be heard and was drowned out by the torrential rain; only Fu Shen’s sharp ears caught it. “You are the great commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army! Why are you suffering such injustice here? Why don’t you rebel?!”

Fu Shen blinked away the raindrops on his lashes, and all at once, he smiled.


[image: ]


All his resentful helplessness, frustration, pathos, indifference, and deeply subsumed torment were contained in that expression.

Yan Xiaohan yanked back his hand, as if that smile burned him.

Fu Shen closed his eyes; his skin seemed nearly translucent after so long in the freezing rain. Water droplets rolled down his temples and past the corners of his eyes, leaving behind shimmering trails. His gaunt jawline and neck possessed a harrowing fragility. “Actually, I knew it would be useless even if I broke my legs again kneeling here, but it is still hard to accept. Do I owe you another favor? I apologize. But Lord Yan, there are things a gentleman should and should not do. The Northern Yan Cavalry has defended the country loyally. How can I let decades’ worth of honorable service turn into an eternity of infamy because of my own selfishness? I may not be a gentleman, but I will not consign myself to be a sinner.”

Dark clouds hung low and heavy as the wind and rain rent the air, casting a pall over the landscape.

“Today’s disgrace will be repaid tomorrow,” Fu Shen finished.

Yan Xiaohan was speechless. He used to think he understood Fu Shen, and so he had looked down on the general’s naive dedication. Only now did he realize there was far more to Fu Shen than he knew, and that he could not dismiss Fu Shen’s steadfast resolve out of hand.

He sighed, his rage completely extinguished.

Yan Xiaohan reached out, intending to help Fu Shen up—it was pointless for him to stay here getting drenched in the rain—but before his fingers brushed him, Fu Shen slumped forward without warning. Fortunately, Yan Xiaohan’s reactions were quick; Fu Shen fell into his arms.


Chapter 9

 

“FU SHEN!”

He could hear muffled cries. Though his body had gone numb, he still clung to consciousness. The hiss of rain followed him like a shadow. Someone was picking him up, their touch somehow familiar.

It was like the warm embrace that had enfolded him when he tumbled to the ground a few days since, or like the gentle hands that had patted his back a very long time ago indeed.

Who was it again?

He was placed somewhere narrow and dry, forced to leave the warmth of that soft yet sturdy embrace. He hadn’t had enough time to savor it yet; suddenly frustrated, he reached out and grabbed that man’s collar, fiercely yanking him forward—

Bang.

Before he could straighten up, Lord Yan was dragged back atop Fu Shen on the wooden carriage bench, pinning the Marquis of Jingning beneath him in a scandalous position. Fu Shen finally woke up from his faint.

Eyes met eyes. Yan Xiaohan hadn’t expected this sickly man would transform into a living corpse moments after fainting. But before his temper could flare, he registered Fu Shen’s gaze.

There were still raindrops on his lashes, and his eyes were hazy, as if he was about to cry. Although he knew that couldn’t possibly be the case, Lord Yan still sucked in a calming breath, stood up, and took a decorous seat. In a low voice, he said, “Let’s go to my manor and have Shen Yice come to check your injuries before anything else. Is that all right?”

He was concerned about Fu Shen’s injuries; it was a serious thing to make a man with ruined legs kneel on stone for two hours.

Whether Fu Shen heard or not was hard to tell, as he only made a vague humming sound. He half closed his eyes, seemingly without the strength to even speak, and slumped bonelessly against the wall of the carriage as they set out for the Yan residence.

Though the roads in the capital were flat, Fu Shen was jolted left and right with the swaying of the carriage. Yan Xiaohan watched him intently for a long time. At last, he tentatively reached a hand toward Fu Shen. Sure enough, before he got anywhere close, the man who had closed his eyes and pretended to sleep moved lightning-fast to grab his wrist. “What are you doing?”

“Are you uncomfortable anywhere?”

A trace of confusion flashed across Fu Shen’s features. “I’m uncomfortable everywhere. Why?”

His fingers were ice-cold, but his palms were startlingly warm. Yan Xiaohan sighed and twisted his wrist to break free of that grip, then gently rested his hand on Fu Shen’s forehead. “You have a fever.”

Fu Shen’s brow was hot enough to burn him.

The patient himself didn’t feel anything, so he raised his own hand to touch. “It’s not hot.”

“That was my hand you were feeling.”

Leaning his head against the wall of the carriage, Fu Shen turned with difficulty and looked at Yan Xiaohan sidelong. “It’s nothing. It’ll be fine once I go back and get some sleep.”

However, between the palace and the Yan residence, his unhealed injuries and the chill from the rain all flared up at once. Illness, coupled with mental overexertion and plain exhaustion, dragged Fu Shen into a feverish delirium. By the time they arrived, he was completely unconscious and couldn’t be roused no matter how they tried. Yan Xiaohan had no choice but to carry him inside.

The servants all looked straight ahead and dared not breathe. Yan Xiaohan was a strict master, and the servants in his manor were much more skillful than the old, weak, and sickly remnants in the marquis’s residence. In the blink of an eye, the bathtub was ready with hot water, with clothes and blankets prepared for the two of them to bathe.

Yan Xiaohan didn’t trust anyone else to do it, so he undressed Fu Shen himself. His white inner robes, soaked with rain, clung to him, revealing the lines of his slender body. Unfortunately, Yan Xiaohan couldn’t manage a single romantic thought at that moment; his full attention was fixed on Fu Shen’s legs.

Layers upon layers of bandages were dyed with blood. It hadn’t been obvious underneath the red robes, but the sight of them now was startling. Yan Xiaohan leaned over, picked him up, and carefully bent to set him into the wooden tub. Hot water splashed over the rim and soaked him, but he was heedless of the indignity. “Marquis? Fu Shen?”

His fingers accidentally brushed Fu Shen’s neck as he drew his hands back. Fu Shen’s black hair was draped across his opposite shoulder, revealing a light scar next to the artery on his neck. The location was frighteningly perilous; had the cut been deeper by even a fraction of an inch, this man would be lying in the grave, not the bathtub.

Yan Xiaohan only now realized how many scars Fu Shen had. Some were old and some were new, but none had been seen by others or recorded by the history books. They were all privately engraved, left behind by years of bloody exertion on the part of this man who had been awarded the title of marquis so young.

He suddenly understood what Fu Shen meant by hard to accept.

If he had never trusted the emperor, had never put the world in his heart, why would he have carried heavy armor onto the battlefield again and again? Could the lifeblood of three dukes still not be enough to protect a wealthy young master who lived a life of luxury?

Yan Xiaohan called a servant in and pointed at the Marquis of Jingning in the bathtub. “Watch him—don’t let him slip into the water.”

A screen stood in the bathroom, separating it into two spaces. Yan Xiaohan moved to the far side and briskly rinsed himself. He wrung out his long hair with a towel, pinned it up roughly, changed his clothes, and returned to Fu Shen. The servant had never seen him treat anyone with so much care and was secretly surprised.

The fever burned Fu Shen’s mind into a maelstrom, leaving only a sliver of clarity. He felt like he had dropped from an autumn gale into warm water, so comfortable he was already nodding off. He couldn’t have said how long he drifted before someone helped him sit up, and a familiar voice spoke into his ear. “Hold onto my neck.”

The scent of agarwood wafted through the air, indescribably alluring.

Fu Shen stretched out his arms in a daze. The man holding his shoulders scooped him up, and with a single swelling splash, lifted him out of the water.

The moment his body left the warm tub, the chill assaulted him from all directions. Fu Shen felt thrown back into the desolate palace courtyard of icy wind and rain. He groaned incoherently and struggled to curl himself tighter against the cold.

Yan Xiaohan almost fell into the tub, taken off guard by the sudden movement. Before he could get angry, he realized what had happened and quickly shook out a blanket to bundle him up. “Now now, don’t thrash about. Still cold?”

Fu Shen muttered something incoherent, and Yan Xiaohan moved in closer. “Hm?”

Silence. Fu Shen slowly stretched his fingers and toes in the warm blanket, but his brow was still furrowed, as if he was doing his best to endure. Yan Xiaohan attempted to decipher this expression and asked hesitantly, “Does it hurt somewhere?”

Fu Shen made another indistinct sound. Yan Xiaohan had originally thought to help him put on his clothes, but now he was too scared to move at all, fearing he’d exacerbate some hidden injury. At just this moment, a servant came to report that Shen Yice had arrived. Yan Xiaohan conveyed both Fu Shen and the blanket to the bedroom.

When Shen Yice saw him carrying a naked figure, loose hair swaying, his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “This—this—this…”

“Stop this-ing. It’s the Marquis of Jingning.” Yan Xiaohan laid Fu Shen gently on his bed. “He knelt in the rain for nearly two hours and fainted from fever. Can you help him?”

Shen Yice felt that the Marquis of Jingning had been making awfully frequent appearances lately, but he didn’t think further than that. Pressing his fingers to Fu Shen’s pulse, he asked, “What happened? He can’t even walk, why would he go kneeling in the rain? My lord, were you also rained on? Tell them to prepare a bowl of ginger soup.”

Yan Xiaohan waved off the question, too annoyed to explain the ridiculous situation they’d found themselves in.

Shen Yice was a perceptive man; he asked no more and concentrated on taking the pulse on both of Fu Shen’s wrists. He then lifted the blanket and looked at Fu Shen’s legs. He dashed off three prescriptions and sent someone to fetch the medicine while he washed his hands with strong liquor and changed the bandages on Fu Shen’s leg.

“He said he was uncomfortable earlier,” Yan Xiaohan said with a frown. “Could he have other injuries?”

Shen Yice privately suspected the autumn rain had damaged the great imperial inspector’s brain and patiently explained, “Kneeling on hard stone for two hours would be unbearable even for someone with knees made of iron, much less a man whose knees are shattered. When soaked in water, these wounds will become red, swollen, and painful. What’s more,” he said, pointing out the window, “people like the Marquis of Jingning who come back from the battlefield are most sensitive to weather like this. I imagine he has lots of old injuries. I’ll be honest—an ordinary man would’ve been rolling on the ground from this kind of pain.”

“He’s far from an ordinary man,” Yan Xiaohan replied softly.

Fu Shen had entered the battlefield with no titles, fought hard for his accomplishments, and guarded the peace on the northern border for years. He’d dodged countless arrows, but in the end, he couldn’t avoid a stab to the back.

In all truth, when the Yuantai Emperor had proposed he take command of the Northern Yan Cavalry, Yan Xiaohan had indeed been tempted. Although the Feilong Guard was powerful, it was cursed and disdained by the whole court. No matter how close to the emperor the imperial guard might be, it was not a place for great military achievements.

Who among the nation’s aspiring soldiers had not dreamed of galloping across the battlefield and crushing the invading enemies with the Northern Yan Cavalry like Fu Shen? Who had not thought What if it was me? Who had not dreamed of realizing their ambitions, of the kind of great accomplishments they could achieve?

But could one truly secure the position of commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army simply through luck?

Yan Xiaohan knew very well that he could not replace Fu Shen; there would never be a second Fu Shen in this world. Unfortunately, the Yuantai Emperor did not understand. The Great Wall was never destroyed by foreign enemies—it was first dismantled by their own people, until the very bricks and tiles crumbled.

“My lord.” While he was lost in thought, Shen Yice had swiftly changed Fu Shen’s poultice. He stood and said, “Although you may feel this doesn’t concern you, I’m a physician, so I have a duty to say something. The Marquis of Jingning’s injuries will likely leave him with lifelong ailments. He’s had two fevers in a row, each more dangerous than the last. His body can’t withstand any more torment. Although you dislike him, he is still…a hero. If you can help him, don’t let him struggle alone. At least don’t let him kneel in the rain for two hours again.”

Yan Xiaohan’s face was expressionless. “I don’t recall that you and Fu Shen share any acquaintance. I have never seen you speak up for a patient before.”

“Allow me to meddle a little in other people’s business.” Shen Yice put his tools back in the medicine box and closed it. “You’re right. I don’t have any relationship with the marquis. But sometimes I feel that as long as the Marquis of Jingning is alive and well, the capital will be safe. Han people like us won’t have to struggle for survival under the iron hooves of the barbarians.”

Suddenly Yan Xiaohan remembered that Shen Yice was born in Xuanfu, right along the Great Wall. The territory had been occupied by the Eastern Tatars, and was later recaptured by the Northern Yan Cavalry.

He stood to see Shen Yice out. The two of them walked silently through the winding corridors. When they reached the main courtyard, Shen Yice paused. He bowed to Yan Xiaohan and said, “My lord, no need to see me any further than this.”

“Jizhi,” Yan Xiaohan said, his eyes dark. “Fu Shen’s injury…do you think you can help him stand again?”

Shen Yice smiled bitterly. “My lord, you think too highly of me.”

“Speak frankly,” Yan Xiaohan said. “Don’t hold back. I want to hear the truth.”

Shen Yice hesitated for a long time. “There is a ten or twenty percent chance. Knitting broken bones is simple, but the tendons and nerves were damaged—half his knee is shattered. He may take up to five years to recover, not to mention the money and medicine necessary during that time. The key is to have someone by his side, attentively caring for him. Even so, the effort may not be successful.”

But a glimmer of hope was always better than none at all.

Yan Xiaohan nodded and made a decision. “In that case, starting from tomorrow, you are in charge of the Marquis of Jingning’s treatment. Come to my manor to tend to the wounds or administer medicine as necessary.”

Shen Yice was astounded. “My lord?!”

“Don’t act so surprised. You’d find out about this sooner or later,” Yan Xiaohan said placidly. “Just now, His Majesty issued an imperial decree to grant a marriage between the Marquis of Jingning and me.”

A bolt of lightning seemed to have struck the courtyard. Miracle Doctor Shen stood frozen in place in shock.

A moment later, a stunned cry erupted from the Yan manor: “Has the emperor gone insane?!”


Chapter 10

 

FU SHEN’S FEVER burned late into the evening. Not until after midnight did he wake again.

It was deep in the night; everything was silent. The room was dim, and the bed and curtains were not the ones he was familiar with. A single lamp flickered on the table, illuminating the room like a hazy veil. He heard the soft sound of breathing; turning his head to follow it, he spied a low couch on the other side of the room. Yan Xiaohan was curled up with his back to him, sleeping in his clothes.

Yesterday’s events flooded back into Fu Shen’s mind like rushing water, but they could no longer overtake him in a wave. Undercurrents surged beneath the surface, sinking into the unfathomable seabed. Human hearts were born as clear as a mirror, but life turned that shallow water into a deep and murky pool.

Fu Shen was deeply uncomfortable lying there. He wanted to turn over to loosen up his stiff and aching back. Unexpectedly, Yan Xiaohan woke the instant he shifted; in a heartbeat, he turned over and sat up, already reaching out to help. Perhaps because he had yet to fully wake, his voice was uncharacteristically low and gentle. “What’s wrong? Do you want water, or do you need to relieve yourself?”

With both his hands occupied supporting Fu Shen, he very naturally leaned over and pressed his forehead to the other man’s to test his temperature. “Your fever’s gone down.”

Fu Shen hadn’t expected that he would ever be treated so tenderly and didn’t react immediately. When he belatedly realized something was amiss, he dodged backward. “It’s nothing. I don’t need anything. Could you…just help me sit up for a bit.”

The fog of sleep dissipated, and Yan Xiaohan’s gaze gradually sharpened. The atmosphere turned awkward. He helped Fu Shen lean against the head of the bed, then took three steps back and sat on the low couch, maintaining a polite distance.

The two of them seemed to wake up from their temporary madness at the same time as they simultaneously remembered the absurd arranged marriage that stood between them.

No matter how dramatic the political implications, no matter whether it was a thorough conspiracy or not, this haphazardly matched couple—even if they ended up as inseparable as mated mandarin ducks—could not escape the fact of this marriage.

The Marquis of Jingning, though he wore a composed and tranquil expression, was suffering a headache once again. He had always been an indomitable man, but now he wanted nothing more than to lose his memory, start over, and pretend that nothing had happened. “You can go back to sleep,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.”

Yan Xiaohan brushed his hair back from his face, then picked up an outer robe lying near the bed and tossed it to him. “It’s cold at night. Put that on. I’ll have someone bring porridge in.”

For a man like Fu Shen—who had been born into an aristocratic family, achieved fame at a young age, and come into adulthood surrounded by praise and adulation—it was easy to become insensitive to others’ consideration toward him. But perhaps because of the shadow of that damned marriage, or the self-awareness that comes with a serious illness, the first thing he felt under these attentions was the quality of Yan Xiaohan’s quiet consideration. He’s…quite virtuous.

Once one thought went astray, all the thoughts that followed would inevitably veer off course.

By dint of his face alone, Yan Xiaohan was three times more attractive than Fu Shen. By now he had changed out of the dark uniform of the Feilong Guard into a pale, wide-sleeved robe. When he stood to light the lamp, his inky hair cascaded over his shoulders. His eyelids were at half-mast, as if he was still drowsy. Even when he wasn’t smiling, the corners of his lips ticked upward. His silhouette, limned in light, was gentle and soft; it was enough to make an observer briefly forget his intimidating identity and indulge in the shape of light and shadow.

Fu Shen narrowed his eyes, not realizing how much it made him resemble a scoundrel with dishonorable intentions.

Yan Xiaohan left and closed the door behind him, laughing as he strode down the corridor. Fu Shen must have been dazed from the fever; he had stared openly and without restraint. He likely had no idea how intense his gaze was. Yan Xiaohan had felt his robes were about to melt under that stare. After a few moments under such a gaze, he couldn’t bear it any longer and had to flee.

When the servant on night watch saw him emerge from the room smiling from ear to ear, he thought Fu Shen had died; why else would his master be grinning like a madman?

After the congee was served, the two entranced individuals slowly returned to normal. Fu Shen sat facing Yan Xiaohan as he ate. The heat lent his pale lips and cheeks some color and forced him to sit up straight. Thus armed, they could at last calmly examine the rough path ahead of them, studded with thorns, and figure out where to begin to set their feet.

Yan Xiaohan spat out the tea he had used to rinse his mouth and set the cup back on the table. “Marquis.”

Fu Shen was still leisurely sipping his porridge. “Hmm?”

“I have a few questions. I hope the marquis might have answers.”

“Say, Lord Yan.” Fu Shen put down the spoon with an easy smile. “We’re passengers in the same boat now, so please stop calling me marquis. It’s so distant.”

There was a thread of tacit ridicule hidden within these words. Yan Xiaohan had to admit that although Fu Shen was stubborn in many respects, he was frank and insightful most of the time. There was no need to talk in circles when dealing with an intelligent person.

“Since you said so, very well.” Yan Xiaohan compromised: “Jingyuan, from what I heard from the emperor yesterday, he seems deeply dissatisfied with you. Have you done something recently to anger him?”

Fu Shen choked at the use of his courtesy name. Through a cough, he said, “No need to be that familiar.” And then, exasperated, “Can’t you just use my given name?”

Yan Xiaohan smiled. “We’re going to be married eventually. We might as well get used to it now.”

The sentiment was so mawkish Fu Shen lost his appetite. He pushed the bowl of congee away and sighed. “’It’s a long story to tell. Were you yet born when the emperor ascended the throne?”

Yan Xiaohan’s pupils shrank slightly. “Newly born. Why?”

“This matter begins even before that,” Fu Shen explained. “The late emperor had nine sons. The one most favored by his father, who had the greatest hope of ascending the throne, was the fifth prince, His Highness the Prince of Ying. The Prince of Ying and the third prince, now the Prince of Su, are brothers born to the same mother.

“You may not know that my second uncle was once the study companion of His Highness the Prince of Su. The two of them…well, had a very close relationship, so he was also very close to the Prince of Ying. To be frank, my uncle treated the Prince of Ying like his own younger brother.”

Yan Xiaohan thought that pause a bit strange but didn’t interrupt. Fu Shen continued, “The late emperor fell ill while outside the capital. Only the eldest prince and His Majesty were with him at the time. After his death, the late emperor’s will was read out by Grand Tutor Yang Gong. To everyone’s surprise, the will named His Majesty the heir to the throne.”

“When the current emperor first ascended the throne, many people questioned the authenticity of this will. Yang Gong and the current empress are relatives, you know. A few even contacted the Prince of Su and the Prince of Ying privately, intending to rebel. His Majesty was not unaware of these sentiments. He exiled the Prince of Ying to his fiefdom, Ning Prefecture, in the second year after his accession to the throne.

“In that same year, the Alamu tribe of the Eastern Tatars invaded the Zhou Empire. The first to bear the brunt of the attack was Ning Prefecture. At that time, our troops on the border were weak, and the barbarians marched straight in. The Prince of Ying led his imperial soldiers to resist the Eastern Tatar cavalry, but disappeared after several days of fighting. The Prince of Su and my second uncle sent people to search for him but found nothing. Under the circumstances, the chances of his survival were slim. Over time, this matter was quite forgotten, and no one mentions it now.

“But my second uncle never gave up looking for the Prince of Ying. After he passed, this mystery fell to me.” Fu Shen smiled. “Who would have thought all that persistence would pay off? In fact, I found a descendant of the late prince.”

Yan Xiaohan was stunned.

“When the Prince of Ying died in battle, one of his concubines was with child. She was abducted by the Eastern Tatars, but because of her beauty and resourcefulness, she survived and even became a favored concubine of one of the powerful nobles among the Alamu tribe. She gave birth to the last of the Prince of Ying’s bloodline, but when she attempted to smuggle her child back to the Zhou Empire, she was abducted by herdsmen from the Wuzhu tribe. She hid her identity, lying that she was a common Han woman who had been trafficked across the border, and gave herself to Hatu, the leader of the tribe.

“In a stroke of good fortune, the Alamu tribe who had captured her was exterminated not long after she escaped. After that, no one knew her original identity. This extraordinary woman outlasted the leader of the Wuzhu tribe who took her in and is now one of the most powerful noblewomen among the Eastern Tatars. By now you’ve surely guessed who she is.”

“The widow of the former leader of the Eastern Tatars, Chagan, and wife of the current leader, Erqi,” Yan Xiaohan murmured. “Khash Khatun?”

Fu Shen said, “The given name of the Prince of Ying was Hun—jade. Khash also means jade in the Eastern Tatar language.”

“What about the Prince of Ying’s descendant?”

“Originally, I didn’t want to intervene in the Battle of Xiqiu Pass. It was Khash Khatun who sent her confidant to Yan Prefecture to ask me to bring the bloodline of the Prince of Ying back to the Zhou Empire. I sent a letter to the Prince of Su, and in the fifth month he came to Northern Yan in person and met with the envoy, confirming that Khash Khatun was indeed who she claimed to be.”

“So you promised her?” Yan Xiaohan asked.

With every word, another critical link in the chain was forged. The various causes and consequences connected all at once into a line, and all the suspicious events of the past were suddenly made clear.

“You promised the khatun, and what she gave you in return was…the Wuzhu tribe’s surrender. To give the descendant of the Prince of Ying a legitimate reason to enter the Zhou Empire, she stationed him in the Eastern Tatar delegation accompanying the young prince to the capital, right?” Yan Xiaohan’s eyes went to Fu Shen’s legs. “But the delegation was ambushed at Qingsha Gorge, and no one survived…”

Fu Shen said softly, “Do you think the emperor knows about this?”

The Feilong Guard was the emperor’s eyes and ears, the watchdogs closest to the throne. How could the emperor know something even Yan Xiaohan did not?

But if the emperor didn’t know, why would he be so eager to rid himself of Fu Shen?

“The emperor trusts you very much,” Fu Shen said, sarcasm flashing in his eyes. “But he does not give you his full trust, Lord Yan.”

So this was the true motive behind his storytelling tonight.

Yan Xiaohan had originally hoped to catch Fu Shen out with his questions; he had never expected Fu Shen to instead use the opportunity to sow discord.

Neither of them knew the other’s true intentions. Yan Xiaohan suspected Fu Shen had some hidden plan, while Fu Shen feared Yan Xiaohan secretly agreed with the emperor. The two of them spoke frankly, but within each word was a secret test. Neither dared trust the other wholeheartedly, though they were already standing alone together on the same precarious ship.

“Very clever, Marquis,” Yan Xiaohan remarked drily.

“Not as clever as Lord Yan,” Fu Shen replied. “I can tell you one more thing. I left Yan Prefecture and returned to the capital not only because of my injury, but also because of this: My people secretly changed the envoys’ route. The path we took was slightly different from what we agreed on with the Eastern Tatars. One of the differences was our passage through Qingsha Gorge. There was indeed a twenty-two-year-old envoy of Han descent with the delegation.”

“Marquis, are you implying that the emperor has spies in the Northern Yan Army?”

“The Eastern Tatars didn’t know we changed the route, and the Northern Yan Army that arranged the new itinerary didn’t know that the Eastern Tatars had received a different route. This plan was privately agreed upon by the Prince of Su and myself as insurance against sabotage. To put it plainly, in all the world, only the two of us knew that the Eastern Tatars and the Northern Yan Army had planned different routes.”

The original purpose of this bit of subterfuge had been to prevent ambush from the Eastern Tatars, yet unexpectedly, they had encountered disaster on the route only their own people knew.

That crossbow bolt shot in Qingsha Gorge had pierced the peace that had held fast for so many years, and it had also revealed a hidden truth.

Fu Shen smiled. “Can you guess who in the Northern Yan Army I would have trusted with this matter of the Prince of Ying’s child?”

It would have required someone with qualifications, status, and the right to speak before Fu Shen—a minimum rank of general.

“The emperor bestowed a marriage on me because he was worried about the military might of the Northern Yan Army, and he picked you as the best of a bad batch, right?” Fu Shen asked shamelessly. “Lord Yan, although I’m happy to give up this thankless post, I still must advise you: Though the emperor trusts you now, the same may not be said after you take up this position.

“Most of the officers in the Northern Yan Army are my close confidants, and still a small number of them are the emperor’s spies. As we have seen tonight, these spies are not in the same group as you. If all my confidants join you, you will be the next Fu Shen, as far as that goes. If the men loyal to me are unwilling to join you, you will have nothing. And the emperor will never allow you to get too close to his other spies.

“He isn’t just guarded against me, Lord Yan. He is guarded against everyone.”


Chapter 11

 

SILENCE DESCENDED over the room, and the atmosphere iced over. Yan Xiaohan cast his gaze down, deep in thought; out of the corner of his eye he saw Fu Shen turn his head away to yawn.

Only then did he remember that this man was still sick. If Shen Yice knew about this tête-à-tête taking place in the middle of the night, he would have words for Yan Xiaohan again tomorrow.

“Sleep now. We’ll talk more in the morning.” Yan Xiaohan helped him lie down and lowered the bed-curtains.

Fu Shen hummed sleepily. “Thank you for your hard work.”

Yan Xiaohan returned to the low couch nearby, wide awake. Fu Shen’s words tumbled over and over in his mind. No wonder the Yuantai Emperor was so eager to crush Fu Shen. Privately communicating with the enemy khatun and bringing a lost imperial descendant back to the Central Plains: Either of these looked like a precursor to rebellion. The fight for the throne was a canker in the Yuantai Emperor’s heart, and whoever touched it would die.

Fu Shen was gambling with his life. He was lucky to have gotten away with just some broken legs and an arranged marriage.

To fulfill the final wishes of his predecessor, he had acted entirely against his own interests. Fu Shen couldn’t possibly be unaware of what would happen if this secret was exposed. Yet this man always seemed to be doing these sorts of thankless tasks.

Why?

“If I don’t do these things, who will?” Fu Shen asked.

Yan Xiaohan was startled from his thoughts. “Why are you awake?”

“Lord Yan,” Fu Shen quipped, “you could bring the dead back to life with the way you keep staring at me.”

Yan Xiaohan had been lost in contemplation and hadn’t realized his gaze was fixed on Fu Shen. Fu Shen had guessed what he was thinking when he saw the regret written across his face. He couldn’t help but feel softhearted enough to tease him.

“Finding the Prince of Ying’s son was the wish of my second uncle and His Highness the Prince of Su, so no matter what the cost, I had to do it. There is nothing to regret.”

“You were seriously injured, and all your efforts were wasted,” Yan Xiaohan retorted. “Is that not regrettable?”

Fu Shen’s laughter rang out in the darkness.

Yan Xiaohan went still as the truth dawned on him. “The two routes were only your first layer of deception. The young Han envoy within the Eastern Tatar delegation was the second. Before you set out, you and the Prince of Su had already sent away the real son of the Prince of Ying, right?”

“Mn.” Fu Shen nodded. “If all my efforts were wasted, I probably would have hanged myself by now. I’d be too ashamed to continue living.”

He schooled his expression as he looked up at Yan Xiaohan. “Lord Yan, stop looking so dejected. I didn’t know you felt such sympathy for me. I’m quite embarrassed.”

Yan Xiaohan didn’t know which of those faulty eyes saw an expression of sympathy on his face, but he knew he was being toyed with. He answered coldly, “You’re welcome. It’s my duty. After all, we’ll be a family from now on.”

Now Fu Shen was stunned.

“You…certainly know how to bring up topics that were better avoided.” Conflicted, he said bluntly, “Harming yourself just to strike a blow at the enemy. Are you really willing to become a family with me?”

“Marquis, think about it,” Yan Xiaohan said patiently. “You are a first-rank official, and I am merely third rank. If we really marry, I wouldn’t lose anything; I’d gain.”

Fu Shen was speechless, clearly fuming.

Yan Xiaohan took the opportunity to quit while he was ahead and said placatingly, “All right, it will be dawn if we keep talking. Don’t lose any more sleep. Time to rest.”

Fu Shen’s raised hackles settled. He knew Yan Xiaohan was trying to coax him, but he couldn’t help but feel a little sleepy upon hearing such gentle words. Still, the two chatted about this and that for half the night, until it really was nearly dawn, before Fu Shen drifted off to sleep.

When the watchtower sounded to mark the sunrise, Yan Xiaohan cocked his head to listen and got up from the low couch as quietly as possible. He didn’t expect that Fu Shen would wake up as soon as he moved and ask in a daze, “Are you leaving?”

“Yes.” Yan Xiaohan crossed to Fu Shen’s bedside, touched his forehead to make sure his fever was gone, then adjusted a disturbed corner of the blanket. When he bent over, his long hair slid to the pillow and grazed Fu Shen’s face. “I’m needed at the palace today. You should keep sleeping.”

Fu Shen closed his eyes and made a nasal sound of acknowledgment.

Long hair brushed his cheek. A small gust of wind set the bed-curtains fluttering. He heard Yan Xiaohan’s footfalls fade away, the light scrape of the screen shifting in front of the bed, and rustling from outside.

For someone with such keen senses, even faint sounds filtered through multiple doors proved bothersome. Fu Shen listened intently to the sounds of running water, footsteps, servants talking, the light taps of objects picked up and put down, and Yan Xiaohan’s hushed commands. “Don’t disturb him. Shen Yice will come in the afternoon… Deliver food and medicine on time…”

Perhaps it was because of the certain knowledge that someone was worrying over him, or perhaps it was the pleasant contrast to his colleagues who had to trudge to court at dawn while Fu Shen could fall back asleep in his warm blankets, but the flurry of noise didn’t sour his mood. While waiting for Yan Xiaohan to leave, Fu Shen let his mind wander, digging out a familiar verse from his dusty memory: With winter past, I dread the short spring nights.

Although General Fu was the son of a noble family, his studies had been limited. Whatever knowledge he had gained from his teacher had long since been returned. To think he couldn’t even remember the rest of the lines of this poem!

He vaguely recalled that the poem was about not wanting to get up, and that the characters of Yan Xiaohan’s name appeared within it.8 He muttered the line over and over again until the noise outside died down and he sank into a deep slumber, still seeing the couplet in his dreams.

He slept until noon, when the maid from the Yan residence came in to help him wash and eat. After pinching his nose and drinking a large bowl of bitter medicine, Fu Shen still couldn’t remember the name of the poem. He was the kind of person who couldn’t rest until a problem was resolved. He sat in front of the window and thought for a long time, then said to the maid, “Go to your master’s study and get me a few poetry collections. I want seven-character quatrains.”

Yan Xiaohan had given clear orders that morning. She didn’t dare neglect this guest and left at once to search for the books. Yan Xiaohan had no particular interest in literature, so there weren’t many books of poetry to be found. The maid brought the entire small pile to Fu Shen and said respectfully, “My lord, these are all the poetry books in the study.”

Fu Shen picked up the first book and groused as he flipped through it: “Uneducated, useless man.”

The maid ducked her head; her shoulders trembled suspiciously a few times.

After flipping through pages full of poems for the better part of two hours, Fu Shen at long last found the source of the line that had troubled him for so long in a yellowed collection of poems from the Tang dynasty. The title was “Only One.”9 The full poem was:

 

The beauty waits behind the mica screen.

With winter past, I dread the short spring nights.

By dawn, my perfumed bed’s an empty space.

My noble husband leaves for the court’s heights.

 

Fu Shen’s complexion turned an alarming shade of green as he almost stopped breathing. He threw the book down in a rage.

 

***

 

In the evening, Yan Xiaohan returned from court. When he entered the house, Fu Shen was staring at the writing utensils that lay on the table by the window in the study. Yan Xiaohan deliberately slowed as he walked past the door.

The moment Fu Shen looked up and saw him, that terrible phrase My noble husband leaves for the court’s heights echoed through his mind. His expression changed several times between one heartbeat and the next; his breath hitched, and he started coughing violently.

Yan Xiaohan started and hurried over to pat him on the back. “What’s wrong? Did I scare you?”

It was a ridiculous question. Fu Shen coughed uncontrollably, alternately waving his hand to signal he was fine and gripping Yan Xiaohan’s forearm. Yan Xiaohan observed for a moment and saw that there was nothing wrong with him besides an accidental cough. His heart settled, and he couldn’t help but quip, “Marquis, I see you’re unflappable as always.”

Fu Shen knocked his hand aside.

The two men, one sitting and one standing, their slender figures silhouetted by the latticed window, made a picture-perfect couple. When Fu Shen’s coughing subsided, Yan Xiaohan asked casually, “Are you comfortable in the manor? If you need anything, just tell the servants; no need to be polite. I heard you threw a book today—what happened? Talk to me?”

Fu Shen kept his face carefully blank. “My hand slipped.”

“Really?” Yan Xiaohan asked suspiciously. “If a servant offended you, you don’t have to worry about being respectful.”

Fu Shen glanced at him sidelong. “How much respect do you think I have for you that I’d swallow my anger on your behalf?”

Yan Xiaohan stopped asking questions and silently laughed at himself for thinking Fu Shen so fragile. A man who could say there are things a gentleman should and should not do amid such adversity had a much greater ability to endure than those who bent with every breeze.

In this world, passion would cool, ambitions would fade, heroes and villains would eventually return to dust together, and praise and disdain would dissipate into nothingness. There was no point forcing someone to be a cynic before their time; Yan Xiaohan only hoped this man’s sincerity and pride would fade more slowly than most.

“Any news from the palace today?” Fu Shen casually picked up the paper and brush on the table.

“Word of the emperor’s edict has spread, but everyone is waiting and watching. I heard the Censorate will submit a memorial on your behalf—after all, you knelt before the palace gates for quite a long time yesterday. How do your legs feel? Do your injuries still hurt?”

“A little, but nothing serious. Doctor Shen came to see me this afternoon,” Fu Shen said. “A marriage is a private affair. If you and I don’t say anything, it’s not easy for others to say anything either. What do you think?”

“I already promised the emperor. I can’t go back on my word.”

Fu Shen pondered that for a moment before replying ambiguously, “Right, I understand.”

Yan Xiaohan looked down and caught a glimpse of the scattered papers on the table, over which Fu Shen had left some strange scribbles. He plucked a leaf out of the pile and asked, “Can I read it?”

“As you like,” Fu Shen said carelessly.

It required close inspection to determine that the scribbles were in fact variant characters, similar to insignia. Seeing the gravity of Yan Xiaohan’s regard, Fu Shen asked casually, “Do you recognize them?”

Yan Xiaohan pointed at one. “This character Jun, for military, is the official seal of the Imperial Armory. All weapons made by the Imperial Armory have this seal. The stroke you drew has a pair of small hooks shaped like arrows at the end, so it should have come from the Imperial Armory’s Crossbow Office.”

Fu Shen had been listening idly, but when he heard the words Imperial Armory, the hair on the back of his neck stood up. “The arrows used by the Northern Yan Army have no marks or patterns. I’ve never seen such an insignia.”

“Generally speaking,” Yan Xiaohan said, “a large number of the arrows used by the military are made by various local manufacturing bureaus, some with marks and some without. The Imperial Armory is primarily responsible for developing new weapons, and makes various weapons used by the capital garrisons. Only the bows and arrows used by the capital armies will bear the mark of the Imperial Armory’s Crossbow Office.”

Fu Shen riffled through the pile and plucked out another piece of paper, on which was a symbol that looked like a running beast. “What about this—do you recognize it?”

Yan Xiaohan smiled. He bent, motioning for Fu Shen to spread the paper flat for him, then picked up another brush and wrote a more rounded, stylized symbol in the middle.

“This is the character for ‘leopard’ written in one stroke. Before the imperial guards of the previous dynasty were separated into different divisions, there were only ten imperial guards in the city: the Left and Right Jinwu, Baotao, Luanyi, Yingyang, and Yulin. For convenience, each guard took an animal as their symbol, and the characters were slightly changed to create unique insignia.” His brush moved over the paper. “For example, Jinwu was the character ‘gold’ in the shape of a three-legged crow, that leopard is Baotao, Luanyi is the character ‘phoenix’ in the shape of a phoenix, Yingyang is the character for ‘eagle,’ and Yulin is the character ‘feather’ in the shape of a crane.”

He set the brush down. “However, when the imperial guard was split and expanded into the Ten Guards of the Southern Court and the Six Armies of the Northern Court, these insignia were no longer used. What made you think of it?”


Chapter 12

 

“BAOTAO…” Fu Shen murmured.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Fu Shen said. “Yan-xiong, I—”

A servant stepped in from the hallway. “Master, Northern Yan General Xiao Xun had come to call. He’s waiting outside the door.”

“He’s here for you.” Yan Xiaohan took the brush from Fu Shen’s hand and told the servant, “Please show him in. The marquis will be there soon.”

Fu Shen turned his wheelchair to leave, but Yan Xiaohan stepped into his path. “Wait, what’s the hurry?”

He fetched a cloak from the inner room, wrapped it tightly around Fu Shen, then pushed the wheelchair himself. He was meticulous: When he encountered a threshold, he carefully maneuvered the chair across, saving a lot of trouble.

Fu Shen had mixed feelings about being so attentively cared for by this man of all people. He felt a little embarrassed, yet also touched.

The relationship between him and Yan Xiaohan was a delicate thing. Previously, when they had maintained a candid yet perfunctory relationship in court, they shared a certain fellow feeling. But now that intimacy had been forced upon them, it had led to mutual retreat, and their reservations had made them more distant.

Even so, Fu Shen at least had to preserve his dignity. He felt inferior to Yan Xiaohan in terms of social graces. If their positions were reversed, he doubted he’d be as considerate as Yan Xiaohan was being. He’d never imagined he would be treated like this after his injury—that someone would sit by his bedside in the middle of the night, or remember to take a cloak for him before going out. He was like a beggar child who had been handed a large ingot of silver; he had never seen so much money in his life. He was caught off guard and didn’t know what to do.

In just a day and a half, he had almost forgotten the word perfunctory.

In the main hall, Xiao Xun looked up to find Fu Shen being pushed into the main hall by Yan Xiaohan, and his expression instantly froze.

Yesterday he had led his men to the poplar grove east of the city to look for Wang Gou-er, but they had found only two deserted thatched houses. It happened to rain heavily that evening, and they were trapped in the village. A big dog behind the Wang family’s house had been barking without cease. Feeling something was off, Xiao Xun let the dog tug on their clothes, and it led them to Mount Shouhua behind the village. The three guards had searched until midnight, when they finally found the bodies of Wang Gou-er and his family hidden deep in the wilderness.

After they had carried the bodies back to the village and informed the local authorities, thus temporarily settling the situation, Xiao Xun had ridden back to the city at once to report to Fu Shen. He was stunned by the news that awaited him: Between the time he had left the marquis’s manor and the time he set foot back inside the gate, the emperor had granted Fu Shen a marriage, Fu Shen had knelt in protest before the palace gates, and Yan Xiaohan had kidnapped him back to his manor.

Before Yan Xiaohan had gone to court that morning, he had worried that any visitors would disturb Fu Shen’s recovery and specifically ordered that no one be received. Xiao Xun had been turned away several times at the gate of the Yan residence today, and was meeting Fu Shen after more than a day of various hardships. At that moment, he was so exhausted he nearly threw himself at Fu Shen’s feet and wept.

“Sir!” Xiao Xun cried, jumping up from his chair.

Fu Shen acknowledged him, looking utterly unperturbed, as if the sudden arranged marriage had no effect on him at all. In fact he even seemed a little…pleased about this turn of events?

As Xiao Xun watched, Yan Xiaohan pushed the wheelchair inside, leaned over, and whispered a few words in Fu Shen’s ear. Their posture was intimate, suggesting a particular closeness.

“The main hall is large. Even with the brazier, it’s still not as warm as your room… Keep the cloak on, don’t be unreasonable.”

Xiao Xun closed his eyes and pinched his thigh hard.

Damn. It hurt.

After saying his piece, Yan Xiaohan withdrew, leaving the space to the two of them. Before exiting, he poured a cup of tea for Fu Shen to warm his hands with and shot the pale General Xiao a half smile.

The river of stars overhead was bright, and the night sky was clear. Yan Xiaohan stood under the osmanthus tree in the yard, lashes downcast, holding a few tiny, withered petals on his fingertips. He was thinking.

The Yuantai Emperor wanted to use him to shift the Northern Yan Army’s military power away from General Fu, but this couldn’t be accomplished by simply killing him. The Northern Yan Cavalry had been passed down from generation to generation in the Fu family for so long it had become an unspoken inheritance. If Fu Shen unfortunately passed away, his military authority would merely fall back to the Duke of Ying’s estate. However, the current Duke of Ying, Fu Tingyi, had no experience with military affairs, and the future heir, Fu Ya, was a useless layabout. No matter who took charge, it would be a good thing for the Yuantai Emperor.

When he thought about it this way, the timing of the assassination attempt at Qingsha Gorge was truly remarkably convenient.

However, Fu Shen had clung firmly to life, and so the Yuantai Emperor had to settle for the next best thing. The Marquis of Jingning absolutely couldn’t be allowed to beget any heirs—who knew if the son would be as outstanding as the father? The only solution then was to meddle in Fu Shen’s marriage. If Yan Xiaohan married Fu Shen, he would end that branch of the family tree while becoming an in-law of the Fu family himself.

In a way, it would be a peaceful transition. The only variable was whether Yan Xiaohan could convince Fu Shen to include him in his inner circle.

Over the past two days, he had observed Fu Shen’s attitude. He seemed intent on severing the alliance between Yan Xiaohan and the Yuantai Emperor, but showed no particular intention to win Yan Xiaohan over himself. Fu Shen seemed to have other plans—which was admirable, as he was currently completely incapable of turning the tables or altering his situation in any way.

What was more, he had the iron shackles of morality locked onto his hands and feet.

The Ministry of Rites had already begun to calculate the most auspicious date for the ceremony. The next step was to send someone to check their birth charts and prepare the six etiquettes necessary to perform the wedding, including proposals, betrothal gifts, and the rest. Perhaps it was time to end the mutual interrogation. He needed to have a truly open conversation with Fu Shen.

In this game between the Yuantai Emperor and Fu Shen, Yan Xiaohan couldn’t afford to be a pawn shuttled this way and that. Even a game piece had its dignity.

Cloaked in the chill of the autumn night, standing in the darkness as if separated from the living world, his silhouette appeared indescribably lonely.

After a long time, the main hall door opened. Xiao Xun was stunned when he saw Yan Xiaohan standing in the yard, suspicion immediately shadowing his face. Behind him, Fu Shen’s sharp eyes spotted Yan Xiaohan in an instant. Their gazes met fleetingly, then slid away like two swimming fish.

Yan Xiaohan brushed off the nonexistent dust on his sleeves, strolled past Xiao Xun into the hall, and asked casually, “If you’re done talking, would you like to see your guest out?”

He brought the cold night air in with him. Fu Shen felt a twinge of guilt. “How long have you been standing outside?”

Yan Xiaohan mistook his meaning and said, smiling softly, “Two commanders of the Northern Yan Army are here; I wouldn’t dare to offend them.”

“I think you’ve been frozen stupid,” Fu Shen scoffed, and pushed the pot of hot tea toward him.

Yan Xiaohan instead snatched Fu Shen’s cup and said with a smile, “Thank you for your consideration, Marquis.”

Fu Shen frowned. “That’s my cup.”

“It’s just to warm my hands; I won’t drink it.” Yan Xiaohan’s expression was all innocence. “What was the marquis thinking?”

Fu Shen was speechless.

Xiao Xun watched with mixed feelings as the two of them flirted with—no, confronted each other. If it weren’t for his many years serving under Fu Shen and his certainty that he didn’t have any such inclinations, he would have almost thought that the two were being genuine.

“Sir,” he said, “now that the matter’s been temporarily settled, please allow me to escort you home to recuperate. The carriage is waiting outside.”

“You can’t.”

Both he and Fu Shen swiveled their heads to stare at the person who’d spoken. Fu Shen’s eyebrows went up.

“The marquis has caught a cold,” Yan Xiaohan continued, “and his leg injuries haven’t healed. The marquis’s manor lacks doctors and medicine, which will delay his recovery. Marquis, you should stay with me for now and wait for Shen Yice to finish treating you before making further plans.”

“What plans?” Fu Shen asked with a smile that did not reach his eyes. “Plans to marry you?”

“Do you think you have any other choice?”

The smile on Fu Shen’s face vanished. “You want to put me under house arrest?”

Yan Xiaohan shook his head. To Xiao Xun he said, “Excuse me, can we have a word in private?” Without waiting for an answer, he pushed Fu Shen’s chair further away and leaned over to whisper in his ear.

Fu Shen remained silent for a long time after he finished, staring at him intently. At last he turned his head and said to Xiao Xun, “Did you see everything?”

Xiao Xun nodded cluelessly.

“Then it’s settled.”

“Wh-what?” Xiao Xun was baffled. “Sir—”

“You’ve seen it,” Fu Shen snapped. “Imperial Inspector Yan covets my beauty and has forcibly abducted me. He’s detained me in his manor and refuses to allow me to leave. So if someone comes to see me, tell them I’m staying in the Yan residence to recuperate.”

Xiao Xun was speechless. He cast an anxious look at Yan Xiaohan.

Lord Yan was dizzy from the storm of false accusations. He could hardly keep on his feet. Even so, he managed to force a smile and said through gritted teeth, “Just do as the marquis says.”

Xiao Xun suddenly understood why Yan Xiaohan had such a poor reputation in the court—it was rumored that every time he quarreled with Fu Shen, regardless of whether he won or lost, the next day the whole capital would say, The emperor’s dog is attacking loyal officials again!


Chapter 13

 

AFTER SEEING XIAO XUN OFF, the two of them returned to the bedroom. Fu Shen asked, “What did you mean just now? Explain.”

“You let Xiao Xun go without getting the full story?” Yan Xiaohan narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you afraid I really will keep you under house arrest?”

Fu Shen dearly wished to kick him. “Stop with this nonsense.”

“You stay with me for a while, and I’ll help you find the chance to return to Yan Prefecture,” Yan Xiaohan said. “I thought I was clear.”

“I’m not asking that, Yan Xiaohan,” Fu Shen said, enunciating each syllable of his name. “I’m asking you: Whose side are you on?”

You are the emperor’s favorite minister and his closest confidant. You’re practically one step away from ascending to heaven. Why would you help a political opponent?

Yan Xiaohan’s eyes were still narrowed, but the teasing light in them was gone. The set of his shoulders was like he was wearing a layer of invulnerable armor as he said nonchalantly, “Since there are loyal subjects in this world, of course there are disloyal subjects.”

“You don’t have to belittle yourself.”

“My dear marquis, don’t be so naive,” Yan Xiaohan said with a smile. “You know precisely what kind of person I am; why bother to make excuses for me? Although you and I serve the same court, you work for the nation, and I am but the emperor’s lapdog. Not for reputation, but for profit; not for the people of the world, but for myself. Determining where the best opportunities lie and choosing the right tree to nest in: That’s the way to become a successful official. And so you see,” he concluded, “it’s not that I’ve taken your side. I took the side that was best for me.”

He was a chess piece in this game, but also a third player. He could be herded into battle by one side or the other—or he could overturn the board if he wished. Since the Yuantai Emperor didn’t like the weapon in his hand to have too many ideas of its own, it would be better to let the Son of Heaven stay an unarmed and lonely man.

In fact, this chess piece was deeply unhappy.

“Very well. It’s admirable of you to admit that you are a worthless person.” Fu Shen laughed in anger. “Then why bring me back here at all? Why didn’t you just let me die in front of the palace gates?”

“Of course, it’s because I covet your beauty, Marquis,” Yan Xiaohan said blandly.

Fu Shen was at a loss for words. As a general who prided himself on being decisive, he detested the useless rambling and empty flattery of the capital’s officials. Yan Xiaohan knew his temper, so he smiled and soothed him before he exploded: “Fu Shen, don’t make me out to be something I’m not.”

When he stopped calling him Marquis and used his name, the armor encasing him seemed to fall away, revealing a distant yet familiar silhouette. For a moment, he was the Yan Xiaohan that Fu Shen had known many years ago.

“Choosing between military power and political power is a separate matter from helping you. You and I have known each other for a long time. I could never stand to watch you get trapped like this.”

Just as he’d admitted, Yan Xiaohan always made too clear a distinction between the morality that existed between friends and the ostensible morality of the court.

Fu Shen didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t one to rely on clever wordplay to convince others to agree with him. The probing exchanges they had shared today were already abnormal. He had long since run out of patience with Yan Xiaohan’s feigned self-deprecation. Mouth set in a sullen line, he said, “Are you quite finished?”

Yan Xiaohan knew Fu Shen was furious the moment he heard those words. Fu Shen had been first a young master, then a general. He was used to meaning what he said and saying only what he meant, and when he was angered, he was often truly unreasonable.

Even so, Yan Xiaohan insisted gloomily, “I’ll have someone bring the medicine over later. Remember—”

“Get out,” Fu Shen said icily.

Lord Yan was indeed a paragon among heroes; he immediately shut his mouth and got out.

 

***

 

That night, Fu Shen was so angry that he couldn’t sleep. His legs ached dully. He tossed and turned, Yan Xiaohan’s words echoing in his mind.

What he actually wanted to ask was: If it were anyone else, in addition to helping him up from his knees out of this so-called morality of friendship, would you also take him home and care for him, keep watch over him at night, and remind him to take his medicine over and over?

Would you also ask him through gritted teeth, “Why don’t you rebel?”

At some point in the night, the wind picked up, and rain struck the window frame. Its tapping seemed to wake an ache in his bones and brought on a vague sense of fatigue. Fu Shen had just closed his eyes at last when his sensitive hearing caught the soft shuffle of footsteps outside his door.

It was Yan Xiaohan. Fu Shen’s ability to feign sleep was second to none; he slowed his breathing, kept his eyes shut tight, and relied only on his ears to distinguish the other man’s movements. Thoughts flashed through his mind, but all were fleeting shadows, and he couldn’t catch any.

Fu Shen didn’t want to admit he was nervous.

Yan Xiaohan approached the bed with silent steps. Fu Shen felt a weight on his legs, and then a corner of the quilt was lifted. Something warm brushed his feet. After replacing the quilt, Yan Xiaohan didn’t linger, but left as quietly as he’d come.

The door closed silently. Fu Shen opened his eyes and saw in the dim light from the window that there was an extra quilt draped over his legs. His calf pressed against the new heat source, and he reached into the quilt and felt it. It was a silver hot-water bottle. From outside came the hush of rain.

The circulation in his injured legs and feet was poor, and even with a quilt he couldn’t keep warm. He hadn’t paid much mind to the pain at first, but once he felt the surge of warmth from the little hot-water bottle, the previous cold became unbearable.

Are you this considerate of just anyone?

Fu Shen lay back on the bed, staring at the bed canopy in a daze. Maybe he really wasn’t suitable for court. The commander of the Northern Yan Army could cut off a horde of invading enemies with a sword, but his mind was easily captured by a quilt and a hot water bottle. He couldn’t even break free from the captivity of this small act of gentleness; how could he ever face the velvet knife that killed a man without bloodshed?

What the hell.

Perhaps he had thought too much before bed, both about Yan Xiaohan and the Yuantai Emperor. Fu Shen rarely dreamed, but tonight, he dreamed of his youth.

At the age of sixteen, he had met Yan Xiaohan for the very first time.

On the day of the Cold Food Festival, in the spring of the eighteenth year of Yuantai, a breathtaking sunset cast its ruddy light over the capital. Petals swirled through the blooming city, and the imperial willows swayed in the festival’s eastern winds.10

On that day, the Yuantai Emperor left the palace to conduct ancestral rites, accompanied by his imperial guards. Coincidentally, Fu Shen had also ridden out with his cohort of other young masters and returned to the city as dusk fell.

It was early in the season, and the city was crowded with both locals and visitors from afar. Fu Shen rode through the city among a group of handsome young men, attracting attention from all over. Daring women threw handkerchiefs and flowers of all colors, showering them in enough favors to fill a carriage. It was a novel sight, and many at the bustling city gate stopped to watch amid the swirl of evening activity.

The moment was shattered by the thundering of hooves as the imperial guard in full armor rushed into the city. The crowd swiftly parted, and the soldier in the lead shouted, “Make way for the emperor!”

The crowd packed tightly around Fu Shen as those at the front were pushed backward one after another. Those at the back couldn’t see what was happening and got stuck in the crush. Seeing that the imperial guards were about to rush in, Fu Shen tugged on his horse’s reins to avoid them. By pure coincidence, as he turned aside, he barely avoided a flower thrown at the back of his head.

The flower seemed to have eyes, sailing straight past Fu Shen and toward the imperial guards riding past. The maiden who’d thrown the flower had used so much strength Fu Shen thought he heard it whistle through air.

I’m doomed, he thought, despairing.

Throwing flowers at a comely young gentleman was romantic; throwing flowers at the imperial guards was like an old man hanging himself after concluding he’d lived too long.

The guard raised a hand to intercept the missile and looked over in surprise. Fu Shen jerked up his sleeve to cover his face.

The guard was speechless.

Before Fu Shen could begin to excuse himself, the imperial carriage had rolled through the city gate, the guards had cleared the way, and the people had all knelt to pay their respects. Fu Shen’s circle, kneeling near the front of the crowd, were all sons of noble families, two of whom already held positions in the military granted by imperial favor.

When the Yuantai Emperor noticed this group of distinguished young masters, he stopped particularly to ask them questions. Among the military families, the Duke of Ying’s estate was most prominent, and so Fu Shen was inevitably singled out for a few words of encouragement. Apparently satisfied, the emperor finally, mercifully, gave the order to continue, though not before Fu Shen’s legs ached from kneeling on the stone of the roadside.

The imperial carriage started forward, and the imperial guards filed past. Fu Shen knelt respectfully, waiting for the emperor to be gone; instead, a set of hooves paused before him.

He looked up in confusion and met a pair of deep and smiling eyes.

A setting sun of melted gold; the evening clouds merge into one, deep within the spring breeze.11


[image: ]


Fu Shen’s gaze slid from the stranger’s eyes to his hand on the reins. The man held a pink and white flower.

The imperial guard from before.

It was too late for Fu Shen to hide his face again. He could only watch as the stranger curved his pale lips, then tossed the flower back to him as he turned to ride away. The throw was carefully calculated: The flower landed perfectly in his collar, as if nestled there.

The young Fu Shen was like a man bewitched by a vixen. He stood, dazed, looking blankly after the guard. That smile seemed to melt into the evening light, lingering though the man himself was gone.

“Hey, Fu-xiong, what are you looking at? Let’s go.”

As if possessed by some mysterious force, he didn’t throw away the flower. Instead, he plucked it from his collar, climbed onto his horse, and asked the young man next to him as casually as he could, “Yi-xiong, do you recognize that imperial guard just now?”

The young man riding alongside him was Yi Siming, the oldest son of the Duke of Chen and a fourth-rank lieutenant general of the Jinwu Guard. He said contemptuously, “You mean that brat? Xiandi,12 don’t blame me for not educating you. That young man is bad business. If you’re thinking of befriending him, he’s not worth your time.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s the lieutenant general of the Left Shenwu Guard and member of the Feilong Guard, Yan Xiaohan.”

Fu Shen understood at once. The Jinwu Guard was the leader of the Southern Court imperial guards, while the Shenwu Guard belonged to the Northern Court. The two had always been at odds. It was no surprise Yi Siming disliked him.

“You know,” Yi Siming added, “he’s Duan Linglong’s adopted son. He’s got a nice face, but that’s all. Who knows how he climbed the ranks…”

In the Zhou Empire, the meritorious officials looked down upon the common civil officials, the common civil officials looked down on military officials, and together they all looked down upon the eunuchs.

Duan Linglong was currently the most favored palace eunuch. It was possible that Yan Xiaohan, who honored a eunuch as his adoptive father, was even worse than the eunuch in their eyes.

Yet for some reason, after hearing this, Fu Shen didn’t feel disgusted; rather he felt an inexplicable pang of regret, as if he was watching a flower, only freshly bloomed, wither on the vine.

Right, the flower.

He held it up to examine it more carefully, but after only a glance at the doubled blossoms, his face froze.

It’s a damned twin lotus!13


Chapter 14

 

WHEN FU SHEN woke the next morning, Yan Xiaohan had left the house. The two of them had parted on poor terms the night before. Even the servants could tell something had happened between the pair, and were particularly quiet all day, fearing they might accidentally offend their guest.

Fu Shen’s dream had reminded him of the past.

Perhaps the dispute from last night wasn’t as great a matter as he originally thought. Everyone was different. He couldn’t require them all to follow the straight and narrow path as he did. Besides, he had a good grasp of Yan Xiaohan’s character. He was neither kind nor righteous, but he also wasn’t as heartless and immoral as he boasted.

On this day, the Marquis of Jingning’s manor was flooded with an endless stream of visitors. After Fu Shen’s extended kneeling at the palace gates, six imperial censors had jointly submitted a memorial objecting to the marriage. The Duke of Ying had declined to appear in court, claiming illness. The whole capital was on tenterhooks, waiting to see how this farce would end.

Xiao Xun didn’t dare repeat Fu Shen’s lies word for word, so he gave everyone the same vague answer: “The marquis is recuperating at Lord Yan’s residence until further notice.”

This, however, only sparked more speculation. Anyone the least bit curious only had to ask around and they would hear that the Ministry of Rites was preparing for the marriage between Yan and Fu; they knew then that the match was a foregone conclusion.

In comparison, the Yan manor was much quieter. First, Yan Xiaohan himself, still in court, had rejected all attempts to fish for information. Second, the Feilong Guard’s notorious reputation severely winnowed the number of people willing to associate with him.

Fu Shen was adaptable by nature. He spent his days at leisure in the Yan manor, which he judged a hundred times better than his own neglected house. It had beautiful maids, three decent meals a day, and provided him snacks and tea at the lift of a finger. Save for having to hold his nose and drink the bitter medicine prescribed by Shen Yice, everything was as perfect as could be.

When Yan Xiaohan entered the courtyard at dusk, he heard Fu Shen sighing inside. “He Tiao’s calligraphy and paintings are now priceless. So many are dying to get their hands on one, yet he just hangs them up like this… Can your master even appreciate them?”

Ever since Fu Shen had arrived, the atmosphere in the Yan manor had become somewhat less solemn. The maid’s soft laughter drifted out through the half-closed window like a silver bell. Yan Xiaohan paused and listened carefully, conflicting feelings of both serenity and injustice warring in his heart.

He thought, unreasonably, I was the one who brought you medicine and water. I should also be the one who admired paintings and drank tea with you. Why can you talk and laugh with them, yet you can hardly spare a smile for me?

He wanted to take another step forward, into the room, but his feet seemed nailed to the ground. After a moment, the discontent curdling his heart cleared, and he mentally rewound his errant thoughts onto the spool. He smiled uncomfortably, as if he had just cracked his teeth chewing a handful of ice, and asked himself, Truly, what right do I have?

He couldn’t bring himself to take that next step.

Yan Xiaohan felt like a snail with a broken shell. After baring himself so thoroughly in his temper last night, he could no longer summon the armor of composure necessary to face Fu Shen.

He turned to leave the courtyard. Yet the maid inside must have had sharp ears; upon hearing the footsteps, she glanced outside and caught him in the act. “The master has returned!”

Everyone hurriedly opened the door to welcome him in. Fu Shen looked over from the bookshelf, a cup of wolfberry-and-red-date tea in his hand. The smile in his eyes had not yet faded, as if it was saved especially for him. “You’re back.”

It was far from the cold greeting he was anticipating. Yan Xiaohan was momentarily stunned.

Observing his glum expression, Fu Shen asked with concern, “What’s wrong? Did something happen?” Without waiting for an answer, he said to the maids, “You may go. Ask the kitchen to prepare dinner. I need to speak with your master.”

He had the tone and air of a second owner of the house. Yan Xiaohan had never spent much time wondering what kind of wife he might marry in the future; he had thought perhaps he would live alone for the rest of his life. But the domestic scene before him unfolded so naturally it seemed pulled from his imagination, filling in a missing piece of his dream.

Unwilling to dwell on this further, he gathered himself and sat across from Fu Shen. “The Ministry of Rites set the wedding date for the twelfth of the second month, the Flower Festival. The imperial decree has only just been issued. If you tell the emperor now that you wish to return to Northern Yan, he will certainly reject it out of hand. Why not wait a little longer, perhaps until the end of the year, and then submit a memorial asking to return to Yan Prefecture to pay your respects to your father and uncle and inform your comrades of your marriage? You can leave in the first month and return to the capital in the second, before the ceremony. I think the emperor would allow that.”

Fu Shen thought for a moment and nodded. “All right. That makes sense; let’s do it that way.”

He suddenly realized that since he began staying with Yan Xiaohan, the number of times he had agreed without protest had increased sharply. It was an odd feeling. Rather than resentment over Yan Xiaohan making decisions for him, he instead felt relief—since even if it were up to him, he would very likely have made the same decisions. Even more remarkable was that Fu Shen had yet to find fault with any of his plans, which seemed to offer Fu Shen only benefits and no harm.

How, as an outsider, could Yan Xiaohan so effectively put himself in Fu Shen’s shoes and think for him? He might have done it once or twice coincidentally, but after so many occurrences, it could only be a sign of thoughtful conscientiousness.

It’s so nice not to worry about things myself for once, Fu Shen thought wistfully. If Yan Xiaohan were to treat anyone so sincerely, they would surely be spoiled rotten.

With this business settled, neither had anything more to say. They fell into an awkward silence. After a moment, Fu Shen took the initiative to restart the conversation. “You looked unhappy when you came in. What happened?”

Yan Xiaohan settled into an armchair, his back straight, and shook his head. “Nothing.”

Fu Shen was convinced he was lying, but no matter how clever he might be, he couldn’t divine what Lord Yan was thinking. He asked pointedly, “Did you not sleep well, or are you still angry about last night?”

Yan Xiaohan’s brows twitched in surprise, but he said nothing.

His reaction didn’t escape Fu Shen. This man swore that all was well, yet his face was admitting Something’s wrong, but I won’t tell you what. Come and comfort me.

Privately, he thought, All right, I’ll indulge you. But aloud he continued, “Are you angry? Because I told you to get out yesterday?”

Yan Xiaohan huffed in indignation.

Fu Shen struggled to hold back his laughter. Casting a long-suffering look upon this man who was silently begging Fu Shen to coax him, he said, “I was in the wrong. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. You’re a magnanimous person, so please overlook this transgression, all right?”

Yan Xiaohan stared at him. His gaze was so intent Fu Shen nearly broke out in gooseflesh, but he didn’t look away. After a moment, Yan Xiaohan turned aside and burst out laughing.

Fu Shen secretly breathed a sigh of relief and raised a hand to touch his ears; they were a little hot. Bewildered, he wondered, Am I sick? Why don’t I just let him stew if he wants to?

It was several moments before Yan Xiaohan caught his breath. Fu Shen’s performative tenderness had already evaporated. Now he glanced at Yan Xiaohan and said coolly, “You’re all set to rights now? Not throwing a tantrum anymore?”

Yan Xiaohan raised his hands placatingly. “I’m set to rights. Thank you for your consideration, Marquis.”

Fu Shen scoffed. He turned his wheelchair and headed for the door, saying as he went, “How old are you? Aren’t you embarrassed?”

 

***

 

That evening, the two reconciled parties met in the bedroom again, not to discuss any business, but because Yan Xiaohan’s nightly visits had become routine. Over these past few days, Fu Shen changing clothes, bathing, entering, leaving, sitting, and sleeping had all personally been attended to by Yan Xiaohan. The only thing he didn’t supervise was him taking his medicine, since he had been out of the manor daily on business after those first few days of great illness. A quarter hour before he went to bed, the maid brought the medicine. Coincidentally, Fu Shen had just sent Yan Xiaohan to the study to find a book for him. When he returned, Fu Shen was leaning against the bedside, and the medicine bowl on the table was empty.

Yan Xiaohan immediately felt a prickle of suspicion. He handed the book to Fu Shen and studied the medicine bowl. Noticing the direction of his gaze, Fu Shen asked casually, “What are you looking at?”

Yan Xiaohan turned, his eyes skimming across Fu Shen’s face like a dragonfly over water.

“Something’s wrong.”

“Hm?”

“Did you take the medicine?”

“I did.” Fu Shen pointed, “The bowl’s right there.”

“Do you think I’m a fool?!” Yan Xiaohan flew into a rage. “Shall I fetch a mirror for you to look yourself? Your lips are dry! Drinking medicine? What did you drink it with, your ears? Did the medicine also soak your brain?!”

Fu Shen pressed his lips shut. He had been caught red-handed.

As soon as Yan Xiaohan saw the look of guilt on Fu Shen’s face, he knew this wasn’t the first time. He paced the room in a rage and kicked a white porcelain spittoon out from the bedside. He looked down. There it was: concrete evidence of the crime.

Obediently, Fu Shen sat on the bed, the picture of contrition.

Yan Xiaohan pointed at him, barely suppressing his anger. He left to order someone to prepare another bowl, then stalked back into the room and closed the door behind him before saying sullenly, “So tell me, when did it start?”

Fu Shen chuckled dryly. “Don’t be mad. I’ve recovered from my cold. It doesn’t matter whether I take the medicine or not…”

“Doesn’t matter?” Yan Xiaohan repeated coldly. “Who told you it didn’t matter? Shen Yice? Me?”

Fu Shen was speechless once again.

He was trying very hard to take the scolding patiently; after all, Yan Xiaohan was thinking about his health. But that overcritical bastard prattled on: “You’re relying on your youth to save you; it’s going to ruin your body. What will you do when you are old? Don’t you know how many injuries you have? If you don’t cure that cold, it will be too late to learn your lesson once your illness is chronic!”

Fu Shen’s head hurt from all the nagging. No one had dared chastise him like this for years. He had always had a stubborn streak; he knew he had been in the wrong, but Yan Xiaohan’s rebuke struck a rebellious nerve. Fu Shen waved a hand impatiently. “That’s quite enough. Are you ever going to finish? Don’t be so dramatic. I won’t let you become a widow—”

The rest turned into a hiss as Yan Xiaohan moved fast as lightning to grab his jaw. “Don’t say that!”

Yan Xiaohan was truly enraged. His grip was so strong Fu Shen thought his jaw was about to be crushed. But because of their sudden proximity, he finally saw the shock and pain in Yan Xiaohan’s eyes.

His heart instantly softened.

Fu Shen had always been weaker to gentle persuasion than to argument. When someone so habitually unyielding revealed a hint of vulnerability, it was much more likely to disarm his defenses. Besides, he reminded himself, he was at fault in the first place.

He raised his hand to Yan Xiaohan’s where it still gripped his jaw, patting it gently a few times as if to comfort him. “All right, all right, I’m sorry. I was wrong, okay?”

Yan Xiaohan let go, but Fu Shen didn’t, still loosely holding Yan Xiaohan’s hand with an inexplicable sense of tenderness and affection. He looked down at their hands together, and the frustration in his heart melted away.

Yan Xiaohan sighed. “You’re going to anger me into an early grave.”

Fu Shen apologized once more, repeatedly assuring him that he couldn’t help retorting in the moment but would never say something so unlucky again. In the end, he shook his head and couldn’t help but laugh. “What happened today? I keep upsetting you.”

Yan Xiaohan’s face remained stern, but his eyes curved slightly as he said, “Chaos devil.”

Now that Fu Shen thought about it, his situation had taken a sharp turn for the worse since he returned to the capital: ambushes, assassinations, conspiracies, forced marriages from the throne… Which of these wouldn’t keep someone up at night? So why was it only these trivial matters that caused two grown men to repeatedly bicker and make up like two children playing house?

Did Fu Shen have so much free time now?

Fu Shen was a man of steel. Yan Xiaohan was a man of cunning. Outside these walls Yan Xiaohan was a powerful figure who commanded great authority and respect, but whenever they were under the same roof, he became once again a mere mortal, with all the emotions any man had. Perhaps that was what it meant to be home.


Chapter 15

 

IT WASN’T LONG before the maid returned with the freshly brewed medicine. Yan Xiaohan personally brought it to Fu Shen and said sternly, “Drink.”

Fu Shen glowered at the steaming medicine, silently steeling himself.

Yan Xiaohan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry upon seeing his reaction and couldn’t help taunting him. “Marquis, if your legs weren’t broken, would you already have jumped up and fled by now?”

“Piss off!” Fu Shen glared at Yan Xiaohan. “Good heavens, stop nagging me. Is your zodiac sign a fussy old hen? Put the bowl down. I can drink it myself!”

Yan Xiaohan hadn’t expected that it would be so difficult for a battlefield general to drink some medicine. In his eyes, Fu Shen had always been a very self-disciplined person. He never backed down from doing what he had to do and was almost never willful.

He softened his tone, attempting to coax him. “There isn’t much medicine in the bowl. If you close your eyes and make up your mind, it’ll be over in a few gulps. I promise.”

Fu Shen turned away with a grimace.

“Is the medicine too bitter for you? Is it really that unpalatable? It shouldn’t be.” Yan Xiaohan picked up the bowl and took a sip himself. He frowned. It was bitter, but not unbearable. Why was Fu Shen so resistant?

Fu Shen’s complexion had drained of color; his brows were tightly knit as he struggled with himself. Yan Xiaohan surmised that the smell of the medicine was making him nauseated, so he set it aside, then took Fu Shen’s hands and gently rubbed the acupoints on his wrists. He tentatively ventured, “Even ordinary people shouldn’t have such an adverse reaction to this medicine, let alone you. Is it something that’s difficult for you to speak of? Can you tell me about it?”

Both of Fu Shen’s hands were gently trapped in his. They were soft, like the paws of a small animal. He didn’t evade the question, but looked a little crestfallen as he reluctantly recounted his past. “As a child, my health was poor, so I had to take medicine often. My mother passed away early, and my wet nurse didn’t like me much. Whenever I refused to take my medicine, she pinched my nose and forced me to drink it. Every time, I would vomit it back up. Later it got so bad that I threw up no matter what I ate.”

Yan Xiaohan’s gaze hardened as he listened. He asked quietly, “No one at home realized?”

Fu Shen frowned slightly. “My father was at the border and hadn’t returned home in years. No one else cared for me. Later, it was my second uncle who noticed something was wrong. He sent someone to keep an eye on the wet nurse in secret, and that’s how I was rescued from her. Since then, I’ve only taken pills.”

He sighed. “It’s not that I can’t drink it. It just bothers me so much that I don’t want to.”

The touch on his wrist radiated warmth. Yan Xiaohan was trained in martial arts, so his fingers weren’t particularly soft. But he applied just the right amount of pressure while massaging to provide a sense of comfort. Fu Shen drew on that warmth to brace himself. He couldn’t keep running away, he decided. He leaned forward to reach for the medicine bowl.

Contrary to his expectations, Yan Xiaohan pushed him back.

Fu Shen looked up in confusion. Yan Xiaohan had originally been sitting on a round stool next to the bed. Now he placed the medicine at the head of the bed and sat beside him on the bed itself. Leaning against the bed post, he said, “Today’s bowl will be the last. I’ll have Shen Yice concoct pills starting tomorrow.”

If it’s pills, then I’ll take them, Fu Shen thought to himself. And then, Why are you sitting so close?

Yan Xiaohan smiled, his tone a little stiff. “You probably don’t remember, but when you were unconscious a few days ago, you actually could drink medicine.”

“Hmm?” Fu Shen looked at him in confusion.

“I fed you myself.”

Fu Shen was flabbergasted. Had he been in a coma? Why did it feel like he’d lost his memory?

“What are you planning?” he asked warily. “Are you going to force it down my throat? Do you not want this house anymore?”

Yan Xiaohan couldn’t help laughing. “Don’t worry, I won’t force you. Come here.”

Fu Shen shifted toward him suspiciously. Yan Xiaohan said, “Now turn around and sit with your back toward me.”

He turned around as he was told. Yan Xiaohan took hold of his shoulders and tugged, and Fu Shen tumbled backward into his arms.

Fu Shen was prepared for sleep and had taken off his outer robes, sitting up in bed in only a thin undershirt of white silk, his hair loose around his shoulders. He was completely defenseless. Through that thin layer of cloth, he could immediately feel the warm, firm body pressed against his back, close enough to count the other man’s breaths. There was still that bitter medicinal smell, but it was mixed now with the fragrance of agarwood lingering around Yan Xiaohan’s collar.

Fu Shen jerked away as if his tail had been stepped on. “Yan Xiaohan! Are you tired of living?!”

“Behave. Don’t move.” Yan Xiaohan leaned against the headboard, easing Fu Shen back to lie against his left shoulder. With a bowl in his left hand and a spoon in his right, he caged Fu Shen in his arms. When he lowered his head, his chin brushed his unbound hair. “Do you understand now? This is how I fed you before. I’m not taking advantage of you. Actually, it’s hard to say who’s taking advantage of whom here.”

Fu Shen remembered.

During the time when he was dazed from fever, someone had held him close, blown on the medicine to cool it down, and fed it to him mouthful by mouthful. He had struggled, but that person was surprisingly gentle and patient, not at all like the rough and heavy-handed nurse in his memory. This figure had spoken to him softly; even the touch of the porcelain spoon to his lips was light, and after he finished the medicine, a spoonful of honey water had followed.

At that time, two bowls of medicine a day didn’t seem so difficult to swallow.

Yan Xiaohan adjusted his posture. “Try it again and see if it works. Just this once and it won’t happen again. Come on, open your mouth.”

For the first time in his life, Fu Shen wanted to find a place to crawl away and hide, but he was trapped in Yan Xiaohan’s arms. A spoonful of medicine was brought to his lips. Yan Xiaohan’s movements were steady and left no room for rejection as he waited patiently for Fu Shen to cooperate. Suddenly, it was as if another consciousness took control; before his mind could reject the medicine, his body responded on instinct.

When the first mouthful flowed into his throat, he heard Yan Xiaohan chuckle above his head in mock resignation. “It seems you still need someone to attend to you after all…Eldest Young Master.”

Fu Shen elbowed him then, but there was no force behind it, more coy than angry—a flirtatious nudge.

So what if I’m an eldest young master?

This eldest young master still fell into your hands.

He quickly finished the bowl of medicine. Fu Shen acted like royalty, quietly gesturing for water without even looking up. Yan Xiaohan held him steady with one hand and brought the teacup to his lips. He took a sip and frowned. “It’s not sweet.”

“You’re too spoiled.” Yan Xiaohan put the teacup back in its place and complained half seriously, “You just drank medicine. Everything should taste sweet to you.”

Fu Shen seemed to be laughing, but lying back against Yan Xiaohan as he was, it came out as a quiet huff.

Yan Xiaohan made ready to rise and settle Fu Shen back to bed when the man in his arms turned, stretched out his long arms, and wrapped them around Yan Xiaohan’s waist. He laid his head on Yan Xiaohan’s shoulder and let his eyes slip shut in sleep, curled up in Yan Xiaohan’s arms.

Yan Xiaohan froze.

The candlelight flickered red, illuminating the perfectly matched pair. Without saying a word, both knew what this moment meant: Fu Shen had begun to open his heart.

 

***

 

A month later, a carriage stopped outside the corner gate of the Yan manor. Since Fu Shen didn’t want his trip widely publicized, he snuck quietly out the back door. He traveled light, with only a few dozen personal guards. Xiao Xun carried Fu Shen onto the carriage and stowed the wheelchair. He asked as casually as he could, “Sir, Lord Yan isn’t coming to see you off?”

Fu Shen’s eyes flickered. He closed them and said placidly, “There’s no need. Have you finished your preparations? Let’s go.”

Xiao Xun was the observant sort, and he couldn’t help feeling that something was off about the general. It wasn’t bad, but it was a little strange. He seemed to have recently distanced himself from Lord Yan, though by all reports the two weren’t entirely at odds either.

All these questions, however, he kept to himself; he didn’t dare to ask Fu Shen directly. Xiao Xun swung up onto his horse and led the way. The carriage slowly followed. The servants of the Yan manor watched until they’d disappeared down the road before filing back inside and closing the corner door again.

They hadn’t gone far past the city gate when they heard the sound of hooves behind them, and saw a man on a horse racing toward them at a mad gallop. Xiao Xun reined in his mount, recognizing the rider’s dark Feilong Guard uniform even from this distance. His head began to ache at once. Muttering under this breath, he complained, “What are you two doing? Didn’t you agree not to see him off?”

Fu Shen had been resting his eyes in the carriage and was nearly asleep. When he felt the carriage roll to a stop, he lazily asked without opening his eyes, “Chongshan?”

The curtain twitched aside, and a figure jumped into the carriage alongside a ray of sunlight. Fu Shen’s eyes snapped open. “What are you doing here?”

“I had to take a last look before you left,” Yan Xiaohan said gently. “Otherwise I couldn’t be at ease.”

The two of them had indeed been somewhat awkward in the preceding weeks. In fact, things had been strange between them since that night. Both sides had felt their hearts shift, and they needed time to think. This kind of distance was nerve-racking, but it was not a torment. Regardless of their current feelings, both knew the inevitable ending. The worst-case outcome wouldn’t be any poorer than the situation now. They had already reached the lowest point; from there, no matter where they went, they were moving upward.

If they daydreamed just a little more, they might even have to thank the Yuantai Emperor for his insight in decreeing this heaven-sent marriage.

When Fu Shen saw Yan Xiaohan, his heart skipped a beat, but he kept a straight face. There were ears everywhere; even in the privacy of the carriage, they oughtn’t say or do anything too impulsive. He said calmly, “I have made the journey between the northern frontier and the capital at least eighty times, if not a hundred. My lord, what is there to worry about? Go back—you have an official position to attend to; don’t let this delay your duties.”

“After today’s farewell, it will be a new year by the time we meet again,” Yan Xiaohan replied. “I hope the marquis upholds his promise and honors the engagement.”

Xiao Xun, eavesdropping outside the window, felt a chill run down his spine. This Lord Yan must be a fool. He knew the marquis was unhappy about the marriage; why did he have to bring up such an unpleasant subject?

In the carriage, Yan Xiaohan pulled Fu Shen close and hugged him tightly. He lowered his head and whispered in his ear, “Be careful on the road. It’s cold up north—take good care of yourself and don’t make me worry.”

Fu Shen hummed softly, a rare sound from him. He brought his hands up to Yan Xiaohan’s back and said, only half jokingly, “My heart will stay here with you.”

In the warmth of their embrace, their ears grazing against each other, their heartbeats gradually synchronized. Fu Shen pressed his cheek to Yan Xiaohan’s with great tenderness, as if he had discovered for the first time in his life the meaning of the verse Tender love flows like water, our time together like a dream.14

After a lingering embrace, he pushed Yan Xiaohan away. Fu Shen straightened his wrinkled collar and motioned for Yan Xiaohan to step down from the carriage. He offered his farewells to the guest in his most arrogant tones: “Lord Yan, don’t worry. At next year’s Flower Festival, this marquis will personally come to your doorstep and marry you with a dowry procession ten li long. You have my solemn word.”

Yan Xiaohan and the others were stunned silent.

Xiao Xun quietly felt for the sword at his waist, ready to rush forward if a fight broke out. He was determined not to let the marquis be beaten to death merely because he couldn’t keep his mouth well shut.

 

***

 

Two days later, the carriage entered Yan Prefecture.

As they drove on, the surrounding scenery became increasingly familiar. Save for the bare branches of the trees, everything was the same as when they had set out south in autumn. Although Fu Shen had been born in the capital, he had grown up at the border. Yan Prefecture was like a second home to him, and he unconsciously relaxed upon returning to it.

From time to time, he glanced at the scenery outside through the small carriage window. They were traveling along a major trade route, which passed through towns and villages of all sizes. That evening, they settled in a small town called Lianqi. As Xiao Xun rolled Fu Shen’s wheelchair down an alley, the sweet aroma of wine wafted past Fu Shen’s nose, beckoning him irresistibly. He told Xiao Xun to turn around and investigate.

Xiao Xun scowled bitterly. “Sir, you can’t drink. We are going back to see Doctor Du soon!”

Fu Shen waved away his concerns. “Don’t worry, it’ll be digested overnight. He won’t be able to tell.”

“L-Lord Yan wouldn’t let you drink either!”

Fu Shen’s eager smile froze. He jabbed a finger at Xiao Xun. “Whose side are you on? Apparently you can’t tell the difference between friends and strangers! Northern Yan is my territory. No matter how far Yan Xiaohan’s reach, does it extend here? Everybody just keep your mouths shut, hmm? If even one word of this gets out, I’ll hold you accountable!”

“The Feilong Guard have eyes and ears everywhere!” Xiao Xun couldn’t help but retort, “Who knows what they might find out?”

Fu Shen’s arrogance was instantly cleaved in half. After taking a moment to recover, he said earnestly, “Chongshan, you’re still young. You don’t understand the wickedness of human nature. The battle between me and Yan Xiaohan is not just a contest between us two, but a contest between the Northern Yan Army and the Feilong Guard. If I allow him to control me so far outside the capital, then I’ll be henpecked before I even marry the man! If this gets out, how can our brothers in the Northern Yan Army hold their heads up in front of the Feilong Guard?”

Xiao Xun was stunned. “Sir, you are wise.”

After the henpecked Marquis of Jingning concluded this sage advice to his young protégé, he pushed his wheelchair into the tavern alley with utter peace of mind.

The tavern was cramped, with only enough space for three tables, a few chairs, and a counter, behind which the proprietress stood selling wine. Fu Shen picked a more spacious table, such as it was, and rapped the tabletop with a knuckle. “Shopkeeper, what kind of wine do you have?”

The woman behind the counter glanced up. When she got a look at his face, she gasped.

Met with silence, Fu Shen looked up as well and happened to meet her eyes. A strange sense of familiarity surged in his heart. “You…”

“Sir—”

The two spoke over each other. Fu Shen paused. The woman went on, trembling, “Gongzi…is your surname Fu?”

She smiled, her eyes swimming with tears. It was clear she was so surprised and overjoyed that she didn’t know what to do. Fu Shen’s identity was exposed, but seeing that she seemed to have no ill intent, he nodded slightly.

In the next moment, the woman rushed from behind the counter and bowed low. “I received three lifetimes of luck, to be saved by you in the past and then be able to meet you again today. Please accept my gratitude, benefactor!”

“No—wait.” Fu Shen had no memory of such a person. “Miss, who are you?”

The woman choked up. “I met you at Youlan Villa on Mount Baoyan, in Huanren County; it’s been seven years since the unjust case of Lord Jin, which has not been redressed to this day.”

Fu Shen’s eyes went wide, and he looked as stricken as if he’d just been smacked on the head. His face paled, and he said in disbelief, “Caiyue…?”

This name was like a hurricane tearing through his mind, instantly destroying years of stubbornness and obsession. Memories surged up, dragging Fu Shen into the dark waters of a distant past that he dared not even recall, much less speak of.

It had been the first time in his all-too-brief youth that his sincerity had been crushed to dust by another.

This was the origin of the unresolved feud between him and Yan Xiaohan.


Chapter 16

 

IT HAD BEEN early autumn in the eighteenth year of Yuantai.

Youlan Villa on Mount Baoyan in Huanren County was well-known for its scenic beauty, having once belonged to a refined scholar. The former prime minister had bought this villa in the outskirts of the capital to settle in after retirement. He planted various rare orchids in the garden, giving the villa its name, Orchids’ Retreat.

After the prime minister passed, his descendants were convicted of corruption and their belongings and property confiscated, Youlan Villa among them. Later still, the late emperor awarded this property to the former Duke of Ying, Fu Shen’s grandfather, Fu Jian. Since then, it had been passed down through the generations as the private property of the Fu family.

Huanren County was only a few dozen li from the capital, and Mount Baoyan had many dense forests and valleys, making it a good place for hunting. That year, the summer heat had just dissipated, and a group of noble young masters, bored at home, hit upon the idea of going hunting in the mountains. Fu Shen was nominated as their reluctant host and sent people to clean and prepare for the guests. The arrangements greatly displeased the great Lady Qin, who had developed a habit of making caustic comments at home, calling him a layabout and a spendthrift. Fu Shen’s heart had been far from set on the outing, but with her needling him, he had readied his weapons, planning to find an excuse to vent his anger, when his second uncle unexpectedly returned from the north.

Fu Tingxin easily settled the matter with Lady Qin, appeasing her with a few well-chosen words, and told Fu Shen to go out and have his fun without any worries. But now that his uncle was back at home, Fu Shen was reluctant to leave. Fu Tingxin had no children of his own, so Fu Shen had grown up under his care. His uncle had taught him everything from literature to martial arts; Fu Shen was closer to him than to his own father.

“Second Uncle.” Fu Shen sat on the table in Fu Tingxin’s study, swinging his legs. “Autumn and winter are critical times for defense of the border. Why did you come back so suddenly?”

Combing through boxes and scouring cabinets, Fu Tingxin answered without looking up, “There’s trouble at court.”

Fu Shen immediately guessed it: “Vice Director of the Secretariat Jin Yunfeng was imprisoned for treason.”

Fu Tingxin turned. “Where did you hear that?”

“That’s what the young masters who want to damage our orchid garden said.” Fu Shen grinned and went on, “Second Uncle, I’m not a child anymore. There are lots of things I didn’t understand before, but I do now.”

Fu Tingxin rested a weary hand on his forehead. “Shen-er, listen to your uncle’s advice. Don’t grin like that where other people can see you. It looks too stupid.”

Chastened, Fu Shen pressed his lips shut.

His uncle threw the box he was holding aside and sat on the desk next to Fu Shen. Quietly, he asked, “What are your views on the matter?”

“Me?” Fu Shen said. “I’m just… Well, I don’t really view it any way.”

Fu Tingxin slapped him on the back of the head. “Speak properly!”

Fu Shen nearly slid off the desk from the force of the smack. Rubbing his head, he snapped, aggrieved, “I just heard some rumors! Jin Yunfeng was implicated in the case of Han Yuantong, the commander of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang naval division, who’s accused of conspiracy against the throne. He’s the Vice Director of the Secretariat, after all—that position is equivalent to a prime minister. If he was conspiring with Han Yuantong, one outside the court, and the other in, everything would work out as they—”

Fu Tingxin couldn’t listen any longer. “What the hell is this… Shut your mouth. I’ll only say this once; what you take from it is up to you. Han Yuantong, the commander of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang Fleet, is under the command of Sa Zhimu, the admiral of the East China Sea Fleet. Jiangsu and Zhejiang are within the fief of the Prince of An. When Han Yuantong’s conspiracy was discovered, not only did Sa Zhimu have to submit a petition to beg for early retirement, the emperor also considered abolishing the Prince of An’s fiefdom.”

“But what does that have to do with Jin Yunfeng?”

“Jin Yunfeng is in prison because he repeatedly submitted petitions opposing the abolition of the Prince of An’s fiefdom, begging the emperor not to harm his own royal brothers. Given his position, this is a reasonable objection. The problem is that he once served as a lecturer in the Imperial Academy and personally taught the Prince of An. Given this relationship, think about why the emperor faulted him.”

Fu Shen considered this. “On the surface, the emperor is dealing with the Han Yuantong conspiracy case, but in reality, he wants to reclaim the Prince of An’s fiefdom. He also took the opportunity to crack down on the Southeast Navy, because the princes and generals stationed on the borders”—he thought for a moment—“are his two gravest concerns.”

Fu Tingxin pressed a hand to his heart, stabbed in the chest by the incisive summary of these two gravest concerns. He smiled bitterly. “My eldest nephew, you are quite direct.”

Fu Shen disregarded the joke and stared at Fu Tingxin, growing more intent. “I just remembered. There’s someone in our family who is related to both sides of this matter, right?”

“You’re overthinking it.” Fu Tingxin waved a hand as if to dispel his concerns. “I came back to help Teacher Jin plead for mercy. I was His Highness the Prince of Su’s study companion; I was Teacher Jin’s student as well. I can’t keep silent.”

But Fu Shen wasn’t fooled. “To me, it seems like His Highness the Prince of Su considered Jin Yunfeng his teacher but can’t come forward, so he sent you in his stead. He owes you so many favors—when will he repay you? If he can’t afford it, can he pay with his body and become my second aunt?”

Fu Tingxin accepted the quip in good humor and said evenly, “Good question. I suggest you ask him in person next time.”

Fu Shen had learned from long experience when he was being teased and clicked his tongue. “You two will only set a trap for me again. I won’t ask; you can continue being a bachelor!”

In fact, they all knew this was a joke that would never become truth. Fu Tingxin was a general guarding the border, and the Prince of Su was a vassal prince—the two very “grave concerns” Fu Shen had mentioned. They didn’t dare even appear too close in public, let alone openly marry.

Laying his hand atop his nephew’s head, Fu Tingxin sighed. “Sometimes I hope you’ll grow up quickly, so I can shove all these burdens onto you and live freely. But I also hope that you’ll never grow up, and never have to face these fruitless struggles.”

Fu Shen didn’t take this to heart. He answered lightly, “I don’t lack fame and fortune. I’ll just guard the border and fight the Tatars as the lone general of the north. Even if the emperor is a suspicious man, he won’t suspect me.”

Fu Tingxin listened to his childish talk and smacked him on the back. “What can you do?! I have a few letters in that box; go fetch them for me.”

Fu Shen jumped down from the table and went to rummage through boxes with a resentful grimace.

Fu Tingxin watched him and smiled slightly, but there was misery in the curve of it. You rascal, I taught you to read so many history books in vain; don’t you know the words ‘false accusation’? He allowed himself this small sorrow for a moment, then consoled himself, Forget it. It’s fine if he’s childish. He still has my big brother and me.

The autumn of the eighteenth year of Yuantai was peaceful. No one foresaw then how unpredictable life would become, or what tricks fate would play.

In the nineteenth year of Yuantai, Fu Tingzhong was assassinated by the Eastern Tatars. The following year, Fu Tingxin died in battle on the northern frontier. That was the year that the eighteen-year-old Fu Shen left the capital and set foot for the first time on the northern battlefield.

In the twenty-fifth year of Yuantai, Fu Shen returned to the capital injured, and the Yuantai Emperor granted a marriage.

But on that bygone day, the study was a mess. The conversation only uncle and nephew shared, a carefully hidden love affair, the favorite uncle’s hopes, the boy’s outspoken declaration… After long enough, they all faded into fleeting illusions. No matter how bitter and vengeful he was to become, in the eighteenth year of Yuantai, Fu Shen had been a naive and outspoken young man. When Fu Tingxin told him to go out and amuse himself, he proudly led his friends to Mount Baoyan.

Fu Shen’s friends were all sons of nobles. In the current dynasty, civil officials were not granted titles, and the nobility came mostly from military families. These half-grown teenagers spent their days brandishing swords and sticks. They couldn’t recite poetry to a beautiful lady, let alone to a gentleman among flowers such as the orchid blooms in the garden. This group of overgrown monkeys spent some time performatively admiring the orchids, rested, then had lunch. After noon, when they heard that food and water were ready, they couldn’t wait to lead the out horses and hawks, excitedly rushing into the mountains.

No ferocious beasts lived on Mount Baoyan; the animals were mostly deer, roe deer, rabbits, pheasants, and rumors of the occasional wild boar. Fu Shen rode his horse through the forest at a steady pace, drawing his bow and aiming now and then; his arrows never missed their targets. He had learned his archery skills among the Northern Yan Army, and it was a bit of a waste to use them against birds and rabbits. Just as he was beginning to grow bored, a rustling rose from the dense foliage on his right. Horses’ hooves pounded in the distance. Yi Siming and Fu Shen, both on horseback, exchanged a glance, then simultaneously nocked their arrows and aimed toward the black shadow in the bushes.

Fu Shen tightened his fingers around the bow and narrowed his eyes to focus. When he gradually distinguished the outline of his target, his heart skipped a beat.

“Wait!”

But it was too late; Yi Siming’s arrow had already leapt from the string. Unable to stop him in time, Fu Shen loosed his arrow without thinking. It sliced through the air and knocked Yi Siming’s aside.

Yi Siming was stunned, but before he could lash out, he heard Fu Shen shout, “Who’s there? Come out!”

The grass rustled; the black shadow stretched and thinned and finally stood up—it was a woman with a bundle in her arms. She crashed to her knees in front of Fu Shen’s horse, tears streaming down her face. “Gongzi, please save me!”

Yi Siming rode over. He looked her up and down and asked suspiciously, “Judging by your clothes and manner, you’re not a country girl. You’re from a wealthy household. What do you have there?”

The woman shuddered. She didn’t answer, only curling her shoulders inward and clutching her bundle more desperately.

Fu Shen nudged his horse closer, raised the woman’s chin with the tip of his longbow, and said coldly, “Let’s see it.”

Cold sweat broke out across the girl’s back under the intensity of that stare. She went limp from fear, allowing Fu Shen to open the bundle. Brocade swaddling clothes peeked out from inside.

The woman was holding an infant.

Fu Shen frowned. “A kidnapping?”

By now, several of the other young men in the hunting party had heard the commotion and rushed over, forming a loose ring around her. Though her face was obscured by tears and dirt, her graceful figure couldn’t be concealed. Perhaps these young masters couldn’t recite poetry to lovely women, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t recognize one. A sensitive soul was moved to sympathy by such a sight. “Miss, are you in trouble?”

The woman shivered like a cornered rabbit. After a long hesitation, she finally said in a quavering voice, “This servant’s name is Caiyue. I’m a maid in the household of Vice Director Jin in the capital. The babe in my arms is my master’s child…”

One young master, slower in apprehension, piped up from the back: “Vice Director Jin? Which Vice Director Jin?”

But Fu Shen had already understood. “The deposed Vice Director of the Secretariat, Jin Yunfeng. You escaped secretly with the child.”

“This servant begs the gentlemen to spare my life!” Caiyue sobbed, pressing her forehead to the dirt. “This child is the last blood of the Jin family. He was almost dashed upon the rocks during the search of the house. My master has been wrongly imprisoned. The women in the manor couldn’t bear the humiliation and hung themselves in front of the hall! I risked my life to escape the capital with the little master, but the soldiers pursued me the entire way. I fled into the mountains as a last resort…”

Her weeping form was truly pitiful. However—Jin Yunfeng was accused of treason, and the crime of harboring a fugitive could cost a man his life. It was just as well, then, that this group of nobles were young and softhearted, and that their families were quite powerful. They had never experienced any hardship in their lives, and so decided to help the lovely girl without hesitation. Yi Siming alone showed any sense; he tried repeatedly to stop them, and when he failed, he looked to Fu Shen for help.

Fu Shen’s second uncle had come a long way to plead for Jin Yunfeng, and now the maid of the Jin family had appeared in his path. Could it be that this child was destined to survive? After thinking it through, he gave in and ordered the servants who accompanied him, “Take her back to the villa and get her a change of clothes. If anyone asks, she is a maid sent by my stepmother to serve us here. Don’t say anything more. Go.”

The servants accepted the order and left. Yi Siming, still scowling, said with great concern, “This woman is dangerous. If she’s really involved in the Jin Yunfeng case, we’re calling down all sorts of trouble.”

“Of course, of course,” Fu Shen answered, nodding along. “I’ll take responsibility. Don’t worry, Yi-xiong. If the truth comes out, you won’t be implicated.”

This statement had a dramatic effect; another young man slapped his chest and said, “Fu-xiong, what are you saying? How can we let you take the blame? If there’s any trouble, count me in!”

Everyone echoed the sentiment as Yi Siming looked around helplessly. Fu Shen smiled. “Don’t panic, gentlemen. Mount Baoyan is the Fu family’s private property. Even if her pursuers wish to search here, they will have to ask the owner for consent.”

He’d hardly finished saying so when the thunder of hooves rose behind them like an approaching storm.

Fu Shen, with his keen eyesight, was first to recognize the silver-embroidered black uniform of the riders.

The Feilong Guard.

Damnation. Who had thought his bold words would be tested so soon?


Chapter 17

 

THE SOLDIERS from the Feilong Guard were upon them in the blink of an eye. Fu Shen and the others held their breath and braced for the worst. Thank heavens, they thought, that the woman went ahead. If these guardsmen had come just a bit sooner, they would have found the situation impossible to explain.

The mountain path was narrow; the Feilong Guard couldn’t pass them and reined their horses to a halt. Fu Shen was determined to delay them for as long as possible, and the other masters must have been of similar mind, since none of them moved to clear the way. One called out, “Who goes there?”

A man on a white horse urged his mount out from the group. He nodded politely. “The Feilong Guard have been ordered to apprehend a wanted criminal. Have you gentlemen spotted any suspicious individuals on the mountain?”

The young noblemen looked at him archly. Someone joked, “My my, what a procession. What kind of dangerous fugitive has escaped to warrant the involvement of the Feilong Guard?”

Rather than get angry, the guardsman replied steadily, “I’m afraid I’m unworthy of your high praise, Gongzi. I am only following orders.”

The young man who’d asked the question choked, and his mouth twisted into a tight line. Fu Shen was afraid the two sides would start fighting and quickly intervened. “We’re only hunting here today. We haven’t seen any criminal.”

When the guardsman’s eyes lighted on him, a smile brightened his indifferent expression. He said happily, “It’s Fu-gongzi! Well met.”

Fu Shen had thought this man looked familiar. He stared at him and at last remembered—wasn’t this the imperial guard who threw the twin lotus at him on the street the other day?

Yi Siming had been right: He really was a member of the Feilong Guard.

“Lord…Yan,” Fu Shen said with mixed feelings. “I’ve heard much about you.”

All the young masters stared at the two of them, baffled. Where could Fu Shen have possibly encountered a soldier of the Feilong Guard?

Yan Xiaohan scanned the group. His gaze seemed to weigh heavily on the guilty young men, who could feel cold sweat forming on their backs. Suddenly, he smiled. “The fugitive we’re seeking is involved in a case of treason. Guards are stationed at all the important roads inside and outside the capital, and a reward is offered for her arrest. Anyone who dares harbor or shelter the wanted criminal will be considered guilty of treason themselves.”

He continued, “The Feilong Guard pursued her all the way to Huanren County, but she escaped. The mountains and dense forests here make the search difficult. If you gentlemen could lend me a hand in tracking down the criminal, I will report it to the court and ask that you receive credit for her capture.”

This was the first time Fu Shen had done anything like harbor a fugitive, but still he felt there was a strange undercurrent beneath Yan Xiaohan’s words. Has he already seen through us?

The forest fell silent in the wake of his offer; no one responded. In the quiet, one of the young gentlemen sneered and muttered, “Eunuch’s brat. You really think you’re something, hmm?”

His voice wasn’t loud, but in that tense silence, everyone heard it.

Yan Xiaohan’s expression darkened. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword, as if ready to draw it at any moment. He was a strange person: The angrier he got, the softer his voice became, as if he was afraid of frightening the listener. “I was wondering who had spoken. It turns out to be Second Young Master Xie. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

The second son of the Earl of Qingyi, Xie Qianfan, stiffened his neck, refusing to even look at Yan Xiaohan.

“Now that I’ve seen the second young master today, it’s clear you truly are young and ignorant of fear,” Yan Xiaohan said. “Nothing like your brother.”

A vein popped on Xie Qianfan’s forehead.

“I heard your brother was transferred to the position of lieutenant general of the Warden’s Office last year.” Yan Xiaohan spoke slowly, apparently in no hurry. “His future is limitless. As the saying goes, a good father will beget a good son. He must have no regrets knowing at least one of you can carry on his legacy.”

Xie Qianfan’s face turned from white to red, then green, as if he had been slapped across the face.

The eldest son of the Earl of Qingyi, Xie Bailou, was born to a concubine, but he was competent and hardworking. Xie Qianfan, the second son, though born legitimately, was an idler and a fool. The Earl of Qingyi plainly favored his eldest son and had threatened many times to pass the title to him, regardless of his birth. There was no denying that Xie Bailou was superior to Xie Qianfan in every way. Second Young Master Xie viewed his brother as an enemy, to the point that friends and relatives didn’t dare say Xie Bailou’s name in front of him. Having this matter so casually, ruthlessly exposed by Yan Xiaohan was a direct hit on the scar he hated even to speak of.

Young Master Xie’s eyes turned red with fury. Blind with rage, he nocked an arrow to his bow without a word and shot at Yan Xiaohan.

Everyone was astounded.

Yan Xiaohan’s sword flashed from its sheath. He easily deflected the arrow and leapt lightly to the ground in front of Xie Qianfan. The arc of light reflected by his bright sword was like the galaxy itself falling to earth in front of him.

“Xie Er!”15

Yi Siming and Fu Shen moved at the same time, the first rushing to stop Xie Qianfan and the second lunging to block Yan Xiaohan’s blade. Fu Shen had no time to do anything but raise his bow to block Yan Xiaohan’s vicious strike.

Fu Shen’s wrist screamed in agony, his arm shaking from the aftershocks of the blow. He roared, “Are you out of your mind? His words were out of line, yes, but that only means he owes you an apology. There’s no need to kill him!”

Yan Xiaohan’s cold fury was not assuaged. He sneered, “He speaks without considering the consequences. If he provokes someone, he can’t claim his death is unjust!”

Fu Shen braced his hands on the bow and pressed Yan Xiaohan’s sword back, strength against strength. But no matter the quality of the horn-and-wood bow, it couldn’t stop a Feilong Guardsman’s steel blade. With a sharp crack, the longbow snapped.

He instantly felt a pang of regret. The bow was a birthday gift from Fu Tingxin that Fu Shen had treasured for several years; he had never expected to lose it to Yan Xiaohan today. But he had no time to mourn. He gripped the dangling ends of the bowstring, wrapped it swiftly around Yan Xiaohan’s blade, and wrenched the steel aside.

The Feilong Guard had already rushed forward to restrain Young Master Xie the moment Yan Xiaohan made his move. The young nobles, led by Yi Siming, were no pushovers either; all had their weapons drawn. The two sides were poised to engage in a true battle.

Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen’s fight had taken them to the fringes of the crowd. Fu Shen ducked and dodged out of the way of Yan Xiaohan’s unstoppable blade. He shouted in frustration, “Sword!”

Yi Siming tossed him the sword at his waist. It went wide, flying end over end through the air. Fu Shen broke free of Yan Xiaohan and raced for the nearest tree, using his momentum to twist and leap into the air, as light as a swallow. He effortlessly caught the hilt of the sword and touched back down on the ground just in time to block Yan Xiaohan’s next strike with his borrowed blade.

Fu Shen turned the tables in an instant, his sword a blur as it attacked Yan Xiaohan with the force of a violent storm.

Yan Xiaohan was pushed several steps back, but he still had the presence of mind to tut in admiration. “Beautiful. As expected of a son of the Fu family.”

From the moment Fu Shen had used the bowstring to entangle his blade, Yan Xiaohan had put aside his contempt. It was no accident that he had been able to become Duan Linglong’s adopted son and attain his current position: Not only was he a talented schemer, his martial skills were excellent, to the extent that he could overwhelm many of the Northern Court’s own imperial guards. If that idiot Xie Er had been facing him instead, he would have been dead before he got within striking distance. Fu Shen had already held his own for over a dozen moves without showing any signs of flagging, a rare feat for someone his age.

Secretly, Fu Shen was terrified. He could feel that Yan Xiaohan had held back nothing in his first attack. He truly had been set on killing a son of the Earl of Qingyi simply because he could. Everyone said the Feilong Guard was arrogant and domineering, abusing their authority in court and across the country. Fu Shen realized today it was no idle rumor.

If he couldn’t win with some surprise counterattack, it was unlikely Young Master Xie would leave the mountain alive.

In that critical instant between life and death, Fu Shen’s mind had never worked so clearly and quickly. Thoughts flashed like sparks; he grasped them all and made a decision.

Even at his young age, here were signs of his future character—calm in the face of danger, collected, meticulous, and above all possessing a resilience that allowed him to survive the most desperate situations.

The two blades crashed against each other, the sound like heavy rain, the speed like a hurricane, flashing so quickly they appeared as two white streaks. Fu Shen’s strength and skill were still lacking, and he gradually fell behind. When their blades met again, Yan Xiaohan knocked the sword from his hand. The tip of his blade sliced through the wind straight toward Fu Shen’s throat, a split second from the killing blow.

But he couldn’t complete it.

Yan Xiaohan could cut down Young Master Xie without hesitation, but he would have to think twice before killing Fu Shen.

The blade hummed as he wrenched it off its course. The hand wielding the sword had perfect control over the weapon. With a twist of his wrist, the blade twitched just a hairsbreadth away from Fu Shen’s neck, narrowly grazing the artery at his throat.

At the same time, Fu Shen lunged.

This was the moment he had been waiting for. Fu Shen had been certain Yan Xiaohan wouldn’t kill him. The instant his blade changed direction, Fu Shen slid along the spine of Yan Xiaohan’s blade to close the space between them and silently brought a small hunting knife to Yan Xiaohan’s throat.

Fleeting as a flint spark, fluid as a falcon’s strike; the situation reversed in the blink of an eye.

“Lord Yan, my sincere apologies,” Fu Shen panted in his ear. “I don’t wish to trouble you. Order your people to let Xie Er go and leave the mountain at once.”

To accompany the threat, he pressed the knife down with just enough force to render Yan Xiaohan speechless without suffocating him. It was easy to guess who had taught him this trick. Yan Xiaohan understood how to read a situation. He was under Fu Shen’s control now, so he calmly gestured for his men to put down their swords.

“Yours too,” said Fu Shen.

Yan Xiaohan dropped his blade, and Fu Shen kicked the sword away.

Xie Qianfan was used to throwing his weight around, but he had finally run into real trouble today. He was so frightened his face was still bloodless. Mere moments ago he thought he was going to die; the instant the Feilong Guardsmen released him, he scuttled back behind Yi Siming with his tail between his legs.

“Xie Er,” Fu Shen called out.

“Huh?”

“You spoke out of turn, then tried to shoot him. Come here and apologize to Lord Yan.”

Everyone was stunned.

Xie Qianfan’s face flushed. He clenched his fists and barked, “I won’t! Who the hell is he? A lapdog of the imperial court! Why should I apologize to him!”

Yi Siming put a hand on Xie Qianfan’s shoulder to hold him back and said placatingly, “Fu Shen…”

“Are you going to apologize or not?” Fu Shen’s face darkened. He said coldly, “If you insist on throwing a tantrum, I’ll let him go. You can try your luck against him.”

Young Master Xie fell quiet.

Yan Xiaohan, a half-strangled hostage being used to teach young noblemen manners, barely stopped himself from laughing out loud.

Xie Qianfan glared, the rims of his eyes growing redder and redder until he burst into tears. “I won’t! I won’t! You’ve all sided with him! Am I nothing in your eyes?!”

In the ensuing silence, Yan Xiaohan heard Fu Shen sigh softly behind him.

“He’s just a spoiled child. He really didn’t mean to offend you,” Fu Shen murmured under his breath. “I apologize on his behalf—and while I only took you hostage as a last resort, I’m sorry for that too.”

What a softhearted person.

There was still a hint of youthfulness in his voice, but his tone and mannerisms were as solemn as an adult’s. His breath was very light after the exertion was over. It ticked steadily, in a way that stirred Yan Xiaohan’s heart as it brushed past.

He thought, You’re also still a child—

Before he could finish this thought, a cluster of low shadows rushed out of the underbrush. They ran headlong into the Feilong Guard, knocking one of the guardsmen over.

“What the hell?!” someone cried. Fu Shen turned.

Taking advantage of his distraction, Yan Xiaohan moved fast as lightning—he grabbed Fu Shen’s wrist, twisted it, and with a tooth-aching crack, dislocated Fu Shen’s arm.

Fu Shen reacted just as swiftly. He spun and kicked Yan Xiaohan several steps back, then rolled to the side and jammed his arm back into the socket, sweating from the pain. Yet he didn’t have time to seek revenge on Yan Xiaohan. The intruders had become a more immediate threat—a pack of wild boars had charged not only the Feilong Guard, but Fu Shen’s side as well.

Yi Siming cursed loudly. “Damn you—where the hell did these bastards come from! Fu Shen! Didn’t you say there are no wild boars on this mountain?!”

“I haven’t been here for years!” Fu Shen roared back. “How the hell would I know?! Get up in the trees, quickly—climb!”

There had been a period of time, years ago, when wild boars had run rampant on Mount Baoyan, destroying the crops on the farmland below. The local farmers had had no choice but to go to the capital and ask the mountain’s owners for help. Fu Shen’s father and his second and third uncles had brought a team of Northern Yan soldiers to Youlan Villa and stayed for several weeks, during which they exterminated more than a dozen dens. For a long time after that, Mount Baoyan hadn’t been disturbed by wild boars.

It wasn’t until recent years that wild boars had appeared in the mountains again, but the sightings were rare, and the farmers didn’t take them seriously. No one expected there were so many wild boars hiding in the forest. The creatures were hostile, goring anyone they saw, and sent both the well-trained Feilong Guard and the unsuspecting young noblemen fleeing in terror.

The nobles heeded Fu Shen’s command and scrambled up the trees. But the creatures were already among the Feilong Guard, who couldn’t run without Yan Xiaohan’s order.

Fu Shen caught his breath amid the branches as he watched the soldiers below. He felt a pang of pity and nearly called out to Yan Xiaohan not to suffer in vain on account of pride. Yet before he could, he caught sight of two boars chasing Yan Xiaohan beneath the very tree he was perched in.

The bushes beside him were trembling.

All the hair rose on the back of Fu Shen’s neck. At the same moment the boar burst out of the bushes, he jumped down, shouting, “Watch out!”

He knocked Yan Xiaohan away from the beast’s goring tusks, and the two of them rolled aside, gripping one another tight. Yan Xiaohan’s clothes had been torn by the sharp tusks, and he had a deep gouge on his back. Blood coated Fu Shen’s hands. If Yan Xiaohan had taken the full brunt of the attack, daylight would currently be shining through two tusk wounds in his body.

“Thank you—”

Fu Shen barely realized Yan Xiaohan had spoken before he felt a hand shove his shoulder and went flying. Yan Xiaohan had hurled him away.

A black shadow like a whirlwind sped past from behind. Fu Shen stared in shock as its thick tusks connected with Yan Xiaohan’s abdomen. Yan Xiaohan’s roar thundered in his ears.

“Damn you, run!”

Yan Xiaohan didn’t have time to find his feet as he was dragged by the wild boar. Fortunately, the belt of the Feilong Guard’s uniform was made of wide cowhide with a bronze beast-head buckle, which blocked the worst of the boar’s devastating blow. Its tusks snagged on the bronze buckle, and the beast flung Yan Xiaohan from side to side through the trees, trying to break free. After sitting stunned for a moment, Fu Shen ran after them. When he cleared the obscuring branches, he nearly vomited blood at the sight that greeted him.

“Bloody hell!” he yelled at the sky. “Didn’t you check your horoscope before going out today?”

Deep in the dense forest on this mountain, there was a steep and rocky cliff. The wild boar must have gained human intelligence, since it seemed determined to hurl this annoying human to his death.

Yan Xiaohan had also noticed the drop behind him. He grabbed at the wild boar’s tusk, trying to free it from the buckle—but it was too late. In the blink of an eye, the boar rushed to the cliff’s edge and swung its gargantuan head.

The mountain wind was howling. In a moment of suspension in midair, the man’s bulk forced the tusks and the bronze buckle apart. Then Yan Xiaohan’s body plummeted down. He had no illusions that he’d survive the fall.

His vision went dark.

Suddenly, he felt himself jerk to a halt.

Fu Shen, half dangling off the edge of the cliff, had clutched at his clothes with one hand. Through gritted teeth, he managed, “Grab my hand!”

A look of genuine astonishment appeared on Yan Xiaohan’s face, which before had always seemed covered by a mask.

“You…” His lips moved slightly, the hushed word almost lost in the mountain breeze. But in the next moment, his eyes widened. “Behind you!”

Fu Shen felt a sharp pain pierce his back the instant before his body was flung forward. Even so, he never released his grip on Yan Xiaohan.

“Fu Shen!”

The two of them plunged over the cliff together.


Chapter 18

 

FU SHEN WOKE HAZILY to the sound of rushing water. Everything was wet and cold, and his whole body ached. The instant he opened his eyes, before he could even take in his surroundings, he turned his head and vomited all over the ground.

Steady hands supported his shoulders and held a leaf filled with water to his lips. “Rinse your mouth.”

He couldn’t. His vision flashed dark, and he saw double. His limbs seemed to have been disassembled; even the slightest movement was difficult. Those hands held his head down, forcing him to drink a few sips of water as he slowly gained his bearings and recognized his comrade in suffering.

“Lord Yan,” Fu Shen said weakly. “Are we doomed to be in conflict…?”

Unexpectedly, Yan Xiaohan made no retort but merely stared at him. Drops of water clung to that beautiful face, and the cold, murderous intent seemed to be washed away. His expression now was—surprisingly—a little helpless.

Fu Shen felt the back of his neck prickle under that amber stare. He waved a hand in front of Yan Xiaohan’s eyes. “What’s wrong with you? Are you possessed?”

Yan Xiaohan gently pressed his hand down. “Sorry. I’ve caused you a lot of trouble.”

Fu Shen started, frightened by this sudden sincerity. He waved his hands frantically. “No, no, no! No need, no need, no need! I’m fine! Don’t blame yourself!”

“Don’t thrash around.” Yan Xiaohan pressed down his other hand too. “Your back is injured. Be careful.”

Fu Shen watched in horror as this ruthless killer transformed into a little white rabbit before his eyes. He suspected the one who’d hit his head hardest was Yan Xiaohan.

The two had been shoved off the cliff together by a wild boar. Neither had expected to live to tell the tale—but it seemed a different fate awaited them, for there was a deep pool at the base of the cliff. Fu Shen had dropped headfirst into the pool and been knocked unconscious on impact. Yan Xiaohan was luckier: He hit the side of the pool and likely cracked a rib, but at least he hadn’t fainted. He’d hauled Fu Shen out of the water before he drowned and found a dry cave nearby, where he had temporarily settled him.

Leaving him lying unconscious, Yan Xiaohan had gone out to gather wood and used Fu Shen’s firestarter, carefully wrapped in oilpaper, to kindle a fire. He doubted they’d be able to leave that night, but before he could collect any more dry firewood, the weather turned uncooperative; clouds covered the sky, and it started to rain.

Fu Shen touched a hand to his back and found a bone-deep wound, a souvenir of the boar. It had been simply treated and wrapped in a strip of cloth. He looked down. He was wearing two layers of dry outer robes, and his own inner clothes were being dried by the fire. Yan Xiaohan had on only a single unlined robe, totally drenched, with a bloodstain across the back and a missing hem.

“Aren’t you cold?” Fu Shen propped himself up to sitting, trying to take off Yan Xiaohan’s outer robe to give it back, but he was stopped by a look from Yan Xiaohan.

“Wear it. There’s not enough firewood. It’ll be colder once the sun goes down.” After a pause, he added, “I only have a few scratches, nothing serious. Don’t worry.”

Fu Shen didn’t know about the broken rib. Seeing that Yan Xiaohan had no other visible injuries, he believed him and leaned back against the stone wall of the cave. “I don’t think I can walk right now. I’ll have to stay here tonight. If you have the strength, you should leave after the rain stops. If you just follow the ravine, you’ll be out by tomorrow morning.”

Yan Xiaohan poked at the fire with a branch and said without looking up, “I’ll bring you out of here. Don’t be afraid.”

Fu Shen burst out laughing. “I’m not scared! Mount Baoyan is the Fu family’s own property. What’s there to be afraid of? Someone will definitely come to rescue me tomorrow. If you take me with you, I will only be a burden. It’ll be faster if you go by yourself.”

“You’re not a burden.” Yan Xiaohan shook his head. “I want to stay with you. Is that a burden?”

“You…what?” Fu Shen was stunned and said awkwardly, “Ah, I see… That’s fine, then…”

Yan Xiaohan said no more.

The young Fu Shen was as naturally brimming with energy and curiosity as a mountain monkey. Even while injured he couldn’t sit still. After biting his tongue for a long time, he couldn’t stand it anymore and asked hesitantly, “Well then, Lord Yan, why’d you wan—ahem, why do you insist on staying?”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him as if he had grown another head. What kind of useless question was this?

“I-I-I mean—” Fu Shen cursed at himself for stuttering. He went on, face crimson, “I thought you didn’t like me very much?”

Yan Xiaohan stopped what he was doing, turned around, and looked Fu Shen in the eye. “No need to call me lord.”

“Hm?”

“I’m only two years older than you and haven’t taken a courtesy name yet. If you don’t mind, Fu-gongzi, you can treat me as an older brother.”

Fu Shen was stunned. “You’re only eighteen? You haven’t even come of age yet. You can join the Feilong Guard at eighteen?”

He couldn’t be blamed for his astonishment. Yan Xiaohan seemed far too mature and composed, without any of the recklessness and naivete of a young man. Additionally, he already held such a high-ranking position in the imperial court; no one would ever guess he was a mere eighteen.

Fu Shen’s surprise was amusing—his eyes widened, making him look remarkably childish. Yan Xiaohan lowered his head to hide his smile. “I am indeed not of age yet. As for being able to join the Feilong Guard, don’t I have my adoptive father?”

Fu Shen realized his surprise had made him rude and said awkwardly, “Yan-xiong, don’t worry, that’s not what I meant. With your skills, whether in the imperial guard or the Feilong Guard, you’d be certain to stand out.”

“And I don’t dislike you.” Yan Xiaohan added a few more branches to the fire and said slowly, “You saved me twice. I won’t just leave you here.”

Fu Shen almost blurted, Are all you Feilong Guardsmen so determined to repay your debts? But thankfully he stopped himself and said stiffly, “Thank you.”

“I should be the one thanking you.”

The rain outside intensified; the mountains were cloaked in a thick fog, and the occasional cold draft cut through the cave. Fu Shen had lost a great deal of blood. His skin felt chilled, and his lips had gone white from the cold. Yan Xiaohan eased him closer to the fire and sat near the mouth of the cave to block the wind.

Fu Shen was truly touched. He was the oldest among his generation of the Fu family and had grown up listening to the story of the virtuous Kong Rong giving up his pears to his brothers. He treated his friends as equals; he had never had the experience of an older brother looking after him. Yet somehow, amid this desperate predicament, Yan Xiaohan had perfectly filled this position.

Putting aside any prejudice regarding his adoptive parentage, he was sensible, mature, and considerate, and his attitude toward Fu Shen was that of an attentive older brother. He wasn’t as ruthless and vicious as Fu Shen had imagined a court lackey to be, nor as subservient and flattering as all the rumors about someone willing to call a eunuch Father had suggested.

Fu Tingxin had always taught him to judge people by their character and never to put stock in gossip, no matter what. Fu Shen stole a glance at Yan Xiaohan’s profile—his eyes lowered, brow furrowed—and wondered, Between the guard who drew his sword at the slightest provocation and the young man shielding me from the wind and rain, which one is your true self?

“Yan-xiong,” Fu Shen said, “take off your wet clothes. Let me at least give you this outer robe.”

“No need.”

“Then sit a little closer to the fire.”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him, sorely tempted to reach out and pat his head. “I’m not cold.”

“Can you not use the same empty words on me that you’d use to coax a child?” Speaking sent pain flaring through the wound on his back, but he forced himself to suppress a grimace. “What if you get sick? How can I take care of you like this? We’ll both end up dying here.”

The man at the entrance of the cave remained motionless.

“Do you really need me to come over there to get you?” Fu Shen said weakly.

Yan Xiaohan’s figure was completely subsumed by the shadow of the cave. The light and warmth of the fire seemed very far away. He was silent for a long time before he said, “Fu Shen, you know my reputation.”

“Huh?”

“You and I are as far apart as clouds and mud,” Yan Xiaohan said. “There’s no need to force yourself to be courteous to me.”

Fu Shen turned this statement over several times in his mind before he grasped its meaning: Yan Xiaohan still worried Fu Shen didn’t want to associate with him. Exasperated, he exclaimed, “I’ve already said I don’t look down on you! Don’t compare me with that jerk Xie Er! If I disliked you, would I call you Yan-xiong? There are only two of us on this desolate mountain. Who would I be performing for, hmm? Do I have nothing better to do?!”

He lay back and heaved for breath. “Fine, I give in. Very well. Are you two years older than me or only two years old, Yan-xiong?”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him helplessly, his mouth set in uncertainty.

At sixteen, Fu Shen didn’t know the feeling of being stabbed in the back, nor that his tolerance and candor were considered abnormal in the eyes of most. Yan Xiaohan thought that the help Fu Shen had rendered him thus far was already his limit. This young man’s mind was broader than he had imagined.

“My back hurts,” Fu Shen said. “The stone is too hard.”

This unreasonable, almost spoiled, request nonetheless seemed to Yan Xiaohan to have infinite legitimacy. He finally compromised: He left the cave entrance, settled beside Fu Shen, and asked patiently, “How do you want to sit?”

Fu Shen tilted sideways, letting his head fall onto Yan Xiaohan’s thighs, and said vaguely, “I’ll be taking advantage of your kindness. Anyway, I don’t dislike you. If you dislike me, just bear with it.”

“Scoundrel.” Yan Xiaohan laughed and stretched out his long legs so he could lie more comfortably.

Fu Shen closed his eyes. “Put on the dry robe and cover me too. Don’t catch a cold.”

Yan Xiaohan hummed. He took the inner robe that had been dried by the fire and obediently covered Fu Shen, then wrestled off his own wet clothes and draped the dry outer robe over his bare shoulders. “We don’t know when the rain will stop,” he murmured. “Be alert at night, and run away if you sense something wrong.”

Fu Shen responded with an enormous yawn.

Seeing that he was exhausted, Yan Xiaohan fell silent. With one sitting and one lying down, they closed their eyes and waited quietly for dawn.

In the middle of the night, the fire guttered out, but the rain continued. The wound on Fu Shen’s back festered and swelled. He developed a low fever, his teeth chattering from the cold. Yan Xiaohan saw the situation worsening and had no leisure to wonder whether he was crossing a line. Supporting Fu Shen’s head, he helped him up and gathered him into his arms. “Come here. Sit in my lap… Curl up your legs.”

Thoughts scattered by fever, Fu Shen was groggy and blindly obedient, shifting closer just as he was told. Yan Xiaohan put on another half-dry inner layer and let Fu Shen curl up in his arms. He covered him snugly with two outer robes and used his own body heat to warm him.

Yan Xiaohan looped one arm around his waist and the other around his shoulders, a gentle cage to prevent him from falling. Fu Shen reached out to hug Yan Xiaohan’s waist in return and rested his cheek on his shoulder, finally finding a comfortable position to settle in.
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“Are you still cold?” Yan Xiaohan asked softly.

“Not cold. Hungry.”

Yan Xiaohan didn’t know what to say.

“Nothing to eat or drink, freezing and wet,” Fu Shen continued. “It’s your fault we ended up like this.”

“My fault.”

“You just had to catch some fugitive, but instead you caught nothing but the tusk of a wild boar… Will you be punished when you go back?”

“I won’t.”

“Why?”

“Because of my adoptive father, no one dares to punish me.”

“You are you, and your adoptive father is your adoptive father. Why do you keep mentioning him?” Fu Shen muttered. “Where is your real father?”

Yan Xiaohan was silent for a long time. Eventually, he whispered, “I don’t have a father.”


Chapter 19

 

IN THE CLEAR VIEW OF HINDSIGHT, that night they had spent in the wilderness had been terribly dangerous. The two of them were injured and caught in heavy rain; there were venomous insects and wild animals prowling the mountains, not to mention the risk of a landslide burying the cave at any moment. But later, when Fu Shen thought back to that time, his clearest memory was of the gentle comfort of Yan Xiaohan patting his back and coaxing him to sleep.

So vivid was this impression that many years later, when he tumbled into the same person’s arms again, it felt uncannily familiar.

By morning, the downpour cleared, and the mountain birds were chirping. Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan exited the cave and walked along the floor of the ravine. The air was fresh and damp after the rain, and many mushrooms grew in the forest. Fu Shen had been ravenous all night, and as he glanced eagerly about the forest, the word hungry was almost legible in his eyes.

Yan Xiaohan had no choice but to pull him back onto the path of sense and advise, “They might be poisonous. You can’t eat them.”

“Straw mushrooms and mushrooms growing under pine trees are not poisonous; you can eat them,” Fu Shen insisted. “I’ve picked white mushrooms on the grassland before. Trust me.”

Yan Xiaohan was nearly moved by his confidence—but when he recalled their current situation, he ruthlessly refused. “Getting to safety is more important. If you want to eat mushrooms, I’ll send you a trunkful when we get back to the capital, all right?”

Fu Shen ducked his head in thought and concluded that he was being childish. He was usually very good at pretending to be a mature and levelheaded adult, but perhaps because Yan Xiaohan had cared for him so considerately all night, the small mischievous streak in his nature reared its head.

“But I’m hungry.” He looked at Yan Xiaohan pitifully. “So hungry I can’t walk.”

In reality, the mushrooms weren’t that tempting, and Fu Shen wasn’t that desperate to eat them. He just missed that warm and indulgent embrace from the night before. Right now, the world seemed to have only the two of them in it. Beset by anxiety brought on by hunger, fatigue, and their unknown journey ahead, he couldn’t help craving the attention of his companion.

Put directly, he wanted to be spoiled.

Yan Xiaohan glanced down at him. Surprisingly, he didn’t lose his temper, nor did he expose Fu Shen’s gambit. His eyes were soft, like a handful of melting snow—cold and clear, but warming every second.

He briskly turned his back to Fu Shen and went down on one knee. “Come here. I’ll carry you.”

Even when pouting, Fu Shen knew when to stop playing games. He would never do something so outrageously shameless, and he backed away several steps. “No need, no need, no need—I was only joking! Let’s go.”

“I’m not joking.” Yan Xiaohan glanced back with a smile. “Consider it compensation for the mushrooms. It’s okay. Come on.”

Fu Shen’s hesitation was plain, but that back, not-yet-so-broad but exceptionally straight, seemed to exert an extraordinary pull, drawing him closer, step by step. He reached out as if possessed and draped his arms around Yan Xiaohan’s neck.

Yan Xiaohan steadily lifted him up.

Instantly, Yan Xiaohan’s ribs throbbed with a dull pain. The pressure applied by a grown man’s weight on broken bones couldn’t be underestimated, but Yan Xiaohan wasn’t thinking about that now. All his attention was directed toward his feet on the ground and the young man on his back. At first, Fu Shen was as stiff as a coffin board, trying his best to maintain some distance between his chest and Yan Xiaohan’s back, but after a while, his body relaxed, and he cautiously sank forward.

To describe it with less dignity: He was like a small animal approaching timidly, soft fur standing on end, only to plop down into a waiting palm.

After a moment, Yan Xiaohan felt a weight on his shoulder; Fu Shen had rested his chin there.

Yan Xiaohan was forced to relive the unbearable restlessness he’d felt when he was briefly held hostage by Fu Shen. He heard the young man say in his ear, “Yan-xiong, I did help you twice, but it wasn’t some grand gesture; I was only lending a hand. You…don’t have to indulge me like this just to return the favor.”

Gently adjusting him higher on his back, Yan Xiaohan said, “I want to make you happy; how can that be called indulging you?”

“What’s it called, then?”

Yan Xiaohan thought seriously for a moment and said uncertainly, “A father’s insurmountable love?”

Fu Shen was speechless.

He knocked his head against the back of Yan Xiaohan’s; he could feel the slight vibration of Yan Xiaohan’s chest as he chuckled. Yan Xiaohan asked, amused, “You’re not dizzy anymore? Careful you don’t knock yourself witless.”

Of course he was treating Fu Shen kindly to repay him, but it was more than just gratitude. It was easy for any two people to become acquaintances, but it took fate to become true friends. Yet Fu Shen seemed to be thinking of him at every turn. There were pleasant surprises in life from time to time.

Last night in the cave, the two of them had huddled together to keep warm. When Yan Xiaohan had said I don’t have a father, those had simply been the thoughts in his head at that moment. The fatigue and chill had scattered his rationality; his defenses had cracked, and some deeply concealed emotions had seeped out along the seams.

It was a momentary loss of self-control. But Yan Xiaohan had truly had no intention of divulging his secrets to anyone, nor did he require false comfort or sympathy now.

Fu Shen’s way of thinking was very mature, and his words and actions were restrained and polite. Yan Xiaohan had already anticipated his response and begun thinking how to avoid the topic when he heard Fu Shen say indifferently, “If you don’t have one, then you don’t have one. I don’t have a mother either.”

His attitude was always: If you want to talk, I’ll listen; if you don’t want to talk, I won’t ask.

Unreserved and authentic.

Yan Xiaohan had breathed a sigh of relief, and it was at that moment that he came to regard this spoiled young master as a friend.

The two of them trudged through the valley for most of the day. After letting Yan Xiaohan carry him for a while, Fu Shen hopped off and walked on his own. The mountain was beautiful, with flowing water, lush vegetation, and views of wild orchids covering the slopes on either side of the ravine. If one disregarded their current miserable state, it was an enchanting scene.

The two of them stopped for a while to rest. Fu Shen moved to break off an orchid branch to play with and was once again stopped by Yan Xiaohan.

Rather than getting upset, Fu Shen asked with a smile, “This can’t be picked and that can’t be broken. Why are you stopping me this time? Are orchids also poisonous?”

Yan Xiaohan handed him a piece of wild fruit they’d picked earlier and sat down carefully, pressing a hand to his ribs. He sighed. “No. I just think that they’re growing very well in this valley. If they hadn’t encountered us, they could bloom safely for many more seasons. If you break a branch, the flowers will wither tomorrow. Is it necessary?”

Fu Shen snickered. “The ancients said, ‘If you don’t pick it or wear it, will the orchid not be harmed?’16 How come with you it’s, ‘If you pick or wear it, the orchid will be harmed.’” 

“‘Plants and trees have their own hearts—why would they wish to be broken by a beauty?’”17

Fu Shen fell onto him, laughing. There was almost no space between them, half of their bodies pressed up against each other. Yan Xiaohan found himself thinking that this young master was quite innocent. After experiencing one night of hardship together, he was already so comfortable with him. Perhaps it was because they were alone on the mountain, and he was after all a little frightened, that he unconsciously stayed close.

Yan Xiaohan put his arm around him, and the two of them leaned back, lying side by side on the grassy slope.

Gazing at the clear blue sky, Fu Shen said with sudden seriousness, “Yan-xiong, since you’re a person who cherishes flowers so much a wild orchid can move your heart, why did you come up here in the first place and kick up such a storm?”

“You’re talking nonsense again. Thunder and rain fall from the heavens. ’Tis time and fate. It’s out of my control.”18

Fu Shen sat up. “Then I’d better go pick that flower. Since ancient times, humans have been destined to die, so we should enjoy the present and worry later—”

Yan Xiaohan pulled him back, caught between laughter and tears, and held him tightly. “Come back here! You… Do you really have to meddle in this messy business? Whether the Jin family lives or dies, what concern is it of yours?”

“You already guessed everything?” Fu Shen asked, astonished.

“Do I even need to guess?” Yan Xiaohan sneered. “A group of young men was rudely blocking the road, each with his confession of guilt practically written on his face. If it weren’t for the fact that I couldn’t afford to offend you all at once, I would’ve captured the lot of you and taken you back to the Feilong Guard’s Department of Prudence. I wouldn’t even have to torture you; a good fright would be enough for a confession.”

Fu Shen laughed dryly.

“Before I arrived, I heard that many officials pleaded for for­giveness for Jin Yunfeng, including General Fu. That’s why you saved those two, right?” Before Fu Shen could nod, Yan Xiaohan continued, “Listen to my advice. Don’t take everything on yourself, or ignore consequences for the sake of loyalty. The Duke of Ying’s estate is at the center of this storm. Do you really imagine the emperor doesn’t know about General Fu and His Highness the Prince of Su?”

“But my second uncle still—”

“He can petition for mercy because he’s half a student of Jin Yunfeng. One must honor the heavens, earth, emperor, parents, and teachers, so for him, it’s understandable. There’s no need for genuine feelings; he’s excused for following the formalities. But you are different.” Yan Xiaohan pinched the back of his neck. “You have nothing to do with Jin Yunfeng. You’re the eldest son of the duke. If you protect the remnants of the Jin family, you will drag the entire Duke of Ying’s estate into this. Do you understand?”

Silence came upon them like the sunset, slowly descending over the grassy slope.

Yan Xiaohan looked down at Fu Shen’s pensive expression. Perhaps he had spoken too harshly—but if this would make Fu Shen see the precarity of his position, being a little harsh was fine.

In fact, he shouldn’t have said a word. Whether others lived or died, whether they were wronged or not, had nothing to do with him. The Feilong Guard was a sword in the hands of the emperor, and a sword did not need to judge who should die.

But Fu Shen was different.

“Yan-xiong,” Fu Shen began. “I know you’re saying this for my own good.”

Yet Yan Xiaohan didn’t feel at all relieved, because it was obvious his next word would be but.

“But you’re wrong about one thing,” Fu Shen said. “My second uncle submitted the petition because he truly wanted to plead for Jin Yunfeng, not just out of filial obligation or as a formality. If Jin Yunfeng was really guilty, my uncle wouldn’t have rushed home thousands of li from the border, and His Highness the Prince of Su would not have entrusted such a grave matter to him simply because he was too lazy to come forward himself. Jin Yunfeng was falsely accused. And if that’s the case, I couldn’t just sit idly when that woman came to me for help.”

Yan Xiaohan was about to drop dead from fury. “Who dares to claim they are innocent? He had private dealings with Han Yuantong, passed messages to the Prince of An’s estate, and several letters as well as gold and silver were found in his home. He spoke without respect for the throne in his many criticisms on the reduction of vassal states. The emperor himself convicted him of a crime, so what exactly is he falsely accused of?!”

Fu Shen sighed. “The Feilong Guard investigated this case, did it not? Shouldn’t you know better than I do whether this evidence was real or fabricated?”

How bold this young master was, lying in a man’s arms while insinuating he had been an accomplice to evil and helped a tyrant commit atrocities. Yan Xiaohan could strangle him to death with a twist of his hand, but Fu Shen didn’t seem to care. He gripped Yan Xiaohan’s collar and continued earnestly, “Yan-xiong, I don’t want to lie to you, so I told you this. I don’t know much about affairs of the court, but I know the vassal princes are the emperor’s gravest concern.”

“You know, yet you still—”

“I also know my second uncle wouldn’t travel such a great distance to plead mercy for a treasonous subject.” Fu Shen’s eyes fell on the slender stalks of the orchids, swaying in the breeze. “‘Orchids are like gentlemen, and grasses are like scholars and officials. In nature, there are perhaps ten blades of grass for each orchid.’19 Among all the officials of the court, Jin Yunfeng is the only one who dared to stand up and speak for the Prince of An.”

“After all this chatter, you still don’t understand,” Yan Xiaohan said coldly.

“It’s not that I don’t understand. It’s that someone is determined to go about things the wrong way.”

“Watch what you say.”

“What can’t I say? What should I be afraid to say?!” Fu Shen stared at him. “Fabricated charges against him, falsely imprisoned him, stole his property, slew his family, and planted evidence to frame him. The emperor is wrong! If he’s wrong, then he’s wrong!”

Yan Xiaohan flipped over, pinning Fu Shen to the ground, and slapped a hand over his mouth. His chest heaved with anger. When their eyes met, they could hear each other’s rapid breathing and see their own reflections in each other’s eyes.

“Let the words you said here today rot in your stomach. If I hear any of this again, forget the others—I will personally throw you into prison. Remember that.”

Fu Shen’s brow furrowed. He made two muffled sounds beneath his palm and nudged him with his knee. Yan Xiaohan moved his hand away.

“Get off me!” Fu Shen yelped in agony. “You’re pressing the wound on my back! It hurts!”

Yan Xiaohan discovered that he had no way to deal with Fu Shen. If one called him clever, he would act like a fool at the worst possible moment; if one called him mature, he would turn childish and ridiculous. His personality was far too contrary. Even so—though he spoke treasonously, Yan Xiaohan still hoped he could hide safely away. He didn’t want to force him to change or be forced to act against him.

Suddenly, Yan Xiaohan understood why Fu Shen wanted to help the descendants of the Jin family.

Yan Xiaohan sat back, and Fu Shen pushed himself up from the slope without his help. As his intensity subsided, he calmed down enough to realize that he had spoken far too recklessly.

He was not a radical person by nature; his principles were just different from others, and he was young and naive. He had an arrogance that came from being sheltered from the world and not yet made to hide his edge.

Pushing to his feet, Yan Xiaohan said without looking at him, “Let’s go.”

Before he took the first step forward, he felt a tug on his wrist. He glanced down. Fu Shen had grabbed his sleeve, though he still didn’t dare to look up at him. His head hung pitifully low.

Oh. So Fu Shen had at last awoken from his madness.

Yan Xiaohan narrowed his eyes. Secretly he wanted to laugh, but he kept his face stoic. “What is it?”

“I…spoke out of turn earlier and made you angry. Sorry.” When Yan Xiaohan remained silent, expression stern, he continued earnestly, “I admit my mistake. I was wrong. You can beat me, scold me, or punish me as you wish.”

“Enough of that,” Yan Xiaohan said icily. “How would I dare strike or scold Fu-gongzi? You’re not wrong. It’s we treacherous villains who are at fault.”

Fu Shen’s head drooped even lower. He was truly regretful. It was the first time in his life he’d felt compelled to humble himself and apologize. He hadn’t expected the one he’d offended would be so unreceptive. “I never thought of you as a treacherous villain, but…”

But what?

But people with different principles can’t work together. But I firmly believe Jin Yunfeng was wronged. But “a gentleman cultivates his morality and does not alter his principles in the face of difficulties.”20

He couldn’t continue. He let go of Yan Xiaohan’s sleeve and said dejectedly, “I’m sorry.”

A dry, cool palm caught his hand before it could fall.

Yan Xiaohan squatted until their eyes were level. “Who said just now that he would accept any beating, scolding, or punishment? You angered me. I only criticized you a little and you can’t take it? Is your apology so insincere?”

Fu Shen’s ears felt inexplicably hot. His heart was a tempest; now, even more than before, he didn’t dare look up.

Yan Xiaohan thought about it all and felt that he had sinned. A sheltered young nobleman was injured defending him and pitched over a cliff. In a single day he’d endured all manner of hardships he’d never experienced before in his life. In the end, Yan Xiaohan had even bullied him into this pitiful state. It was simply too wicked.

Fu Shen didn’t know what to say; he could only repeat, “I’m sorry.”

Yan Xiaohan clicked his tongue. “Where’s your sincerity?”

With his free hand, he lifted Fu Shen’s chin, making him look him straight in the eye. “Chin up. Look at me. You didn’t even address me properly. Who are you saying sorry to? The previous ones don’t count; start over. What should you call me?”

He had intended for Fu Shen to call him Yan-xiong and apologize properly, and then he wouldn’t embarrass him anymore. Yet unexpectedly, Fu Shen mistook his meaning. He was quiet for a long time before asking in a very small voice: “Gege?”21

Yan Xiaohan’s heart heated instantly, and he unconsciously pulled his hand away from Fu Shen’s. A light breeze passed, filling their sleeves with the fragrance of orchids.

“You… I…” Yan Xiaohan stuttered. He bent to help Fu Shen up from the ground, dusted the grass and dirt off him, and managed, “Let’s go.”

Fu Shen was baffled. “Is that…good enough?”

“That’s enough, my eldest young master.” Yan Xiaohan looked down at him, sighed quietly, and gave him a wistful smile. “If you call me that again, I’ll leave the dark and turn toward the light for you.”


Chapter 20

 

THE TWO WALKED out of the ravine just as night fell, and they reunited with the guardsmen who had come looking for them. Yan Xiaohan lifted Fu Shen onto his own horse, and the two rode together back to Youlan Villa with an escort of Feilong Guard.

When they arrived outside the main gate, the party stopped, and Yan Xiaohan dismounted. He left Fu Shen in the care of Yi Siming and the other young gentlemen who had hurried over. After giving them a few instructions, such as paying attention to the wound on Fu Shen’s back and applying medicine on schedule, he swung back up on his horse and turned to leave.

His figure was cloaked in shadows amid the dim lanterns, making his profile stand out all the more sharply. In this light he looked particularly haggard. Fu Shen felt horribly guilty. Yan Xiaohan had gone through so much trouble to get him home; they should at least invite him in for tea. But now both parties were well aware the Fu family was sheltering fugitives. If they let the Feilong Guard in, it would be like inviting tigers into the sheep paddock, and all their previous efforts would be in vain.

Yan Xiaohan paused with his hand on the reins, seeming to sense his guilt, and smiled gently. “No need to see me off. Get some rest. I still have official business to attend to, so I won’t disturb you. Fu-gongzi, take care. We’ll meet again in the capital someday.”

Fu Shen raised his hand to bid him farewell and watched the Feilong Guard until they disappeared at the end of the mountain road. He turned around to find Yi Siming, arms folded, watching him contemplatively. Yi Siming clicked his tongue. “You only just met and you’re so reluctant to part with him? Look how you’re pining after him, like you wish he would strap you to his belt and take you along. Have some sense.”

“At least he rescued me from the mountains,” Fu Shen retorted. “What did you do? If I waited for your eminences to finish your tea and get your beauty rest before setting out to search, my body would be cooling by now. You have the nerve to click your tongue at me? For shame.”

“A direct hit, as expected of someone who risked their life for you,” Yi Siming conceded. “Even I can’t comment. All right, enough—let’s go, let’s go. The doctor has been waiting. Go get your injury checked out.”

After the chaos of that day, everyone had lost their taste for hunting, and they decided to return to the capital after one more night in the villa. It was left to Yi Siming to make arrangements for the woman and infant. Fu Shen stayed two more days, waiting for the wound on his back to scab over, before he rode his horse sedately down the mountain.

Before leaving, he deliberately rode back to the same slope full of wild orchids to take a look. After hesitating for a long time, he couldn’t bear to pick a branch. He sighed into the wind and rode away.

Many years later, when he recalled that day, it felt like a scene from a different lifetime. He realized then what it meant to be a youth who feigned a sorrow he could not yet understand for the sake of writing a pretty poem.22

The next day, he returned to the Duke of Ying’s manor, where Fu Tingxin thoroughly scolded him. Fu Shen, confident in his youth, didn’t take the injury on his back seriously. He lazed around in bed for a couple of days, and when he got back up, he was as strong and spirited as ever.

The situation in the capital, in contrast, had taken a turn for the worse. The scope of the conspiracy seemed to grow by the day. Not only Han Yuantong and his accomplices had come under investigation; the Prince of An’s entire faction and even Jin Yunfeng’s disciples and old friends were affected. The emperor seemed determined to use Jin Yunfeng as a warning to the Prince of An. The memorials Fu Tingxin and others submitted fell on deaf ears. The court was in a state of panic, and everyone lived in fear.

Although Fu Shen wasn’t in court, the snippets he heard from Fu Tingxin made him both worried and anxious—worried since he still hadn’t told his second uncle about saving the child and feared his rash action would cause trouble for him, and anxious because as long as the case dragged on, that woman and child would never be free.

He was lost in his thoughts when a servant handed him a card inviting him to a meal at Jinghe Tower west of Chunming Bridge that day at noon.

His name was written on the red seal on the outside, and the neat signature on the gold-speckled paper within was that of the lieutenant general of the Left Shenwu Guard, Yan Xiaohan.

He hurried to change his clothes, comb his hair, and ready himself to go out. Although he kept his expression carefully neutral, he couldn’t hide his joy. The servants rushed behind him this way and that, secretly thinking, How strange—who is capable of sending his soul flying with one simple card?

Jinghe Tower was a restaurant famous for its exquisite Huaiyang cuisine. Fu Shen took the stairs two at a time on his way up to the reserved private room. He pushed open the door and, upon walking around a folding screen, spotted a figure in pale green sitting inside. The man must have heard his footsteps; he turned toward the door.

“Yan-xiong!”

Fu Shen smiled before he spoke; perhaps even he himself didn’t realize it. Yan Xiaohan stood up to greet him, his expression as gentle and warm as a spring breeze. “Please come in. Xiandi, have your injuries healed?”

“Ages ago—they were minor injuries, nothing serious.” Fu Shen sat down across from him and drank a sip of tea Yan Xiaohan poured for him. “Yan-xiong, you look happy today. Is there good news?”

Yan Xiaohan laughed. “No, there isn’t. I heard you returned to the capital a few days ago. I should have prepared gifts and visited you to thank you for saving my life. But I’m of humble status; it’s unusual enough for me to become friends with you. I didn’t want to go and tarnish the duke’s doorstep. After considering it, I thought I’d call you out and thank you in private.”

Their statuses were poles apart, two men destined not to be public friends. Yan Xiaohan had mentioned it repeatedly, likely intending to remind him to keep a low profile to avoid criticism. Fu Shen appreciated the kindness but still sighed. “Yan-xiong, you’re keeping me at arm’s length. You and I spent a night together in a cave deep in the mountains; why talk of status? Or do you think me a pretentious person who despises the poor and loves the rich?”

Yan Xiaohan knew Fu Shen was deliberately lowering himself, but he couldn’t help but walk back the sentiment and say placatingly, “All right, point taken. I misspoke. My apologies, Xiandi.”

Using the tea on the table as a substitute for wine, he drank a cup as punishment. The waiter knocked on the door just then and laid out a full feast. The dishes were not as lavish as those in the noble manors, but their quality was excellent: delicate and exquisite, light and nutritious. There was no fish, shrimp, mutton, or other odorous foods. Even Fu Shen’s cup was filled with a sweet fruit drink.

The feast was a clear display of Yan Xiaohan’s thoughtfulness, and Fu Shen graciously accepted. The two of them chatted as they ate, talking about everything under the sun. The meal lasted nearly two hours.

After noon, when they were sated and ready to leave, Yan Xiaohan murmured, “The court has been very tense. There are many names implicated in the Jin case. His Majesty asks about it frequently and has repeatedly ordered officials to conduct a thorough investigation.” He pointed at Fu Shen from his place at the table. “Anyone trying to undermine it should tread carefully.”

Fu Shen froze. He said guiltily, “Thank you, Yan-xiong, for your advice.”

“No need for thanks,” Yan Xiaohan scoffed. “I’ll be grateful if you can all just cover your tracks well.”

The two couldn’t be seen entering and leaving together, so Yan Xiaohan departed first. Fu Shen waited in the private room while he drank another half a cup of tea. When he stepped outside, a large green carriage pulled up in front of him. The driver jumped off the seat to greet him. “Fu-gongzi, my master has ordered me to take you back to your manor. There are a few gifts prepared for you in the carriage. Please come in, Gongzi.”

“Um? Your master is…?” Fu Shen asked.

The driver replied simply, “Lieutenant General Yan.”

Conscientious and prudent; it was indeed Yan Xiaohan’s style. Fu Shen lifted the curtain and quickly disappeared inside. He saw two boxes neatly stacked in the carriage, one large and one small. The larger was square, and the smaller was long and flat. He couldn’t help asking, “What are they?”

“This servant doesn’t know,” the driver apologized. “My master chose them himself. We are departing now. Gongzi, please take a seat.”

The carriage drove smoothly enough that Fu Shen was able to reach out and carefully open the long box. When he saw what was inside, his heart started pounding.

A finely carved rosewood bow!

That day on Mount Baoyan, Yan Xiaohan had split Fu Shen’s bow with his sword. Later, when the two had been falling off cliffs and trekking through ravines, he had forgotten all about it, and had no plans to ask for compensation. Who would’ve thought Yan Xiaohan remembered, and had been looking for an opportunity to make amends.

Fu Shen’s heart ached and softened; there was suddenly a lump in his throat. He reached out and gently stroked the smooth surface of the rosewood bow and felt a name engraved on the end—Sunset Over the Abyss.

He recollected himself, closed the lid, and looked at the other big box. The tears that had threatened to spill now dissolved into a bittersweet amusement—it was a box of dried mushrooms, alongside pine nuts, hazelnuts, chestnuts, and dried fruit. Yan Xiaohan really had remembered everything, from the owed favors to the idle jokes.

Fu Shen smiled foolishly at the box for far too long; the next thing he knew, the carriage had stopped at the corner gate of the duke’s manor. When he alighted, the servants stationed outside the door hurried over to take the boxes. Fu Shen, however, held the bow box himself with extreme care. He called over his shoulder, “Bring the other box to my courtyard, then sort out half of it and send some to each room. Just say it was sent by a friend.”

It didn’t matter if he was a Feilong Guard or an imperial guard; Fu Shen would consider him a friend. And if the doorstep of the Duke of Ying Manor was defiled, so be it.

 

***

 

The next day, Fu Shen rose early and went looking for Yi Siming. He was still thinking about what Yan Xiaohan had said yesterday, and he felt he had to confirm with his own eyes that the maid and child were safe before he could be at ease.

Yi Siming was well-connected and thorough in all he did, so he had taken the two fugitives from the villa and arranged everything personally. Because there were soldiers checking all the roads and ports, it was difficult to go south, and crossing into other counties was too risky. Yi Siming had settled them in a small courtyard in a remote town, where an old couple took care of them. The neighbors thought the maid was their niece, bringing the baby into their house after the death of her own parents.

Fu Shen and Yi Siming rode their horses at a full gallop the whole way. When they arrived at the house, the maid Caiyue was helping the old woman with embroidery. Seeing her benefactors, she stood at once to welcome them and served them tea with great courtesy. Fu Shen looked around; it seemed she had no worries, and someone was taking care of the baby. He felt immensely relieved and gave her a quiet warning to stay inside more in the coming days.

Although he didn’t go into detail about the situation in the court to avoid frightening her, Caiyue already knew her master’s family would most likely never be vindicated. She bowed to them with tears in her eyes. “Caiyue will never forget the benevolence of these two young masters in saving my life. I can’t repay you in this lifetime. I can only refrain from meat to show my devotion to the Buddha and pray for you in earnest every day. In the next life, I am willing to be born as a cow or a horse to serve you.”

Fu Shen turned aside and refused to accept her vow. Yi Siming sighed. “No need to do all that. As long as you raise this child well, our efforts will not have been in vain.”

The baby was already able to crawl around on the raised part of the floor, and somehow made his way to Fu Shen’s side to mouth at his sleeve with his toothless gums. Fu Shen picked the child up and watched him wave his arms and babble adorably. The gloomy haze in Fu Shen’s heart lightened, and he couldn’t help a tiny smile. Fu Shen was a handsome young man: a person of elegant appearance whose smile was like a thousand trees in bloom, illuminating the whole room. The baby seemed delighted, twisting and turning in Fu Shen’s gentle grip, trying to squirm toward him. Fu Shen didn’t expect he would be liked by children, so he set the child down and let him run wild.

After Fu Shen and the baby amused themselves thoroughly, the old woman caught the child up and carried him away. Yi Siming had no wish to stay any longer and took the opportunity to say his goodbyes. Fu Shen left them some money and promised they didn’t need to be farewelled at the gate. The pair of young men were trying not to attract attention, and left the town as unremarkably as they’d come.

Halfway through their journey, Fu Shen touched his waist and found that the jade pendant he always carried was missing. Had it been anything else, it would be no loss, but this jade happened to be a relic of his late mother. He had carried it with him everywhere since he was a child; it never left his side.

“Don’t tell me it fell off when you were playing with the baby,” Yi Siming said. “Well, I’ll go back with you to look for it.”

Fu Shen waved him off, dejected. “I won’t trouble you anymore. Yi-xiong, you go back first. I’ll retrace our steps and return when I find it.”

Yi Siming knew the pendant had significance to Fu Shen and that he would never give up until he found it. He didn’t force the issue and rode for home. Fu Shen turned his horse around and headed back toward the little town alone.


Chapter 21

 

PERHAPS IT WAS THE HEAVENS’ WILL that Fu Shen’s jade pendant went missing in the small courtyard of that little town. Fate was a hand that could turn the world upside down in an instant. And in an instant, it severed a budding friendship before it could bloom.

To this day, Fu Shen disliked recalling the exact circumstances of that afternoon. He had encountered many ups and downs since—matters of life and death, heavier and bloodier than the events of that day. He wasn’t a weak person who overindulged in reminiscence, but perhaps the first injury was always particularly painful. This incident itself was also exceptional in that it, along with the changes that followed, marked the tragic end of his youth.

It took only an hour to return to the little town by their original route. Upon reentering, Fu Shen felt a peculiar atmosphere that hadn’t been there on this morning’s visit. There seemed to be fewer people on the streets; every house had its doors shut tight. The closer he got to the courtyard where Caiyue lived, the quieter it seemed.

Dismounting, Fu Shen led the horse into the alley. The door of the courtyard had been pushed open from the inside. In that courtyard, two men who should never have been here in the first place met once again.

Fu Shen stood in a daze, as if he had been struck on the head with an iron rod. His vision clouded; his lips moved, but all he could make were breathless sounds, barely audible.

“Yan Xiaohan.”

He felt like he’d been plunged into icy water. Fu Shen had to grit his teeth and clench his fists to stop himself from shaking. His subconscious mind had understood everything the moment he laid eyes on him, but he seemed unable to react. Everything was chaotic and unclear; he could only utter Yan Xiaohan’s name and nothing more.

Why are you here?

What are you doing?

Why did you lie to me?

Yan Xiaohan was surely caught off guard as well, but he was much calmer than Fu Shen. Astonishment only flashed across his face for a moment before it was suppressed behind those deep eyes. He pushed the door open further as dozens of Feilong Guardsmen filed out. Amid the icy glint of their blades, Yan Xiaohan asked, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, “Why did you come back?”

“I dropped a jade pendant here. I came back to look for it.”

Yan Xiaohan smacked his palm in annoyance and shook his head. “No wonder. This plan should have been foolproof.”

“Yesterday you deliberately reminded me that the court was actively investigating fugitives,” Fu Shen ground out. “Today you sent people to follow me here. As soon as I left, you swooped in to capture them. You thought you would catch the fugitive without anyone noticing, and I would be kept in the dark and never suspect you. What an incredible use of deception! How clever of you to lie like a snake in the grass waiting for the chance to strike. It seems Lord Yan thinks of everything. This lowly position of lieutenant general is truly underutilizing your talents.”

As if he couldn’t hear the sarcasm in his tone, Yan Xiaohan cupped his hands in salute. “In order to capture the fugitive, I used this scheme as a last resort. Please don’t blame me, Fu-gongzi.”

Fu Shen smiled. “I don’t blame you. The blame is all on me for involving myself with others and inviting the wolf in.” He glared at Yan Xiaohan, gaze sharp as a knife, and said pointedly, “I must have been blind back then to mistake the wolf for a sheep. I deserve to be bitten.”

Yan Xiaohan stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his face expressionless. He said calmly, “I’m sorry.”

Fu Shen rebuffed him mercilessly. “Don’t bother. I’m not worthy of accepting it.”

The two stood frozen in this stalemate for a long time. Eventually, Yan Xiaohan removed one hand from behind his back and opened his palm, revealing a lustrous white jade pendant carved with twin trumpet vines. The string on the pendant was frayed and sun-bleached. It was obvious that it was worn often.

“Is this the one?”

Silent, Fu Shen lifted the jade pendant carefully by the tassel. Yan Xiaohan’s palm felt abruptly empty, and he curled his fingers in before withdrawing his hand.

At this point, they had nothing to say to one another. Broken mirrors couldn’t be mended, and spilled water couldn’t flow back into the bowl. Yan Xiaohan’s betrayal and deception had been bared in the most straightforward manner. Whether he felt guilty and apologized, or even felt justified in his action, the facts had been laid out, and empty words couldn’t change what had passed.

Given Fu Shen’s temper, it wouldn’t have been surprising to either of them if he laid into him with curses or even took a swing at him. But Fu Shen only felt exhausted. He wanted nothing but a place to close his eyes. Yan Xiaohan’s strike was so ruthlessly accurate it had pierced him through. Before the blood could even begin to flow, he had lost the strength to resist or strike back.

Perhaps this couldn’t entirely be blamed on Yan Xiaohan. Fu Shen was completely defenseless. He had done everything short of pointing at his own chest to show him where to stab and giving the order himself.

How foolish.

He had just turned to leave when Yan Xiaohan called out to him from behind.

“Fu Shen. I told you our identities are worlds apart: one in heaven and one on earth, like clouds and mud.”

Fu Shen stopped.

“I’ve hurt you, and it’s my fault. But if I had to do it again, I would do it the same way.”

The hard-hearted Feilong Guardsman finally tore away his unassailable mask and revealed his ambitions and desires to someone for the first time in his life. He was so confident, his back so straight, that he seemed more honest and upright than any gentleman. He went on, “Even in the mud, there are those at the top and those at the bottom. Though I am stuck in the mire, I still want to fight my way out.”

The sound of slow, crisp applause filled the courtyard. With one last clap, Fu Shen turned back, his elegant eyebrows raised, lips curled into a sardonic smile. His eyes shone with contempt. “How touching. It’s certainly a pity I never thought about it this way until now,” he said softly. “Lord Yan, can you still not see it clearly? No one has dragged you down into the dirt. It is you who willingly sinks and rolls in the mud.”

With this final barb, he turned and walked out of the alley. He’d wanted to resolutely stalk away, but with every step he took, the knife that had stabbed him in the heart seemed to slide out a tiny bit. The pain grew sharper with every step, blood pouring from the wound that could no longer contain it.

The alley felt endless. He knew exactly who was watching him from behind, so he tried his best to straighten his back. But the stiffer his shoulders were, the more it seemed to expose his pain. In his trance, a ghostly figure appeared in front of him. The man’s back was not broad but very straight as he knelt before him, offering to carry him.

Fu Shen hardened his heart. Between one breath and the next he turned and hurled the trumpet-vine pendant to the ground.

The crisp shattering sound was followed by fragments scattering.

“From today onward, the two of us are like this jade.”

Then he walked out, refusing to look back again, as if leaving everything behind for good.

Yan Xiaohan stared at the debris on the ground, almost as sharp-edged as Fu Shen’s reddened eyes when he turned. As friendships went, theirs hadn’t seemed too different from the ordinary. This severing was not the splintering of some long-cherished bond, but it was also untrue to call it merely a difference of politics. Yan Xiaohan knew, unspoken in his heart, that he had lost something deeper and more fragile than friendship.

What had scattered across the alley dirt was the unreserved trust and the naive, pure heart of a youth.

 

***

 

Fu Shen rode his horse out of the town like an arrow shot from a bow, raising a cloud of dust behind him. Fortunately, there were few people in the town and only empty fields outside it, so there was no one for him to collide with as he galloped headlong toward the capital. The strong winds in the countryside were like a tidal wave, dragging his robes and stinging his eyes until he couldn’t see, allowing him to vent his anger in a self-destructive rage.

When he finally stopped, exhausted, he touched the corners of his eyes and found them dry. He wasn’t sure whether he had failed to cry, or if the wind had dried his tears.

In a moment of fury, he wanted to rush back to the town with sword in hand and kill Yan Xiaohan. In a moment of sorrow, he wanted to drink a thousand cups of wine and mourn his sincerity that had been fed to dogs. But each of these thoughts disappeared as quickly as they came. Now he didn’t want to do anything at all.

How could such different paths as theirs lead to the same destination?

He couldn’t believe it at first, but after sitting with it, he decided he had become one of the thousands of lessons this world taught. If one knew something wasn’t meant to be, then when the time came, it was best to let it go.

Beside those empty fields, amid the howling wind, Fu Shen said to himself, “Wasn’t it just one ungrateful wolf? I was bitten, but must I stop living?”

So he thought, but when Fu Shen returned to his rooms at last and saw the bow box he had treasured, he couldn’t help a pang of sadness. He endured this unspeakable heartache as he called for a servant.

“Put this box away in the storeroom.”

“Should it be kept in the family treasury or in the young master’s courtyard?” the servant asked.

Fu Shen had originally wanted it removed as far as possible, but with the words on the tip of his tongue, he suddenly worried it would be taken and damaged by others. His breath stuck in his throat, and in the end, he said miserably, “Take… Forget it. Store it in my courtyard.”

After another moment, he added, “Put it somewhere safe. Don’t let it get wet, and don’t let it get eaten by insects.”

Perhaps it was fortunate that they had only known each other for a short time, so there was only one item related to the man named Yan. After the box was disposed of, Fu Shen felt less suffocated and lay flat on the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

Such extreme ups and downs, great sorrows and joys, were a strain on anyone. Fu Shen didn’t know when he fell asleep. In his dream, he was back on the cliff on Mount Baoyan. This time there was no wild boar; only Yan Xiaohan, that man who deserved to die by a thousand cuts, dangling from the cliff with one hand and a bottomless abyss beneath his feet.

Yan Xiaohan in the dream was ice-cold and indifferent, refusing to ask for help no matter what. Fu Shen was angry and anxious for him, but for some reason he hesitated and did not reach out to pull him.

“Why did you lie to me?”

The question he couldn’t ask in waking life was finally given shape. Fu Shen paced back and forth along the edge of the cliff, chest heaving, until he broke down and shouted, “You’re lying to me now! You lied to me before and you are lying again! Jump—if you have the courage, jump!”

He startled awake.

It was dark outside; he had slept through the whole afternoon without realizing it. Fu Tingxin stood beside his bed, looking a little haggard. Seeing Fu Shen was awake, he asked with concern, “Why didn’t you take off your clothes before lying down? Did you have a nightmare?”

Fu Shen looked down and realized that his hands were pressed against his own chest. No wonder he had felt breathless in his dream.

He got up and stretched his sore shoulders and neck. Suddenly he realized Fu Tingxin was dressed in white mourning clothes and had neatened his appearance. His heart sank. “Second Uncle, are you going out?”

“I’ve just received news from the palace,” Fu Tingxin said heavily. “Teacher Jin couldn’t bear the torture. He cut his wrists with a shard of broken porcelain and wrote his last words in his own blood. It was a death by suicide.”

Fu Shen instantly turned solemn. Heaven’s will was like a knife; it seemed that the previous wound had not been deep or painful enough. He ventured, “What…did he write?”

Fu Tingxin closed his eyes in exhaustion; the sob caught in his throat finally overcame him, and a stream of hot tears rolled down his cheek. “He wrote, My conscience is clear.”


Chapter 22

 

AMERCILESS EXTERMINATION.

This was the impression left by the major case that involved vassal princes, garrison commanders, and civil officials; it shocked the court and stunned the country from border to border.

The naval commander Han Yuantong was executed, the Prince of An was stripped of his fiefdom, Jin Yunfeng committed suicide, and not a soul in the Jin family—including more than a dozen men and women, young and old—was spared.

Very few knew that there were two who might have escaped had they not fallen into the Feilong Guard’s carefully laid trap.

And no one knew that those two, who had been so clearly marked for death, were living to this day in a small border town under a different name, and that seven years later, they would meet their original benefactor again. For Fu Shen, the shock of this unexpected discovery was scarcely less than last month’s imperial decree bestowing him a marriage.

He had changed greatly over the years, honed by the roughness of the world and toyed with by fate. He was no longer that eldest young master who acted purely on passion. His daunting military career forced him to quickly abandon the willfulness of youth, which had proved to be useless, along with his sensitivity, which had proved to be weakness.

Later, when he had practiced keeping a level head and sheathed his sharpest edges, he understood what it meant to be forced to do things against one’s will, and learned to respect the old saying that everyone has their own ambitions. He even rebuilt some semblance of courtesy with Yan Xiaohan, writing off the past and never mentioning it again. On that awful day, Fu Shen had angrily smashed the jade pendant and severed all ties with him. But afterward, when he could consider things, he let the anger in his heart ice over. Yan Xiaohan had been considerate enough that day. He arranged for the Feilong Guard to act only after he departed; at least half of the reason must have been to hide the arrests from him so as not to hurt his feelings.

Regardless of justice and morality, he had gone to great lengths to avoid wounding Fu Shen.

Unfortunately, that day Fu Shen had felt only rage; no matter what Yan Xiaohan did, he would have labeled it calculating and manipulative. The two of them became strangers from then on, at a cool distance.

In the winter of the eighteenth year of Yuantai, foreign envoys came to the capital, and a polo match was held in the palace. The Yuantai Emperor ordered the imperial guards to form a polo team with the young nobles to compete against the foreign polo masters.

Halfway through the game, the polo ball was hit out of bounds. The eunuch in charge of retrieving the ball was a hair too slow, and in the moment before he could drop the ball back onto the field, a foreign player swung his club at it. Seasoned polo players had arm strength far greater than ordinary men; if that club had made contact with his hand, the eunuch would have been disabled at the very least. Fu Shen, close by, galloped over in the blink of an eye and scooped up the eunuch with his club, swinging him up onto his horse behind him.

Polo had always been a rough game, and collisions and injuries were common. But the foreigner had been deliberately provocative, and he showed no intention of stopping, aiming his next swing straight at Fu Shen’s face.

In the instant before the strike, a polo club came pinwheeling into Fu Shen’s peripheral vision and slammed into the foreign player’s temple. The force was so great it knocked the towering man right off his horse and onto the ground.

Fu Shen looked back in astonishment to see Yan Xiaohan sitting confidently astride his horse. He shook his wrist out and said lightly, “Sorry. My hand slipped.”

He had thrown the club with immense strength yet been careful to pretend to miss, no doubt wrenching his wrist. It didn’t escape Fu Shen that, after this trick, Yan Xiaohan switched to holding the club with his left hand; he seemed hesitant to use his right for anything more demanding than holding the reins.

Fu Shen had mixed feelings. When he looked at Yan Xiaohan, he couldn’t help but recall the past. He comforted himself that since they had already cut ties, he could simply repay the favor as any gentleman could and owe nothing beyond.

After the polo match ended, he stopped Yan Xiaohan outside the field and passed him a bottle of expensive medicine as a polite gift of gratitude. But Yan Xiaohan didn’t let him flee. Winding a bandage around his swollen right wrist, he said, “The foreigners were targeting us and playing dirty whenever they had the chance. Why put yourself in danger to save that eunuch?”

This man had the nerve to speak to him of saving someone?

Fu Shen didn’t bother hiding his disdain as he asked stiffly, “What should I have done? Watch them beat him to death?”

“He’s just a eunuch.” It was too difficult for Yan Xiaohan to bandage his wrist with only one hand, so he gave up, dropping his injured hand to his side. “Was such a person worth your effort?”

Fu Shen understood his implication and became even more enraged. In one swift motion he grabbed the bandage, sprinkled medicine on it, and wrapped Yan Xiaohan’s wrist as thick as a rice ball.

As he turned to go, he said coldly, “Why wouldn’t a eunuch be worth saving? The ones who shouldn’t be saved are ungrateful and unscrupulous schemers. They deserve to die.”

The two became strangers again.

The following year, the situation at the northern border changed rapidly. Fu Shen experienced the pain of losing relatives one after another. Before he could even take off his mourning clothes, the officials of the imperial court had pushed him onto the battlefield.

In the early winter of the twentieth year of Yuantai, before Fu Shen set out from the capital, Yan Xiaohan took the initiative to write him a letter, inviting him to a garden in the city. It was snowing heavily that day, and there were very few people about. Fu Shen walked through the dry grass and powdery snow and crossed the small bridge over the lake to the pavilion in its center. With three stained-glass windows and a curtain to block the wind, the pavilion was warm, and fragrant from the branch of white plum blossoms someone had set in a vase inside. Several small dishes were laid out on the table, and tea bubbled on the clay stove. Yan Xiaohan stood in front of a window watching the snow; he turned and smiled slightly as Fu Shen entered.

Fu Shen wore white mourning clothes and a stern expression. He had grown taller but much thinner than before. The young man had emerged from his boyish years, and now bore the sharp, handsome features he would carry into the future.

“You wrote?”

He was still blunt and cold, but the distrust in his eyes had dimmed. Of course, that might be because he had inherited a war and the obligation to avenge his family—perhaps he simply hadn’t the energy left to care about such trivial matters of the past.

“The army will set out tomorrow,” Yan Xiaohan said. “We are still acquainted, after all. Will you allow me the honor of sending you off?”

Fu Shen lifted the hem of his robe and sat unceremoniously at the table. “I’m here. You don’t have to punish yourself by standing anymore.”

Yan Xiaohan poured him tea and raised his cup. “The road ahead will be difficult, General. Please take care. I hope that next year…I can still drink and admire the snow with you here.”

The road ahead was not only difficult, but filled with unimaginable dangers and almost certain death.

But Yan Xiaohan had not tried to persuade him; he couldn’t, nor did he have the right. Three generations of the Fu family had been loyal soldiers; dying on the battlefield was as much their fate as anything.

Fu Shen held the cup in one hand and lightly tapped it against Yan Xiaohan’s. He sneered. “No need to get sentimental. Who wants to watch snow with you next year? Why don’t you make a wish that if I die in battle, my last thought will be to forgive you.”

The wind whistled over the lake, snowflakes scudded against the windows, and the sky was an endless void. Yan Xiaohan had called this a send-off, but it might truly be an eternal farewell.

“I wish the general success and a triumphant return.” His hands did not tremble; his smile was just as usual as he said, “I hope you live to hate me for a very long time.”
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Despite innumerable dangers, Fu Shen had resisted the current and fought his way out. Yan Xiaohan’s wish in the pavilion in the center of the lake came true. When Fu Shen returned to the court, Yan Xiaohan had been promoted to imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard and was even more reprehensible than before. The two faced each other in the court and clashed whenever they met, becoming renowned enemies.

That old incident from their youth was never again mentioned.

But Fu Shen wondered often if he had ever really let it go.

He could distance himself from the events of that day; the wound had scabbed over and slowly knit together. But was it that easy to forget the feeling of being so thoroughly stabbed in the back?

As it was said, he who was once bitten by a snake would be afraid of ropes for ten years. Fu Shen now made a backup plan for everything he did, a habit directly resulting from that incident. He no longer feared being betrayed, but that was because he no longer trusted anyone wholeheartedly.

And yet—all this time, the truth about that day had been carefully hidden.

Caiyue had not been killed.

“Nian-er and I were captured by the Feilong Guard and thrown in a cell, but no one interrogated us. About two days later, someone put sedatives in our food. I don’t know how long I slept, but when I woke up, I was in a carriage in the woods of Mount Baoyan. There was clothing, food, and money in the carriage. I used the money to settle down in a village nearby and learned winemaking. Then, the year before last, the village suffered a disaster. I heard that because you were at the northern border, it was peaceful here and business was good, so I brought Nian-er north. I never expected that with the blessing of the Buddha I would really meet our benefactor.”

There was no need to guess who was responsible for this perfect escape. After Yan Xiaohan captured them, there had likely not been time to report it to the court before Jin Yunfeng committed suicide. The man was dead, the final verdict rendered. Caiyue and the child were irrelevant; it didn’t matter to the case whether they were dead or alive. Given the Feilong Guard’s usual method of eradicating problems, they had probably given them a cup of poisoned wine. Yan Xiaohan took the opportunity to replace the poison with a milder drug and transported the two out of the city as corpses, allowing them to flee to safety.

As for why he had displayed such uncharacteristic benevolence…although it felt unbearably self-important to think so, Fu Shen could find no other conceivable explanation.

It was because of him.

Fu Shen found himself at a complete loss for any words to describe that unfeeling bastard Yan Xiaohan. His heart felt as beaten as a drum, sore and painful. He wished he could fly across the mountains and rivers to the capital and thrash Yan Xiaohan this very night so that he would never dare pretend to be a big-tailed wolf again.

If Fu Shen hadn’t met Caiyue, Yan Xiaohan would likely never have told him the truth of this matter. He would continue to put on the facade of climbing the ranks at any cost, never explaining, never arguing, and never asking for understanding. To Yan Xiaohan, his birth was his original sin. Some people, he would say, were born to struggle and sink in the mud.

Yet with this evidence of his mercy, could Yan Xiaohan still wholeheartedly tell Fu Shen that nothing was more important than his own profit?

The pot of wine burned his throat, but his heart felt warm.

“How cruel, Yan-xiong.” Fu Shen gripped the armrest of his wheelchair and whispered to himself, “Could you really bear to let me hate you for the rest of my life?”


Chapter 23

 

LAMPLIGHT ILLUMINATED the capital city as night began to fall.

Yan Xiaohan’s desk was piled high with official documents. He was busy beyond belief, knee-deep in work. The congee on the breakfast tray had long gone cold, and the old steward hesitated outside the door for some time before bracing himself and tiptoeing in.

“Master, you’ve been working all day. Please rest a while and eat something.”

Yan Xiaohan was unmoved. He dashed off a few last lines, threw the brush aside, and rubbed his sore wrist. At last he leaned back lazily on the chair, his slender upper body curving like a bow, and let out a long sigh, “All right, it’s finally do—”

His final word was swallowed up by a sneeze. The panicked steward gasped, “Heavens, what’s wrong? Please don’t catch a cold! I’ll have someone make you a bowl of ginger soup!”

Yan Xiaohan wrinkled his nose and waved a hand. “Don’t make a fuss. I’m fine.”

The steward smiled. “They say the first sneeze is a thought, second is a curse, and third is reminiscing. Someone must be thinking of you.”

He’d hardly finished speaking when Yan Xiaohan sneezed again.

“…I’d better go make you that ginger soup.”

Yan Xiaohan burst out laughing. “Forget it, come back. Isn’t it to be expected?”

The steward was puzzled, but after a moment he understood. Observing his master’s expression, he said archly, “Certainly; the marquis must have arrived in Yan Prefecture by now and is thinking about you, my lord.” After a pointed pause, he added, “Forgive this old servant for talking too much, but you’re busy day and night. Working into the late-night hours is harmful to your health. If the marquis were here, he would never let you exhaust yourself so.”

“Hm?” Yan Xiaohan raised his eyebrows. “What a thing to say. My wife hasn’t even married me yet and you’re already using him to browbeat me?”

Seeing that he didn’t look angry but rather pleased, the steward went on boldly, “You and the marquis will live in harmony and support each other for the rest of your lives. Having someone who understands you and cares for you—how can that be a bad thing?”

A smile spread over Yan Xiaohan’s face at the flattering image these sweet words painted. Forcing it back, he replied, “It’s almost the end of the year. Even the farmers are coming and going to give gifts one after another. The Marquis of Jingning is spending the new year in the north where it’s even colder than here, so pick some thick furs and silks to send him. Also, have you found the craftsmen I asked for?”

Fu Shen had only been gone a few days. The food they’d packed before he left the capital might not have been eaten yet, and he was already thinking of sending new things. Although this master of theirs was usually stern and intimidating, when he really cared for someone, he was tender, gentle, and considerate, constantly keeping his beloved in his thoughts.

The steward praised Yan Xiaohan in his heart while answering politely, “My lord, the craftsmen have been hired. Since it does not require major construction, only two or three are needed to complete it. However, plans for the pool you mentioned must be drawn up before the stone is purchased. They are waiting for you to review the drawings and give your approval before they start. It may take some time.”

“It’s fine if it takes time, as long as they finish it before the twelfth of the second month,” Yan Xiaohan said. “You all will have to work hard during this period; pay for anything necessary, no need to consult me. If no one from the Duke of Ying’s estate comes forward, discuss the rest of the arrangements for the wedding with the people from the Ministry of Rites.”

Since Fu Shen had left, Yan Xiaohan seemed to have become terribly busy. In fact, he had always lived like this before Fu Shen moved in. But suddenly, there had been a patient who needed tending. Yan Xiaohan had been afraid he couldn’t take care of him while splitting his attention, and he didn’t want to disturb Fu Shen’s recovery with worldly affairs. As a consequence, he had postponed many things, which had been piling up until now.

While Fu Shen lived in the Yan manor, Yan Xiaohan never stayed out late except when summoned by the palace, and did not socialize with others. He hurried home immediately after discharging his obligations, accompanied Fu Shen as he ate and took his medicine, helped him take fresh air in the yard, and helped him bathe. Although they slept in separate rooms, he always went to Fu Shen’s bedroom first and stayed until he fell asleep. Some of these things could be done by servants and others left undone entirely, but Yan Xiaohan had seen with his own eyes what kind of life Fu Shen led in the Marquis of Jingning’s manor. Now that Fu Shen was in his hands, he refused to let him suffer any more unnecessary hardships.

He had silently watched this man walk away again and again, knowing he couldn’t keep him. Now that Fu Shen couldn’t walk anymore, could Yan Xiaohan convince him to stay?

Recently, in addition to official business, Yan Xiaohan had been dealing with some personal matters. One was the cut-sleeve rumor he had asked Wei Xuzhou to investigate, and the other was Fu Shen’s attempted assassination. The emperor had ordered the three judicial departments to investigate the latter—and just yesterday, a mere two months after receiving the assignment, these departments had submitted a memorial to close the case. When Yan Xiaohan had read the memorial, he had found it full of nonsense. The Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review arrested a few generals from the local garrison on the grounds of “failure to perform duties effectively,” interrogated a few Tatar spies, and used their confessions to pin any crime on the Eastern Tatars. The case was then considered closed.

As for who had ordered the ambush on the convoy, the origin of the gunpowder that caused the landslide, and whether the true target of the assassination was the little Tatar prince or Fu Shen himself: These were still shrouded in mystery.

The chief officials of the three judicial departments clearly had reached some tacit understanding and were unwilling to make too much noise about this case. They had no doubt inferred from the marriage decree that the emperor was wary of Fu Shen. Only the Right Vice Censor-in-Chief, Gu Shanlü, had insisted there were still unanswered questions and requested further investigation—but his memorial was filed away by the Eunuch Director of Brush-Writing before it ever reached the emperor.

Yan Xiaohan couldn’t openly command the Feilong Guard to investigate. He directed a few people to look into it quietly, but his results were minimal. This matter involved the secrets of the Northern Yan Army, and Fu Shen had always been extremely wary of the Feilong Guard. It was difficult for his people to find any useful information at all. The only ground he had gained in the past two months was unearthing a so-called “grass route” that the Tong Prefectural Army used to communicate secretly with the border bandits.

Grass routes were the opposite of official routes: clandestine trade routes between military members and civilian merchants. Merchants traveled widely, and the army could buy food, medicine, swords, and even foreign firearms from them. Some particularly brave merchants even acted as a liaison between the Eastern Tatars and the Han army, exchanging food, tea, and salt for warhorses. In the early days, official trade routes were opened and closed inconsistently, and taxes were extremely high, so these grass routes came into being and persisted despite repeated bans. It was no exaggeration to say that every border garrison in the Zhou Empire had at least one grass route.

Qingsha Gorge was perched at the northernmost tip of Tong Prefecture, where the terrain provided good conditions for an ambush. If the gunpowder had come from the grass route, the Tong Prefectural Army was the prime suspect.

According to Fu Shen, the emperor’s spies were senior generals in the Northern Yan Army. The Tong Prefectural Army had split from the Northern Yan Cavalry in the early years, and was a key part of the Northern Yan Army’s western defense line in Yuan Prefecture. Fu Shen might even have an idea of who the spy in question might be; Yan Xiaohan had not been given any details, of course, and he couldn’t interfere in the affairs of the Northern Yan Army.

But if Fu Shen couldn’t get rid of the spy himself, then regardless of whether it was for Fu Shen’s sake or his own, Yan Xiaohan would have to go up and take care of the problem himself.

As for the cut-sleeve rumor, it had spiraled beyond anything he had imagined. This piece of gossip, it seemed now, had first been spread by Fu Shen’s own stepmother, Lady Qin. Her daughter was a concubine in the Eastern Palace who had been whispering in the crown prince’s ear, providing the inspiration for the dirty trick of bestowing a marriage to relieve the Yuantai Emperor’s worries.

There was no need to investigate further. It was obvious Lady Qin had done her best to harm Fu Shen because she wanted her own son to inherit the title of duke. Afraid Fu Shen would interfere, she took the initiative to ensure Fu Shen would never sire any children.

What had begun as a vindictive woman’s petty family scheming was fomenting a turnover of military power in the Northern Yan Army and sending shockwaves through the court.

How ironic, and how foolish.

When Yan Xiaohan first heard the news, however, what angered him most was not the rumormongering that had led to their current disaster, but that it made him remember what Fu Shen had said in the cave that year: I don’t have a mother either.

Not only had his own mother passed away, he had to further suffer mistreatment from an ambitious and cruel stepmother. How on earth had he survived all these years?

After receiving this news, Yan Xiaohan took a moment to calm down in the Feilong Guard’s courtyard, then called over a subordinate. “The Marquis of Jingning has a brother named Fu Ya, who is often seen making a fool of himself in the city. Even at his tender age, he is a philanderer. His Majesty has always disliked the Duke of Ying’s estate being too ostentatious about their privileges. Since the Marquis of Jingning is now betrothed to me, we mustn’t neglect educating his brother.”

His subordinate was a shrewd man. “Understood, my lord. May I ask whether you want him to be rendered useless immediately, or drained more slowly with poison?”

“No rush,” Yan Xiaohan said with a smile that bared his teeth. “Take care with the method. It’s best for the drugs to take effect when the time comes for him to ask for the title. I’d like to see who in the Fu family thinks him capable of shouldering the title of Duke of Ying then.”

Since Lady Qin had no qualms about bringing harm upon others and preventing them from having any descendants, then let her precious son have a taste of the same treatment.

As for Second Consort Fu, Yan Xiaohan had originally planned to deal with her alongside Fu Ya. However, news soon came down from the Eastern Palace that Fu Ting was practicing witchcraft in the palace and trying to curse the crown princess consort to death. She was exposed by a trusted maid, and the plot was laid bare. The crown princess consort spared her life out of respect for her family name, but she was deprived of her consort position and punished to work for her keep.

The crown prince was foolish, but Princess Consort Cen was quite wise.

How would Lady Qin feel when she saw the fate of her two children?

 

***

 

Although Fu Shen had returned to the northern frontier under the pretext of paying respects to his ancestors before he was wed, he had not yet actually resigned his post as commander of the Northern Yan Army. As soon as he entered the city, he was welcomed back to the commander’s manor by subordinates who had been eagerly awaiting him. Save for a few generals who were out leading patrols, all the rest rushed back to Yan Prefectural City to wish him a long and happy married life blessed with sons, which angered the Marquis of Jingning so much he nearly stood up from his wheelchair.

This group of military monkeys hooted and hollered until they were kicked out by a furious General Fu, who ordered Xiao Xun to chase the visitors out at least half a li.

In the afternoon, as Du Leng, the Northern Yan Army’s medic, was examining his leg injury, he said with a smile, “Congrat—”

“Thank you,” said Fu Shen on reflex, as he’d been doing all morning.

Du Leng fell quiet.

The two stared at each other for a moment. Du Leng coughed awkwardly, holding back laughter, then said, “I meant, congratulations, my lord, your wound has healed well. The physician who treated you in the capital must be renowned. Your bones have mostly mended, and your muscles are strong. With another half a year of recuperation, I believe you can leave the wheelchair and walk.”

Fu Shen was momentarily speechless. Feigning calm, he asked, “How long will it take to fully recover?”

“A full recovery is unfortunately impossible,” Du Leng said patiently. “But it will depend on how much progress you make. Even if you follow the method I originally proposed, regaining six or seven tenths of your original mobility is the limit.”

Fu Shen was quiet for a long moment. “Thank you for your hard work, Doctor Du.”

Not long after Du Leng left, another soldier knocked and stepped inside. He was slightly older than Fu Shen, with a handsome face and an open countenance—not the masklike false gentleness of Yan Xiaohan, but natural good humor. Fu Shen held his breath when the door opened, then sagged in relief when he saw who it was. He pointed to the nearest chair. “Qingheng, you’re here. Sit down. You’ve worked hard while I was gone.”

The man’s name was Yu Qiaoting, courtesy name Qingheng. He was a capable general and a close friend of Fu Shen’s. All this time Fu Shen had been away, he had overseen the military affairs of Northern Yan, keeping the border from descending into chaos.

Yu Qiaoting could barely sit still. His hands twitched as if he wanted to reach out and grab Fu Shen’s collar. “What’s the situation in the capital? What’s going on with this arranged marriage?”

Fu Shen gave him a brief summary of events. The longer he listened, the sourer Yu Qiaoting’s expression became. At last he whispered, “The emperor is really—so short-sighted, to be willing to destroy the Great Wall himself. What good will it do him?”

“He is the ruler of a country. What he sees is different from what we see,” Fu Shen said. “Fortunately, he sees only me as the issue. If he one day sees the entire Northern Yan Army as the issue, then it will really be the end.”

Yu Qiaoting shook his head. “What will you do?”

“Me?” Fu Shen echoed, confused. “Get married. Can I still disobey an edict from the emperor?”

After a stunned pause, Yu Qiaoting said, “I know you’re getting married; stop showing off. I mean, are you just going to hand over the Northern Yan Army to the court and let the emperor do as he pleases?”

Fu Shen was slow to answer, but Yu Qiaoting could not wait. “The emperor is old,” he said. “Jingyuan, it’s time to think about the future.”


Chapter 24

 

“YOU’RE LUCKY we know each other well, or I would have kicked you out by now,” Fu Shen said. “Considering overthrowing the emperor—is that something you, the great General Who Conquers the North, should say?”

“The knife is at your neck; what shouldn’t I say?” Yu Qiaoting retorted. “I never thought of you as such a hidebound person. Have you accepted your fate, or did you have some plan?”

Fu Shen was so struck by this answer that he laughed. “What do you think?”

“The crown prince is unprincipled, the Prince of Jin is incompetent, and the rest are mediocre, all except—”

“The Prince of Qi.” Fu Shen sighed. “His Highness the Prince of Qi has a good reputation. My sister is also his princess. So do you think he is suitable to inherit the throne and be a good emperor?”

Yu Qiaoting nodded.

“Qingheng, listen to yourself. If His Highness the Prince of Qi wears the crown, I will be an in-law of the throne. Since antiquity, how many such in-laws have met good ends? Don’t look at how polite he is to me now. Once he sits at a different height, I’m afraid he will be a different person. You and I are generals of an army, and we have many concerns. If he is the leader of thousands of people, he will have more concerns than we do, not fewer. My late father was known for his harmonious relationship with the emperor. But now the emperor holds back nothing to harm that man’s son, does he not?”

Yu Qiaoting became increasingly agitated as he listened, his hair about to turn white from worry. “Then if even the Prince of Qi is not suitable—who?” He remembered something and shuddered from head to toe. “Jingyuan! You can’t possibly want His Highness the Prince of Ying’s—”

“The thought has occurred to me,” Fu Shen admitted.

“Sir, you’re bold.”

“But it’s impossible,” Fu Shen said. “His birth alone is a big problem.”

“Then you…”

“I often wonder why, whether it’s the emperor, the crown prince, or the Prince of Qi, no matter who sits on the throne, whether he’s wise or foolish, the Northern Yan Cavalry always becomes a fish bone stuck in his throat. In all honesty, I’ve wavered, thinking maybe it’s not the emperor that is the problem, but that the existence of the Northern Yan Cavalry is the original mistake.”

Yu Qiaoting sighed.

“But the Northern Yan Cavalry has been stationed at the northern border for so many years, working diligently to defend the country. What’s wrong with that?” Fu Shen said. “The Northern Yan Cavalry is the sharp sword of the nation. The sword cannot be wrong, only the person carrying it. As long as someone else carries us, we will live under scrutiny forever.”

Yu Qiaoting was stunned. General Fu’s words were even more treasonous than his own. Trembling, he managed, “Jingyuan, you—you’re going to rebel—”

“Why are you panicking? I haven’t done anything yet.” Fu Shen smiled thinly. “Besides, I’m getting married soon. Why would I leave my newlywed life behind to be a lonely ruler?”

“Sir, you two are at best a blind cat catching a dead mouse. Stop talking as if it were a match made in heaven.”

Fu Shen was quiet for a long moment.

After quite a bit of back-and-forth, the conclusion was that they couldn’t rebel, they couldn’t force the emperor to abdicate, what couldn’t be solved couldn’t be solved, and they could only continue worrying over their own worries. Fu Shen did have a vague plan in mind, but it was too radical. If he said it aloud, Yu Qiaoting might ask Doctor Du to treat his brain, so he thought better of it and kept quiet.

New Year’s Eve was approaching, and the atmosphere in Yan Prefectural City was festive. The soldiers had been working hard all year, and only during the New Year holidays could they relax. The residents of the city had always considered the Northern Yan Cavalry their own, and gifts from them arrived at Fu Shen’s doorstep all day long. When the servants of Yan Xiaohan’s residence arrived in the city and found the commander’s manor, they were overwhelmed by a pile of chickens, ducks, and geese almost blocking the door.

Fu Shen was in the courtyard, drinking and chatting with Yu Qiaoting, Xiao Xun, and others over the manor cook’s fried meatballs. When he heard a party from the capital had come with gifts, the whole evening’s wine rushed to his head. He even forgot he was still in a wheelchair, gripping the table as he unthinkingly tried to stand up.

Xiao Xun quickly pushed him down. “Sir, I’ll take you out.”

“Why are you going outside?” Yu Qiaoting asked in confusion. “Call them in.”

The visitor was one of Yan Xiaohan’s longtime attendants. He came up to greet Fu Shen and kowtowed, delivering a prepared speech full of auspicious words and concluding them with, “Marquis, our estate sent holiday gifts, and the master particularly ordered me to bring some fresh food to you from home. Although you are not in the capital, you can still taste its flavors. This is the gift list for your perusal.”

The words from home instantly warmed Fu Shen’s heart. Yu Qiao­ting laughed and teased him: “Look at how quickly we see what’s considered far and near. The general has always said Yan Prefecture was where he was born and raised. What about now? Hey, Jingyuan, where’s your home?”

Fu Shen suppressed the smile threatening to lift the corners of his mouth and pushed him aside. He took the gift list calmly, rewarded the attendant, and bade him to go and rest. He then unpacked and inspected what Yan Xiaohan had sent, surrounded by a crowd of gawkers enjoying every moment.

Yan Xiaohan was a levelheaded and reasonable man. The relationship between the two couldn’t progress too quickly, and they had to make sure to uphold all the proper etiquette. This holiday gift was accordingly very formal, mostly consisting of common game and furs. There was nothing out of the ordinary for outsiders to nitpick.

Fu Shen heaved a sigh of relief, ignoring the pang of disappointment. He secretly laughed at himself—he must be too idle if he was hoping for anything more. Yet his thoughts ground to a halt as he heard Yu Qiaoting exclaim, “Wow! Strange, how could geese still be in season?”

A pair of frozen wild geese were nestled at the bottom of the box of game. Xiao Xun and Yu Qiaoting each lifted one, sighing as they looked at each other. “We have a lot of deep mountains and lush forests here, so we can catch any kind of game we want. I wondered why the thoughtful Lord Yan picked out game, of all things. Turns out he went through all the trouble just for these two wild geese! Don’t you agree, Chongshan?”

Xiao Xun nodded vigorously. “Right, for the geese.”

“What are you babbling about?” Fu Shen said frostily. “Don’t act like you’ve never seen a goose. Have some sense.”

Yu Qiaoting wasn’t going to pass up the chance to make a scene. “Is this an ordinary goose? My dear marquis, these are the geese in the six etiquettes!”

“Shut up. Do I need you to tell me? You think I don’t know the groom’s family sends a pair of geese to the bride’s in the six etiquettes?” Feigning calm, Fu Shen pulled up his fur cloak, letting the soft collar cover his ears. “Well, one thing begets another. Chongshan, go wrap two deer hides and have the men carry them back on the fifteenth with the return gifts.”

Deer hides, too, were a common betrothal gift. Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan were flirting with each other in broad daylight, and Xiao Xun was left to suffer in the middle. General Xiao, unwilling to accept his fate, was determined to take someone down with him and dragged away the troublemaker Yu Qiaoting.

Finally Fu Shen had some peace and quiet. He slowly exhaled. He felt a heat in the pit of his stomach, perhaps from the alcohol.

He leaned over to look at another box. Sure enough, underneath the furs and tanned hides he found another gift, a pair of fur knee warmers to keep out the cold.

A pair of wild geese and a pair of knee warmers were worth only a few silver taels. It seemed the large boxes of offerings were all just an excuse to send these two gifts.

Fu Shen didn’t know whether to sigh at his good intentions or scold him for being a spendthrift. Now that he thought of it, Yan Xiaohan was always like this: He was generous with his kindness and consideration, but he only had a little bit of sincerity, and it was all hidden away in a deep, dark corner of his heart.

Yet this sincerity was like fine jade beneath a rough stone veneer. Once it saw light, it was peerless.

On the fifteenth day of the first month, Yan Xiaohan received several boxes from Yan Prefecture. Just as before, the real gifts were buried beneath a pile of unremarkable northern specialties: two deer-skins…and a jade pendant carved with trumpet vines.

Fu Shen’s unique gift frightened Lord Yan so much he couldn’t sleep. He turned the jade pendant over and over in his fingers at night, doubting everything. He first suspected Fu Shen had discovered something; then he thought Fu Shen might be trying to express his wish to reconcile. He changed his mind again, thoughts running wild. He remembered vividly the resolute look on Fu Shen’s face when he’d hurled that jade pendant to the cobblestones—surely he couldn’t be planning to cut ties again?

Yan Xiaohan reached for the cabinet at the head of the bed and retrieved a small sandalwood box. Inside it, wrapped in crimson satin, was an old jade pendant, a circle of shards. Even though Yan Xiaohan had sought out the best craftsman, who repaired it with gold, this pendant couldn’t be saved. The pieces that remained were chipped and uneven, leagues different from the one Fu Shen had gifted him today. Still, Yan Xiaohan had held onto it through the years with all the care one showed a treasure.

He could still feel his regret as he knelt and picked up the shattered jade piece by piece, and his despair when he found that he could no longer make it whole. If it weren’t for the excellent skill of the craftsman, Yan Xiaohan would probably have continued to regret it for the rest of his life.

Seven years ago, he had just joined the Feilong Guard and was still young. Every day he was criticized and ridiculed by those who called themselves upright. He’d often wished to kill all the corrupt scholars in the world. In his frustration and resentment, there was no line he wouldn’t cross. The Feilong Guard used any means necessary, and Yan Xiaohan followed suit. And whether by fortune or misfortune, the first case over which he had personally presided was that of Jin Yunfeng.

The first time he used any means necessary, he hit a wall named Fu Shen.

For the past seven years, that encounter had been like a pair of shackles on his ankles, a spider’s thread woven through his life, drawing a shimmering line to hold him back and preventing Yan Xiaohan from completely sinking into the quagmire of power.

This jade pendant—shattered into fragments hardly bigger than grains of sand and then pieced together with immense difficulty—seemed to hold a humble wish, one he had buried deep in his heart but could not express. It was the apology that he owed Fu Shen.

I’m sorry.

I didn’t ever want to cut ties with you.

He placed the second jade pendant side by side with the first in the box. The two, one broken and one whole, looked equally lustrous and beautiful under the lamplight, as if they came from the distant north, from old memories, a silent comfort from a man who always spoke stubbornly.

Fortunately, he was coming home soon.


Chapter 25

 

ON THE TWELFTH OF THE SECOND MONTH came the Flower Festival.

The Marquis of Jingning’s manor was adorned with lanterns and colorful decorations, alight with a celebratory mood. Red silk draped the door lintels and pillars, and servants dashed around the courtyard, preparing for the upcoming wedding banquet.

A roar from the main hall echoed through the manor: “Where is he? Why haven’t they arrived?!”

The official from the Ministry of Rites grabbed the nearest servant from the Yan residence, who’d come to help with the preparations, and cried in despair, “The Marquis of Jingning hasn’t returned yet? From so far? Why didn’t your master say anything earlier?! He must’ve fucking run away!”

The servant from the Yan residence was confused as well. “My lord, this—I don’t know either. These are all orders from my master himself. He said everything should be prepared as usual.”

The auspicious hour was approaching, yet the officials from the Ministry of Rites had completely lost hope for this marriage. They had all heard that the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, was a stubborn and unyielding man. When they heard he had agreed to the Ministry of Rites assisting in preparations for the wedding, all the ministry officials had breathed a sigh of relief. Who would have thought that when it came time for the wedding itself, this venerated gentleman would be nowhere to be found!

What a way to yank the rug out from under them. As expected of a renowned military strategist.

At this point, they could only pray fervently that the emperor was wise and his rage would not implicate them, the unlucky innocents.

The official from the Ministry of Rites stroked the three strands of his weedy beard and took a breath to calm himself. The only thing to do now was to find the other half of the couple and discuss how to put an end to this whole sorry affair. He asked the servant amiably, “Where is your master now?”

“My master left the city with a few attendants early this morning, saying he was going to welcome the marquis—my lord? My lord! Help! Someone come quickly! An official here has fainted!”

 

***

 

Outside the capital, at a traveler’s pavilion along the official road, a member of the wedding procession squinted up at the sun with the same dread as the unfortunate official from the Ministry of Rites and asked in a quavering voice, “My lord, it’s almost the auspicious hour—why…haven’t we seen anyone yet?”

They didn’t dare say more for fear that Yan Xiaohan would suddenly pull out a knife from his wedding robes and start stabbing any doubters.

Yan Xiaohan tamped down his anxiety and said coolly, “Wait a little longer.”

The words a dowry procession ten li long, you have my solemn word were still ringing in his ears. The letter he’d received from Yan Prefectural City, in addition to telling him to wait outside the city on the day of the wedding, had contained the earnest words This letter is short, but my feelings are long. I’ll say no more now. Don’t let me down and don’t forget me. Yan Xiaohan didn’t want to doubt Fu Shen; he did not want to imagine those words were all a cover for his escape.

In fact, he was more afraid than anyone. A chill down the spine and a knife in the back—hadn’t he already experienced such a situation with Fu Shen seven years ago?

Just as Yan Xiaohan’s struggle between surety and self-doubt threatened to drown him, a black speck appeared on the horizon: a man and a horse approaching at full gallop. The rider was a dark-skinned boy who did not dismount; even as he reached the pavilion he was already turning his horse, shouting, “Lord Yan, follow me! The general will be here soon!”

Yan Xiaohan exhaled as a boulder seemed to lift from his heart. He set his heels to his horse’s sides and shot off after the boy.

Before any of his attendants could react, the two had already covered a great distance. The horses of the Northern Yan Army were stronger and swifter than ordinary horses. Even Yan Xiaohan could barely keep up with him. In the end, the wedding procession dissolved; it became two leaders on the horizon, and a scattered line of people and horses desperately straggling behind.

The boy led them westward. When Yan Xiaohan saw the hazy silhouette of rooftops in the distance, he suddenly understood why Fu Shen had made such a willful request on this important day.

A high platform rose from the ground, upon which a palace stood majestically. The setting sun slanted across the glazed tiles, creating layers of coruscating golden light that shone even from a distance. This was the Golden Terrace.

The Golden Terrace was an homage to a legend from ancient times. Many centuries ago, King Zhao of Yan had greatly respected his wise advisor Guo Wei, and so built a palace in which to learn from him. According to the stories, he had placed a thousand gold coins on the terrace to attract scholars from all over the world, giving the edifice its name. When the Zhou Empire was founded, its first emperor wished to emulate King Zhao, so he built a high terrace and a palace in the outskirts of the capital. The platform was known as the Golden Terrace, and the palace was known as Qilin Hall. In the main hall of the palace, the emperor had ordered the portraits of the eighteen founding heroes hung to celebrate their merits.

Later emperors had followed his precedent, and today, all civil and military officials aspired to have their portraits displayed in the Qilin Hall of the Golden Terrace. During the late emperor’s reign, each time the army departed for war, the troops would stop here and swear an oath on the terrace; over time, it became custom.

Six years ago, when Fu Shen rode to war for the first time, the Yuantai Emperor had personally led the court officials to the Golden Terrace to see him off. Half a year later, when he returned victorious, he was conferred the title of Jingning on the Golden Terrace. Now Fu Shen was disabled, and he could no longer lead troops. With a single imperial edict, he was granted an absurd marriage designed to undercut all his achievements. But still he chose the Golden Terrace, the starting point of his life’s honor and disgrace, as the place to make his wedding vows.

His life was filled with the blood and tears of war, with extraordinary ups and downs. Yet he had fulfilled his wish of “repaying the emperor’s kindness on the Golden Terrace and fighting to the death with a precious sword.”23

This visit was his silent protest, an expression of his deepest regret.

The setting sun was like a bright flame licking over the horizon. At long last, Yan Xiaohan heard the sound of hooves in the distance; smoke and dust billowed, and a cluster of soldiers appeared at the end of the road.

Their leader had an upright figure, his shoulders square and his back straight. His horse galloped with the force of a thunderstorm. His red robe fluttered in the wind, reflecting the sunset as if bathed in fire and steeped in blood. The horse, also clad in red, stormed forward as if into battle—it didn’t seem like the rider was here to get married, but rather to steal a bride.

It was Fu Shen.

It could only be Fu Shen.

The moment he appeared, it was as if a hammer swung at Yan Xiao­han’s heart; his throat burned with unshed tears, and his eyes stung.

In all these months, he had never comforted Fu Shen, had not dared to touch his scar. He had often consoled himself with the thought that though Fu Shen could no longer step onto the battlefield or even walk freely, it was only his legs he had lost in Qingsha Gorge. Surely it was better than losing his life.

But at this moment, swallowing back tears, he had to at last admit that his open-minded attitude was a false front. Actually, he was unwilling to accept this; actually, he regretted everything.

Fu Shen was still so young, but he would have to use a wheelchair for who knew how long. Even if he healed, he would only be an ordinary person with limited ability. That stunning young man—the nobleman who rode through the city while countless girls threw flowers, the young general who stormed ahead in a cloud of dust and led his army to victory—would never appear again.
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Yet today, that young man whom he had passed on horseback had returned.

In a few breaths, the group of riders was before them. Fu Shen slowed his horse, whistled, and threw a long piece of red silk. Yan Xiaohan unthinkingly caught one end. He felt an irresistible tug from the other, and without meaning to, he leaned forward and clamped his legs around his horse, which trotted sedately toward Fu Shen.

It was as if Fu Shen had fished him out of the crowd with that piece of red silk.

Fu Shen was more than satisfied with Yan Xiaohan’s obedience. He nudged his horse closer with a smile and said, “Sorry for the wait—hey, why are you crying?”

The red rims of Yan Xiaohan’s eyes truly were a startling sight. Fu Shen unconsciously lowered his voice, his tone softening. “Yan-xiong, what’s wrong? Were you afraid I wouldn’t come?”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him expressionlessly, staring until Fu Shen fidgeted uncomfortably. Yan Xiaohan turned his head away and laughed. “It was just the wind.”

“We are getting married today, so I’ll let this go. If you lie next time I ask, I’ll beat you until you really do cry. Do you believe me?”

Fu Shen had arrived just in time: The sun was sinking, and dusk was the auspicious hour for the ceremony. He dismounted his horse, and Yan Xiaohan carried him on his back, walking step by step onto the solemn and glorious Golden Terrace in the last rays of the setting sun.

Time seemed to stretch infinitely. Each of the seventy-two white marble steps felt like treading through an entire lifetime.

Qilin Hall was tall and spacious, with a dark patina, the evidence of its age. Few people set foot here. Only the life-size portraits hanging high on the wall looked down at them solemnly, as if all the gods and Buddhas in heaven were silently watching two mortals who had entered the temple by mistake.

Even without Fu Shen’s guidance, Yan Xiaohan found the portraits of Fu Jian, Fu Tingzhong, and Fu Tingxin, the father and sons hanging side by side.

The soldier who had followed them handed them each a cushion. Yan Xiaohan glanced over and found it was Yu Qiaoting, a general of Northern Yan.

“Put me down here,” Fu Shen said softly.

The two men knelt side by side. Yu Qiaoting took out a wineskin and two small silver bowls. He placed them on the ground before them and retreated tactfully.

“This is my late grandfather, late father, and late uncle,” Fu Shen said. “My late mother is buried in her hometown. I’ll take you to pay your respects to her another day.” He turned, facing south, and said, “Come, first bow to the heavens and earth.”

The two bowed down.

Turning to the portraits again, Fu Shen raised his cup of wine and poured it on the ground, his voice carrying through the dimness. “Today, this unfilial son, Fu Shen, is to be married to Yan Xiaohan, imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard, by the grace of His Majesty. Grandfather, Father, Second Uncle, if you can see me from the afterlife, may you rest in peace.

“The second bow is to our parents,” Fu Shen said.

Yan Xiaohan faced south and bowed with him in silence. Then the two turned again, this time to face each other. Fu Shen reached out and poured two fresh cups of wine. He handed one to Yan Xiaohan. “Yan-xiong, thank you for being willing to wait for me here today.”

“No need to thank me. This is how it should be.”

“After my grandfather passed, the late emperor ordered his portrait to be placed in Qilin Hall. It was brought up to the Golden Terrace by my late father. In the nineteenth and twentieth years of Yuantai, my father and uncle passed, and I personally delivered their portraits here. His Highness the Prince of Su wanted to present my second uncle’s portrait to the hall, but unfortunately…” He shook his head. “According to the rules, after a meritorious official’s death, only his closest relatives may present the portrait. His Highness was deeply devoted to him, but in the end, he lacked any official status.

“I joined the army at eighteen and commanded the Northern Yan Cavalry for over five years. I dare not boast of any great achievements, but I believe I have lived up to the expectations of the heavens, the earth, and the people. Yet fate is unpredictable; I fear I will never be able to lead troops again. My military career ends here.”

He raised the wine cup and clinked it against its match in Yan Xiaohan’s hand.

“Before I left for the war that year, you made a wish that I would hate you as long as I lived. That wish is no longer valid—I don’t hate you anymore, Yan-xiong. Now it’s my turn to make a wish.”

Yan Xiaohan’s gaze was tender, as if he was ready to pluck the stars and the moon from the sky if Fu Shen said the word.

Fu Shen regarded him intently. In a solemn voice, he said, “I hope that after I die, my portrait might be placed in Qilin Hall. On that day, I wish for you to personally deliver it up the Golden Terrace.”

Where only a man’s nearest and dearest could go.

After a long silence, Yan Xiaohan said only, “On such a happy day, why do you have to say such ominous words?”

“Everyone will die one day; no need to avoid it.” Fu Shen didn’t seem nervous at all. His eyes were serious and sharp. “The highest and brightest are the sun and the moon; the closest and most distant are husband and wife.24 Once you marry me, then you will naturally be my closest kin.”

Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen. One unrestrained, the other withdrawn; one apparently careless, the other always wary; one who was worthy of admission to Qilin Hall for his merits, the other who was better installed in the Record of Flatterers… These two people, so unalike, met from opposing roads and turned together toward the path that lay ahead.

How could Yan Xiaohan refuse this wish, which all but asked him to grow old together?

He took the wine cup from Fu Shen, put it aside, and clasped their hands together.

“Husband and wife bow to each other,” Fu Shen said.

They leaned forward and bowed. They were so close that their heads almost touched, but their hands never separated. Some unknown connection seemed to be established in the dark; a lock fastening perfectly in their hearts with a single soft click.

The three bows were complete.


Chapter 26

 

TWILIGHT CRAWLED PINK across the windowsills as daylight dimmed outside, shrouding the yellowed paintings in darkness. Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen entwined their arms to exchange their nuptial wine. The final wedding ritual completed, they bowed deeply toward the portraits of the Fu ancestors before turning to descend the Golden Terrace.

This wedding ceremony had been heavy with sorrow, rendering the already solemn atmosphere even more subdued.

“To the marquis’s manor next,” Yan Xiaohan said as he helped Fu Shen onto his horse. In an attempt to lighten the mood, he added, “After we complete the ceremony there, we’ll have to enter the palace to thank His Majesty for his grace. The two of us have simply run off. The officials from the Ministry of Rites probably want to strangle us to death by now.”

“By all means, let them try,” Fu Shen scoffed. “I can take ten of them with one hand.”

The soldiers of the Northern Yan Cavalry attending the wedding erupted into laughter. Yan Xiaohan shook his head with a resigned smile and hopped onto his own mount. The two galloped away, and the wedding procession, now peppered with the soldiers of the Northern Yan Cavalry, rode toward the capital with great fanfare.

The entire capital knew this was Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen’s wedding day. Countless citizens had eagerly awaited the event, some even taking to the streets to get a better view of the excitement. They watched from dawn till dusk, buzzing with anxious speculation like ants on a hot pan, yet nothing happened. The Yuantai Emperor, waiting in the palace for news, had already sent people to the marquis’s residence three times. The Minister of Rites became so furious and anxious that he fainted—twice—before declaring he could no longer take it, and would retire at once to his hometown.

The marquis’s residence and the palace were both pure mayhem when the northern gate of the capital swung open. Two riders in red robes galloped out from the long shadows of the gate tower, their sleeves and hems billowing like the last bursts of flame from a sun about to sink below the edge of the world. In an instant, they dashed through the twilit streets, utterly carefree and extraordinarily handsome and gallant.

The crowd erupted in cheers. Someone held up a lantern, and soon, the citizens had all taken to the streets with lanterns in their hands, hundreds and thousands of them gradually forming a glittering river of light that put the Milky Way to shame. As the two riders passed, countless commoners threw red flowers and hollered, “Congratulations to General Fu on his wedding!”

“Congratulations on your joyous wedding, General!”

“My lord, may you be safe, healthy, and blessed with endless fortune!”

Fat red petals showered down as cheers thundered against them like crashing waves, roaring ever louder until the entire city had gone wild in celebration. Fu Shen was shocked; even Yan Xiaohan hadn’t anticipated such a grand reception.

Fu Shen’s feelings at that moment were hard to describe. It was as if a heart with a thousand wounds was gently lifted from a world of snow and ice. He was deeply moved. Glancing over, Yan Xiaohan thought he saw the glimmer of tears in Fu Shen’s eyes.

Their horses slowed to a trot and stopped atop Chunhe Bridge. Both on and below the bridge were hundreds of citizens holding bright lanterns, lighting up the night like fireflies. Fu Shen sat upright in his saddle, straightened his attire, and solemnly bowed to the immense crowd thronging the streets.

“This general is undeserving.”

He spoke only four words, each one intoned with great solemnity, his voice choked with emotion.

The achievements of three generations of the Fu family were recorded in the annals, engraved on steles, and lauded by the people. Once upon a time, Fu Shen’s ears had nearly fallen off from all the praise he’d heard. He’d been proud and self-satisfied, even privately smug. When the emperor had used him and thrown him away, he’d been resentful, believing the world owed him tearful gratitude for his heroic deeds.

Yet today, truly confronted with the goodwill of the people, he felt like a speck of dust in a vast universe. Shame overwhelmed him, and he strangled his pride.

External threats persisted; peace had yet to prevail. With his meager military achievements, what virtue, what ability did he possess to deserve such gratitude and remembrance from so many?

Much of the duty he bore was merely his birthright as a member of the Fu family—he couldn’t tarnish his ancestors’ honor. Another small part came from his own stubborn refusal to admit defeat. Even with a thousand burdens laid on his shoulders, he gritted his teeth and carried them all. Righteousness actually only occupied a small fraction of his heart, standing out awkwardly against everything else. He had to guard it like a fragile candle flame on a long and lonely journey, lest it flicker out in a gust of wind or sudden rain.

But tonight, he had realized he wasn’t alone in stubbornly guarding this light. Tens of thousands of lanterns and blessings, the air thick with flowers, sent him to his wedding banquet. He felt as if he’d finally found the courage and faith to continue on this long road.

A warm, strong hand gave Fu Shen’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. Yan Xiaohan leaned close, a wall at Fu Shen’s back. “It’s getting late. Let’s be on our way.”

Fu Shen nodded absently. Abruptly, he reached up and caught something out of the air, which he tucked into Yan Xiaohan’s lapel. Before Yan Xiaohan realized what had happened, Fu Shen had taken the reins and urged his horse forward.

A faint fragrance reached his nose. When Yan Xiaohan glanced down and saw what it was, he was taken aback.

A twin lotus.

At the Marquis of Jingning’s residence, a crowd had craned their necks in eager anticipation for half the day—gazing longingly into the distance—before the two luminaries of the hour made their belated entrance. The official from the Ministry of Rites was taken aback at the sight of Fu Shen astride a horse and nearly blurted, Marquis, aren’t you disabled? Thankfully, before he spoke, he saw Yan Xiaohan personally lift Fu Shen down to place him in the waiting wheelchair and realized Fu Shen hadn’t actually recovered. He’d simply endured the journey through sheer willpower.

A hero in decline, a beauty past her prime—a disabled general’s last gasp of pride was admirable, but lamentable as well.

Pricked by sympathy, the official felt his pent-up anger dissipate somewhat. Instead of losing his temper, he cupped his hands in salute, congratulating the couple on their union. He urged, “Please head inside at once. The Duke of Ying and your mother have been waiting for the ceremony to begin.”

The Feilong Guard’s status was such that they typically ignored civil officials; Yan Xiaohan acknowledged him with a dismissive hum, his entire attention bent on caring for Fu Shen. Fu Shen thanked the man for his hard work, then gently pushed Yan Xiaohan away from the wheelchair.

“No need for you to do this,” he whispered. “Let Qingheng and the others handle it.”

A long red carpet stretched from the entrance gates to the main hall. Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan each held one end of the red silk ribbon as Yu Qiaoting wheeled Fu Shen into the wedding hall. The room was brilliantly lit with candles adorned with dragons and phoenixes. The guests rose to their feet to offer their congratulations. Lady Qin, sumptuously dressed, sat in one of the head seats. The other was left empty. The Duke of Ying, Fu Tingyi, sat in the first seat below the dais. He glanced up when the couple entered and locked eyes with Fu Shen.

After waiting for hours, Lady Qin was at the limits of her patience. Had she been at home, she would have been making the scene of the century by now. But today’s wedding banquet was held at the residence of the Marquis of Jingning and attended by many of the Fu family’s old friends and colleagues. She was forced to grit her teeth and maintain a veneer of poise and virtue, lest she humiliate herself in front of these many dignitaries. The moment she saw Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan, however, she almost burst out laughing.

For years, she and her son had shivered in fear beneath Fu Shen’s shadow. Every soul in the Duke of Ying’s manor recognized only the elder young master, not the younger. Now the tables had turned. So what if Fu Shen was outrageously arrogant? In the end, he had to marry another man. He would have to swallow his pride and kowtow respectfully to her, the duchess!

“My child, you are a troublemaker to the end. How could you be late on your own wedding day? You’ve missed the auspicious hour and made everyone wait for you.” Lady Qin scolded Fu Shen without leaving her seat, putting on a great show of reprimanding a wayward child. “You may have acted lawlessly at home, but now that you’re married, you mustn’t be so willful.”

She turned to Yan Xiaohan. Warmly, she said, “Menggui, Jingyuan has been spoiled all his life. If he steps out of line, please make allowances for him.”

Her words were nauseating. The hall was so quiet one could hear a pin drop. Everyone present knew the dirty laundry of the Duke of Ying’s household. The weary guests sat up straight, ears pricked, sensing a spectacle was about to unfold.

Fu Shen’s face darkened, but before he could explode, a warm hand pressed down on his shoulder. Yan Xiaohan’s unhurried voice sounded above him: “Naturally. If I didn’t, who would?”

His tone was slightly sarcastic. Everyone was eager to believe he was unhappy with this forced marriage. Only Fu Shen detected the undercurrent of gloating and possessiveness. The fire of rage in his chest died, and the corner of his lips curled almost imperceptibly upward. He relaxed under Yan Xiaohan’s hand, getting comfortable to watch the show. If not for his current condition, he might even have crossed his legs.

Lady Qin was clearly pleased by Yan Xiaohan’s response. She naturally assumed Yan Xiaohan loathed Fu Shen, and since the enemy of her enemy was her friend, they must be allies in this venture.

“Don’t just stand there,” she said with a magnanimous smile. “Hurry and perform the rites. Your ceremony mustn’t be delayed—”

“One moment,” Yan Xiaohan interjected.

“What is it?”

“Jingyuan’s parents have passed away. We should be bowing before their memorial tablets. Why are the tablets not here in the wedding hall?”

Lady Qin was dumbfounded.

“Who are you to sit in the place of honor and accept bows from myself and the Marquis of Jingning?” Yan Xiaohan continued with a smile. “Don’t you fear you’ll invite misfortune by being so presumptuous?”

Fu Shen almost wanted to applaud. Lady Qin’s face went from flushed to pale to dark; her lips quivered, and her hands trembled under her wide sleeves. She had never expected Yan Xiaohan to attack her like this. Any retort died on her lips when she saw the murderous glint in his eyes. This truly was a Feilong Guardsman!

Before she could gather her wits, Yan Xiaohan seemed to tire of wasting breath on her. Coldly, he ordered, “Remove her.”

At his command, two Feilong Guardsmen stepped out of the crowd, moving so swiftly it was as if they’d rehearsed. They grabbed Lady Qin’s arms and pulled her from the head seat, then marched her out of the hall.

Finally coming to her senses, Lady Qin screamed and struggled wildly. But she only managed to shout two words before the well-trained guardsmen gagged her. As her muffled cries faded into the distance, a deathly silence fell over the wedding hall. Despite the careful lack of expression on their faces, the guests were privately thrilled. The audacity! As expected of the infamous Feilong Guard!

Everything was settled between one blink and the next—Lady Qin had been dragged out of sight before the young Fu Ya even realized what had occurred. When he did, he jumped up and charged at Yan Xiaohan.

“Damn dog! You dare humiliate my mother!” he shouted furiously, his fist raised. Before his punch could land, Yan Xiaohan dealt him a kick that sent him skidding several feet.

“And you are…?” Yan Xiaohan demanded of the pile of robes on the ground.

Fu Shen was going to die laughing.

Not all the guests were happy to merely watch the show; one kind soul, seeing Fu Ya struggling to get up after that brutal kick, nervously tried to defuse the situation.

“My lord, this is the Fu family’s little young master, the marquis’s younger brother. His mother is, ah…Lady Qin. Be magnanimous, sir. You mustn’t be so harsh on a child.”

Yan Xiaohan made a noise of feigned surprise. “I’ve only ever heard of Young Master Fu, never of any Little Young Master Fu. So this is Jingyuan’s half brother. My mistake.”

Fu Ya, who had at last caught his breath, nearly spat blood at the insincerity of Yao Xiaohan’s apology. His eyes reddened, burning with shame and anger. Without looking, he scrabbled among the fallen tableware on the ground and hurled the first object he grasped at Yan Xiaohan, cursing loudly, “The hell it is!”

His aim was off—the projectile went wide, spinning toward Fu Shen, who caught it effortlessly. He examined it and found it was a half-shattered porcelain bowl.

“Little Young Master Fu’s language is too uncouth,” Yan Xiaohan scolded. “Quite unbecoming.” His gaze fell on the jagged edges of the porcelain bowl, and his face instantly darkened. A murderous aura seemed to billow around him as he spat, “You dare use such a sharp weapon to attack your elder brother? The nerve of you!”

The thoughts of their audience were nearly palpable enough for Yan Xiaohan to feel them striking him: Madman! Be reasonable! He wasn’t trying to attack his elder brother—he was clearly aiming at you! There are limits to how much you can twist the truth, you know!

Fu Shen put a hand over his mouth to muffle the coughs from suppressing his laughter. Yan Xiaohan seemed only then to remember that Fu Shen was still there and bent down to soothe him.

“Don’t be angry—there, there. Normally I wouldn’t start trouble on such a joyous occasion. But we’re married now; as husband and wife, we are one. Your mobility is limited, so I’ve no choice but to step in and discipline this disrespectful, foul-mouthed little brother of yours. Surely you don’t mind, Marquis?”

His tone was sweet and gentle, yet every word was a transparent threat.

Playing along, Fu Shen knit his brows. “But…”

“The Feilong Guard knows not to cross the line,” Yan Xiaohan reassured him. “No bloodshed of course—just a light punishment to teach him a lesson.”

Fu Shen hesitated briefly, then relented, obviously still reluctant. “Well. As you wish.”

Satisfied, Yan Xiaohan straightened and turned to the waiting Feilong Guard. “You heard the marquis. Take the little young master away and flog him a few times—lightly—until he’s reflected on his mistakes.”

Court officials familiar with Feilong Guard’s methods shuddered. All regarded Fu Ya with deep sympathy. Beat him until he’d reflected on his mistakes—why, that meant half to death! Like wolves and tigers on the prowl, the Feilong Guard hauled Fu Ya out of the hall.

A perfectly fine wedding had descended into chaos. For those trapped in the hall, every moment felt like torture. And the worst off was the poor Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, all because the cruel and tyrannical imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard refused to let anything rest.

“Every family has its own trials, as they say.” Yan Xiaohan heaved a dramatic sigh. “We’ve only just married and already we’re dealing with this mess. Who knows what trouble they’ll make for us in days to come…”

The Feilong Guard had used far more underhanded and ruthless tactics in the past when framing the innocent and persecuting the loyal. Yet here Yan Xiaohan was, not-so-subtly fishing for compliments from Fu Shen after merely removing two in-laws.

Fu Shen stared at him with dry amusement, though inwardly he felt his heart soften. “Well done, my good and virtuous wife.”

Yan Xiaohan stared back at him, cocking a brow.

Fu Shen hadn’t realized the consequences of his casual teasing. Soon after, news of the excitement at the Marquis of Jingning’s wedding spread rapidly through the streets. Word of mouth, compounded by increasingly fanciful speculation, eventually altered the story to become this: That bastard from the Feilong Guard had insulted the Marquis of Jingning’s mother right in front of his face, beat his brother, then forced the general to praise him as virtuous before onlookers. Absolutely outrageous! Utterly shameless! Once again that imperial dog was persecuting good and loyal men!

But all that would unfold outside the walls after the fact. For now, the farce had ended, but the wedding had to go on. After seeing off Lady Qin and Fu Ya, the crowd turned their attention to Fu Shen’s only remaining family member, the Duke of Ying, Fu Tingyi.

Unlike his father and two elder brothers, Fu Tingyi had been frail since childhood. He was not cut out for martial arts and spent most of his time secluded in his room, buried in books. To his family, he might as well have been invisible. When his elder brothers passed one after the other, and the Duke of Ying’s household was in desperate need of someone to fill their shoes, it was Fu Shen who had stepped forward and led an army beyond the border, shouldering the family burden. Only then did Fu Tingyi quietly emerge to inherit the title. After the Marquis of Jingning established his own household outside the Duke of Ying’s estate, this already reclusive duke became even more withdrawn. Rumor had it that he became obsessed with the pursuit of immortality through alchemy and neglected his civil duties, leading the duke’s house into decline.

With such an outstanding family preceding him, public opinion of this third Duke of Ying was harsh. It was said Fu Tingyi had no talent and relied solely on the fortunate circumstances of his birth to carry him through life. Wasn’t he seeking immortality? Maybe one day he’d get lucky and ascend to the heavens!

But regardless of Lady Qin’s machinations, Fu Shen had always respected his third uncle. Whether Fu Tingyi truly had no interest in worldly affairs or was deliberately keeping his head down, the Duke of Ying’s unobtrusive presence over the years had spared Fu Shen many worries.

He gestured for Yan Xiaohan to wheel him over to Fu Tingyi and cupped his hands in greeting. “Third Uncle.”

Despite the occasion being his nephew’s wedding, Fu Tingyi was clad in plain Daoist robes. In recent years, he often fasted and abstained from meat, leaving him gaunt, with a long beard that had the effect of making him look rather sage-like. Throughout the huge commotion, he’d been silent, eyes restfully closed, reciting Daoist scripture under his breath and ignoring it all. Only now, when Fu Shen called to him, did he open his eyes.

“No need to bow to me,” Fu Tingyi said. His eyes carried a keen glint, though his tone was soft and distant. “Your parents’ memorial tablets are in the clan’s ancestral hall. If you wish to pay your respects, you may go there yourself.”

It was unclear to whom his final words were directed. Without waiting for a response, he rose and drifted away in a flutter of sleeves.

Now even the Feilong Guard looked at Fu Shen with sympathy. That their imperial inspector had lost his parents at such a young age was tragic enough. But with the Marquis of Jingning’s relatives acting this way as well…it would be better if they had never existed.

Fortunately, Fu Shen didn’t mind. He and Yan Xiaohan had paid their respects to his parents on the Golden Terrace; what did these others matter? It was better that they left—he’d grown tired of all these ceremonies and etiquettes some time ago.

The banquet went late into the night. After sending off the last of the guests, Yan Xiaohan turned to Fu Shen. “Leave the rest to the servants. We’ll spend the night in my residence.”

He knew Fu Shen had little attachment to the marquis’s manor. But to his surprise, after a little hesitation, Fu Shen declined. “No need. I should have mentioned this earlier, but we were so busy it slipped my mind. I’m planning to move to an estate outside the city to recuperate. I’ll give you directions to it later. If you need me, you can find me there.”

Yan Xiaohan’s eyes widened slightly, though his voice remained steady as he asked, “Living apart so soon after marrying? Has my hospitality been lacking?”

“Not at all. Don’t overthink it,” said Fu Shen, tilting his head. He glanced toward the front gates. “I have a whole troop of Northern Yan Cavalry with me. It wouldn’t be proper for them to stay at your residence.”

Yan Xiaohan relaxed, some of his sullenness evaporating, though his eyes still spoke of deep regret. “Not even one night?”

Fu Shen’s sour heart squeezed ever so slightly, suddenly so soft it was going to melt into a puddle. “You’d miss me that much?” he asked with a smile.

Left alone inside their nuptial hall, glowing with the light of their red wedding candles, they murmured to each other, one deliberately tempting, the other freely indulging. The air was thick with unspoken intimacy.

“I made some preparations, thinking you might find them use­ful when you returned,” Yan Xiaohan said. “But it seems that was unnecessary.”

Although Fu Shen knew only half of what Yan Xiaohan said could be trusted—and that his sulking was mostly an act—he couldn’t help but relent. “How can your thoughtfulness be considered unnecessary?” He took Yan Xiaohan’s hand and said frankly, “It was my fault for not telling you earlier. Since you insist, I’ll trouble you tonight.”

“Mn.” Yan Xiaohan lowered his gaze to their clasped hands. “Nothing would please me more.”

Only when Fu Shen saw the large red lanterns hanging at the gates of the Yan manor did he wake from his trance. Yan Xiaohan could have had a respectable career as a kidnapper had he chosen not to enter the Feilong Guard. Never had General Fu thought that, after so many years of steely resolve, he could be whisked away without even a stutter of protest.

He and his wheelchair were set under the eaves facing the courtyard. Yan Xiaohan slowly pushed him forward, toward the main hall. Just as Fu Shen was about to warn him of the steps ahead, he felt the wheelchair glide smoothly up a ramp. Shocked, he finally noticed what was different about this manor compared to before.

All the steps had been leveled into gentle slopes, and the raised thresholds were removed, leaving only smooth ground.

To ordinary folks, caring for a disabled family member was exhausting. Few would go to such lengths as to remodel inconvenient stairs or thresholds. Yet Yan Xiaohan, knowing full well their marriage was in name only—that Fu Shen wouldn’t be staying long—had still renovated the entire manor without a word.

Fu Shen had a heart like any other man—it’d be a lie to say it wasn’t moved.

Although they’d exchanged vows and completed the ceremony, Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan had only taken the barest steps toward honesty. Countless secrets and differences still lay between them. Neither could say what they truly were to each other. Their relationship was knotted with too many complications, and the occasional stirring of the heart, or flicker of affection, seemed like a drop in the ocean.

But could such insignificant flickers make Yan Xiaohan go this far?

Unlike the impersonal decorations within the Marquis of Jingning’s manor, the Yan residence was meticulously appointed. Every detail was exquisite: exquisite, yet quietly so. Upon spotting a few pots of orchids in the hall, Fu Shen was reminded of his discovery in a northern town.

“After all these years, I see Yan-xiong still appreciates orchids,” he remarked.

Yan Xiaohan’s grip on the wheelchair tightened, but he replied calmly, “If not for lack of time, I would’ve prepared a pond full of twin lotuses for you.”

His words struck Fu Shen in the heart, rendering him momentarily speechless.

As if giving him a tour, Yan Xiaohan wheeled him through each room and corridor before stopping at a small building near the bedchamber. After a moment Fu Shen recalled—this was the bathing room.

“Are we going in?” Fu Shen asked, looking up at him. “What’s there to see in a bathroom?”

Isn’t it just a screen and some bathtubs—

Yan Xiaohan pushed the door open to reveal a massive jade landscape screen, and beyond it, an entirely different world. The walls of several rooms had been taken down to create one large, spacious hall. It was empty of furnishings save for a large jade bathing pool sunk into the center. No hot water had been prepared yet, and so the pool was currently only half filled with crystal-clear water. Under the candlelight, its surface shimmered. Carvings of lotuses and fish so lifelike they might flip their tails were faintly visible at the bottom.

“This…”

Yan Xiaohan wheeled Fu Shen closer. “Your legs make bathtubs difficult to use. You can easily fall without someone supporting you. I had this pool built instead. Do you…like it?”

Fu Shen was still reeling from the avalanche of surprises. Before he could fully grasp the implications of this pool, Yan Xiaohan stepped in front of him and knelt, meeting his eyes on a level. Resting a hand on Fu Shen’s knee, he said, “Jingyuan, I’ve spruced up the garden and planted a phoenix tree. Now…I only await the phoenix’s descent.”

The phoenix, who had not descended and in fact had planned to fly elsewhere tonight, found himself at a loss. He suddenly wanted to ask Yan Xiaohan: Do you know the meaning of the saying “Lord Ye loves dragons”? You shouldn’t pretend to like something you don’t. What makes you so sure I’m the phoenix you seek?

But the smoothed-out steps, the massive bathing pool, and the sincerity in Yan Xiaohan’s eyes were all too real.

“This won’t do, Yan-xiong,” Fu Shen said with a chuckle. He leaned forward and tapped Yan Xiaohan’s forehead with a cool, dry finger. “If you want to attract a phoenix, you have to sing ‘The Phoenix Seeks His Mate.’”25

Yan Xiaohan arched a brow, his pointed look communicating as surely as if he’d said the words, If you’re so knowledgeable, why don’t you sing it?

Fu Shen burst out laughing. The distance between them in this moment was thinner than paper, yet both tacitly chose to stop there instead of leaning in that final inch. The delicate balance between them was something only they understood. Perhaps their feelings still weren’t deep enough, that such things didn’t yet feel natural; perhaps both possessed extraordinary patience, adamantly seeking the truth below countless exchanges and tests.

Since the court disallowed their consummation, the pair reverted to their usual accommodations, Fu Shen in the bedroom and Yan Xiaohan in the side chamber. This inverted host-guest arrangement had somehow become routine. The entire Yan manor had taken it in stride, despite the fact that Fu Shen had only formally entered the household today.

The deadliest tenderness was the silent kind. Fu Shen had learned this the hard way with Yan Xiaohan years ago, yet it seemed the lesson needed teaching again.

Early the next morning, while the two masters of the Yan residence were still asleep, someone pounded on the door. Yu Qiaoting stood outside with a grave expression.

“Apologies for the disturbance. I have urgent business and must speak with the marquis immediately.”

The steward led him into the parlor. Yan Xiaohan wheeled Fu Shen out soon after. Both looked well-rested; it seemed there had been no nighttime mischief the evening before. Under normal circumstances, Yu Qiaoting would have teased them, but today, before Fu Shen could even ask if he’d taken breakfast, Yu Qiaoting addressed Yan Xiaohan: “Lord Yan. I have urgent military matters to discuss with the general.”

Nodding in understanding, Yan Xiaohan excused himself and stepped out to arrange a morning meal.

“What is it?” Fu Shen asked.

Yu Qiaoting produced a palm-sized box, which he presented with both hands. “I stayed at the marquis’s manor last night. This morning, a servant brought this to me—he said it was found while cataloguing the wedding gifts.”

Fu Shen’s brow furrowed as he spotted the falcon emblem on the box’s lid. “From the Zhe tribe?”

A swift examination yielded no sign of any mechanism embedded in the box. Fu Shen opened the lock with an easy click and was immediately hit with the stench of blood. He frowned. “What’s this? Eastern pearls?”

The box was filled with a handful of smooth, lustrous pearls. Fu Shen didn’t care for pearls, but his experience inspecting annual tributes at the frontier allowed him to recognize that these pearls were of nearly the highest grade. These freshwater Eastern pearls, found in the lakes and rivers of the northeast where the Zhe tribe gathered, were extremely valuable. But the ones in Fu Shen’s hands, which should have been milky white, were mottled red, as if they’d been fished out of a pool of blood. It was an eerie sight.

The pearls themselves weren’t frightening, just unsettling. However—“Who sent these?” Fu Shen asked. “Was there a calling card or note?”

“We received too many cards yesterday,” Yu Qiaoting replied with a shake of his head. “There might have been, but we couldn’t find it in a quick search.”

Fu Shen clicked the lid shut and handed the box back to Yu Qiaoting with a scoff. “Cheap theatrics. Pulling the same tricks after eight hundred years. Ignore it. Those reprobates likely sent it on purpose to spoil my wedding. Dispose of them. Don’t let Yan Xiaohan know.”

Seeing him so unruffled, Yu Qiaoting relaxed a touch, though he still felt uneasy. As he tucked the box away, Fu Shen asked, “Have you done as I instructed earlier?”

“Rest assured, sir. Will you depart for the estate today?”

Fu Shen considered this. Yan Xiaohan would likely be upset if he left so soon, but considering his plans, he had little choice. “Yes. Get ready.”

While the pair of Northern Yan soldiers was closeted in the parlor, Yan Xiaohan didn’t get to enjoy breakfast either; quick on the heels of Yu Qiaoting’s arrival, a Feilong Guard scout rushed in.

“My lord! Last night, a headless corpse was fished out of a well in Dongwang Village, Zuoning County. The case was reported to the local prefectural office. They identified the victim as Mu Boxiu, the right general of the Jinwu Guard.” 

At the turn of the year, Right General Mu Boxiu of the Jinwu Guard had vanished without a trace. His disappearance was abrupt, yet it didn’t appear to be careless: He’d left behind anything that might identify him and only took some old civilian clothes and money. His family initially assumed he’d gone overboard drinking with colleagues. Only after several days of waiting for his return did they tearfully report him missing.

The case hadn’t drawn much attention at first, and was handled by the local authorities. Since it involved a court official, the report had reached the Feilong Guard and crossed Yan Xiaohan’s desk, where it was promptly shelved. No one believed a strapping soldier of the Jinwu Guard could be mobbed or murdered; perhaps he’d taken a lover and lost track of time in his pleasure. But now Mu Boxiu’s headless corpse had been found in an abandoned well outside the capital. A missing-persons case and a court official’s gruesome murder were two entirely different affairs.

“Was the head found?”

“Not yet,” replied the scout. “The local authorities have taken over the entire village. They are doing a thorough search.”

“Retrieve the case files from the local prefectural office,” Yan Xiaohan ordered. “Dig up everything on General Mu—up to three generations, above and below. I will go to the palace immediately. Tell Jiang Shu to take two men with him and keep an eye on things in the village. Stay discreet and investigate in secret. This matter involves the Southern Court; His Majesty may not want the Feilong Guard interfering.”

The scout acknowledged the order and bowed his way out. In his rush to go to the palace, Yan Xiaohan had no time for a proper meal. He took a few bites of a pastry before going back to the bedroom to change clothes. By the time he was ready, Fu Shen and Yao Qiaoting had also finished their discussion.

Fu Shen raised his eyebrows at Yan Xiaohan’s attire. “Going out?”

“Work to do,” Yan Xiaohan said shortly. He bent to fold him in a quick embrace, whispering rapidly in Fu Shen’s ear as he did, “I know you’re leaving. Sorry I can’t see you off. Breakfast is ready; eat before you go. Take care on the road. If you see anything you like here, take it with you. I’ll visit once I’m done with business here.”

Fu Shen patted him on the shoulder and sighed. “You might as well forget your business and climb into a trunk to come with me.”

They grinned at each other.

Yan Xiaohan straightened and cupped his hands in salute toward Yu Qiaoting. “I must go on ahead. I’ll entrust Jingyuan to your care, General.”

General Yu looked slightly queasy though he hadn’t eaten anything. Wooden faced, he replied, “Of course, my lord.”

 

***

 

Late in the morning, a carriage stopped at the gates of a villa nestled at the foot of Mount Changle, not far from the capital. From the outside, the residence appeared ordinary; surrounded by mountains and rivers, it was a serene and secluded retreat. When one entered the gates, however, a chilling aura rushed forth, like the iron stench of blood. The entire estate was patrolled day and night by the armed Northern Yan Army, turning a picturesque mountain villa into a seasoned military camp.

Aside from Yu Qiaoting, Fu Shen’s entourage included the medic Du Leng and a squad of personal guards led by Xiao Xun. Officially, they had come south to escort the bride, but in reality, their purpose was to guard the estate. Yu Qiaoting wheeled Fu Shen into the inner courtyard, whereupon Xiao Xun opened a hidden door, revealing a dark tunnel. The two soldiers lifted Fu Shen’s wheelchair and carried him down the long stone staircase. Oil lamps along the stone walls flickered to life one by one, their light stretching into the deepest recesses of the tunnel and falling upon a chilling scene.

A prison cell made of three stone walls and one set of thick iron bars squatted in the depths of the underground chamber. Its cold, damp floor was strewn with moldy straw. Inside, a disheveled figure in thin white underrobes was curled in the corner. He raised a hand to cover his face at the sudden light.

“Have you been enjoying your stay?”

Fu Shen’s low, melodious voice, tinged with amusement, rang through the dungeon. His question was unhurried and not particularly threatening, but the prisoner jerked like a fish pierced by a poisoned hook.

The man was shuddering so hard his teeth chattered, eyes wild with fear. It was a moment before he gritted out, “You?!”

“Yes, it’s me,” Fu Shen replied amiably, sitting straighter in his chair. “Well met. It seems you do remember me, General Mu. Or should I say—the late right general of the Jinwu Guard.” 


Chapter 27

 

PROFOUND TERROR came over Mu Boxiu. “Y-you…!”

Fu Shen flashed him a dark smile. “But aren’t you alive and well? If you don’t believe me, pinch your leg. See if it hurts.”

The longer Fu Shen drew out these pleasantries, dancing around the inevitable, the sicker Mu Boxiu felt. He would almost rather be killed than be tormented by Fu Shen like this.

“Why do I get the sense that you’re terrified of me, General Mu?” Fu Shen asked, sounding intrigued. “More than death itself, hmm?”

Fu Shen wasn’t the dreaded leader of the Feilong Guard whom all cowered from. He was a handsome young general. Ordinary people didn’t tremble at the mere sight of him.

Mu Boxiu ground his teeth and put on a bold front. “The great Marquis of Jingning dares privately imprison a court official? Are you not worried the Feilong Guard will trace this back to you, General Fu?!”

Yu Qiaoting and Xiao Xun had no words.

Fu Shen burst out laughing and clapped twice at this display. “Allow me to remind you, General Mu: You are already a dead man. Your corpse is lying in the local prefectural office as we speak. Or do you think you’ll walk out of here alive?” He added, with a trace of pride, “As for the Feilong Guard, their imperial inspector is now mine. Trace this back to me? I’d welcome it.”

Yu Qiaoting cleared his throat, reminding him to stay on topic and stop showing off.

Mu Boxiu realized Fu Shen was toying with him like a cat with a mouse. Unable to bear it any longer, he snapped, “What do you want?”

“You’re a clever man, General. I’ve appeared before you in this wheelchair. Can’t you guess?”

“I don’t know,” Mu Boxiu said firmly, a muscle jumping in his jaw.

Fu Shen’s smile twisted into a scowl. “Don’t push your luck. I will ask you once. Will you talk?”

Mu Boxiu repeated his answer. “I don’t know.”

The final syllable had yet to fade when Fu Shen struck. A sharp whistle cut through the air, and a crossbow bolt lodged in Mu Boxiu’s left shoulder. Pain exploded from the wound. Caught completely off guard, Mu Boxiu grunted.

Fu Shen held a fine, arm-mounted crossbow, a second bolt already loaded and pointed at Mu Boxiu’s other shoulder. “Still won’t speak?”

Mu Boxiu slumped against the wall, sapped of strength. Cold sweat drenched him. Still, he kept silent. Fu Shen showed no mercy; without another word, he fired again. This time, the bolt was shot with even greater force. It punched straight through Mu Boxiu’s shoulder, pinning him to the wall.

Fu Shen loaded another bolt. “It’s fine if you’re shy,” he said. “You’ll have plenty of time here to think carefully before I turn you into a sieve. Dead men tell no tales, but a living one?”

He pointed the crossbow at Mu Boxiu’s right leg. “I’m sure you’ll talk. Don’t worry, my aim is quite good. If I mean to hit your right leg, I won’t accidentally hit the left. Three.”

He loosed a third bolt.

Mu Boxiu let out a harrowing scream. The blood streaming from his wounds had already soaked the ground beneath him. Unfortunately, the three men staring down at him were battle-hardened officers who’d seen more than their share of slaughter. No one said a word to stop this torture. Their gazes, as dispassionate as if looking at a writhing insect, sent a chill through Mu Boxiu—it was a fear worse than death.

Fu Shen’s lips parted. But just before he could utter the word four, the prisoner surrendered. Whimpering softly, he said, “I’ll talk.”

“Please.” Fu Shen beckoned him courteously.

“You’re right. We carried out the order to ambush you at Qingsha Gorge. The bolt that missed you was mine.”

Fu Shen extended a hand, palm up, and Xiao Xun handed him a cracked wooden box. Fu Shen opened it and showed Mu Boxiu the contents.

“This bolt?”

Mu Boxiu struggled to lift his head to see it. “Yes.”

The crossbow bolt was black from tip to tail, only about six inches long, with a triangular head of flat steel and deep grooves along the sides of the shaft. The end bore the character Jun—military—that was the mark of the Imperial Armory. Near the head, the character for leopard, Bao, was drawn in a single stroke, as elegant and powerful as the beast itself. It had been Yan Xiaohan who told him that this character was the emblem of the Baotao Guard.

The Baotao Guard was one of the Ten Guards of the Southern Court. This branch of the imperial guards generally kept a very low profile. Their name, Baotao, was a nod to their quivers made of leopard hide, bestowed because this group stood watch atop the capital city walls and thus excelled at archery. 

The bolt in Fu Shen’s hand was crafted by the Crossbow Office of the Imperial Armory. His men had already investigated this: Years ago, the office had produced a batch of armor-piercing bolts for arm-mounted crossbows, which were distributed to the imperial guards and the Warden’s Office. However, due to the crossbow’s short range and single-shot capacity, they were deemed impractical and never widely adopted. The unused bolts were likely piled in some warehouse gathering dust.

These bolts had only briefly appeared among the imperial guards. Fu Shen, for instance, had never seen them, and owing to the rapid turnover of the imperial guards’ weaponry, very few remembered such bolts had ever been in use. If not for the note tucked inside the box and Yan Xiaohan’s insight on the emblems, Fu Shen’s men might still be searching blind.

“To think you would find the bolt even in that state… I thought it was buried at Qingsha Gorge.” Mu Boxiu collapsed, sprawled along the stone as he gazed vacantly at the ceiling. “Heaven’s will…”

The arm-mounted crossbows produced by the Imperial Armory weren’t suitable for warfare, but their portability and lethal effectiveness at short range made them ideal for assassination. Yet this telltale bolt had become Mu Boxiu’s fatal mistake. Having served in the imperial guard his entire career—first in the Baotao Guard, then later in the Jinwu Guard—he had overlooked a basic fact: Ordinary military crossbow bolts wouldn’t bear the armory’s mark.

Fu Shen had no patience for his regrets and cut straight to the point. “Who ordered the ambush at Qingsha Gorge?”

Mu Boxiu wheezed a laugh. “General Fu, you already have me here. You don’t know who wants you dead?”

“No,” Fu Shen said, unruffled. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you.”

Did he really not know?

The ambush had occurred on the route known only to the Northern Yan Army. At the time, Fu Shen’s primary suspicion had been treason within his own ranks, followed by the possibility that his secret dealings with the Prince of Su had angered the Yuantai Emperor. Regardless, there was a traitor in the Northern Yan Army. Using his injury as pretense, he had stepped down from his command to root out the spy. But before he could act, a piece of critical evidence—the crossbow bolt—had been delivered right into his hands.

He had long since become a thorn in the emperor’s side. Even after relinquishing his military authority over Gan and Ning Prefectures, cutting ties with the Duke of Ying’s estate, minding his words and actions, and keeping a low profile in the remote northern frontier, he couldn’t escape the emperor’s deep-seated mistrust.

Was he so ignorant, naive, and foolish? Who else would the emperor target?

Mu Boxiu laughed maniacally. He raised his injured arm to point upward and rasped, “Heaven’s will! Don’t you understand? Heaven wants you dead!”

Yu Qiaoting clenched his fists, and Xiao Xun’s breathing grew heavy. Although they had already suspected as much, it was different hearing it confirmed, a pain like being stabbed in the heart.

Fu Shen, however, remained calm. He was a man who had survived the dual misfortunes of attempted assassination and forced marriage; the most excruciating pain was already past. In hindsight, it was fortunate that Yan Xiaohan had been by his side during this time. Although Fu Shen hadn’t divulged much, Yan Xiaohan had sharp intuition; his meticulous care and near-unconditional thoughtfulness had likely been because he had guessed the truth. Fu Shen had to hand it to him—when he looked back on those events now, the hatred and pain had already dulled. What he remembered most vividly were the trivial, everyday moments between them.

“Alas, I didn’t die. My apologies,” Fu Shen said dryly. “Listen carefully now. My question was: Who gave the order? Who supplied the gunpowder, and through what channel? Who above you planned that ambush?”

The emperor couldn’t carry out such a thing alone. The person who could help him bypass the Feilong Guard to give the imperial guards so secret an order—that was the key figure.

Mu Boxiu, who had been raving moments ago, fell silent.

“What, changed your mind about talking?”

Blood still welled around the three bolts embedded in his body. Even if Mu Boxiu lived, he would never forget the cold-bloodedness beneath Fu Shen’s calm facade. The question sent an involuntary shiver down his spine as his reason warred with his urge to live.

But Fu Shen didn’t shoot him again. Instead, he propped his chin on his hand and mused, “Come to think of it, you started out in the Baotao Guard. You rose to lieutenant general thanks to your archery skills. Whyever did you transfer to the Jinwu Guard?”

It was only natural Fu Shen knew everything about his background—how else could he have captured him so neatly? Discounting the Feilong Guard, of the sixteen guards of the Northern and Southern Courts, the most exclusive in their recruitment was the Jinwu Guard—ranked first among the Ten Guards of the Southern Court and serving directly under the emperor. The candidates were almost all descendants of meritorious noble clans. Mu Boxiu, on the contrary, came from humble origins. Although his skill was outstanding among his peers, reaching the rank of general in the Baotao Guard ought to have been his ceiling. How had he transferred to the Jinwu Guard?

Faced with Mu Boxiu’s silence, Fu Shen could only guess. “Someone promoted you? Is that why you keep silent? Out of gratitude?”

Mu Boxiu seemed determined to die without saying a word—but his stubbornness only confirmed Fu Shen’s speculation.

“Such loyalty! There’s something you might not know about me, General Mu. I’ve always believed in exercising courtesy before force, and I never kill indiscriminately,” he proclaimed without a hint of shame. “My men have been investigating you for some time now, but I am certain they have never alerted you to their presence. So why, on the third day after the new year, did you abandon your family and flee? You even desecrated the dead and used another man’s corpse as your own so as to vanish completely from the world.”

Mu Boxiu blinked. “It wasn’t you?” he asked doubtfully.

“Who were you hiding from?”

Clearly, Mu Boxiu was wavering, but he didn’t dare believe Fu Shen. After some thought, Fu Shen said, “You went as far as staging your death to escape whoever wanted you dead. I, on the other hand, have questions to ask you, so before I spoke to you myself, my men would never have done you any harm.”

His stare bored into Mu Boxiu, the oppressive aura built from years on the battlefield so heavy Mu Boxiu could barely lift his head. “Who gave the order?”

Mu Boxiu was no fool—there was no point helping someone who had stabbed him in the back. And Fu Shen wasn’t bluffing; Mu Boxiu could see that much at least.

“Don’t take it too hard,” Fu Shen said. “Now that you’ve fallen into my hands, you’re dead either way. Might as well drag someone down with you to cushion your fall.”

At this point Fu Shen had pieced together most of the story. Even if Mu Boxiu refused to talk, given time, the existing clues would eventually be enough to uncover the man behind him. The fact that Fu Shen was willing to keep talking to him meant he still had value. If he provided useful information, he might just buy himself a few more days.

Mu Boxiu had fallen silent again, but this time, Fu Shen didn’t rush him. After a long pause, he reluctantly spoke. “I joined the Baotao Guard at seventeen. By twenty-two, I’d risen to lieutenant general. But after accidentally offending a superior, I was held back for years, stuck at the same rank when I reached thirty. By chance, someone noticed my archery skills. He treated me as a confidant and had me transferred to the Jinwu Guard.”

He took a breath. “The Northern and Southern Courts have always been at odds, especially after Yan Xiaohan’s rise to imperial inspector. With the elevation of the Feilong Guard, the Northern Court overshadowed the Southern. The one who discovered me was one who refused to be buried. He sought out talented individuals to strengthen the Jinwu Guard and helped the emperor deal with plenty of unruly officials.”

The three listeners felt a chill.

The very Jinwu Guard that had always been regarded as lazy, unambitious, and coasting on family merit—the most highborn of the sixteen imperial guards—had quietly transformed into the emperor’s personal assassination squad.

“Over the past two years, His Majesty has grown increasingly reliant on the Jinwu Guard,” Mu Boxiu said. “After the Battle of Xiqiu Pass last year, he selected several members of the Jinwu Guard to plan the ambush at Qingsha Gorge.

“The gorge lies on the northern border between Tong and Yuan Prefectures. Since you were escorting the Eastern Tatar envoy that way, the Northern Yan Army in Yuan Prefecture sent people to sweep the area beforehand. The commander of the Yuan Prefectural Garrison is the emperor’s man. We hid ourselves among their troops and planted gunpowder around the gorge.”

“Wait.” Fu Shen held up a hand. “Where did the gunpowder come from?”

Gunpowder was a military resource. Private sale was forbidden, and every use was painstakingly logged. Yuan Prefecture was where the Northern Yan Cavalry was stationed. Even with inside help, diverting such a quantity of gunpowder without being detected should have been impossible. After the ambush, Fu Shen had ordered an investigation into the supply records from all the nearby prefectures and turned up nothing.

“It came through a grass route,” Mu Boxiu replied. “The Tong Prefectural Army has a grass route with the mounted bandits at the border. They sold gunpowder to the bandits and falsified their logs. We posed as Eastern Tatars and bought the gunpowder back from them.”

Yuan Prefecture was Fu Shen’s stronghold, and Tong Prefecture was formerly part of his command. To think the Northern Yan commander, undefeated in battle, had nearly died at the hands of his own men. Roiling anger filled Fu Shen’s chest. He snarled through clenched teeth, “Those backstabbing bastards!”

“Peace, sir,” Yu Qiaoting quickly cut in.

Fu Shen ignored him. He mastered himself, then said, expression still stormy, “Continue.”

“The plan called for two men to light the fuses, while I was stationed at a high vantage point,” Mu Boxiu said. “If the boulders didn’t stop you, I’d take my shot. No matter what, you weren’t to leave the Qingsha Gorge alive. Who would’ve thought you’d be tougher than the damn rock. Despite everything, not only did you survive, you came back.

“I lived in constant dread, scared you’d trace the attack back to me. Finally, late at night on the second day of the new year, someone broke into my home to kill me. Luckily my wife had taken the children to visit her family, leaving me alone in the house. I wounded the intruder and he fled. That’s when I realized the plot was exposed, so I gathered the necessaries and fled the capital that same night.

“When I reached Dongwang Village, I sensed someone following me. I stole a corpse from the nearest morgue, dressed it in my clothes and the jade thumb ring I always wore, cut off its head, and threw the body into an old well. I buried the head in the woods behind the village. It’s probably rotted to bone by now. I figured that way, if the body was found, my pursuers would think I was dead.”

After faking his death, Mu Boxiu had tried to flee south. Yet to his surprise, before he had even left the county, he was captured by the Northern Yan soldiers who had been tailing him for days.

The sequence of events he’d described matched what Fu Shen already knew. Only one thing still puzzled him: If the goal was simply to silence Mu Boxiu, why had his assailant waited until now? If he hadn’t intended to kill Mu Boxiu initially, what had changed to make this man abandon his pawn? Perhaps some third party wanted Mu Boxiu dead? Aside from Fu Shen and Mu Boxiu, there was at least one more who knew the truth: the person who had sent the crossbow bolt to Fu Shen.

How many factions were mired in this swamp? Mu Boxiu’s breathing was growing faint as he lost blood. He had likely foreseen his death and resigned himself; now calm, he said, “As for who gave the order, I’m sure General Fu is familiar with this man… The left commanding general of the Jinwu Guard, Yi Siming.”

“Indeed,” Fu Shen said. “I had guessed.”

A close friend from his childhood, that same loyal brother who had risked much to shelter the last descendants of the Jin family, had, in the end, become the mastermind bent on murdering him. The haughty young master who once looked down his nose at the emperor’s lapdogs had, for the sake of surpassing the imperial guards of the Northern Court, turned the Jinwu Guard into an assassination squad even more unscrupulous than the Feilong Guard.

Fu Shen didn’t know how he ought to judge Yi Siming. Upon learning this truth, he felt less emotion than when he’d learned the Tong Prefectural Army falsified their gunpowder logs. He couldn’t even recall his most recent interaction with Yi Siming. Childhood friendships were as fleeting as morning dew, vanishing with the rising sun. Though all people changed, some retained their familiar faces, while others became completely unrecognizable.

Such was the unpredictability of the world, and of the will of heaven.

Fu Shen gestured for Xiao Xun to wheel him out. Interrogation was an exhausting affair; he needed time to process the truths he’d learned. Mu Boxiu listened to his departing footfalls but never uttered a word to beg for mercy. Entirely spent, he closed his eyes.

Bright daylight and bracingly fresh air rushed in when the hidden door was opened, clearing Fu Shen’s head. Yu Qiaoting closed the stone door behind them.

“Call Du Leng over to check on him,” Fu Shen said. “Don’t let him die just yet.”

“Yes sir,” acknowledged Yu Qiaoting. “It’s past noon. Let’s eat before anything else.”

“Not hungry.” Fu Shen waved him off. “Is the bedroom ready? I’m going to take a nap. Don’t disturb me unless it’s urgent.”

His foul mood was obvious; no one dared to persuade or disobey him right then. Xiao Xun wheeled Fu Shen toward the bedroom. Yu Qiaoting, standing under a tree in the courtyard, heaved a long sigh. “What’s the world come to…?”

Xiao Xun patted his shoulder silently.

Those who lived on the knife’s edge of death developed an almost instinctive sensitivity to danger. Yu Qiaoting and Xiao Xun both looked up at the brooding clouds in the sky. Amid the arrival of spring, the season of hidden renewal, thunder rumbled in the distance. The future seemed shrouded in gloom. This year might not be as peaceful as some hoped.

Fu Shen had assumed Yan Xiaohan would be busy for a while. Yet on his third day at the villa, Yan Xiaohan appeared at the breakfast table in the morning. Fu Shen, rarely surprised, asked, “Concluded your business already?”

“Not quite.” Yan Xiaohan sat down across from him, legs akimbo. “But it’s no longer my business.”

“Hm?” 

“A nine-day wedding leave isn’t meant for dealing with this nonsense.” 

“That doesn’t sound like something Lord Yan would say,” Fu Shen said. “You Feilong Guardsmen are experts at starting trouble over nothing. Why aren’t you jumping when someone presents a prime opportunity?”

“Aren’t I here now to jump at you?” Yan Xiaohan replied flatly, unfazed by the teasing.

Fu Shen paused mid-bite and threw his chopsticks down. Yan Xiaohan, stifling a laugh, picked them up and coaxed them back into Fu Shen’s hand. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop. Eat properly.”

Fu Shen pointed at him. “If this were Yan Prefecture, you’d be dragged away and flogged right now.”

“Well, who started it?” Yan Xiaohan knew he was only bluffing, and pushed his luck further: “You’re so unreasonable.”

In truth, Fu Shen was helpless against him. He resorted to shoving a steamed bun into Yan Xiaohan’s mouth to shut him up.

After breakfast, Yan Xiaohan wheeled Fu Shen outside for a stroll, where they returned to their earlier topic.

“How’s the case progressing?” Fu Shen asked. “You must have uncovered quite a bit over the past two days. Are you really going to stop there?”

“When I said it’s not my business anymore, I meant it literally,” Yan Xiaohan replied. “His Majesty has ordered the local prefectural office to work with the Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review to solve the case. The affairs of the Jinwu Guard aren’t the business of the Feilong Guard.”

Fu Shen snickered. “Oh, I see. After all that fuss, you’ve been sidelined. Yet you’re still here putting on airs with me, hm?”

Yan Xiaohan shook his head, secretly amused. When he glanced down, his gaze met Fu Shen’s.

Yan Xiaohan’s deep, beautiful eyes shimmered with indulgent mirth, his expression relaxed and natural. As long as Fu Shen had known him, Yan Xiaohan had been tense in public—not nervous, but calculating in every word and gesture. Even his ease and nonchalance were by design. Like a seamless iron bottle, he kept his truest self buried beneath a thick, unbroken skin. Yet for some reason, he seemed to have shed his pretense and defense today. His bearing had transformed into one of calm serenity. Under his gaze, Fu Shen found his cheeks beginning to burn. He could admit now that he had long been smitten by Yan Xiaohan, but given their complicated history, Fu Shen had prided himself on not being swayed by good looks. Who could ever have guessed he’d be so disarmed by Yan Xiaohan’s handsome face?

Noticing Fu Shen’s reddening ears, Yan Xiaohan chuckled and pinched his earlobe. “I thought you’d lose interest after tricking me into your hands. But I guess…you quite like me, Marquis?”

Are you stupid? My eyes are literally glued to you. How much more obvious can it get?

Fu Shen pinched Yan Xiaohan’s waist in return and scolded him sternly, “Unhand me. What kind of rake are you? Back to business.”

Yan Xiaohan obediently complied with an “Mm,” but his tone practically sang with self-satisfaction.

Fu Shen seized it. “Don’t ‘Mm’ so sarcastically. Try it again.”

Yan Xiaohan had no words. But there was only so much teasing they could allow themselves before they had to face reality.

“Even if His Majesty doesn’t wish you to interfere, you must have investigated on your own. What did you find?”

Yan Xiaohan sidestepped the question. “Why do you care so much about this case?”

“Curiosity.”

“You’re not one to poke your nose in where it doesn’t belong,” Yan Xiaohan countered. “What does Mu Boxiu’s fate have to do with you?”

Fu Shen narrowed his eyes. “Since you’ve put it that way, then let me ask you too. Did your coming here have anything to do with Mu Boxiu’s case?”

Yan Xiaohan studied him, and the two faced off wordlessly.

“Fine.” Yan Xiaohan was first to yield. “I don’t suspect you; I just have questions. When I sent someone to look into Mu Boxiu’s background, I heard that someone else was asking questions about him a month ago. This is the first point of interest. The rotting, headless corpse found in Dongwang Village was identified as Mu Boxiu only via his personal effects. But if the decapitation was meant to hide the victim’s identity, why leave behind the jade thumb ring he was known to wear? This is the second point of interest. Mu Boxiu got his start in the Baotao Guard before transferring to the Jinwu Guard. I recall you mentioned the Baotao Guard to me just a few months ago.”

Fu Shen scowled. “Lord Yan, have you fabricated so many false charges that you’ve forgotten how to conduct a proper investigation?”

“Your actions are also illogical,” Yan Xiaohan continued. “Yu Qing­heng is one of your most trusted men. At a time when the Northern Yan Army lacks leadership, you brought him all the way back to the capital and insisted on staying at this estate outside the city. Allow me to ask you this: On our wedding night, did all the Northern Yan soldiers you brought back stay in the marquis’s manor?”

Fu Shen’s face was unreadable. It was impossible to guess whether he was preparing to confess or to silence Yan Xiaohan for good. He waited expressionlessly until Yan Xiaohan gave in and continued.

“Lastly, His Majesty’s attitude toward this case is strange.” Yan Xiaohan paused. “The Feilong Guard are the emperor’s eyes and ears; we are far more efficient than the three judicial offices. For a case involving a court official, even if it concerns a general of the Southern Court, it makes no sense for His Majesty to go out of his way to bypass the Feilong Guard right at his side and assign the investigation out to the Ministry of Justice and the Court of Judicial Review. The last time this happened was during the Eastern Tatar envoy’s ambush. Do you understand? If His Majesty already knows the truth behind something, he prefers not to involve the Feilong Guard.”

The temperature of the air between them seemed to plummet.

“Well. At least you’re not completely stupid.”

The tension dissolved like melting ice. Fu Shen relaxed and leaned back in his wheelchair, looking up with an easy grin. “I warned you once before. His Majesty doesn’t trust you as much as you think. If you’re not careful, the Feilong Guard will fall apart, sooner or later.”

Yan Xiaohan frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Your guesses are mostly correct. The headless corpse in Dongwang Village was Mu Boxiu’s own decoy to evade his pursuers. As for my connection to him, that’s a Northern Yan Army secret. I can’t tell you, but it’s irrelevant anyway. Further investigation of this case would be a waste of time. The only marginally useful thing I can tell you directly is this—be wary of the Jinwu Guard. The Feilong Guard isn’t the only blade His Majesty has at his disposal.”

Neither the Feilong nor Jinwu Guard were especially honorable, but whether out of principle or personal feeling, Fu Shen was willing to support Yan Xiaohan. At the very least, he knew Yan Xiaohan well. Yi Siming’s character was not one on which he could depend.

Yan Xiaohan stood frozen for a long moment as countless thoughts swirled through his mind, which he swiftly sorted into order. Fu Shen’s warning about the Feilong Guard’s precarious position was of particular concern to him.

“Thank you,” he said solemnly.

He truly hadn’t expected Fu Shen to concern himself with anything related to the Feilong Guard. During Jin Yunfeng’s case many years ago, although Yan Xiaohan had ultimately performed a secret act of mercy, it could never eclipse the fact that he had stabbed Fu Shen in the back to climb the ranks. All these years, given how wary the Northern Yan Army had been of the Feilong Guard, he had thought Fu Shen despised them. But just now, before his very eyes, Fu Shen had set aside his distaste. Fu Shen couldn’t possibly be unaware of the gravity of his friendly warning; this pertained to the elimination of the Feilong Guard’s greatest rival.

While Yan Xiaohan’s thoughts were in disarray, Fu Shen seemed completely unfazed. “No need for thanks,” he said dismissively. “It was nothing.”

 

***

 

That night, Yan Xiaohan stayed at the villa. Fu Shen asked Xiao Xun to prepare a guest room while he went to Du Leng for a dressing change. Upon returning to his own room, however, he found it occupied by a man who was, for the moment, still breathing.

“What are you doing here?” Fu Shen demanded.

“The guest room hasn’t been cleaned. I can’t sleep there,” Yan Xiaohan replied.

“Liar. I ordered it cleaned yesterday.”

“I’m not staying in some guest room,” Yan Xiaohan protested. “You and I are married. Why can’t we share a bed?”

“Did I ask for this marriage?” Fu Shen retorted heartlessly. “Take it up with whoever arranged it.”

But Yan Xiaohan seemed to have gauged Fu Shen’s limits and knew exactly how far he could push. Sighing dramatically, he lamented, “Since ancient times, beauties have lived short lives. Just moments ago, you couldn’t take your eyes off me. Now you’ve grown cold…”

Fu Shen’s head throbbed. After a speechless moment, he relented. “Are you a fox spirit? Stop with the pouting and come make the bed!”

It was easy to become accustomed to luxury and hard to give it up. Fu Shen had been reluctant to admit how spoiled he’d become under Yan Xiaohan’s care. But as soon as the man had arrived today, all the discomfort and unease he’d felt since moving into this villa seemed to vanish at once.

Xiao Xun and Yu Qiaoting weren’t nearly as attentive. The afternoon after they interrogated Mu Boxiu, Fu Shen had sat alone in his room until late at night. When hunger finally struck and he thought to seek a late meal, he realized the food and tea left for him in the corridor had long gone cold.

During his time spent recovering in the Yan residence, he had never known hunger.

A piece of warm, soft pastry pressed against his lips, its aroma filling his nose. Yan Xiaohan’s voice sounded above him: “Say ‘ah.’”

Fu Shen took the bite from his hand. The freshly made pastry was fluffy and melted in his mouth. He remarked offhandedly, “It’s a bit too sweet.”

“I thought so too,” Yan Xiaohan said, setting the plate down on the table and pouring him a cup of tea. “The cook was a bit heavy-handed with the sugar. I’ll tell her to add less next time.”

“You had the kitchen make this just now? Didn’t you get enough at dinner?”

Yan Xiaohan went to the wardrobe with practiced ease to look for Fu Shen’s sleepwear. He replied without looking up, “You didn’t eat much meat at dinner. A little something before bed will keep you from waking up hungry in the middle of the night.”

Fu Shen rubbed his nose sheepishly.

“By the way. Your medic, Doctor Du. He doesn’t look like he’s from the Central Plains.”

“No. He’s from the southwest. Why?”

“I checked the prescription he gave you. His methods aren’t quite the same as the Central Plains doctors,” Yan Xiaohan said. “He specializes in setting bones and nerve repair, not long recuperation. I’ll have Shen Yice examine you later for a tonic. Medicinal food would work too… Taking so much medicine ruins the appetite. You should eat properly.”

After their previous clash over Fu Shen’s refusal to take his medicine, Fu Shen’s problem became Yan Xiaohan’s purview. In this, Yan Xiaohan held absolute authority—his word was final. It was no exaggeration to say that if Yan Xiaohan decided to poison Fu Shen through his prescription, Fu Shen might not even notice.

Yan Xiaohan rambled as he rummaged, remarking on whatever came to mind, while Fu Shen responded absently.

It wouldn’t be so bad if tender moments like this lasted forever. The thought struck Fu Shen: This room that had been a little too large felt just right, now that Yan Xiaohan was in it.

A soft bundle of clothes landed in his lap. Yan Xiaohan bent to lift him from the wheelchair. “Hold these,” he said. “Time for a bath.”

The villa used bathtubs with no partition screens and only a curtain for privacy. As Fu Shen curled into the tub, Yan Xiaohan asked, “Who’s been helping you bathe these past two days?”

“Xiao Chongshan, of course,” Fu Shen replied without thinking.

When Yan Xiaohan recalled how he’d used to tend to the marquis in his bath, he felt a belated pang of jealousy. “What possessed you to come live in this shack in the middle of nowhere? Even bathing is a hassle.”

In truth, no one had touched Fu Shen in the bath. He usually had Xiao Xun wheel him to the bathroom, then hauled himself into the tub using the wall for support. Even Yu Qiaoting kept a respectful distance; only Yan Xiaohan carried him. So he didn’t immediately notice the bitterness in Yan Xiaohan’s tone. Puzzled, he asked, “Are you some noble young miss that you need every amenity? So fussy.”

Yan Xiaohan had no words. Abandoning his petty suspicions, he fished Fu Shen out of the water and, resigned to his fate, carried him back to bed and set him on the blankets.

“I’ll get the medicine. Wring out your hair first—hm?”

Fu Shen had suddenly grabbed his collar and yanked him close. He reached out and pushed up the corner of Yan Xiaohan’s frowning mouth with a finger.

“From now on, I’ll only let you carry me. If you’re not here, I won’t bathe. Now stop sulking, all right?”

Yan Xiaohan was taken aback. His hand closed around Fu Shen’s and gripped it tight. He gazed deeply into Fu Shen’s eyes, searching, and in the end, lowered his head and pressed dry lips to his cheek. “All right… Remember you promised,” he murmured.

Fu Shen’s heart stopped, then began pounding like the thundering hooves of a thousand horses. Fireworks exploded in his head. Before Yan Xiaohan could draw away, Fu Shen wound his arms around his neck and pulled him back down. Their cheeks were pressed flush together, the unprecedented closeness flooding his heart with warmth. What he had thought was only a spark of affection had, without him realizing it, become a bonfire.

Losing control took but a moment. When Yan Xiaohan gave in to his urge and kissed Fu Shen, his mind was all at sea. But of all the things he’d expected from Fu Shen, he’d never expected this.

Fu Shen’s voice beside his ear was warm as honey. It sounded thin and raspy, yet indescribably soft and sweet as he said, “Nice kiss. Do it again?”
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Chapter 28

 

SOME PEOPLE APPEARED SHARP and dignified on the surface, but when they were kissed, their lips were as soft as freshly steamed buns in the morning.

Fu Shen was handsome, but his stern and aloof demeanor dominated one’s impression of him. Moreover, he had a particular talent for sarcasm. Yan Xiaohan often thought to himself that he was sharp-tongued in every sense of the word: A single frivolous joke and he’d cut one to ribbons. But at this moment, Fu Shen was leaning against the headboard, his head tipped up, his imposing aura softened. He was like a wild beast that had turned lazy after grooming, his hand still hooked around Yan Xiaohan’s neck.

With utmost restraint, Yan Xiaohan pressed his lips to Fu Shen’s dry ones, gently brushing against them. He felt as though he was standing at the edge of a precipice. He repeatedly warned himself not to jump, yet he couldn’t help peering over the edge. In the end, he succumbed to impulse. His tongue flicked lightly over Fu Shen’s upper lip—

The hand on the back of his neck clamped down with enough force to strangle him.

He’d been too hasty, after all. Reining in his seething passion, he closed his eyes and thought, I’ve lost control a few times too many.

As the shock faded, Fu Shen slackened his grip and rubbed the spot he’d just squeezed. “…Apologies.”

Yan Xiaohan chuckled. “Accepted.”

Fu Shen quirked an eyebrow.

Yan Xiaohan leaned in and dropped a quick kiss on his nose. “I’ll go get your medicine. Stay here and calm down. Such strength… How am I supposed to push my luck in the future?”

Fu Shen shoved him off the bed. “Push your luck at your peril. What you need is a good lashing to keep you in line.”

 

***

 

In the middle of the night, thunder rumbled in the distance, rousing Yan Xiaohan from sleep. Before he even opened his eyes, he caught the scent of rain drifting through the window, and then the soft patter on the eaves.

The first rain of spring had arrived.

Half asleep, Yan Xiaohan rolled over and groped blindly toward the other side of the bed, his hand landing on a warm lump in the blankets. He patted it softly.

Fu Shen’s sleep was fitful. Overcast and rainy weather made his bones ache dully; it was hard for him to sink into a deep sleep. At Yan Xiaohan’s touch, he murmured a groggy, “Hm?”

“Do your legs hurt?” Yan Xiaohan draped an arm lazily around his waist. As he’d just woken, his voice was faintly nasal, carrying a lingering intimacy. “It’s raining.”

Fu Shen whined softly. “Yeah… Feels sore…”

Yan Xiaohan propped himself up. “I’ll get a hot-water bottle.”

“It’s fine,” Fu Shen said, reaching out to stop him; he only managed to catch a loose handful of Yan Xiaohan’s hair, smooth as silk between his fingers. “Don’t bother. Go back to sleep.”

Yan Xiaohan, tugged backward, obediently lay back down. He shook out the blanket and pulled it up over both of them, invading Fu Shen’s burrow. Fu Shen must have really been half asleep, as he didn’t protest, merely giving Yan Xiaohan’s shoulder a light shove.

“What are you doing?”

“Closer,” Yan Xiaohan said. He wrapped his arms around him and pressed his long, warm legs against Fu Shen’s icy calves, pulling him into a tight embrace. “There. Sleep.”

After some rustling, the heat of Yan Xiaohan’s body gradually seeped through the cold bedding, enveloping Fu Shen. Fu Shen found the position too constricting and itched to shift his limbs, but the renewed tranquility of the night and the warmth of the man beside him somehow lulled him back to sleep. What ached still ached, but his senses seemed dulled by a barrier of tenderness. 

Face buried in the crook of Yan Xiaohan’s neck, he sank into a deep slumber.

 

***

 

The next morning, the drizzle in the mountains hadn’t let up. Months of life as a convalescent had affected Fu Shen’s routine; he woke later in the mornings, and the rainy weather made it even harder for him to open his eyes. When he managed it at last, the other side of the bed was empty. The sky outside the window was dim, and the room was damp and cold, but inside the blankets it was cozy and dry. He shifted his legs and bumped into a small hot-water bottle set near his feet, radiating heat. Yan Xiaohan must have brought it after he’d risen. The thought warmed Fu Shen’s heart—until memories of last night’s feverish confusion resurfaced, as well as the fact that he had let himself lie in Yan Xiaohan’s arms for half the night.

He quietly savored the taste of the kiss, then rubbed his aching knees. What a virtuous gentleman I am, he thought regretfully.

Yan Xiaohan, who happened to enter the room just at that moment, felt a chill down his spine. He glanced over his shoulder but found nothing amiss. Shaking his head, he stepped inside and addressed the curtained bed.

“Jingyuan, time to get up.”

Fu Shen gave the curtain a lazy flick to signal he was awake.

Yan Xiaohan was accustomed to waking early for his imperial duties. He never lazed in bed even when he was on leave, and currently appeared far more energetic than the bedridden Fu Shen, who remained curled in a heap of blankets. Yan Xiaohan tied back the curtains and sat on the edge of the bed.

“The rain hasn’t let up. Do you feel unwell anywhere?”

Sometimes, Fu Shen felt Yan Xiaohan treated him too delicately, as if he weren’t a battle-hardened soldier but a porcelain doll that might shatter at a touch or topple in a breeze. He’d survived this long, and his injuries were nothing new. Even Du Leng and Yu Qiaoting didn’t think his legs needed extra attention in rainy weather. They lived side by side with death—why fret over a few wounds?

But even stone would grow warm when cradled in the palms of one’s hands.

“I’m fine,” Fu Shen muttered. He reached out to loop an arm around Yan Xiaohan’s waist, trying to drag him down onto the bed. Yet unexpectedly, Yan Xiaohan remained immovable. Fu Shen ended up pulling himself across the bed instead and collapsed bonelessly against Yan Xiaohan’s leg like a cat. Mistaking his petulance for a hug, Yan Xiaohan draped an arm loosely over his shoulders and said with a smile, “You’re already awake. Still don’t want to get up?”

“Too lazy to move.” Fu Shen sighed deeply, affecting a wizened tone. “Ah, age comes for us all.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Yan Xiaohan leaned down and murmured into his ear. “The marquis is quite vigorous. Last night, you clung to me so tightly and refused to let go. Remember?”

Fu Shen finally realized what felt off. The way they were lying and sitting, tangled together, reeked of afterglow—didn’t it make him seem like the ravished party?!

To hell with being a gentleman! He should’ve taken this bastard on this very bed last night!

He gave Yan Xiaohan’s waist a teasing squeeze and flashed a fake smile. “Don’t worry. As long as you pledge yourself to me with wholehearted devotion, this marquis will guarantee you are well taken care of—Yan Menggui!”

In one swift motion, Yan Xiaohan had hooked one arm around Fu Shen’s shoulders and another under his knees and scooped him out of the blankets. Fu Shen hung suspended for a startled moment before being deposited onto Yan Xiaohan’s lap. An outer robe fluttered down over his head.

Through the soft brocade, a fleeting kiss seemed to have dropped on his lips, so light it might have been his imagination.

“My devotion to the marquis is of course wholehearted,” Yan Xiaohan said.

 

***

 

Time slipped by unnoticed in the mountains. Yan Xiaohan, following the lead of the Marquis of Jingning in his early retirement, idled away several days in the villa doing nothing. Yu Qiaoting privately grumbled to Xiao Xun that Fu Shen’s temper seemed to have improved dramatically; he showed no signs of despondency even after learning such distressing truths. Instead, he spent every day inseparable from that shameless Yan Xiaohan.

“Don’t tell me the imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard is a thousand-year-old fox spirit in disguise?”

He wasn’t the only one who thought so. Back in the capital, the Feilong Guard were wondering the same thing: What fox spirit charmed our imperial inspector? Why is he nowhere to be found?

When Shen Yice showed up at the manor outside the city on orders to examine Fu Shen, determined to pass along his colleagues’ deep regret at not seeing Lord Yan for so long, the loving couple was busy in the estate’s yard pickling salted duck eggs.

A basket of freshly washed duck eggs sat beside the small stone table in the yard. The couple sat across from each other, one dipping eggs in strong liquor while the other rolled them in salt before packing them into jars.

The flowerbeds here were neatly tilled, planted with sprouting scallions and leafy greens. Nearby, a large wisteria trellis cascaded with purple blossoms, beneath which chicken and ducks clucked and waddled. As the two worked, they chatted absently. Shen Yice watched, dumbstruck, as a duck trampled their imperial inspector’s foot. All the while, Yan Xiaohan was teasing Fu Shen, “Planting vegetables in orchards, raising fowl beneath the trellis… Your yard has all the mood-spoiling eyesores the poets speak of.” 

“Yet you got the biggest deterrent of all, the lame general,” Fu Shen retorted without looking up.

Yan Xiaohan snapped his mouth shut, though the corners of his lips lifted suspiciously.

Am I needed here? Doctor Shen thought woodenly.

Yan Xiaohan was first to notice him. “Jizhi, you’re here,” he said, setting aside his task to greet him. He moved with effortless grace, as though two high-ranking officials happily pickling eggs together was a perfectly ordinary occurrence.

“My lord. Marquis,” Shen Yice said, cupping his hands in a salute. He couldn’t resist asking, “What are you…?”

“Just a little hobby,” Fu Shen replied with a frank smile. “Sorry you had to see it, Doctor Shen.”

“Oh no, not at all,” Shen Yice rushed to reassure him.

Had the Marquis of Jingning been so disillusioned, as the rumors claimed, that he’d given up on the military for good and planned on retiring to the countryside?

Yan Xiaohan washed salt off his hands. As he wiped them dry, he asked Shen Yice, “Any news from the capital?”

“That is precisely why I’ve come,” Shen Yice said. “Another Jinwu Guardsmen has died—last night, at Cuijin Pavilion in the east district. The case was reported this morning and His Majesty is greatly alarmed. He orders your immediate return. The investigation has been fully transferred to the Feilong Guard.”

Yan Xiaohan shot a glance at Fu Shen, who gave a slight shake of his head—he’d had nothing to do with it. Yan Xiaohan mustered a half-hearted smile. “All right, then. How odd. Why is the Jinwu Guard so unlucky lately? An ill-fated year?”

They’d excluded the Feilong Guard from the investigation, but now that the Southern Court was in over its head, here they were to grovel at the Feilong Guard’s feet. Shen Yice suspected Yan Xiaohan was inwardly seething—his mockery was usually much more subtle.

“In that case, I won’t keep you,” Fu Shen said. “Be careful with everything.”

The two seemed to have more farewells to say and withdrew to their room. Left alone in the yard, Shen Yice was surveying the fowl running rampant through the foliage when his ears twitched. Puzzled, he turned his head.

The bedroom window was slightly ajar. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he seemed to have heard a faint, breathy moan.


Chapter 29

 

ON HIS WAY INTO Yangxin Hall, Yan Xiaohan passed Yi Siming, the commanding general of the Jinwu Guard, on his way out. The Jinwu Guard had now been embroiled in two strange incidents. Yi Siming, as their superior, bore inescapable responsibility. Worse still, the trust he had painstakingly built with the emperor must have plummeted. After all, the Jinwu Guard lacked experience in these types of secret dealings. The emperor had been willing to use them for minor tasks, but when it came to a serious case like this, he still reached for the Feilong Guard.

For an ambitious official, the greatest fear was neither greed nor treachery, but being deemed unworthy of major responsibilities.

Having been warned by Fu Shen, Yan Xiaohan paid this man extra attention. He hadn’t seen Yi Siming in some time, and at first glance, he barely recognized him. The man’s face was sallow, his eyes sunken, his expression haggard and gloomy. When Yan Xiaohan glanced at him, Yi Siming stared back intently. It was, in fact, rather unsettling. Yan Xiaohan recalled that they were the same age, but when they stood side by side, the difference between them was night and day.

Yan Xiaohan cupped his hands in salute. “General Yi.”

No matter how bitterly the Northern and Southern Courts clashed, their two superiors must still exchange pleasantries when they crossed paths. Yet to his surprise, Yi Siming neither returned the courtesy nor spoke any words of greeting. Instead, he fixed Yan Xiaohan with a dark, pointed glare before turning and stalking away.

Yan Xiaohan was speechless.

The eunuch escorting him into the palace was Liu Ji, a recent favorite of the emperor. Upon witnessing this exchange, he rushed to smooth things over. “Imperial Inspector. His Majesty is furious with the mess unfolding. General Yi must be beside himself with anxiety. I’m sure he meant nothing by his discourtesy—please bear with him, my lord. The heavy burden of uncovering the truth and apprehending the culprit now rests entirely on your shoulders.” 

The eunuch who had served the emperor previously, Tian Tong, had since been ousted by Yan Xiaohan on some pretext or another. Liu Ji had reached his current heights by stepping over Tian Tong, and knew exactly whom to thank for it. He was exceptionally courteous toward Yan Xiaohan.

Liu Ji was momentarily lost in thought as he watched the young imperial inspector stride steadily into Yangxin Hall. Back when Duan Linglong had held sole authority within the palace, Yan Xiaohan, as his adopted son, had risen swiftly through the ranks, enjoying the emperor’s unwavering favor. Yet that fool Tian Tong had actually dared challenge him. Was that not just an old man hanging himself because life felt too long? And that Commanding General Yi Siming of the Jinwu Guard—his face was as stiff as a coffin board today. Clearly a man whose ambition outstripped his destiny, sick to death with envy.

The Yuantai Emperor’s complexion was poor. Perhaps because of age or mounting worries, his cheeks appeared pallid, the skin beneath his eyes puffy and sagging. After Yan Xiaohan bowed, the emperor half closed his eyes and asked mildly, “You’ve been briefed on the case?”

“This subject has already ordered the files reviewed and all witnesses questioned separately,” Yan Xiaohan replied. “We will strive to uncover the truth and apprehend the culprit as soon as possible. Your Majesty needn’t worry.”

The Yuantai Emperor was silent for a long while. He heaved a sigh, as if releasing a tightly held breath. “Outsiders can never put our mind at ease as you do.” His tone carried a hint of regret, even apology, as he said, “Menggui, the matter from before… You were wronged.”

“I dare not accept such words, Your Majesty.”

In all honesty, he wasn’t entirely sure which incident the emperor was referring to—but humility was never the wrong response. After a moment’s thought, the Yuantai Emperor asked, “We heard Fu Shen is not in the capital?”

“Reporting to Your Majesty, the Marquis of Jingning has expressed unwillingness to reside in this subject’s humble abode,” Yan Xiaohan said. “The day after the wedding, he moved into a villa outside the city. Believing it improper for newlyweds to live apart and a disservice to Your Majesty’s gracious intent, this subject has been staying at the villa these past few days.”

“You have done well,” said the Yuantai Emperor before sighing again ruefully. “Fu Shen… It’s hardly surprising he doesn’t wish to remain in the capital.”

A general with an unyielding spirit had his future destroyed by the emperor and was forced to marry a man. Indeed, it would be odd if Fu Shen wanted to linger in such a heartrending place.

Reading the emperor’s expression, Yan Xiaohan grasped his mood and readied his answers. 

“Before you returned, what was Fu Shen doing?”

Yan Xiaohan made a show of hesitating. “Well…”

“What is it? Speak freely.”

After a prolonged silence, Yan Xiaohan wrinkled his brow, as if torn. Finally, he admitted with visible awkwardness, “The Marquis of Jingning requires rest and has little with which to occupy himself. At present, he is—growing vegetables and raising fowl at the villa. He’s also…”

The emperor blinked. “Also what?”

Yan Xiaohan coughed dryly. “Pickling salted duck eggs.”

After a stunned silence, the emperor asked, incredulous, “Pickling salted duck eggs? He—why would he suddenly take up such a pursuit?”

A gentleman stayed far from the kitchen; avoiding menial labor was a point of pride, while cooks and servants were the lowest of the low. Fu Shen, a pampered young master from an affluent family, had likely never set foot in a kitchen in his life. What could have come over him to start pickling salted duck eggs? Even if he managed to create a masterpiece, they’d still just be salted duck eggs. If word got out and he was dubbed the Salted Egg General, wouldn’t he find it embarrassing? 

Seeming to gain courage, Yan Xiaohan confessed everything. “The villa’s chef is from Jiangnan, in the south. The marquis grew up in the north and didn’t realize that salted duck eggs from Jiangnan oozed oil thanks to the pickling process. According to the marquis, during his time in the army, most salted duck eggs he had were bitter or foul-smelling, with at least half the batch gone dry without oil. He thought all salted duck eggs were like that. It’s only recently that he learned the southern pickling method is different, so he wishes to try it himself.”

The Yuantai Emperor had found the story amusing at first. But the instant Yan Xiaohan mentioned Fu Shen’s army days, his smile faded. In the end, the story left behind a silence tinged with melancholy and guilt.

Seeing the emperor’s gaze go distant, Yan Xiaohan gently prompted, “Your Majesty?”

The emperor closed his eyes and murmured, “The Marquis of Jingning, Fu Jingyuan…”

The emotions he felt now were strikingly similar to those he’d felt years ago, when he watched a young general’s retreating figure from the Golden Terrace. Back then, neither could have imagined that one day, the Marquis of Jingning and the Yuantai Emperor would walk down such opposite paths, never to look back.

After a long pause, the emperor said, “When the time comes for the imperial birthday banquet, call him back.”

Yan Xiaohan lowered his lashes, concealing the flicker of derision there just in time. He replied reverently, “Thank you for your magnanimity, Your Majesty.”

“There is nothing else. You may go.”

Yan Xiaohan bowed, prepared to take his leave. Just before he stepped out of the hall, the emperor called out to him and asked, seemingly as an afterthought, “How are the salted duck eggs coming along?”

Yan Xiaohan paused in his steps. He considered briefly, then answered, “To be frank with Your Majesty, in this subject’s humble opinion, probably…not well.”

The emperor sat upright. “Oh? Elaborate.”

“His grip is too strong,” Yan Xiaohan replied honestly. “Out of one basket of duck eggs, he crushed two before they could even be sealed in jars.”

The Yuantai Emperor burst into laughter. Yan Xiaohan bowed and retreated from the hall.

The warm breeze of spring brushed past, yet Yan Xiaohan felt a chill down his spine. He walked alone along the bluestone paths of the palace. The more he reflected, the more ironic the situation seemed. At last, he couldn’t help but cackle. Palace maids and eunuchs passing by shrank away at the sight of the madman, laughing alone with a tone that raised the hair on their necks.

The Yuantai Emperor must truly be getting old; he had even learned to remember and regret.

The Jinwu Guard had made a mess they couldn’t clean up. Now Yan Xiaohan had been summoned back—it seemed the emperor finally understood who his truly dependable officials were. And when he considered the wrongs Yan Xiaohan had suffered, he was reminded of Fu Shen. Duped by a few carefully chosen words from Yan Xiaohan, the ironhearted emperor felt the merest flicker of guilt.

Perhaps it was because in the emperor’s memory, Fu Shen had always been resolute and rarely conceded anything; his retreat from the capital to recuperate in peace, even taking up a retirement hobby like pickling, struck the emperor as a rare show of compliance. Only now could the emperor expend some condescending pity on this disabled general who had retired from service—even feel a twinge of compassion—and therefore magnanimously grant Fu Shen a chance to return to the capital.

How utterly laughable, Yan Xiaohan thought with a grave and deliberate disrespect. Why not consider who drove Fu Shen to this state?

However, an emperor being an emperor, his guilt was fleeting and his wariness eternal. Yan Xiaohan knew the emperor couldn’t bear to see Fu Shen thrive, not even in the art of pickling salted duck eggs. A small concession was needed. Merely informing him that the eggs were a failure allowed the Yuantai Emperor to mend any fractures in his own delusions and suspicions. So what if Fu Shen was an expert in warfare? Off the battlefield, he couldn’t even pickle an egg.

The logic was absurd, but this bit of twisted satisfaction was still enough to pry open a crack in the iron shackles binding Fu Shen.

In a way, Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen truly were a match made in heaven. Fu Shen was a military genius; Yan Xiaohan was wise to the ways of the world. When it came to the ability to survive and turn the tables in desperate situations, they were equally skilled.

Several dozen paces north of the palace gates stood the headquarters of the Feilong Guard. Yan Xiaohan schooled his expression and pushed open the doors. The officers sitting in the hall shot to their feet, eyes wide as if they’d glimpsed some rare creature.

“My lord!”

“My lord, you’re back!”

“Oh, thank heavens!”

“Hm? For what?” Yan Xiaohan was puzzled.

Tang Guo, the youngest member of the Feilong Guard and head of the Northern Prison’s Department of Prudence, was an honest child. He immediately and unhesitatingly sold out his comrades: “They said you haven’t come recently because a fox spirit kidnapped you to drain your yang essence. Now that you’ve returned safely, of course we must thank the heavens for their protection.” He wrapped up with a devout chant of “Amitabha Buddha.” 

Yan Xiaohan pressed his lips together.

Silence filled the courtyard. Wei Xuzhou and the others, thoroughly betrayed, didn’t wait for Yan Xiaohan to speak before lining up against the wall, heads bowed. None dared to utter a word.

“Impressive,” Yan Xiaohan commented. “Was all my wedding wine fed to dogs? I’m going to count to three. You know what to do.”

By three, every Feilong Guard in the yard had vaulted onto the wall, squatting miserably on the narrow ledge like a row of big monkeys. This was one of Yan Xiaohan’s infamous punishments. The Feilong Guard wasn’t the only government office in the northern district; six military offices lined the same street. Anyone passing by, should they happen to look up, would see the officers hung like flags atop the wall.

From the street beyond came gleeful taunts: “Hey, Lao-Wei!26 Mounted on the wall by your imperial inspector again?”

Tang Guo, traitor that he was, enjoyed the sight for a moment before turning to go back inside—only to find Yan Xiaohan still standing there.

“Where are you going, Xiao-Tang?”

Tang Guo blinked at him innocently.

“You’re part of this too. Up you go.”

Tang Guo was utterly baffled. “Why me?”

“To teach you a lesson,” Yan Xiaohan said mercilessly. “If you believe everything people say, you’ll get swindled down to your very last bone.”


Chapter 30

 

“HAS AN AUTOPSY been conducted? What did the coroner say?” Yan Xiaohan asked.

The corpse had been stored in the cellar of the Northern Prison, where due to warming weather, it had been preserved with ice. Yan Xiaohan, unfazed by the filth, covered his hand with a handkerchief and personally examined the body. The deceased Jinwu Guardsman was emaciated, his face bloodless, with dark circles under his eyes. He looked less like an imperial guard who trained daily and more like a noble young master wasted away from nightly revelries. For some reason, Yan Xiaohan found his face vaguely familiar.

“What’s the cause of death?”

Wei Xuzhou, standing some distance back, replied, “Sudden collapse due to excessive yang essence depletion. Commoners call it ‘horseback stroke’—death by sex. He died on the spot.” 

Yan Xiaohan prised open the corpse’s palms and indeed saw two red circles with red veins spreading across them: Classic symptoms of horseback stroke. “If the cause of death is clear, what need is there to investigate?”

“My lord, take a closer look,” Wu Xuzhou said with a wry smile. “Do you not recognize him?”

Yan Xiaohan studied the corpse with exaggerated attention before exclaiming, as if struck by an epiphany, “I did think he looked familiar! Doesn’t he resemble Yi Siming?”

Wei Xuzhou was briefly speechless. “No. My lord, this man’s name is Yang Hexuan. His father is Yang Xu, the regional military commissioner of Tang Prefecture. He’s the empress’s maternal nephew and the crown prince’s cousin, so technically a member of the imperial family. Besides the Feilong Guard, which other government office would dare take such a case?”

The mention of the crown prince jogged Yan Xiaohan’s memory. “Ah, the Yang family. Then General Yang Sijing of the Jiumen Guard is this man’s brother?”

“Yes.”

Yan Xiaohan sneered. Wei Xuzhou felt an inexplicable chill at that smile, sensing something more beneath it.

Previously, the crown prince had also recommended Yang Sijing to the Yuantai Emperor as a potential match for Fu Shen. Although the emperor had ultimately rejected the proposal, it didn’t stop Yan Xiaohan from tasting the sour tang of jealousy. He harbored no goodwill toward the Yang family. Out of respect for the dead, he refrained from saying Serves him right. But expecting him to investigate the case diligently? It was simply out of the question.

Moreover, the emperor had only taken an interest because two Jinwu Guardsmen had died in succession, raising concerns about a conspiracy targeting imperial guards. Yan Xiaohan knew Fu Shen had been the one to deal with Mu Boxiu; his disappearance had no connection to Yang Hexuan’s death. There was nothing suspicious about this case; they merely had to pretend to give it their full attention to placate the empress and Commissioner Yang Xu.

“Bring me the witness statements,” Yan Xiaohan said, tossing aside the handkerchief and heading out to wash his hands. “Everyone’s dismissed. Tomorrow, Wei Xuzhou and Jiang Shu will accompany me to Cuijin Pavilion, where the victim died. The rest of you, carry on as usual. No need to mobilize the entire force for this case.”

Wei Xuzhou greatly respected Yan Xiaohan’s unflappable demeanor. Despite his age and humble origins, their leader bowed to no one except the emperor. Whether it was the Yang family or any other imperial relatives and officials, Wei Xuzhou had never seen him show particular deference to anyone.

At the cellar’s entrance, a thought struck Yan Xiaohan. He turned back to add, “Keep tomorrow’s visit to Cuijin Pavilion quiet. Don’t spread it around.”

Wei Xuzhou blinked but quickly understood. His admiration for the imperial inspector momentarily wavered. But then again, he consoled himself, this man’s spouse had a formidable reputation. Fear of one’s wife couldn’t be called cowardice—could it?

 

***

 

When it came to the capital’s most bustling areas, two stood out above the rest: Treasure Lane in the eastern district, where foreign merchants gathered, offering all sorts of exotic goods from near and far; and Gold-Squandering Den in the western district, which housed a run of brothels, taverns, and gambling houses. Cuijin Pavilion was located in the latter, in Xinghua Alley. This establishment was considered one of the premiere pleasure houses in the entire capital. Unfortunately, the recent death had cast an unlucky pall over it and driven the patrons away, cratering business.

Yan Xiaohan and his two companions arrived in plain clothes to avoid drawing attention. Wei Xuzhou was a regular at the establishment, and the madam recognized him immediately, granting them entry without fuss. Yan Xiaohan left him to question the madam and courtesans while he ascended the vermilion stairs to the third floor and pushed open a sealed door.

Behind it lay the scene of the crime. The room was well-preserved, its furnishings left just as they were on the day of the victim’s death. Using a handkerchief again to avoid direct contact, Yan Xiaohan inspected the cups, plates, and teapots on the table, then rummaged through the many small drawers of the vanity, where he uncovered various aphrodisiacs. These he wrapped in another handkerchief, to be brought back and examined later.

Beside the vanity stood a small table with a golden Suanni lion censer. A faint fragrance still lingered about it. Yan Xiaohan collected a sample of the ash in some paper, tucked it away, then lifted the drawn bed-curtains. The bed was in disarray, with intimate items strewn about. There was even an abandoned sock. The sight of it gave Yan Xiaohan an idea.

He crouched, searching under the bed but not finding what he sought. He rose and went downstairs. Wei Xuzhou was listening to the madam and courtesan Qinzhen’s tearful account.

“I don’t know what happened. Young Master Yang was thin, but he became increasingly vigorous in bed. Many times, Shuxian-jiejie27 couldn’t take it and nearly passed out. Me too…” 

When she spotted Yan Xiaohan as he approached, her cheeks flushed, and she hid her face behind her sleeve, too embarrassed to say more.

Yan Xiaohan took no notice. “What were you saying? That Yang Hexuan was vigorous in bed? Did he use any stimulants?”

Qinzhen squeaked, as quiet as a mouse, “Young Master Yang…has frequented Xinghua Alley for years, exhausting himself in the pleasure houses. I-in terms of stamina, he was only average; he needed drugs to keep going. But last year, he must have obtained a new prescription somewhere and became abnormally vigorous. I warned him not to use such dangerous drugs, but he insisted he wasn’t using any. He told me to stop inventing stories…”

“No drugs?” Wei Xuzhou clicked his tongue. “Died of horseback stroke and still putting up a front. Young Master Yang was certainly prideful.”

“Where else did Yang Hexuan go that night, aside from Cuijin Pavilion?” Yan Xiaohan asked, contemplative.

“I heard he went to Baiying Pavilion first,” Qinzhen replied. “Their star courtesan, Miss Feiyan, wasn’t there that night. He was displeased by the service, which was why he came here.”

Yan Xiaohan tossed his bundle of collected aphrodisiacs and incense ash to Jiang Shu. “Have an imperial physician test these for poison.” He turned. “Wei-xiong, you’re with me. We’ll go to Baiying Pavilion.”

Baiying Pavilion was located down another alley. Unlike the empty Cuijin Pavilion, here, chirping conversation and the music of wooden instruments spilled into the street. Courtesans in vibrant attire beckoned to patrons at the entrance. Spotting a regular like Wei Xuzhou accompanied by an exceptionally handsome stranger—both out of uniform—they assumed the men were here for pleasure and turned on the charm.

One woman draped herself over Yan Xiaohan’s arm. “Such a dashing gentleman. Won’t you grace us with your company and come in for a cup of wine?”

The scent of powder assaulted his nose. Yan Xiaohan was about to rebuke the young lady when a familiar voice cut in from behind.

“Oh, busy, are we?”

A chill went down his spine. Yan Xiaohan whirled. The man he missed if they went a day apart sat there in his wheelchair, tapping a closed folding fan against his palm and watching him calmly.

Behind him stood Xiao Xun, hand on his sword and face expressionless. Shen Yice looked dead inside, perhaps already silently reciting a prayer for the dead. Meanwhile, behind Yan Xiaohan stood a dumbfounded Wei Xuzhou and a row of scantily clad courtesans. The two groups had collided spectacularly and without warning on the brothel’s doorstep.

Yan Xiaohan gaped and nearly blurted, Fu Shen, what are you doing here? But he quickly remembered he’d sent someone to the villa yesterday to inform Fu Shen of the imperial birthday banquet.

Fu Shen’s pointed stare said, You dare visit a brothel behind my back?

Yan Xiaohan’s heart lurched. His burning desire to live overpowered his reason. Disregarding all the onlookers, including his own subordinates, he exclaimed, “This isn’t what it looks like!”

Everyone was speechless. Perhaps this was what they called karma.

Fu Shen gave a false smile. “The sun above is so bright today. It’s quite clearly what it looks like.”

As they spoke, another oblivious courtesan came down the stairs and reached for Yan Xiaohan’s sleeve, giggling, “Why is everyone standing outside? Gentlemen, please come in!”
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Yan Xiaohan’s reflexes, honed all his life, were put to good use dodging her advances; he swiftly sidestepped her outstretched hand in the crowded street. Before he could relax, he heard Fu Shen remark, “Hmm? That lady is quite lovely.”

Yan Xiaohan’s face fell. He glared at Fu Shen in disbelief.

The Marquis of Jingning enjoyed far greater popularity among commoners than Yan Xiaohan. The courtesan, one of those who had once thrown flowers at Fu Shen in admiration for the young and handsome hero, recognized him at once and abandoned Yan Xiaohan. She fluttered toward him, simpering.

“However.” Fu Shen held up his fan to block her approach, smiling. “Compared to my good wife, she falls somewhat short.”

A masterstroke, turning tables. All eyes swiveled to the general’s good wife.

Yan Xiaohan was speechless. It dawned on him that this blackguard knew everything, clear as a day. He was purposely toying with him!

The toyed-with Lord Yan gnashed his teeth, mentally considering one hundred and eight ways to get even with Fu Shen.

“A misunderstanding! A complete misunderstanding!” Wei Xuzhou, as expected of Yan Xiaohan’s left- and right-hand man, finally realized he shouldn’t simply be gawping at the spectacle. He brandished his badge and barked, “Feilong Guard on official business! Clear the area!”

As soon as they heard the shout of Feilong Guard, the crowd was sent into a tizzy. The madam shrieked, and patrons and courtesans alike dropped to their knees in the hall.

“Don’t be angry.” Yan Xiaohan, seizing the moment to plead his innocence, gestured toward the pandemonium. “I really am here on a case!”

Fu Shen snorted. “As if you’d take a fancy to these mediocre, gaudy women. Carry on. I’ll head back first.”

Truly, this general was an expert in the application of the carrot and the stick; Yan Xiaohan was appeased with just this handful of words. Having had his fun, Fu Shen was about to retire in triumph when Yan Xiaohan, under the gaze of all, grabbed his hand. His palm was searingly hot. In a tone that brooked no argument, he said, “Marquis. Might I have a word?”


Chapter 31

 

“WHAT? CAUGHT VISITING pleasure houses, so the Feilong Guard plans to kill me to silence me?”

Even after being dragged into the empty alleyway, Fu Shen wasn’t concerned. He reached up and playfully lifted Yan Xiaohan’s chin with his fan like a lecher.

Yan Xiaohan allowed his flirtatious touch. Staring intently at Fu Shen, he said, “Killing won’t be necessary, but it’s true I must silence you.”

Intrigued, Fu Shen asked, “And how do you plan to do th—mmmf!”

They were newly wed yet untimely separated; their sudden reunion unleashed pent-up emotions words couldn’t express. This kiss was more passionate, deliberately harder, than their farewell. As if in retaliation for Fu Shen’s earlier teasing, Yan Xiaohan bit his lip, just short of drawing blood.

It stung. Fu Shen hissed sharply. His fingers clamped down on Yan Xiaohan’s jaw, but his tone was mild as he said, “Petty. Control yourself—don’t leave marks.”

The moment Fu Shen winced, Yan Xiaohan’s heart ached. Cradling the back of Fu Shen’s head, he pressed a gentle kiss to the bitten spot. “Does it hurt?”

Fu Shen patted his back to indicate he was fine but didn’t cease to mock him: “Visiting brothels behind my back, and you’re the one acting aggrieved before I say a thing.”

Yan Xiaohan dropped to one knee before him, bringing his eyes slightly lower than Fu Shen’s, and gathered his hands in his own. “Are you jealous? Tell me the truth.”

“You think everyone’s a sour vinegar vat like you?” Fu Shen scoffed.

“You’re not jealous at all?” Yan Xiaohan pressed. “What if I really did visit a brothel?”

Fu Shen smiled sweetly, his voice softening. “Yan-xiong, do you think I can’t wield a sword anymore?”

Yan Xiaohan fell silent. He should’ve known that with Fu Shen’s fiery temperament, any deception or betrayal would end in a clean break. Yan Xiaohan had already learned this lesson once. Back then, Fu Shen was still young, his heart still soft, which was why he’d granted Yan Xiaohan a rare second chance to draw near again. He pretended not to have heard Fu Shen’s last remark and tactfully changed the subject. “What are you doing here?”

Fu Shen, his hands still gently captured, ducked his chin to gesture toward the fan on his lap. “There’s a bamboo shop nearby that makes excellent folding fans,” he said. “Last year, I commissioned the owner to craft a few. I just remembered, so I was on my way to collect them. What a coincidence.”

Although Fu Shen had left his days of youthful extravagance behind him, he retained an innate appreciation for elegance. His daily attire and accessories were all of exquisite make. While most stylish youth favored wooden or even ivory and horn fan frames, Fu Shen had a particular fondness for the delicate lightness of bamboo. He didn’t demand rare varieties like mottled or fishpole bamboo; he was content as long as the material was sound.

Yan Xiaohan vaguely recalled that during Fu Shen’s occasional visits to the capital over the years, when they had sometimes passed each other on the streets, Fu Shen’s hands were never empty.

“What about you?” Fu Shen asked. “Wasn’t Cuijin Pavilion the scene of the incident? How did you end up at Baiying Pavilion?”

“The Jinwu Guardsman died at Cuijin Pavilion, but he visited Baiying Pavilion earlier that night. The body was missing an item not found at Cuijin Pavilion. I suspect it may have been dropped here.”

“What was it?” Fu Shen asked without thinking. He quickly caught himself—“May I ask? If not, pretend I didn’t.”

Yan Xiaohan squeezed his hands. Still with the same expression, he said, “Allow me to keep you in suspense. It’s not that I can’t say, but it must wait until tonight at home.” He glanced around, then flashed him an unreadable smile. “This isn’t the best place to discuss it.”

Fu Shen couldn’t fathom why he was being so cryptic. Was he planning to tell him ghost stories? Did he take him for a child?

“Very well.” Resigned, he curled his fingers against Yan Xiaohan’s palm. “There’s something I think you might want to hear. I heard Doctor Shen mention the guardsman died of excessive yang essence depletion. While collecting my fan earlier, I overheard the shopkeepers chatting. Apparently, in the two months since New Year’s, half a dozen bodies have been carried out of brothels in this area. Isn’t that too many cases of horseback stroke?”

“Great minds think alike,” Yan Xiaohan said, rising to his feet. He bent and pressed a kiss to Fu Shen’s cheek before murmuring, “Leave Shen Yice with me. I’ll tell you more at home.”

Seeing Yan Xiaohan had it handled, Fu Shen nodded and let the subject drop. Yan Xiaohan wheeled him out of the alley and left him in the care of Xiao Xun. Just as he turned to leave, Fu Shen called out and tossed the folding fan.

His sleeve arced gracefully through the air. Black-haired, blue-robed—even seated, he exuded an upright elegance that drew covert stares from the milling courtesans. As if he had merely bestowed a trinket in passing, he said casually, “All yours. Play with it if you like.”

Yan Xiaohan watched as Fu Shen’s figure disappeared around the corner and unconsciously flicked open the featherlight fan. Its generous frame was made of purple bamboo, its ribs of bamboo palm, and its leaf was heavily dusted with silvery mica powder. The front side was an ink painting of a moonlit tower, and the back side bore a couplet from an old poem:

May I become the southwest wind,

To drift at last into your arms’ embrace.28

Wei Xuzhou sidled up shamelessly from behind. When he spotted the verse, he clicked his tongue like a backyard chicken. “Look at this—everyone look at this. Is this not the graceful magnanimity of a lawful wife?”

Yan Xiaohan snapped the fan shut and tapped it warningly against Wei Xuzhou’s shoulder. “The bearing of a lawful wife is not something you need to worry about. Now shut up and get to work.”

Yet for all his harsh words, his smile was like a brimming cup—the slightest tilt would have it overspill.

Watching Yan Xiaohan stride away with a spring in his step, Wei Xuzhou couldn’t help but wonder, Did His Majesty perhaps arrange this marriage out of pity for our inspector’s long bachelorhood?

 

***

 

Yan Xiaohan returned to his manor late at night to find Fu Shen’s party had already settled in. The long-vacant bedroom was lit once more, and Fu Shen was reading by lamplight. His brow was relaxed, and his focused gaze had lost its usual dour, imposing edge. Even his solemnity no longer seemed so unapproachable. The sight was sheer pleasure to behold. His eyes were intent on the book, while another’s were intent on him.

“Keep staring and I’ll have to charge you,” Fu Shen said without looking up. He set the book down and remarked coolly, “Can you be less pathetic? You’re flaying me with that look. Didn’t you get your fill today at Baiying Pavilion?”

“Not jealous you say, yet you mention it at every turn.” Yan Xiaohan stepped into the inner room. He shrugged off his outer robe and changed into casual clothes before sitting in front of Fu Shen and accepting the offered tea. “Will you force me to spell it out? Fine. I hadn’t planned to placate you with compliments, because comparing you to those women would be an insult. In my heart, you tower above all.” Yan Xiaohan took a sip, then calmly stated, “I say this sincerely—it’s the honest truth.”

His sudden confession stunned Fu Shen. “Yan-xiong?”

Yan Xiaohan sighed, setting down the cup. He came around the table and pulled Fu Shen into his arms.

“Marquis, I adore you,” he said. “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever felt so deeply for anyone. So let there be no misunderstandings between us. We oughtn’t repeat what happened seven years ago.”

Fu Shen fell into a long silence. “Since…when?”

He’d assumed Yan Xiaohan’s feelings had appeared during their days living together, but his words now suggested otherwise. Had Yan Xiaohan already harbored such thoughts toward him back when Fu Shen barely saw him as a friend?

“Since seven years ago,” Yan Xiaohan replied with a wry twist of his mouth. “Back then…I was too full of myself.”

“What?!” Fu Shen was astonished. He was still a childish young master then!

“If you want, I’ll tell you about it someday.” Yan Xiaohan pressed a careful kiss to his temple. “Just know I’d never seek the attentions of another behind your back.”

“No,” Fu Shen stated flatly. “Now. At least tell me what you like about me. Let me bask a little.”

Yan Xiaohan was speechless. The weight of baring his heart dissipated instantly; he buried his face in Fu Shen’s shoulder and laughed. Fu Shen was a steady person in all respects, and his emotions were no exception. Sometimes, Yan Xiaohan felt he was crossing a precarious single-log bridge—but every time he slipped and thought himself doomed, Fu Shen was there to catch him. When he opened his eyes in relief, he’d find that beneath the clouds and mist shrouding the mountain, solid ground had been beneath his feet all along. He was always the one embraced.

Lips beside Fu Shen’s ear, Yan Xiaohan breathed, “From head to toe, every part I’ve touched or haven’t—I adore it all.”

That night, after bathing, the two lay in bed, pleasantly tired. Fu Shen remembered the day’s case and nudged Yan Xiaohan with an elbow. “What was it you said you could only tell me at home?”

“Oh, the thing I was searching for.” Yan Xiaohan turned to face him, slinging an arm over his waist. “It’s a boot pouch. The dead man was Yang Hexuan, a Jinwu Guard. Military officers ride horses more often than sedans, so I’d expect any small objects or documents to be kept in his boot pouch. Yang Hexuan’s was missing from his belongings. It wasn’t at Cuijin Pavilion, so I went to Baiying Pavilion. Sure enough, it was there in the room where he’d been drinking.

“Inside the pouch were several promissory notes, about fifty taels of silver, and a paper packet with some powder residue. I imagine that’s the mysterious prescription we’re looking for. I’ve given it to Shen Yice. We’ll know what it is by tomorrow.”

“You think this powder killed him?”

“I questioned the courtesan who served him last night. She said he used to need stimulants when he was with the girls, but later, he somehow recovered and was even more virile than normal men. Naturally, he claimed he wasn’t taking anything. The aphrodisiacs we found in the brothels are all ordinary prescriptions. To get such results, he must have obtained more potent drugs privately.”

“That’s it?” Fu Shen frowned. “Why couldn’t you discuss it earlier?”

“Were you going to have me discuss aphrodisiacs and male potency in some dingy little alley? Such talk between married couples belongs in bed, late at night,” Yan Xiaohan proclaimed matter-of-factly.

Fu Shen had no ready response. He’d listened to the clinical talk of aphrodisiacs impassively, but now, Yan Xiaohan’s phrasing instantly sent heat rushing downward. The arm around his waist tightened, dragging him and the blankets he was wrapped in toward Yan Xiaohan. The shameless bastard ran a hand over his waist, teasing him in a husky voice, “Or am I the only one who thinks so…”

Through the two layers of soft blankets, Fu Shen felt something he knew well pressing against his leg. He shifted uncomfortably and was immediately pinned down by Yan Xiaohan.

“Don’t move,” he rasped. “Just leave it. It’ll go down in a bit.” He stroked Fu Shen’s back soothingly. “I won’t touch you.”

Fu Shen subtly arched a brow but stayed still as instructed. Mere moments later, as Fu Shen’s racing heart calmed, he sensed faint vibrations in the air above his head.

He looked up. “What are you doing?”

“Reciting mantras,” Yan Xiaohan replied stoically.

Fu Shen had no words. After enduring for a while, he sighed and reached beneath the blankets.

 

***

 

The next morning, Xiao Xun joined the couple for breakfast. Halfway through their meal, he asked, “Sir, I thought I heard something break in your room last night. Is everything all right?”

Fu Shen nearly choked on his congee, guiltily recalling that their ardor had knocked the hot-water bottle to the floor with clang loud enough to wake half the house.

“You’ve asked the right person.” Yan Xiaohan ran his tongue over a cut inside his lip, wincing from the pain yet grinning unrepentantly. “Your marquis insisted on fighting me last night. He made the first move.”


Chapter 32

 

THE FEILONG GUARD’S headquarters were draped in a pall of solemnity.

Lord Yan strode into the courtyard with a spring in his step. At the sight of his subordinates sprawled across the ground like the dead, he asked, amazed, “What nefarious deeds did you all get up to last night?”

Wei Xuzhou raised his head weakly. “My lord, if you came any later, we’d have to bid you farewell forever…”

“Oh, really.” Yan Xiaohan turned on his heel. “Then I’ll take a stroll. You may pass in peace.”

Everyone groaned.

“Where’s Shen Jizhi?” Yan Xiaohan said when he finally sat down at the desk in the central hall. “Any results from yesterday’s drug analysis?”

“Don’t even mention that drug. Doctor Shen is still unconscious,” Wei Xuzhou said. “You weren’t here for yesterday’s horrors. That Yang Hexuan’s death was well-deserved.”

Just then, Shen Yice staggered in, pale as a ghost, dark smudges under his eyes. Yan Xiaohan’s amusement turned to genuine shock. “Fetch him a chair, quickly!” he ordered.

Tang Guo swiftly helped Shen Yice sit and massaged his shoulders. Exhausted, Shen Yice began, “Yesterday, I tested that drug on a few death row prisoners from the Northern Prison. The drug was in powder form, with a peculiar fragrance. Ingesting it wasn’t fatal—it only caused full-body numbness. After some thought, I considered that maybe the drug wasn’t meant for oral use. So I placed some on a copper plate and heated it to see if that yielded anything.” He paused, as though swallowed up by a terrifying memory, before continuing, “When heated, it melted into an oily substance with an intense scent. The prisoners became euphoric. I stood too close and accidentally inhaled some.

“The coroner found no signs of poisoning or aphrodisiac use in Yang Hexuan. I doubted him at first, but now I understand. He died from this drug. Just one whiff made me forget my own name. I was dazed, intoxicated, floating as if I had entered paradise. My body burned; I wanted to scream at the heavens and felt myself invincible. The feeling is hard to describe. An ecstasy more potent than ecstasy. Without this drug, one could never know such pleasure.”

Rubbing his temples, Shen Yice smiled ruefully. “Fortunately, Tang Guo was standing guard outside. When things started to go wrong, he dragged me out. But when he opened the door, the scent spread, affecting General Wei and the others. Even though the fragrance dispersed somewhat, I can’t imagine they slept well last night. The prisoners went mad—completely uncontrollable. The weaker ones collapsed from exhaustion this morning.

“My lord, do you know the most frightening thing about this drug? Humans are greedy creatures. One taste of this ecstasy and one will crave it desperately, chasing euphoria again and again.”

Yan Xiaohan felt a chill. “It’s addictive?”

Shen Yice nodded. “What’s more, when Xiao-Tang went in to the retrieve the copper plate, the drug had gone. Not burned away—evaporated like dew under sunlight, leaving no trace.”

To investigators such as these, this property was even more alarming than the addictiveness. Killing invisibly, leaving no evidence even on the dead, with symptoms identical to horseback stroke or a sudden heart attack.

Yan Xiaohan recalled the promissory notes in Yang Hexuan’s boot pouch. He had found them odd. Yang Hexuan was the empress’s nephew, his father and brother worked in the government, his family was affluent, and he himself made a decent salary. Why would he need to borrow money? Fifty taels wasn’t a particularly large amount; to a man like Yang Hexuan, it was no more than the price of a lavish meal. Unless…

A highly addictive substance would become impossible to quit; a man would spend every tael he had on it and then drown in debt.

“Boxu, what did the imperial physicians say about the drugs you took to them yesterday?”

Jiang Shu produced a slip of paper. “Doctor Song identified each of them. They’re common aphrodisiacs; nothing lethal even in excess.”

Yan Xiaohan scanned the list, then folded it and set it aside. “Boxu, take Daoxuan and some men to the local prefectural office. I want to know how many deaths in brothels were reported in the past three months. Compile a detailed report.”

The Right General of the Shenshu Guard, Tao Beiming, acknowledged the order and left with Jiang Shu. 

“Zhixin,” Yan Xiaohan called. The Right General of the Shenwu Guard, Cao Fengchen, awaited orders.

“Look into Yang Hexuan’s recent movements—places he frequented and people he interacted with. Anyone he was especially close with.”

“Understood, sir.”

Yan Xiaohan looked over. “Wei-xiong, aren’t you acquainted with the Yang family? We’ll pay them a visit.”

Wei Xuzhou grimaced. “Unfortunately, no.”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him sympathetically. “Think harder; surely you’ve just forgotten. There can’t be any noble houses in the capital unrelated to yours by marriage.”

Wei Xuzhou was speechless.

“And Jizhi, you—never mind. Rest up. Xiao-Tang, look after him.” Shen Yice’s condition didn’t look like it would improve any time soon; Yan Xiaohan couldn’t bring himself to assign the physician more work.

Although Yan Xiaohan had claimed this case didn’t warrant any particular attention, he now assembled all the elite members of the Feilong Guard. He drafted a memorial detailing the case’s newest developments, emphasizing that the drug was unprecedented, unfamiliar, and that once spread, it could have catastrophic consequences.

A memorial to the throne from the Feilong Guard’s imperial inspector would reach the emperor’s desk directly. After the departure of Tian Tong, no eunuch was foolish enough to obstruct him. The emperor swiftly approved emergency authority, and armed with the sword of the state, Yan Xiaohan led Wei Xuzhou to unapologetically knock on the doors of the imperial uncle, Yang Xu.

The Yang residence was as uncooperative as expected. Horseback stroke was no glorious cause of death; the entire Yang family remained tight-lipped, with Yang Xu visibly upset throughout. Yan Xiaohan, holding back his irritation, questioned them persistently and at length before learning that the family had noticed Yang Hexuan’s odd behavior but dismissed it.

Yang Hexuan was a notorious philanderer. Despite a houseful of concubines, he still sought company throughout the city, eroding his own health at a young age. His family had consulted doctors to help him regulate his condition, but old habits died hard. As time went on, the family left him to his dissipation. Recently, the family’s finances were tight as they prepared for the wedding of his elder brother, Yang Sijing. Yang Hexuan, denied funds, threw a tantrum and stormed out. When the family learned he was staying in Xinghua Alley, they assumed he was simply making a scene. They never expected that the next news they had of him would be his death.

Irritability, impulsiveness, unquenchable lust: All matched Shen Yice’s description of the drug’s effects. Yan Xiaohan observed the family carefully. If he had to guess, they didn’t know he died of an overdose and truly assumed his death was an accident.

A virtuous man dying of horseback stroke would raise eyebrows, but when an incorrigible libertine died that way, not even his closest family would question it. If Yang Hexuan hadn’t happened to die so hard on the heels of Mu Boxiu, catching the attention of the Feilong Guard, this drug might have stayed in the shadows, spreading silently, capturing countless souls in addiction and rotting the Zhou Empire from within.

How many had already died from it? Was Yang Hexuan an unlucky victim or had he been deliberately targeted?

Two days later, the Feilong Guard reconvened with disappointing results. The deceased varied in status. Although drug use sounded plausible from their respective families’ descriptions of their conditions before death, there was no evidence to be found. Furthermore, none were connected to Yang Hexuan in any way they could see. Their sole commonality was the frequent patronage of brothels, yet even then the establishments differed, as did the ladies who had attended them. According to Cao Fengchen’s investigation, none of Yang Hexuan’s friends exhibited signs of addiction, nor had anyone witnessed him heating medicine on copper plates.

The trail had gone cold. Yan Xiaohan had intended to investigate the case thoroughly, but there were no more leads to follow. Not to mention a major event was fast approaching for which he needed to prepare. The Jinwu Guard case had to be shelved for the time being.

On the third day of the third month was the imperial birthday banquet. After the ancestral temple rites and prayers to heaven, the Yuantai Emperor received the congratulations of his subjects in Yuji Hall. Officials performed thirty-three bows, the congratulatory missives were presented, the Left Councilor-in-Chief Pei Ke raised the ceremonial goblet to offer well-wishes, and the Yuantai Emperor granted the officials tea. Once the ceremony was completed, the procession would migrate to Qichun Hall for the banquet.

Sharing the spotlight with the imperial guest of honor was the Marquis of Jingning, for whom today marked a return to court. After months away from the capital, the marquis appeared even more striking than before, still deserving of the title of most handsome general of the imperial court. The emperor exempted him from prostration due to his injuries and offered him warm words, as well as wine and fresh fruits. Ruler and subject got along so harmoniously that Fu Shen himself was almost convinced of this peace.

The distance between Yuji Hall and Qichun Hall was considerable. While the emperor rode the imperial litter, his officials slowly made their way there on foot. A young eunuch pushed Fu Shen’s wheelchair as he politely navigated greetings from various courtiers. Suddenly he squinted at something ahead. He tilted his head to ask the eunuch behind him, “Say, is the man with his head bowed Imperial Censor Gu Shanlü?”

The eunuch hadn’t expected Fu Shen to speak to him and was taken aback. “Yes, my lord. It’s Lord Gu.”

“Let us greet him,” Fu Shen said.

The eunuch was bewildered; he’d never heard of a military officer of the first rank seeking out a civil official of the fourth. It took him a moment to come to his senses. “Of course, my lord.”

“Censor Gu?”

Gu Shanlü walked with his head down, lost in thought. When he heard his name, he glanced over but saw no one.

Fu Shen watched him for a moment before saying, “Down here.”

When Gu Shanlü saw who it was, he quickly cupped his hands. Never had he dreamed Fu Shen of all people would approach him. “My greatest apologies, my lord.”

Fu Shen was unbothered. He responded courteously: “With regards to the Eastern Tatar envoy case, I heard about your efforts on my behalf. I should have called on you earlier to thank you, but with settling my affairs and tending to my health, I’ve left it until now. Today, we meet at last.” He cupped his hands and saluted with solemnity. “Censor Gu, your kindness is deeply appreciated. My sincere thanks.”

Flustered, Gu Shanlü returned the courtesy. Amused by his stiffness, Fu Shen struck up a conversation. “You seem quite glum. Have you met with some trouble?”

“Please call me by my courtesy name Zhongxiu, my lord,” Gu Shanlü said. “To tell you the truth, my teacher Mister Zeng Guang was recently imprisoned for criticizing the throne, and he remains in custody even now. He is elderly and frail. I really am very worried, which is why—my apologies that you have to see me like this, my lord.”

“Zeng Guang?” Fu Shen thought for a moment. “The same Mister Xixian who was implicated and imprisoned in the Kuangshan Academy case last winter?”

“Indeed,” Gu Shanlü replied. “This lower official studied there. How could I stand idly by when the academy that nurtured me suffers and my own teacher is jailed?”

Fu Shen seemed distracted. From the corner of his eye, Gu Shanlü watched him glance at something in the distance and smile faintly before turning his attention back to their conversation to offer a few words of comfort. “Do not despair, Zhongxiu. Your teacher’s good fortune will surely prevail.”

Bewildered by the sudden shift in mood, Gu Shanlü thanked him. While they conversed, the crowd of officials had arrived at Qichun Hall. The avenue was flanked by rows of armed imperial guards, with the imperial inspector himself standing imposingly atop the steps with his hands clasped behind his back. His expression was severe, his icy glare sweeping the crowd.

Fu Shen heard two Hanlin Academicians whispering fearfully behind him. “So scary. Who provoked him this time?”

As the eunuch wheeled Fu Shen toward the steps, Yan Xiaohan swiftly descended, his expression stormy. He bent and lifted Fu Shen into his arms, glaring daggers at the stunned eunuch. “What are you gawking at? Take the chair up.”

The approaching officials murmured to each other. “Look at his expression, the bulging veins on his hands… He’s obviously in a foul mood. Do you think he might strangle General Fu?”

As Yan Xiaohan carried Fu Shen up the steps, he asked in a low voice, “What were you discussing with Gu Shanlü, smiling so happily?”

Recalling the glare Yan Xiaohan had shot him from afar, Fu Shen suppressed his laughter and said with a straight face, “I was telling him, ‘Pardon me. I just accidentally spilled an entire vat of old vinegar.’”


Chapter 33

 

BEFORE YAN XIAOHAN could retort, Fu Shen asked, “Yan-xiong, is pufferfish on the menu today?”

Taken aback by his serious tone, Yan Xiaohan replied blankly, “No. Imperial banquets wouldn’t include such poisonous fare.”

“That’s odd,” Fu Shen said. “I just saw an enormous one, perfectly round, glaring at me from the steps with its hands behind its back…”

Yan Xiaohan nearly hurled him to the ground. Fu Shen buried his face against Yan Xiaohan’s chest, shaking with silent laughter.

When they reached the top of the palace steps and Yan Xiaohan set him into the waiting chair, he retaliated with a pinch to Fu Shen’s waist. Fu Shen, ticklish, shrank back and pointed at him. “Villain,” he whispered.

Yan Xiaohan shot him a look that plainly said You should talk.

However Fu Shen interpreted that glare, he began to tremble with laughter again. While Yan Xiaohan had his head lowered, Fu Shen leaned in and murmured slyly, voice full of suppressed mirth, “Don’t always look so stern, it damages your good looks. A little petulance adds some spice, hmm?”

The lazy lilt of his voice, an unabashedly flirtatious provocation, sent heat burning through Yan Xiaohan’s veins. Mindful of the countless eyes around them, he had no choice but to stifle the urge to strip this fox spirit bare and toss him onto the nearest bed. He gave Fu Shen’s hand a punishing squeeze, as if to vent his frustration, before straightening with a frosty expression and stalking off.

Fu Shen shook his numb hand, so pleased he nearly hummed a little tune in triumph as the terrified eunuch hastily wheeled him off.

Princes, the prime minister, as well as dukes and marquises of the second rank and above were seated at the front of the hall, while the rest flanked the corridors. The emperor and the empress presided from a raised dais. At noon, the banquet commenced, with the emperor draining his first cup of wine as foreign envoys offered congratulations. Pipe and flute music drifted over the assembly, followed by the steady rhythm of drums, as courtesans of the Royal Academy danced and scattered flowers.

During the second toast, princes and imperial kin presented congratulations and gifts. Rare treasures flowed like a river into the palace hall. The Yuantai Emperor and his empress admired each item before bestowing gold, colorful silks, and curios in return.

Sitting amid the resplendence of the hall, Fu Shen narrowed his eyes to scrutinize Empress Yang, who sat beside the Yuantai Emperor. Her thick layer of powder couldn’t hide her pallor, and her eyes were visibly red from recent tears. Beneath the heavy phoenix robes, her frame trembled slightly, subtle enough that it went unnoticed in the revelry.

Impassively, Fu Shen picked up his wine cup and took a sip.

The flavor was off. Scowling, he grabbed the jug on the table and lifted its lid to find it filled with delicious rice vinegar.

That petty bastard!

A servant had initially poured wine in his cup. After draining half of it, Fu Shen had topped it up from the table jug without checking. Now, the indescribably vile mixture assaulted his tongue and fizzled in his skull. From his vantage point overseeing the hall, Yan Xiaohan witnessed everything. He discreetly turned away before Fu Shen looked up.

During the third toast, the prime minister raised his cup, the officials rose to their feet, and together they wished the emperor eternal life. For the fourth toast, the empress, representing the imperial harem, hailed the emperor, wishing him longevity.

The dancers retreated, and acrobats performed scenes of the Queen Mother of the West cradling a spiritual peach, with celestial maidens scattering flowers around her. As the rain of petals fluttered down, gauze curtains as thin as mist parted to reveal a gaunt but rosy-cheeked old Daoist priest holding a lustrous golden pill.

Fu Shen’s gaze sharpened. Picking up a handful of jujubes, he nudged the Marquis of Guanting beside him and whispered, “Who’s the priest?”

The Marquis of Guanting smiled. “Jingyuan, you wouldn’t know, but that’s Master Chunyang from Qingxu Temple. Last month, when His Majesty was suffering headaches, Imperial Uncle Yang recommended him. His elixirs proved effective, so the emperor invited him to the palace.”

Fu Shen nodded absently. Effective my foot.

Throughout history, out of how many emperors obsessed with alchemy, which had ever achieved immortality? The Yuantai Emperor was a paranoid man to begin with. With a Daoist priest whispering in his ear, who knew what deviant chaos this would breed? These mystical pursuits would inevitably rot the roots of the tree that stabilized the court and nation.

Affecting an air of transcendent wisdom, Master Chunyang swayed toward the emperor, intoning in a peculiar, faraway voice, “Your Majesty, please.”

The Yuantai Emperor leaned forward and grasped the golden pill.

“Your Majesty, watch out!” Fu Shen shouted.

He flicked his fingers; the two jujubes in his hand shot forth. Two dark blurs tore through the air and streaked past the emperor’s chest to strike his arm. In the same breath, Yan Xiaohan lunged, pinning Master Chunyang to the ground.

The Yuantai Emperor sat dazed, his hands shaking against the table. He didn’t seem to have fully registered what had just happened. Below the dais, an attendant retrieved the fallen jujubes and presented them to the emperor. When he held them up against a shaft of sunlight, two gleaming, inch-long needles were embedded straight through the middle.

The Daoist priest honored by the court had dared attempt to assassinate the emperor at his own birthday banquet.

“Wh-what is going on?” The veins on the emperor’s neck bulged as he trembled with rage. He barked, “Fu Shen! Yan Xiaohan! What’s going on?!”

How ironic. When in mortal peril, the two men the Yuantai Emperor subconsciously trusted most were Fu Shen, whom he’d relentlessly undermined out of deep distrust, and Yan Xiaohan, whom he’d very nearly discarded.

Fierce winds reveal the unbending grass, troubled times prove the subjects steadfast.29 Alas, he had personally destroyed these very steadfast subjects.

“Your Majesty.” Fu Shen sighed inwardly and wheeled himself forward. “This priest harbors treacherous intent and sought to assassinate you under the guise of presenting that golden pill. Out of haste, this subject resorted to such a crude method. I beg forgiveness for my offense.”

“Bring the tray here,” ordered the emperor.

“Caution, Your Majesty,” Fu Shen interjected. “The tray may be rigged to shoot needles when the pill is lifted. To avoid mishaps, perhaps let…let the Feilong Guard dismantle it.”

Wei Xuzhou led a few imperial guards to bind Master Chunyang, while Yan Xiaohan picked the tray off the ground and carefully inspected it. He found two small holes on the side of it, as well as the seam of a hidden compartment. After showing the holes to the emperor, he carefully pried open the compartment with a fruit knife.

Beneath the satin laid over the tray was a thin wooden plate. The indentation for the pill to sit had a small round opening, connecting the pill to a mechanism embedded in the tray. When the pill was lifted, the change in weight triggered the mechanism to shoot needles.

An imperial physician brought over a small dog to test for poison. One of the needles was retrieved from the jujubes and stabbed into the dog’s belly. Within moments, the dog convulsed, foaming at the mouth, and died.

How fortunate that Fu Shen and his keen eyes had been close enough to see the danger and save the emperor’s life. If the Yuantai Emperor hadn’t invited Fu Shen to the banquet on a guilty whim, the assembled guests would now be preparing for an imperial funeral.

“Chunyang, we treated you generously.” The emperor’s chest heaved as he glowered at the Daoist priest. “Why do you seek to kill us?” 

Master Chunyang was truly no ordinary man. In the face of death, even when bound, he remained serene, ignoring the Yuantai Emperor’s rage, and began reciting lines from the Dao De Jing. The imperial birthday banquet had nearly become a scene of murder; coupled with Master Chunyang’s misty, faraway voice, the atmosphere was particularly horrifying. Every official in the hall had goosebumps.

Seeing the old man would not be confessing, Yan Xiaohan ordered in a low voice, “Gag him.”

“Drag him away and interrogate him,” commanded the emperor.

With the Feilong Guard present, the three judicial departments didn’t dare interfere. Wei Xuzhou hauled the Daoist priest away. Upon the throne, the emperor closed his eyes to calm himself. When he opened them, he bellowed, “Yang Xu! A fine man you’ve recommended!”

Yang Xu, ashen, removed his official’s hat and kowtowed frantically. Empress Yang, his sister, hurried to kneel as well.

As soon as she stood, a spasm of pain crossed her face, and she staggered, clutching her belly as she collapsed onto the dais. 

“Empress!” The emperor sprang up in panic. “Physicians! Where are the physicians?!”

“Her Majesty is bleeding!” someone cried in alarm.

As if lightning had struck, the entire hall fell silent, all eyes locked on the empress.

It was high noon. Sunlight at its strongest beamed into the hall, turning the whole place into a lantern. Where the empress crouched on the ground, a pool of blood was spreading beneath her phoenix robes. Although the officials present were all men, most had wives. Even if they’d never witnessed such a thing before, they could not mistake what was happening.

The imperial physician rushed over with his medical case. He ordered that the empress not be moved and checked her pulse on both wrists with a grave expression. After a moment, he turned despairingly toward the emperor and kowtowed. Forget losing his official’s hat; he might very well lose his head today. 

“Your Majesty, Her Majesty was three months pregnant, but her pulse shows signs of a miscarriage… I’m afraid the child is at risk…”

Each word he spoke was a hammer striking the emperor’s throbbing temples. The phoenix robes and the blood on the floor contorted into a bizarre picture; the woman’s ghastly pale face was creased with pain and grief, but her bright red lips, in his eyes, were twisted in silent mockery.

Liars! All liars!

Rage surged his chest; bile rose in his throat and choked him. The Yuantai Emperor was about to lash out at the physician when his body tipped forward, and he collapsed to the ground, robes fluttering around him.

Chaos erupted in the hall.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”


Chapter 34

 

THE IMPERIAL BIRTHDAY BANQUET in the twenty-sixth year of Yuantai began with celebration among the people and congratulations from officials, and concluded with the emperor crumpling to the ground and the empress miscarrying her child.

This investigation could not wait; Yan Xiaohan could only see Fu Shen as far as the Dongsheng Gate. He had the young eunuch from earlier fetch the servants of Yan manor to wait outside the palace gates. While they were briefly alone, he bent and folded Fu Shen in a quick hug.

“I don’t know how long this will take,” he said. “Don’t wait up for me. Go to bed early.”

Mind still occupied by the incident, Fu Shen appeared tense and only nodded wordlessly.

“I noticed you didn’t eat much during the banquet,” Yan Xiaohan added. “Eat something when you get back; don’t starve yourself. And don’t forget to take your medicine.”

Fu Shen finally shook himself out of his thoughts. He yanked Yan Xiaohan down by the collar so decisively that what could have been a kiss turned into a single bump of the lips. Imperiously, he said, “So young, yet instead of learning anything useful, you’ve picked up the habits of an old nag. Enough. No more fussing.”

Yan Xiaohan didn’t know whether to strangle him or laugh. He might as well have cast bedroom eyes at a statue. I treat him like my most cherished treasure, but this precious marquis doesn’t know how to appreciate it. Next time I’ll make sure he can’t get out of bed for three days—that’ll teach him the value of a nag; perhaps he can even learn contentment.

The two only had time for this small moment of privacy before the young eunuch returned to report. Yan Xiaohan watched him wheel Fu Shen beyond the palace gates. His warm smile gradually cooled into hard steel, and by the time he turned back to the Northern Prison, he had once again become the ruthless imperial inspector.

 

***

 

As soon as Fu Shen returned to the Yan residence, he shut himself in his room and gave orders not to be disturbed. Sensing his poor mood, none of the servants dared talk to him. Even Du Leng was barred from entry. Just as the sun began to set, a maid mustered the courage to knock and urge him to eat, timidly adding that if he didn’t, the master of the house would surely be angry.

The moment those words were spoken, Du Leng, waiting outside, knew they were a mistake. A man of Fu Shen’s stature detested being threatened. No one could force his hand—not Yan Xiaohan nor the lord of heaven himself.

Sure enough, Fu Shen’s icy voice rang from inside: “Have I been too lenient with you all?”

The maid holding the meal nearly dropped to her knees in fright, unsure whether to risk staying. Tears welled in her eyes. Du Leng was about to dismiss her out of pity when Fu Shen relented. “Never mind. Bring it in.”

I beg your pardon?!

As the Northern Yan Army’s medic, Du Leng knew Fu Shen’s temperament all too well. In the army, this man’s word was law, and once his temper flared, it was like a thunderstorm, unyielding and indiscriminate in whom it caught in its fury. Few under his authority dared to challenge him directly. While his disposition made him a successful general, in daily life, it also made him utterly inflexible. Du Leng had once been hoisted up by the collar and thrown out of a tent for forcing him to take medicine. He could hardly believe that Marquis of Jingning was the same man who had just conceded after a single mild comment.

Fu Shen truly had no appetite. But when he heard the maid say The master of the house will be angry, he was reminded of Yan Xiaohan’s confession: This is the first time in my life I’ve ever felt so deeply for anyone.

If Yan Xiaohan liked him so much, what did it cost to yield—just a little—for his sake? What kind of man would vent his frustrations on his wife and children after a hard day?

Since ancient times, heroes had faltered before beauties. This was the way of the world.

 

***

 

The palace was a hive of activity until late into the night. The emperor had awoken in the afternoon and dragged his ailing body out to deal with the empress and Yang Xu. The exact reason for the emperor’s fury remained a closely guarded secret, but Yan Xiaohan, who had heard every detail, felt a twinge of regret that the crown prince hadn’t been dragged into this mess and dealt with as well.

Regardless, after this incident, the crown prince was bound to lose the emperor’s favor.

The Feilong Guard, however, made little progress. Qingxu Temple, the home of the Daoist master, had been turned inside out, and every household that had interacted with Master Chunyang had been interrogated, yet both the source of the poison and the motive for the assassination remained shrouded in mystery. Master Chunyang himself was as silent as the grave. Despite threats, bribes, and torture, he spoke not a single word.

Yan Xiaohan knew that if this continued, the Feilong Guard would become the next Jinwu Guard.

Tang Guo emerged from the interrogation chamber. With detached indifference, he carefully washed each of his ten long and slender fingers before looking up to meet Yan Xiaohan’s gaze. “He’s half dead. If he still refuses to talk tomorrow, there’s nothing more I can do.”

“Let’s stop here for now. I need to think,” Yan Xiaohan said. “Something about this incident feels strange. This doesn’t seem aimed at the Yang family… Qingxu Temple has been established in the capital for decades and is a place of thriving worship. As a man of the cloth, what’s this priest doing meddling in court affairs instead of playing the aloof sage?”

Tang Guo, skilled only in flaying skin and not analysis of the motives that lay behind it, listened blankly, then offered an equally blank look in reply.

“Never mind. Go home. We’ll resume tomorrow.”

By the time Yan Xiaohan returned to his residence, it was deep in the night, and the occupants had long since retired. A groggy gatekeeper lit a lantern to let him in. Yan Xiaohan moved quietly through the courtyard. The maid keeping watch in the outer chamber heard him and rose to help him change and wash up, whispering a report about the afternoon’s events.

Yan Xiaohan listened, puzzled. Fu Shen had seemed fine when he left the palace. He opened the door as silently as possible. The moment he stepped inside, a voice rang within the dark room. “You’re back?”

Yan Xiaohan relaxed his tense shoulders and lit the lamp on the table. “You’re still up?”

In the dim light, he turned to see Fu Shen leaning against the headboard in thin inner robes, the blanket pulled only up to his waist. The sudden brightness made him squint. His sharp profile carried an oddly fragile, despondent air.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Fu Shen replied. “How are things at the palace?”

Yan Xiaohan didn’t answer immediately. He kicked off his shoes and climbed onto the bed, first bundling Fu Shen more tightly in the blankets. “Sitting here meditating in the middle of the night instead of sleeping. Would it kill Your Elderliness to put on some warmer clothes?”

Spring nights in the third month were still cold, and the sheets were icy. Yan Xiaohan felt around for the hot-water bottle, then gave up and simply pulled Fu Shen into his arms, spreading the blanket over them both. Fu Shen, like a stray cat finding shelter at long last, didn’t reproach or retort. Instead, he tilted his head and nestled it against Yan Xiaohan’s shoulder.

“Tell me then. Can you really not sleep, or is something weighing on you?” Yan Xiaohan wrapped one arm around Fu Shen’s waist and tucked Fu Shen’s unbound hair behind his ear. “The servants said you were in a bad mood all afternoon. Who’s upset you, hm?”

Fu Shen pressed his lips together. He did wish to unburden himself, but it had been so long since he’d confided fully in anyone that he no longer knew how. A thousand words choked his heart, yet he didn’t know where to begin. To a man accustomed to shouldering so many responsibilities alone, baring his heart was harder than cutting open his own chest.

Yan Xiaohan didn’t press him. With a flick of his finger, he extinguished the lamp. Darkness became the perfect hiding place, allowing Fu Shen to slowly lower his guard.

After a long silence, Fu Shen asked quietly, “What happened to the empress?”

“A cup of poisoned wine,” Yan Xiaohan replied calmly. “Publicly, it will be mourned as death from excessive blood loss.”

“Of course.” Fu Shen snorted softly in the dimness. “His Majesty would never let her live.”

“You knew?”

“Mm. The child can’t have been His Majesty’s. He hasn’t set foot in Kunning Palace in months. Back at the hall, he needed only one look to understand. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been furious enough to faint.”

Yan Xiaohan’s voice tightened. “You—”

“I did it,” Fu Shen admitted bluntly.

The air between them seemed to freeze. Yan Xiaohan nearly jolted out of bed like his tail was stepped on before he realized what Fu Shen meant. Exasperated, he smacked Fu Shen’s arm. “You and your glib answers! You caused the miscarriage, but you certainly didn’t get her pregnant! A married man like you shouldn’t say such easily misunderstood things! Are you trying to scare me to death?!”

Fu Shen rubbed his stinging arm, privately scoffing at his dramatics. But somehow, the gloom in his heart was lighter.

“Let me rephrase. Her Majesty’s miscarriage at the banquet was orchestrated by my people,” Fu Shen said. “Her daily meals contained a certain drug. It’s harmless when taken by itself, but when mixed with alcohol, it induces blood-cooling and disrupts the stasis of the veins. At three months, Her Majesty’s pregnancy was still fragile. A few cups of wine at the banquet were enough to trigger a miscarriage.”

Yan Xiaohan had never imagined such a plot was simmering under the surface. “You planted people around Her Majesty? Since when?”

“Not intentionally. It’s a long story. Remember that eunuch I saved during the polo match years ago? He was later assigned to Kunning Palace as a cleaner. Thanks to his skill with styling hair, he gained Her Majesty’s favor. When I returned to the capital, he sent me a message telling me Her Majesty was involved with one of the palace guards.

“He wanted to repay me and help me seek justice. About a month ago, he wrote again, saying Her Majesty appeared to be with child, but His Majesty hadn’t visited her palace in several months. The child couldn’t be kept, but Her Majesty refused to let it go. She planned to seduce His Majesty into staying the night after the banquet and pass the child off as legitimate. At the time, I thought: They don’t deserve to get off so easily.”

He had sworn on his knees under a torrential downpour, his heart ripped apart, that he’d pay them all back. Now, in front of the entire court, the empress’s infidelity had been revealed. To save face, the emperor had to swallow his rage, grit his teeth, and pretend the bastard was his own. A fury so great he’d collapsed—but did that compare to the humiliation of a forced marriage?

And with the crown prince’s mother involved in such a scandal, his days of imperial favor were sure to be numbered.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, blood for blood. And still, what the emperor had done to Fu Shen was crueler by a thousandfold. He had accepted the emperor’s invitation to witness this meticulously staged farce. He should have reveled in the taste of vengeance and wished for the emperor’s timely death. Yet fate was unpredictable. In the middle of the banquet, Master Chunyang had struck.

In that critical moment, Fu Shen had saved the emperor’s life. It had happened so swiftly he didn’t think—he’d acted on reflex. By the time he realized what he’d done, it was irreversible; the emperor yet lived.

And suddenly, he realized that in this farce, the biggest fool was himself.


Chapter 35

 

“TELL ME THE TRUTH,” Yan Xiaohan said. “Were the ambush and assassination of the Eastern Tatar envoy at Qingsha Gorge carried out by the Jinwu Guard at His Majesty’s command?”

“Mm,” Fu Shen hummed flatly. “I see you guessed as much.”

He felt Yan Xiaohan’s grip on his hand tighten and let out a soft chuckle. “I know what you want to say. He deserves to die from his anger, right? But Yan-xiong,” he added with a trace of melancholy, “none of us reached this point in a single step.

“His Majesty is old. He’s paranoid, suspicious, and easily swayed by courtiers whispering in his ear. But he wasn’t always like this. The Duke of Ying’s estate has declined, but it remains an immense presence. And along with the Northern Yan Cavalry and the title of Marquis of Jingning… Without His Majesty, there would be no Fu family to speak of, let alone a General Fu Shen.

“In the second year of Yuantai, in the early days of His Majesty’s rule, the northern frontier was in turmoil. My grandfather was transferred to serve as the regional military commissioner of Gan Prefecture. His Majesty gave him absolute support—authority, provisions, army pay. The meager national treasury was nearly emptied to stabilize the northern border. My father, my second uncle, the pillars still serving the Northern Yan Army today, and many other officers scattered across the borders all rose to prominence in that campaign. Right around the time you and I were born, the world entered an era of peace and prosperity. I can’t in good conscience claim that it was due solely to the achievements of my Fu ancestors.”

Yan Xiaohan snorted softly. Fu Shen could tell he disagreed, but he didn’t argue, merely gesturing for Fu Shen to continue.

“He was once a wise ruler,” Fu Shen said. “On the day we were conferred the marriage, you asked me why I didn’t rebel. At the time, I told you I couldn’t let the Northern Yan Army’s reputation be ruined. But there’s another reason. You saw it for yourself today. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. All I can manage is a few underhanded tricks—I can’t stop myself from saving him when his life is truly on the line. Playing the whore while still wanting to be called a maiden…”

Yan Xiaohan smacked him lightly on the waist in warning. “Don’t talk like that.”

“You know what I mean,” Fu Shen said. “Everything I have was given to me by His Majesty. Now he wants it back, but he’s worried I won’t let go.”

The realm remained the same, yet his heart was no longer what it once was.

He couldn’t continue. No matter how close Yan Xiaohan was to him, he couldn’t truly empathize with this dilemma, this wavering indecision; even Fu Shen himself found it pathetic. To others, he probably seemed blindly, stupidly loyal.

“Pfft.”

Fu Shen looked up in shock, wondering if Yan Xiaohan had lost his mind. In the next moment, he was pulled into the man’s embrace—not the affectionate hold between husband and wife, but a doting hold one used to comfort a child.
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“Jingyuan, you know what you’re like?” Yan Xiaohan kissed the top of his head and struggled to suppress his laughter at the look on Fu Shen’s face, which clearly read Are you insane? “You’re an honest child who commits their first misdeed, feels guilty, and confesses everything before anyone even asks.”

Fu Shen would have kicked him if he could.

Yan Xiaohan, the tactless bastard, grinned in spite of himself. “Tell me, aren’t you righteous gentlemen tired of living like this? You resent his suspicion but can’t change your innate loyalty. If it were me, this wouldn’t even be a question. After all, I’m the kind of villain who turns on people without a second thought. Even without wind I raise waves, let alone if someone provokes me.”

“Obviously.” Fu Shen scoffed. “I’m not like you.”

“Then are you a saint?”

“Why does it sound like you’re mocking me?”

“There you have it, then,” Yan Xiaohan said. “If you’re not like me, why force yourself to seek vengeance like a petty man? And since you’re not a saint, why demand yourself to repay malice with kindness? No one can force you to seek revenge. Whether you cling to your grudge or let it go is up to you. If it’s only that you don’t want to dirty your hands, I’m happy to dirty mine for you.

“Besides, everyone is moved to anger at times. After being manipulated by His Majesty like this, what’s wrong with resenting him? A ruler who harms loyal subjects out of suspicion and paranoia is a shame on his dynasty. Wrongdoing deserves punishment. There’s no reason for you, the victim, to make excuses for him.”

Fu Shen had never heard him lecture at such length before. It felt novel, and for once, he couldn’t find anything to rebut.

Yan Xiaohan lifted his chin with one hand, smiling. “Marquis, you dared shout in my face at sixteen that His Majesty was in the wrong. Why are you so restrained and hesitant now?”

Memories of years past surged like the tide, merging with distant recollections like the sea and the sky meet at the horizon. Fu Shen felt a lump in his throat.

“To hell with ‘The subject must die if the ruler so commands.’ Don’t adopt those rotten scholarly habits,” Yan Xiaohan murmured, leaning down to kiss him. His voice was soft, but every word struck Fu Shen’s heart. “Dare to love, dare to hate. Be decisive and unafraid in repaying debt and seeking vengeance. No one can hold you back but yourself.”

Yan Xiaohan had watched Fu Shen’s figure recede into the distance time and again. He had watched him grow from a youth into a man, from a border commander into a peer of the realm. His once-bold spirit had been ground down by yellow sands and bitter winds. Amid fickle waves of praise and condemnation, he had struggled every moment to stay afloat.

Sometimes, Yan Xiaohan wished he were as deranged as the rumors claimed. Then, perhaps he could have preserved the sixteen-year-old Fu Shen forever in that untroubled youth. Or, as he had on the day of the marriage decree, watched maliciously as everything Fu Shen trusted, relied on, and protected crumbled to dust, hoping that he would be stripped of his righteousness and thus freed of his shackles.

All unattainable fantasies were but reflections of the most hopeless yearnings in a mortal heart. Yan Xiaohan rarely lost control; most of the time, he was remarkably clearheaded. With his eyes wide open, he could tell Fu Shen, In my heart, you tower above all. Only in moments when his control slipped could he admit that Fu Shen’s choice at eighteen to don armor and walk the path of a loyal subject was one of the two things in Yan Xiaohan’s life he had been powerless to change.

In this era, to be a loyal subject was not only arduous but fatal. Yet by some twist of fate, or perhaps by heaven’s mercy, came this chance for them to share mutual affection.

Even confined to a wheelchair, Fu Shen was a lethal weapon, not a man to be trifled with. But tonight, as he was pulled from his gloom into tender intimacy during the darkest hours, Yan Xiaohan felt a surreal sense of fulfillment, as though he had finally, painstakingly spread his wings and folded them around the one he most wanted to protect.

Their breaths mingled, their tongues entwined, and their hearts gradually beat as one. Fu Shen’s fingers combed through Yan Xiaohan’s still-damp hair. It was impossible to tell who was comforting whom.

The night flew past.

Fu Shen didn’t know when he fell asleep. By the time he woke, Yan Xiaohan was gone. The sun was high, the day pleasant, the breeze gentle, and the blankets warm. He had had an unexpectedly peaceful rest.

The mayhem at the banquet the day before and his own stifled frustrations now seemed like something that had happened long ago. The worries that had loomed as large as the sky seemed as distant as a cloud once he came to terms with them. But most importantly, someone had been willing to stay beside him with infinite patience, to help him unravel his tangled thoughts, and to understand his misery without asking if it was reasonable.

It couldn’t be easy for Yan Xiaohan, a man reviled by scholars as the emperor’s dog, to try and comprehend the mindset of devoted subjects.

Before lunch, a palace eunuch arrived with an imperial decree. For his meritorious service in saving the emperor, and in recognition of his loyalty, His Majesty bestowed upon him several chests of medicinal herbs, gold, silver, and jewels, and even a verbal edict communicating that whatever reward he desired, he need only ask.

Fu Shen thought for a moment, glanced back at the front gates of the Yan manor, and grinned.

“Loyalty to the sovereign is a subject’s duty,” he began. “I am unworthy of His Majesty’s generous gifts; how could I dare overreach in the face of such boundless grace? I have but one presumptuous request, which I hope gonggong will relay.” 

The eunuch beamed. “Please speak, my lord.”

Solemnly, Fu Shen said, “The Feilong Guard was tasked with protecting His Majesty during the imperial birthday banquet yesterday, yet a cunning villain nearly caused disaster. My humble wife, as head of the Feilong Guard, cannot evade responsibility. As husband and wife are of one heart, I beg His Majesty to allow me to use my own merits to offset his failure and pardon his lapse in protection.”

It was as if a bolt of lightning had struck the roof of the Yan residence. The eunuch swayed on his feet, wondering if he had misheard. Ashen, he stammered, “M-my lord…wh-what did you say?”

Fu Shen smiled. “Hm? Was I unclear?”

“N-no, it was very clear…” Large beads of sweat rolled down the eunuch’s face. He felt as though he had just unwittingly been privy to a world-shattering secret—one that would see him silenced by Yan Xiaohan this very night. After watching the eunuch scurry away in a panic, Fu Shen turned languidly back to face a courtyard full of stunned servants.

“What are you all staring at?” he said without batting an eye. “That touched? It’s not that I’m particularly softhearted, but your master was so scared after the banquet he sobbed in my arms half the night.”

The servants gaped, speechless.

Fu Shen had the chests hauled away and applied himself to his lunch without a hint of guilt. After the meal, desiring some fresh air to aid digestion, he remembered that the Yan residence wasn’t far from Qingxu Temple. The sudden appearance of that Daoist priest had certainly been suspicious. Curiosity got the better of him, and he had Du Leng wheel him over to take a look.

The once-bustling temple had been abandoned since the banquet: Its grounds were now deserted, its gates empty. To prevent any fish from slipping through the net, Yan Xiaohan had specially stationed a squad of imperial guards here. It just so happened that the officer in charge that day was General Wei Xuzhou, whom Fu Shen had met during that fateful encounter at the pleasure house. 

General Wei was exceptionally perceptive when it came to people. At first, he’d assumed like everyone else that Yan Xiaohan and Fu Shen detested each other—but Yan Xiaohan’s post-wedding buoyancy made it clear he harbored more feelings for Fu Shen than anyone knew. Whether Fu Shen reciprocated was uncertain, but their Lord Yan undoubtedly held the Marquis of Jingning in high regard. Upon spotting Fu Shen, General Wei panicked inwardly but stepped forward to greet him with calm courtesy. He even offered to let Fu Shen enter for a look. 

Fu Shen hadn’t forgotten their first meeting; Wei Xuzhou had been far less enthusiastic then. He couldn’t help but smile. “Aren’t you worried I might be in league with the assassin, General Wei?”

“My lord, what are you saying?” Wei Xuzhou responded. “You are one of us.”

Fu Shen lowered his eyes with a faint smile. “One of us.”

These two old foxes gleaned a wealth of understanding from this cryptic exchange and shared a knowing smile. Wei Xuzhou gestured toward the entrance.

“Then pardon me for the disturbance,” Fu Shen said with a nod. “Du Leng, let’s go in.”


Chapter 36

 

THE LAYOUT OF QINGXU TEMPLE was like most Daoist temples, with buildings symmetrically arranged along a central axis. The main hall was the Sanqing Hall, with its enshrined statues of the Three Pure Ones, followed by the Siyu Hall, the Ordination Platform, the Bell-and-Drum Tower, and so on. The temple complex wasn’t particularly large as such things went, but it was rich with trees and winding paths, creating a secluded haven of tranquility amid the secular world.

Du Leng pushed Fu Shen slowly along the uneven stone path like the most ordinary of pilgrims. The Feilong Guard had already combed every inch of the temple. Fu Shen couldn’t discern anything out of the ordinary either and was merely using this place as a background for his thoughts. In truth, there was another question weighing on his mind—one he had never voiced to anyone, but which pressed on him every hour.

The day after he and Yan Xiaohan had wed, Yu Qiaoting had brought him a box of bloodstained eastern pearls.

At the time, Fu Shen had told Yu Qiaoting to dispose of them, but he had not forgotten the incident. Any detail related to the Zhe tribe was meaningful. This old adversary was always watching him, seemingly tame but sharpening its claws in the shadows, waiting for the opportunity to strike a fatal blow. Fu Shen stepping down as commander of the Northern Yan Army and returning to the capital had undoubtedly given them hope. They had dared to test the waters with those pearls, yet so far had refrained from acting, likely because they suspected this was all a trap orchestrated by the emperor and his loyal general.

The Northern Yan Cavalry was not unprepared for such an incursion. The only thing that continued to prey upon Fu Shen was that he couldn’t be sure how many Zhe spies were already planted in the capital. Had they been involved in the murders of the imperial guards or the assassination attempt at the banquet? Were those pearls merely a taunt, or was there some deeper message behind them?

Among the Zhe, eastern pearls were exceptionally precious. Those that weren’t offered as tribute to the Zhou Empire were permitted to be worn only by the wives and mothers of their chieftains—what the Central Plains would call the empress and empress dowager. Thus, the Zhe often used eastern pearls as a symbol for the empress. Had the Zhe already known what disaster awaited the empress at the imperial birthday banquet?

If he stretched his imagination further, the golden pill resembled an eastern pearl in shape, which was also very suspicious. And could the ‘eastern’ be hinting at the Eastern Palace, which had suffered the greatest blow in this incident?

Lost in these meandering thoughts, Fu Shen jolted when the wheelchair hit a pebble. He looked up and frowned. “Where are we?”

“I’m not sure. I think we might be lost,” Du Leng replied awkwardly.

“Excellent work,” Fu Shen said archly. He pointed in a random direction. “Just go where the wind takes you. The complex is only so big—we should be able to find our way out blindfolded. What building is that up ahead?”

Too embarrassed to utter a word, Du Leng silently pushed Fu Shen toward the three-story building he’d indicated. Fu Shen quirked his lips, intrigued. “A scripture repository? All the way out here?”

They had passed many temple halls by now, and although Fu Shen had been distracted along the way, he could see they were in a secluded corner of Qingxu Temple. The repository was remote, far from the living quarters of the priests and hidden behind a copse of trees. It appeared to be rarely visited and must be nearly impossible to find. Who would come here to read scriptures?

“Let’s go take a look.”

Du Leng struggled to haul Fu Shen and the wheelchair up the steps, panting heavily. “Can’t go in. There’s a lock on the door.”

Fu Shen rolled himself forward and gave it a glance. “Child’s play.” With a flick of his wrist, he produced a small knife from who-knew-where and deftly pried open the heavy brass lock. The wooden doors opened with a push, and the visitors were greeted by the smell of old paper mixed with dust.

Du Leng was speechless. Fu Shen’s hands had moved so fast Du Leng didn’t even see how he did it. The heavy lock might as well have been a paper puzzle. But more importantly… What was an invalid doing casually pulling out a knife?!

The scripture repository was thick with dust. Du Leng huffed and puffed as he hauled the wheelchair over the threshold. As a physician, he couldn’t compare to those army brutes who could effortlessly carry the marquis up and down stairs.

“Forget it, forget it, just close the door.” Fu Shen said, pained by the sight of him. He grasped the armrests and pushed himself up. “I’ll walk.”

His injuries were in a delicate state. His kneecaps had been shattered and his tendons damaged, but not quite so severely that he couldn’t stand at all. With proper care, there was still hope for recovery. In the short term, however, the best he could manage was an inadvisable hobble, and even after his wounds healed, he likely wouldn’t be able to command from the front lines as he had before.

But this wasn’t a precarious issue in itself—the delicateness of it lay in the fact that the emperor had spies in the army. The moment news of Fu Shen’s injuries had leaked, the emperor had ordered him back to the capital to recuperate. Fu Shen had long known of the emperor’s wariness of him, but he hadn’t expected this blatant eagerness to strip him of his command. He certainly couldn’t reveal to the emperor that he might one day walk again, or he might not survive another month in the capital.

His only option was to show the emperor what he wished to see, exaggerating the severity of his injuries to ensure his own safety. The extent of his disability was an act purely for the emperor. His bones had at this point mostly knit, and he could stand and even walk short distances. But in public, he had to maintain the facade; he couldn’t expose himself in any way.

Du Leng was among the few who knew the truth of his condition. In order to make the act convincing, he had prepared a special pill for Fu Shen, one that numbed his legs and sapped their strength. The effect was so convincing even Shen Yice in the capital had been fooled.

Du Leng shut the door behind them. Fretting, he said, “Take it slow. You haven’t walked much yet; be careful not to fall. Do your legs still hurt?”

“Nothing of concern.” Fu Shen carefully found his balance, then put a hand against the wall for support as he slowly shuffled past rows of bookshelves. “No one’s been here in a long time—look how the dust is unbroken. But the steps outside were clean, as if there were plenty of recent visitors. Strange.”

Bringing the wheelchair, Du Leng followed behind. Fu Shen made his way to the second floor, where he walked around, flipped through a few tattered books, then lost interest. But when he reached the far end of the room, he let out a soft, puzzled hum.

Du Leng looked at him questioningly. Fu Shen slowly paced back and forth along the length of the second floor several times, then frowned. “Let’s go back down.”

Returning to the first floor, he repeated the process, rapping his knuckles against each of the four walls. Seeing his brows locked in a furrow, Du Leng couldn’t help asking, “What’s wrong, sir?”

“Something’s odd about this room. Can’t you tell? The second floor is bigger than the first.”

Du Leng shook his head blankly.

“Count how many steps it takes to walk from the door to this wall,” Fu Shen said, “then go upstairs and do the same.”

Du Leng did as instructed. Moments later, he rushed back downstairs, astonishment coloring his expression. “The second floor is at least a stride wider! Could it be—?”

Fu Shen raised a finger to his lips, motioning for silence. In a low voice, he ordered, “Go find General Wei. Tell him to bring a few men and some damp firewood.”

 

***

 

Across the city, at the Department of Prudence, Yan Xiaohan and Tang Guo had spent nearly the entire day fruitlessly trying to extract a confession from the silent Master Chunyang when someone rushed in and whispered in Yan Xiaohan’s ear.

“Understood.” Yan Xiaohan turned to Tang Guo. “Doctor Shen needs me. Keep an eye on things here—I’ll be back shortly.”

Tang Guo’s eyes lit up at the mention of Doctor Shen, but when he realized he wasn’t included in the summons, his expression neutralized and he nodded. Yan Xiaohan jerked his chin toward the prisoner hanging in the cell. “Might be related to him. Go easy, we need him alive.”

The Northern Prison was only a few steps away from the Feilong Guard’s headquarters. The moment Yan Xiaohan stepped inside the hall, Shen Yice rushed over like a whirlwind.

“My lord! It’s Qingxu Temple! Yang Hexuan and those other men who died of horseback stroke—we found the connection! They all visited Qingxu Temple!”

“Wh-what?” Yan Xiaohan flinched at the sudden torrent of words. “Slow down. Start from the beginning. What’s going on?”

Shen Yice’s face was flushed with excitement. “I’ve been trying to figure out what that packet of powder was, so I visited the homes of each victim. Even though they seem scattered across the city, if you mark their residences on a map, they form a rough circle with Qingxu Temple at its center.”

He unfurled a map of the capital, pointing out the inked markings to Yan Xiaohan. “Qingxu Temple has a reputation for answering prayers. It’s always bustling with worshippers, especially during festivals. At such a busy place, no one would take any special notice of these men coming and going. The victims’ families confirm—all these men made regular trips to the temple to burn incense and often donated. Whenever they suffered headaches or fevers, they’d seek talismanic water or elixirs from the temple, claiming the medicine cured them instantly. If such miraculous medicine existed, what need would there be for physicians like me? Clearly they were addicts going to the temple for their fix.”

Shen Yice paused for breath before spilling out the rest. “The emperor reveres Daoist immortals, so the common people follow suit. No one thought anything of it. Qingxu Temple took advantage of this trend to secretly peddle strange drugs. As for Yang Hexuan, need I say more? His own father recommended Master Chunyang to the emperor.”

Yan Xiaohan studied the map for a moment. “Let’s pay Qingxu Temple a visit.”

 

***

 

Upon hastening to Qingxu Temple, the first thing Yan Xiaohan heard from his man at the gates was that Fu Shen and Wei Xuzhou were inside the scripture repository. Yan Xiaohan’s right eyelid twitched. An indescribable dread gripped him; without stopping to think, he rushed toward the repository with his men. Thick black smoke was already billowing into the sky from the building ahead.

“Fu Shen!”

Fu Shen whirled at the sound of his name, just in time to see his good wife racing toward him, face twisted with fury. At the same time, a thunderous bang rang out from within the smoke-filled repository. The double doors burst open as a black-clad figure came stumbling out, coughing violently, hands clamped over his nose and mouth.

Yan Xiaohan, tearing toward Fu Shen, barely halted in his step when Fu Shen drew the sword at Yan Xiaohan’s waist and hurled it behind him without so much as a glance over his shoulder. A blinding arc of steel flashed through the air; the coughing man was pinned like a bug under the carved entrance couplet on the nearest pillar.

A subordinate brought over a basin of water and doused the smoldering firewood in the repository. With a sharp hiss, the flames died, and the curling white smoke dispersed, revealing the varied expressions of all those in the yard.

Amid the silence, Fu Shen reached out and took Yan Xiaohan’s hand—ice-cold from fright—in his own and swung it lightly, as if to placate him, but also as if to call his attention to Fu Shen’s heroic deed.

“Look,” he said. “I captured a fish that escaped the net for you.”


Chapter 37

 

“YOU!” YAN XIAOHAN’S HEART was still pounding wildly, the lurching sensation of missing a stair not yet faded. He glared at Fu Shen, so furious he could only stutter, “You—!”

Fu Shen blinked sweetly. “Mm. Go on.”

Yan Xiaohan’s angry words lodged in his throat. As they say, one oughtn’t slap a smiling face—especially when that face belonged to the Marquis of Jingning, that aloof flower beyond reach, who rarely showed anyone a pleasant countenance. Yan Xiaohan stammered through half a dozen Yous without managing a single word more, his dignity as man of the house thoroughly decimated. He redirected his towering rage toward Wei Xuzhou instead. “Why was there still someone inside? I told you to turn the place upside down, inspect every rat hole! What do you call this?! I gave you men to guard Qingxu Temple, but what have you accomplished, hm? And even humoring his nonsense!”

Wei Xuzhou felt wronged beyond words. “I, I—”

“You what?!” Yan Xiaohan snapped. “What if it hadn’t been one man hiding in there, but a whole gang? With just the handful of you—were you planning to serve yourselves up on a platter? And you!” Finally regaining his momentum, Yan Xiaohan turned to Fu Shen. “Charging into danger alone. Can you please remember your status before acting so recklessly? This isn’t some petty thief we’re dealing with, but a desperate criminal who dared attempt the assassination of His Majesty! If a real fight broke out, you’re in a wheelchair, and these fools are barely able to protect themselves—who would shield you?!”

He was genuinely angered. While the others hunched their shoulders, Fu Shen said earnestly, “My wife is right to reprimand me. I’ll be more careful in the future. It won’t happen again.”

Yan Xiaohan had the feeling Fu Shen hadn’t heard a single word. Far from apologizing, he was merely placating Yan Xiaohan as he would a child. Yan Xiaohan’s chest ached with frustration. He wrenched his hand free and shot Fu Shen a cold look. “So insincere.”

He turned and strode toward the man pinned by his clothes to the pillar.

It had been years since anyone had openly snubbed Fu Shen like this. For a moment, he sat stunned. His hand hovered in midair, still outstretched and reaching, his fingers slightly curled. Then, as if startled awake, he drew back his hand, staring helplessly at Yan Xiaohan’s back.

He couldn’t recall ever seeing Yan Xiaohan so genuinely angry. The man was seamlessly restrained and controlled. Even when his temper flared, it had never been directed at Fu Shen. It struck Fu Shen that he had always been the one comforted and indulged. Here he was convinced of his own righteousness, forever expecting others to apologize so he could magnanimously forgive or cleanly sever ties. Even when he did coax someone, he never lowered himself, only smoothing things over with a few sweet words and teasing jokes.

But now, when the one who always yielded became a wall, when the gratifier turned away, Fu Shen finally understood what it felt like to be abandoned.

Awkwardness thickened the air. No one cared about the man who had burst out of the scripture repository anymore. Those in the know fretted silently, while the others took it as confirmation of the rumors that the wedded couple didn’t get along.

Fu Shen was at more of a loss than anyone. But with the moment over and the Feilong Guard now here and working, he doubted Yan Xiaohan would want him to be a lingering nuisance. He sighed, beckoning to Du Leng, and said to Wei Xuzhou, “I’ll take my leave—”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Yan Xiaohan snapped without even turning. “Come here.”

Fu Shen froze.

Yan Xiaohan glanced back at him, then stalked over impatiently. Taking the wheelchair from Du Leng, he pushed Fu Shen out of earshot. When they were out of sight of the others, he leaned down and took both the wheelchair and the man in it into his arms, locking Fu Shen securely in his hold. He grumbled in a low voice, “Where are you off to, hm? A few harsh words and you’re running back to your maiden home?”

“I’m not—”

“Put yourself in my place,” Yan Xiaohan said. “If you were me and heard I was in the scripture repository with Wei Xuzhou, then saw billowing smoke, how would you feel?”

“I wasn’t—”

“I know you weren’t inside, and you didn’t light the fire yourself. But if you suspected something like this, why not send someone to find me?”

Fu Shen was silenced.

“Was my scolding unfair?” Yan Xiaohan gently pinched his chin, forcing Fu Shen to meet his eyes. “If anything happened to you, how am I supposed to live? I know you’re skilled, but even you must admit that a man in a wheelchair is at a disadvantage against someone who isn’t. Jingyuan, do as you will in anything but situations like these. Don’t treat my words like trifles, and don’t try to placate me by pretending penitence, okay?”

He had done nothing short of laying bare his heart. Fu Shen felt his throat constrict. After some hesitation, he managed a stiff “I’m sorry.”

Yan Xiaohan snorted softly. “I’ll remember this,” he said. “We’ll settle the score at home.”

It was said a married couple’s quarrel should never be allowed to linger overnight, but when it came to Yan Xiaohan, he hadn’t even given Fu Shen until sundown—he had dragged him away on the spot. Wei Xuzhou couldn’t hear their exchange, but through the gap that Yan Xiaohan’s frame didn’t block, he thought he saw Fu Shen lift his head of his own accord as Yan Xiaohan bent toward him. 

General Wei was himself a married man. He covered his eyes in a pretense of decency, silently marveling.

Their lips met only briefly. Yan Xiaohan slyly nipped Fu Shen’s lower lip, then made a show of returning to business. “Enough of that. Now then. That throw of yours was downright merciless.” 

Fu Shen, his unease dispelled by Yan Xiaohan’s concern, felt warmth seeping back into his frozen body. He belatedly registered Yan Xiaohan’s abrupt change of subject but didn’t grasp the latter half of his remark. “What?”

As the Feilong Guard bound the man, Yan Xiaohan strode over and pulled out the blade Fu Shen had pinned him with. He tilted the man’s face toward Fu Shen. “An old acquaintance of yours. Has he really changed so much you don’t recognize him?”

Fu Shen studied that skeletal face for a long moment before exclaiming in shock, “Yi Siming?”

In years past, they had ridden side by side on Mount Baoyan. Later, Fu Shen’s world had been shattered by the Qingsha Gorge ambush and that one fatal bolt. The dust of memories settled in this moment of wordless confrontation—one dismissed and disabled, the other battered and worn.

“General Yi.” Yan Xiaohan stepped between them, blocking Fu Shen’s line of sight. His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We meet again. If I recall, this isn’t the Jinwu Guard’s headquarters.”

Yi Siming glared at him with abject hatred. He rasped, “Yan Xiaohan, don’t look so smug. Sooner or later, you’ll end up just like Fu Shen.”

“How we end up is none of your concern. I suggest you worry about your own fate in the Northern Prison.” Yan Xiaohan sheathed his sword. “Take him away.”

“You dare!” Yi Siming thrashed, hollering, “I’m the commanding general of the Jinwu Guard—third rank! Without His Majesty’s decree, you have no authority to arrest me!”

Yan Xiaohan was unfazed. “Master Chunyang of Qingxu Temple attempted to assassinate His Majesty during the imperial birthday banquet. Everyone connected to the temple is awaiting sentencing in prison. You were found skulking in the scripture repository. How do we know you aren’t one of the rebels? As the official in charge of this case, I require no imperial edict to detain you.”

“Slander!” Yi Siming shouted. “I had no idea Chunyang planned to assassinate His Majesty! That has nothing to do with me!”

“Oh?” Yan Xiaohan smiled faintly. “Then what were you doing hiding in the scripture repository?”

Yi Siming went silent, as if throttled. After a long pause, he said with difficulty, “I was just…looking around.”

“Enough,” Fu Shen cut in. Coolly, he said, “The second floor of the repository is a full step wider than the first. There must be a hidden compartment within the walls. This building is secluded, the interior covered in dust, yet the outside steps are pristine, without a trace of dirt or moss. Clearly, this place is frequented, just not so much inside. There’s likely a secret room here, either behind the walls or underground.

“The lock on the door was still fastened when I arrived, so you must have entered through a window. You arrived moments before me, and when you heard someone coming, you hid inside the secret room. Or perhaps you were already planning to search for something there. Unfortunately for you, dust has built up in the neglected rooms, and you left a footprint—half inside the wall, half out.

“I guessed you hadn’t left, so I had General Wei gather damp firewood to burn. Any space that can hide people, whether the compartment or the secret room, must have holes for air. When smoke filled the repository, it would of course flow through these cracks, and you would come running. It’s a folk trick for smoking out vermin from caves.” He snorted. “And sure enough, out you came.”

As he spoke, the first squad of Feilong Guardsmen searching the building filed out. Shen Yice emerged carrying a small case. “My lord, a staircase in the compartment leads to an underground chamber. The chamber has likely already been cleaned out. All we found was this.”

He handed over the box. When Yan Xiaohan opened it, realization dawned. “A smoking pipe?”

Yi Siming, restrained on the ground, suddenly reared up as if possessed. “Give it to me! Give it to me!”

“What is it?” Fu Shen asked with a frown.

Yan Xiaohan showed him the finely made smoking set inside the case. “In the recent Jinwu Guard case, we suspected the victim died of horseback stroke induced by some drug. Yi Siming is most likely using the same substance. This drug is a brown powder we’ve never seen before, meant to be burned and inhaled. It energizes the user, boosting stamina, but it causes severe physical damage. As you can see, it’s highly addictive.”

Fu Shen stared at Yi Siming, writhing in the throes of withdrawal like a madman, and murmured, “He became this way…because of a drug?”

Yan Xiaohan glanced at him. He had pieced together the truth behind the ambush at Qingsha Gorge, and he was aware of the history between Fu Shen and Yi Siming; as soon as Fu Shen spoke, he knew what he was thinking.

Fu Shen was softening, feeling nostalgic. Trying to pin the irreversible changes wrought by these years on one intoxicating, soul-devouring drug.

These two had once been as close as brothers, Yan Xiaohan knew, to the extent that the prudent and shrewd Yi Siming had been willing to risk it all to shelter the Jin family’s child for Fu Shen’s sake. Just a day ago, he himself had told Fu Shen that no one could force him to seek vengeance.

But now, he had to be cruel.

“He didn’t become like this because of the drug,” he said. He pressed down on Fu Shen’s shoulder, urging him to look with clear eyes upon Yi Siming. “But because of his own insatiable greed. A vicious and perfidious man like this isn’t worth your pity.”

Fu Shen’s calm, dark eyes met Yi Siming’s bloodshot, bulging ones. In that moment, they seemed to stand on opposite sides of their spirited, youthful past. Across mountains and rivers, they exchanged one last distant look before parting ways forever, never to look back.

“You don’t have to seek revenge. But never forget who has hurt you. Only those who remember pain live long.”


Chapter 38

 

YI SIMING, THE YOUNG SCION of the Duke of Chen, had begun his career as the fourth-rank lieutenant general of the Jinwu Guard and risen from there to commanding general. Born into a distinguished family, he had long served at the emperor’s side, where he was regarded as a trusted confidant. His official career was smooth and his future boundless. Had he not become obsessed with surpassing the Feilong Guard—had he never met Master Chunyang—his life would have been one of unimpeded success. As long as he remained dutiful and avoided committing any unforgivable crime, he could have lived out his days in comfort and security.

Alas…

“Yi Siming has already confessed. Master Chunyang, under the guise of a Qingxu Temple priest, you lured others into consuming the drug called White Dew Powder, resulting in the deaths of one Jinwu Guardsman and at least three commoners. Of those who consumed the drug, Yi Siming seems to be the sole survivor. The Feilong Guard have recovered a case of smoking pipes, specially crafted lampstands, and remnants of the drug from the secret room under the scripture repository. We have both a witness and material evidence, Master Chunyang. Do you have anything further to say?”

The cell was dim and silent, the air thick with the stench of blood. The low chanting of the Dao De Jing had stopped at some point. With both hands bound and hung from a ceiling beam, the blood-drenched priest arduously opened his one remaining eye, his gaze piercing through the group around him to land unerringly on Fu Shen, who sat in the shadows beyond the door. Slowly, his mouth split in a bloody, toothless grin that gave everyone goosebumps.

“Is that the Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, outside the door? General Fu?” Master Chunyang’s teeth had all been knocked out; he slurred, “I’d like to see him, please.”

Yan Xiaohan instantly regretted his decision to let Fu Shen join them. He never should have allowed him to come to the Feilong Guard headquarters. After Yi Siming’s arrest, Fu Shen’s mind was undoubtedly in turmoil; Yan Xiaohan hadn’t trusted him to return to the Yan manor alone. He had hoped that witnessing Yi Siming’s interrogation would help Fu Shen see the man for what he truly was, and that he would no longer grieve needlessly for the past.

While both Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan were men of high status today, Fu Shen had been raised in the household of a duke. He was noble of birth and broad of vision, and his temperament was consequently magnanimous and forgiving of others’ petty offenses. Yan Xiaohan, meanwhile, had clawed his way up from the lowest ranks of the imperial guards, surmounting innumerable hurdles along the way. If he hadn’t been ruthless, he would have long since been reduced to ashes.

Their life experiences shaped their conflicting attitudes toward Yi Siming. Yan Xiaohan wished to pull Fu Shen toward his own camp, but gently, lest too much force snap their tenuous connection.

Yet now that Master Chunyang had asked to see Fu Shen, Yan Xiaohan’s worries flared anew. Every qualm Lord Yan had ever had in his life had been reserved solely for the Marquis of Jingning.

Fu Shen, sharp-eared as he was, didn’t wait for Yan Xiaohan’s decision. He wheeled himself out of the shadows and gestured for Yan Xiaohan to admit him.

“Careful,” Yan Xiaohan began, but Fu Shen stopped him with a reassuring pat on his hand.

“You’re here, aren’t you? Don’t worry.”

Fu Shen was truly astute. Yan Xiaohan didn’t know what sort of enchantment he had cast, but in an instant, his heart settled. His eyes shone with tenderness as he pushed open the cell door and guided Fu Shen inside.

Fu Shen wasted only the barest breath on Master Chunyang. “Speak,” he said coolly.

Master Chunyang gasped out a rattling laugh but easily complied. “Where would the general like me to begin? From the moment you received the snapped crossbow bolt? Or from when Yi Siming came to the temple at Yang Hexuan’s suggestion looking for drugs?”

Fu Shen’s pupils contracted, as if he’d been stuck by a poisonous needle. “The bolt—it was you?!”

Master Chunyang’s remaining eye was startlingly bright, his gaze sharp even through his matted hair. “Do you understand now, General? This is retribution. The heavens are just. This is only what they deserve!”

A thunderclap seemed to echo through Fu Shen’s mind as the fragmented clues came together. In this face-off between Fu Shen and the Yuantai Emperor, the third hand manipulating the game from the shadows finally showed itself.

The broken bolt, which should have been buried under a ton of rock, had been delivered into Fu Shen’s hands, allowing him to trace the truth behind the ambush at Qingsha Gorge. When Fu Shen had begun tailing Mu Boxiu, it must have been Chunyang who had conveniently made Mu Boxiu believe Yi Siming intended to silence him. In retaliation, Mu Boxiu had revealed the emperor and Yi Siming’s entire plot to Fu Shen. This man had been silently watching his every move.

No wonder Fu Shen had felt like he was being led around by the nose. No wonder the truth had come to him so easily. Someone had cleared the fog obstructing his path, placed the truth by the roadside, and simply waited for him to stumble across it.

“That’s why you tried to assassinate His Majesty,” Fu Shen murmured. “Then the White Dew Powder was always meant for Yi Siming alone…”

Chunyang sneered. “Yi Siming hates your dear Lord Yan with a passion. The influence of the Southern Court was fading, the Jinwu Guard declining by the day. He looked down on the Feilong Guard yet envied their prestige, so he desperately ingratiated himself with the throne. Ha! Who would have thought the scion of a duke would end up the emperor’s lapdog!” 

“So you used Yang Hexuan to introduce him to the White Dew Powder.”

“Like dew, like lightning, like a dream, like an illusion,30” Chunyang said, growing more excited. “General Fu, do you know what type of people are most prone to addiction? Greedy, avaricious, ambitious, delusional, obsessive, narrow-minded… After a single night of beautiful dreams, they believe they possess the world. They forget all their troubles and crave only conquest. Nothing in this world is beyond their reach. When they wake, and the illusions have dispersed, they can no longer face their own insignificance. So they indulge in the drug again and again, scraping at their own dreams until it hollows them into a husk. The White Dew Powder is also known as Lost Soul Powder. They say those who consume it will have their very souls turn to mist.” He scoffed. “Those heartless beasts don’t deserve to be called human. They are walking corpses.”

“What about Yang Hexuan?” Fu Shen asked. “You entered the palace on Yang Xu’s recommendation, yet your drug killed his son. You weren’t allied with the Yang family; you were their enemy. Why tie yourself to them?”

The cell fell into a deep silence broken only by the sound of Master Chunyang’s labored breathing.

“Go on,” Fu Shen said. “Why lead me to the mastermind behind Qingsha Gorge? Why try to assassinate His Majesty? Why target Yi Siming? I must imagine you would only go to such great lengths to avenge me. Do we know each other? Or is there someone else behind you who is connected to me, to the Fu family, by some inextricable bond?”

Chunyang’s silence now had the quality of a tacit confirmation. Fu Shen slowly wheeled closer. “Is there some deeply held grudge between the Yang and Fu families of which I’m unaware?”

Master Chunyang stared at him. A laugh gurgled up his throat, crescendoing into maniacal laughter of triumph and resentment, his hoarse voice grating like his innards were being scraped against metal. Beneath that mangled visage was an unconcealable, unbridled pride. And for a fleeting moment, Fu Shen found this man inexplicably familiar.

As Chunyang laughed and laughed, blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. “In the twentieth year of Yuantai, the Eastern Tatars and the Zhe tribe jointly invaded the Central Plains. At the battle of Gushan Pass, General Fu Tingxin was surrounded and attacked from all sides. The Northern Yan Army sought reinforcements from the Tang Prefectural Army, but the regional military commissioner, Yang Xu, deliberately ignored the request. He resented the Fu family for refusing to send their daughter to the Eastern Palace. General Fu died on the battlefield. As long as that traitor lives, General Fu’s heroic spirit will not rest in peace. This is a debt inked in blood—”

Fu Shen lunged forward and gripped him by the throat.

“Jingyuan!” Yan Xiaohan cried.

Fu Shen’s expression was ice-cold, his gaze as sharp as a knife. Every word was forced through clenched teeth. “My uncle has been dead these six years. Why wait until now to seek revenge?”

“Yang Xu watched from the sidelines, delaying until the Northern Yan Army was in tatters before leading his troops into the field,” Chunyang rasped. “None who knew the truth survived. During the incident at Qingsha Gorge, we captured a bandit who had once fought under Yang Xu’s command. He became so afraid upon hearing the Northern Yan Army’s name that he confessed everything. If not for this, Yang Xu would have continued deceiving the world with stolen valor. How could the thousands of souls buried at Gushan Pass rest?!” 

“We? Who’s we?” Fu Shen demanded.

Blood streamed from the man’s nose and mouth, dripping onto Fu Shen’s bony hands and staining his sleeves with splotches of red.

“That’s not for me to tell…”

“The hell it isn’t!” Fu Shen snarled. “You endured torture in the Northern Prison without breaking, yet the moment I appeared, you spilled everything. You were waiting for me, weren’t you? So speak!”

Chunyang’s face purpled, his chest heaving violently. Yan Xiaohan lunged forward, grabbing Fu Shen’s wrist. “Jingyuan, let go! You’re strangling him!”

“Unhand me!” Fu Shen shook him off angrily. His fingers dug in, nearly piercing flesh. “Stop playing dead! Who are you? Who’s behind you?”

The single eye beneath the filthy hair met the young general’s frigid gaze. Fu Shen saw the glimmer of a tear.

“Dagongzi, my hands are stained with blood. I’ve killed innocents. I know my sins are beyond redemption. When my time comes, I can’t bear to face my old comrades in the underworld. There is no need to ask my name.”

In an instant, Fu Shen understood.

Master Chunyang had once been a member of the Northern Yan Army, a foot soldier from the same era as his father and uncle. Only these men would address him not as General or Marquis, but as Dagongzi.

If his former allegiance was exposed, both the Northern Yan Army and Fu Shen would be dragged into the maelstrom.

He had to die.

The innocent Wang Gou-er and his family, the hapless commoners used as test subjects for the drug—all the rest of these blood debts could never be absolved, even in death. Master Chunyang struggled until his strength gave out. His eyes bulged, blood and tears blurring his vision. Only his lips moved weakly once more, his breath a soft wheeze. No one but Fu Shen heard his last words.

There was a brittle snap of bone, and the man’s head lolled.

Fu Shen looked away, expressionless. His pale hand dripped with blood. He seemed to emanate an oppressive gloom, like a god of war freshly emerged from hell.

“The heretic priest Chunyang colluded with court officials and attempted to assassinate His Majesty by way of offering a golden pill at the imperial birthday banquet—his first crime. He privately produced the poisonous drug White Dew Powder, causing the deaths of the commanding general of the Jinwu Guard, Yi Siming; the lieutenant general of the Jinwu Guard, Yang Hexuan; and others—his second crime. Knowing his crimes were unforgivable and death inevitable, the criminal took his own life shortly after noon.”

He turned to Yan Xiaohan and asked placidly, “Will that do, Lord Yan?”

Without waiting for a response, he turned his chair and left.

The instant he emerged from the Northern Prison, he was blinded by the harsh daylight.

A soldier of the Northern Yan Army that had once dominated the battlefields had buried his name and haunted the capital like a ghost. The White Dew Powder had melted away amid the tolling of Qingxu Temple’s bells, its decadent fragrance congealing into a blade that killed without blood.

The last words he had left Fu Shen were: Kill me.


Chapter 39

 

FU SHEN LEFT on his own without waiting for anyone. Yan Xiaohan wanted to give chase, but with Master Chunyang dead, someone needed to close the case. How to construct a coherent testimony, how to tie off the loose ends… He couldn’t go before seeing this done.

Fortunately, the area around the cell had been cleared for the interrogation. Only Fu Shen and Yan Xiaohan had heard Master Chunyang’s final confession. Even then, Yan Xiaohan was concerned. He ordered his subordinates to keep their mouths shut, forbidding any mention of today’s events.

Although the Feilong Guard were the emperor’s eyes and ears, at this point, His Majesty no longer had the privilege of choosing what to see or hear.

If Yang Xu had truly delayed reinforcements by design, leading to Fu Tingxin’s death on the battlefield, it would irrevocably alter Fu Shen’s—and the Northern Yan Army’s—position, and perhaps even reshape the court’s political landscape. Yang Xu was Empress Yang’s elder brother and a key supporter of the crown prince. With the empress dead and uncle and nephew already fallen from grace, one more misstep would give the emperor ample reason to depose his heir. And whether the Yuantai Emperor knew the truth or not, Fu Shen no longer wanted to see him on the throne.

A fight for succession was inevitable. And with Fu Shen still holding the Northern Yan Army’s command, however ceremonially, whoever he backed was all but guaranteed to prevail. Common sense suggested Fu Shen would most likely anoint the Prince of Qi, but Yan Xiaohan had always sensed a distance between them—one carefully maintained to avoid any accusation of collusion between a high-ranking official and a prince of the blood.

He ordered Master Chunyang’s body collected, sealed Yi Siming’s confession into the case files alongside Yang Hexuan’s records, and drafted a memorial to formally conclude the investigation:

Daoist priest Chunyang, real name unknown, origin unknown, had arrived in the capital in the twenty-second year of Yuantai and resided at Qingxu Temple ever since. Over several years, he privately produced the drug White Dew Powder, secretly selling it to both merchants and commoners. He convinced lieutenant general of the Jinwu Guard Yang Hexuan that the drug could sharpen the mind and enhance stamina. Misled, Yang Hexuan became addicted and even presented said drug to his superior, leading to the tragic addiction of the late commanding general of the Jinwu Guard, Yi Siming.

When the Yuantai Emperor fell ill, Yang Hexuan introduced the Daoist priest Chunyang to his father, the regional military commissioner of Tang Prefecture, Yang Xu, who recommended him to the palace, where Chunyang remained in service due to the apparent efficacy of his elixirs. After the treasonous development at Kunning Palace, Yang Xu, to protect the empress and her unborn child, conspired with the Daoist priest Chunyang to assassinate the emperor during the golden pill offering at the imperial birthday banquet. Fortunately, the vigilant Marquis of Jingning, Fu Shen, foiled the attack, thwarting the traitors’ evil plot.

After this incident, the Daoist priest Chunyang committed suicide in his cell out of overwhelming guilt. Yi Siming confessed to the use of White Dew Powder but succumbed to withdrawal-induced madness and tragically died from biting off his own tongue.

Only Yang Xu confessed to everything. The crime of treason was unforgivable, punishable by execution. 

After the case files and the memorial were submitted, the Yuantai Emperor, despite his illness, personally set down the verdict with the vermilion brush upon the Ministry of Justice’s sentencing document: public execution by waist-chopping, followed by presentation of the corpse in the marketplace.

And so, the two cases that had shocked the capital—dead Jinwu Guardsmen and an imperial birthday banquet assassination—were finally laid to rest.

Meanwhile, the truth behind the ambush on the Eastern Tatar envoy had quietly resurfaced, only to be just as quietly buried with Master Chunyang’s death by those with vested interest. This, Yan Xiaohan left undivulged.

That day, after penning the memorial, Yan Xiaohan tossed his brush aside and hurried home. His first words upon crossing the threshold were: “Where is the marquis?”

“In his bedroom,” answered a maid. “He hasn’t set a foot out since returning this afternoon.”

Yan Xiaohan’s heart lurched. “Did he seem…unwell?”

The maid shook her head, puzzled. “Nothing out of the ordinary. He only asked not to be disturbed. The marquis seems to be in a bad mood, but not as bad as last time.”

Yan Xiaohan became even more worried.

Most people, when faced with such a massive shock, would crumble, rage, or bawl. Even if Fu Shen were made of iron, he couldn’t possibly lock away this much emotion. The calmer he was, the more alarming his state. Yan Xiaohan would rather he cried and made a scene—anything but retreating into himself and obsessing, dealing more damage to both body and mind.

He stopped outside the bedroom, prepared to break down the door if he was refused entry, and knocked. “Jingyuan?”

Fu Shen’s answer came swiftly. “Come in.”

Yan Xiaohan blinked. When he pushed open the door, the lamps were unlit, the room bathed only in the warm wash of dusk. Fu Shen sat by the window, lost in thought, watching the sunset. He turned his head as Yan Xiaohan approached.

“You never knock. Why the sudden propriety?”

“Hm?” Yan Xiaohan hesitated. “You…”

Fu Shen smiled. “So cautious. Are you worried I’ll do something drastic?”

Yan Xiaohan had imagined countless scenarios in which he found Fu Shen mired in lifeless gloom, but none came to pass. He was indeed reflecting on the day’s events, but he was genuinely calm, not forcing levity or feigning ease. 

“Sit.” Fu Shen pointed to a nearby stool. Once Yan Xiaohan settled opposite him, he continued, “Don’t worry about me. What Chunyang revealed in the cell sounded shocking, but it’s just a single account, hardly credible. Further investigation is needed.”

Yan Xiaohan couldn’t believe his ears. He had never expected Fu Shen to be so serene. Was this, too, a form of madness? “Jingyuan…”

“Don’t look at me like that,” Fu Shen said wryly. “I’m perfectly sane. Yan-xiong, you’ve interrogated hundreds of thousands of criminals in the Feilong Guard. Do you really believe ‘a dying man speaks true’? I certainly don’t.” He scoffed. “Call me cold-blooded, but in my years in Yan Prefecture, I’ve interrogated Eastern Tatars, Zhe, and Han alike. Some cower in the face of death and spill the truth after a simple scare. But most spin lies until the end, using themselves as bait to drag others down with them.”

It dawned on Yan Xiaohan that Fu Shen’s experiences were truly out of the ordinary. Repeatedly thrust into perilous situations without warning, tempered by years on unpredictable battlefields, he faced crushing pressure without flinching. People like him were calm and tenacious beyond reckoning in the face of raging tempests.

Unbidden, Yan Xiaohan recalled the figure kneeling before the palace gates in the pouring rain. That day, even he had nearly lost control, yet Fu Shen had calmly declared There are things a gentleman should and should not do.

Steadfast as the toughest iron; pure as the whitest snow.

Fu Shen continued his calm analysis: “It may be true that Yang Xu delayed sending reinforcements at the battle of Gushan Pass, but that alone didn’t determine the battle’s outcome. Perhaps Master Chunyang didn’t know or deliberately obscured the truth, but after my uncle’s death, the one most haunted wasn’t me, but the Prince of Su. We both analyzed the Battle of Gushan Pass. Even if Yang Xu’s troops had arrived on time, they couldn’t have saved my uncle. At best they would’ve arrived at the end of the fight. If Yang Xu did stall, he kept it just within the realm of plausible deniability. At least, neither the Prince of Su nor I spotted anything amiss. Had he been more blatant, he would have doomed himself; the Prince of Su would have butchered him long ago.

“Also, Chunyang mentioned a we. Qingsha Gorge, Mu Boxiu, the White Dew Powder, the imperial birthday banquet—none of these are plots he could have executed alone. I keep feeling that there’s a larger web laid over the capital. Chunyang was merely a pawn; the hand guiding him is the real key.

“Finally… This is only speculation, but hear me out,” Fu Shen said. “White Dew Powder is too sinister a drug. If it were to spread in earnest, the consequences would be dire. In order to cover his tracks, Chunyang slaughtered the family of a child who delivered a message for him, not to mention the other innocents who died from the drug. If he was truly one of my uncle’s subordinates in the Northern Yan Army, his methods were too cruel. This applies to not just Chunyang, but whoever’s behind him—it feels more like the work of my father’s troops.”

“Isn’t that a bit disrespectful to my wife’s late father?” Yan Xiao­han asked.

Fu Shen snorted. “When my father was still around, he used to say my uncle and I were cut from the same cloth—soft as a woman. How compassionate do you imagine he was?”

Yan Xiaohan fell silent for a moment. “If you didn’t believe Master Chunyang, why kill him yourself?”

The question made Fu Shen pause. “He was a soldier of the Northern Yan Army,” he replied dismissively. “Should I wait until he drags us all down?”

Yan Xiaohan leaned in and pinched Fu Shen’s forearm. The sting made Fu Shen flinch, but for some reason, he didn’t dodge away.

“Does it hurt?” Yan Xiaohan asked.

Baffled, Fu Shen scowled. “Obviously. Shall I return the favor?”

“Good.” Yan Xiaohan stood and opened his arms in a gesture of welcoming embrace. His gaze bored into Fu Shen’s. “Remember, you are a living, breathing man, not some thing made of stone.”

Master Chunyang had been ruthless and scheming, but everything he’d done had been for Fu Shen, for the loyal souls behind him, for the countless fallen beneath them. Someone still remembered those departed heroes. Someone had fought for him, bled their last drop for him. The Northern Yan Army was a brotherhood. Even if they had never met, across years and countless miles, Fu Shen still knew him as a comrade. This was why he had granted Master Chunyang his final wish.

All this calm analysis existed outside the realm of emotion. Only by setting aside the core of his identity, by employing every ounce of reason and logic to pick at the suspicious inconsistencies in Chunyang’s tale, could Fu Shen force himself to forget the fleeting tears in Chunyang’s eyes. But he wasn’t made of stone.

Fu Shen stilled for a moment. Then his rigid shoulders relaxed. Without a word, he leaned forward and buried his face in Yan Xiaohan’s chest.

Gentle hands settled on his back.

“The Northern Yan Army has defended the border for nigh on twenty years. So many have been buried in the north, only to receive in return baseless suspicion,” he mumbled. “My uncle fought to his last breath, while vermin like Yang Xu roam free, secure in their power in the court. Even this petty revenge demanded the lives of my Northern Yan soldiers…”

“Don’t despair,” Yan Xiaohan whispered, holding him tighter. “Look, no matter what happens, the Northern Yan Army of thousands will always stand behind you. As will I.”


Chapter 40

 

YAN XIAOHAN HELD FU SHEN quietly, caught between wanting to offer support and worried Fu Shen might sink too deep in grief. He patted Fu Shen’s shoulder and teased, “My good marquis, are those tears? Shall I comfort you?”

Of course Fu Shen wouldn’t allow himself to wallow in melancholy for long. But he so rarely had the chance to lean on someone else, and for the moment, he didn’t feel like moving. Voice muffled against Yan Xiaohan’s chest, he muttered, “Mind yourself. Got any wine? Have a drink with me.”

His tone sounded less like a romantic invitation to his spouse and more like an old man calling his son over to keep him company. Amused and exasperated, Yan Xiaohan almost blurted, You’re not allowed to drink—then reconsidered. If a few cups of wine could provide Fu Shen an excuse to vent his emotions, it was better than bottling everything inside like he was doing now.

“Yes, I think I do,” Yan Xiaohan agreed. “One moment, I’ll have it brought.”

Fu Shen’s head shot up. He was dumbfounded. “What’s gotten into you? Why are you so agreeable all of a sudden?”

Yan Xiaohan raised his eyebrows and pressed close. “Was I ever disagreeable? Honestly. When have I ever refused you?”

His large frame bore down on Fu Shen, yet his approach didn’t feel threatening in the least. Fu Shen tapped a finger against Yan Xiaohan’s chest and smiled. “And here I thought I’d have to offer you some incentive. But you’re being so thoughtful, so considerate—even better.”

“What kind of incentive?”

Fu Shen only smiled.

“Punishing my good deed,” Yan Xiaohan complained. “Marquis, that’s not the way of a gentleman.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I’m so thoughtful, so keen in anticipating your needs,” he said, nudging a knee against Fu Shen’s leg in pointed insinuation. “Shouldn’t you grant me a sweeter reward?”

Fu Shen’s gaze flicked downward, and a sly grin surfaced on his face. “I see spring is here. How energetic.”

Proud rather than abashed, Yan Xiaohan crowded close and whispered something in Fu Shen’s ear, eyes sparkling with mischief.

Fu Shen snorted. “Go ahead. Let’s see if your third leg is as tough as your bones. But promise you won’t cry if it breaks.”

Yan Xiaohan blinked.

“Tsk. All bark and no bite, yet still so eager.” Fu Shen pinched his chin and brushed a kiss over those lips. Lazily, he added, “Why not just lie back and let this lord ravish you until you can’t think, then leave you craving more? How does that sound, my lord?” 

Fu Shen’s voice was deep, nothing like the delicate, charming voice of a woman, yet the way he spoke carried an intoxicating allure. Yan Xiaohan’s gaze darkened. Hovering provocatively over Fu Shen, he said softly, “At least I have three legs. You only have your third one left.”

The flirtatious mood shattered. Fu Shen nearly slapped him but was caught off guard when Yan Xiaohan took advantage of his outrage to press him into the chair and claim his lips in a bruising kiss. Only after they broke apart, leaving Fu Shen panting, his head bowed, did Yan Xiaohan breathe, “Now’s not the time—but I want you.”

His usual veneer of tender restraint cracked, revealing the ravenous possessiveness beneath. That raw desire wasn’t the most polished or pleasing to the eye, but it was the most real.

Fu Shen’s chest heaved, and even sitting, he felt his knees go weak. You want me? Keep dreaming. One of these days I’ll have you begging; the only thing you’ll want is for me to stop. Aloud, however, he said, “Fine, fine, fine, I’m all yours… Benevolent gege, get up already, you’re crushing me.”

Yan Xiaohan had noticed Fu Shen always found excuses to push him away when he was particularly flustered. This tiny discovery made his heart blossom with joy, and he obligingly released Fu Shen and went to look for wine.

Listening to his light footsteps fade, Fu Shen touched his stinging lips and unconsciously smiled.

He had always been the reliable one, the one offering comfort to others. Being on the receiving end for once felt strange and hard to describe. His pretense of disability aside, he still oughtn’t overexert himself in the short term. But two hot-blooded young men exchanging glances and touches all day, cuddling and nuzzling each other, were bound to find themselves in a certain state. Were they really going to keep being so decorous for another two years? Three?

When he thought about it this way, maybe it would be all right to give in a little…

When Yan Xiaohan returned with wine and snacks, he caught Fu Shen looking at him with an expectant expression, as if Yan Xiaohan had found money on the ground that Fu Shen had deliberately dropped.

The wine was mellow and light, fragrant and pleasing to the palate. Fu Shen drained his cup in one draft and offered his assessment. “Good wine.” Then he teased, “This quality isn’t something you’d find just anywhere. Lord Yan, what a virtuous official you are. I imagine you must’ve received quite a few ‘tributes’ from the lower ranks, hm?”

Greasing palms in official circles was commonplace, especially for a powerful office like the Feilong Guard. Yan Xiaohan neither denied the accusation nor admitted to it, simply saying, “For the marquis, only the best will do. How could I serve you something common?”

Fu Shen popped a pine nut into his mouth. “It’s good, but not the best.”

Unlike Fu Shen, who had gulped down his cup, Yan Xiaohan sipped slowly. “Oh?”

Fu Shen eyed him, smirking. “The best wine I’ve ever had was in a small border town in Northern Yan. Strong stuff. And the proprietress was a delightful woman.”

As if his tail had been stepped on, Yan Xiaohan scowled. “Was it the wine or the lady that was delightful?” Implied in his tone was: Cheat in front of me, I dare you.

“Aged wine, old friends reminiscing about the past… What intoxicates isn’t the wine,” Fu Shen mused.

Yan Xiaohan immediately misunderstood. “You and she share a past?”

He had truly never considered that Fu Shen might cross paths with the young maid Caiyue again. In such a vast nation, how likely was it for two people on diverging roads to reunite? Yan Xiaohan had never felt sorry for himself over this. In his heart, even if he’d let Caiyue go, the mistake had been committed, and Fu Shen had cut ties. No matter how he tried to make amends, the fact remained that he had stabbed Fu Shen in the back.

Fu Shen saw that Yan Xiaohan still hadn’t caught on, but chose not to enlighten him. He felt a touch sly about this knowledge, treasuring this little secret about Yan Xiaohan’s supposed crush on him. He couldn’t resist testing him in subtle ways, both anticipating the look on his face when the matter was finally exposed and hoping to hear him admit it outright.

“I’m teasing you. What milestone of my past doesn’t include you?” Fu Shen pinched his cheek like the most thoughtless rake. “No one can compare. You are the best.”

Such sweet words were never reliable, but still Yan Xiaohan couldn’t help being happily placated.

They clinked their cups, and Fu Shen tossed back another while Yan Xiaohan seized every chance to pile food on his spouse’s plate. “Easy. No matter how good the wine is, that’s not the way to drink it.”

“Nonsense. Your lord has a high tolerance,” Fu Shen drawled, dismissing his concern. “If you’re worried I’ll take liberties when I’m drunk, I’ll sleep in the guest room tonight.”

“Do you feel no guilt saying that, Marquis?” Yan Xiaohan said flatly. “Since the day you moved in, when have I ever let you go to the guest room?”

“You’re too considerate,” Fu Shen replied sheepishly.

“Hmph.”

“Truly, the older children get, the harder they are to manage.” Fu Shen sighed dramatically. “He used to say ‘I adore you’; now it’s just hmph.”

Yan Xiaohan’s composure instantly crumbled.

The two squabbled back and forth like children. Finally, while pleasantly tipsy but not yet drunk, they arrived at the topic of the Daoist priest Chunyang.

“The investigation must continue. I won’t be at ease until we uncover the man behind him,” Fu Shen said. “It’s not just about my uncle. What if they attempt to assassinate the emperor again? And the White Dew Powder. If it’s not controlled, it will lead to disaster.”

“If the emperor wasn’t around, you wouldn’t be trapped in the capital,” Yan Xiaohan pointed out.

“Anyone in his position would be wary of me. Even you would. That’s not the issue. The issue is the princes’ incompetence. Don’t forget we’ve got our delightful neighbors to the north watching us. His Majesty may be paranoid, but he’s always been firm on border issues. Right now, he’s the only one who can keep the northern tribes in check.

“Setting the crown prince aside, the Prince of Jin and the Prince of Qi both gravitate more toward the civil officials. Think about it: the four border armies, the five major camps, and your imperial guards… Which one isn’t firmly held within His Majesty’s grasp? If the throne should change hands, it will be impossible to gain majority support from the court overnight no matter who sits on it. Foreign tribes will seize the opportunity to invade, and the Northern Yan Cavalry will bear the brunt. Who would I even complain to then?”

Yan Xiaohan had to admit he was right. “With Chunyang dead, what leads do you have? Where will you go?”

“The southwest,” Fu Shen said, taking a sip of wine. “Earlier, I said Chunyang’s methods resembled my late father’s troops. Of the generals who fought alongside my father and uncle, only the Commandery Prince of Xiping remains.”

“The Commandery Prince of Xiping—Duan Guihong?”

“Yes,” Fu Shen confirmed. “The only prince who is not a member of the imperial family. During the campaign at the northern frontier in the second year of Yuantai, he served under my grandfather before he was sent southwest, where he’s been stationed ever since. I hear he was close to my father and uncle. He might still remember some details of what happened back then.”

“You said before that Master Chunyang was a pawn. The Prince of Xiping is far away; unless his reach is much greater than we think, he has no means of building a network in the capital. This probably has nothing to do with him.”

Fu Shen sighed. “If I knew who was behind it, would I be sitting here drowning my sorrows? Besides him, I can’t think of anyone else who’d care so much about the Northern Yan Cavalry. You should reflect too. Why hasn’t the Feilong Guard traced the source of the White Dew Powder yet? What have you all been doing?”

Fu Shen must have finally been drunk—he was becoming increasingly belligerent. Yan Xiaohan set down his cup and reached for the jar, intending to call it a night and take Fu Shen to wash up and sleep. Yet when he lifted it, he found it was empty. Yan Xiaohan hadn’t noticed how often Fu Shen had refilled his cup. While they’d been talking, he’d quietly polished off the entire flask.

Yan Xiaohan tensed. Heaven grant that Fu Shen was a well-behaved drunk and not a troublemaker. Not that Yan Xiaohan was frightened; he simply knew he couldn’t win against Fu Shen in a fight.

As the alcohol took effect, Fu Shen’s head grew heavy. Eyes half lidded, he allowed Yan Xiaohan to change his clothes and bathe him, remaining well-behaved and docile all the way to bed. Yan Xiaohan gradually relaxed. He ought to have been relieved, yet he was oddly disappointed that there’d been no drunken mischief—he’d expected more excitement. But before that thought could fully form, the drunkard in his arms murmured his name. Yan Xiaohan leaned closer. “What—?”

The world spun.

By the time Yan Xiaohan regained his bearings, Fu Shen had pinned him to the bed, arms braced on either side of his head, gazing down at him. “Throwing yourself at me, hm?”

Yan Xiaohan hastily wrapped his arms around Fu Shen’s waist. “Careful—your legs! Don’t kneel. Get off.”

Fu Shen collapsed flat against Yan Xiaohan, burying his nose in his neck. But he refused to stay still, determined to look at his face properly.

Resigned, Yan Xiaohan chided, “Jingyuan, stop messing around—”

“A-Han.”

Yan Xiaohan froze. Thinking he’d misheard, he asked in disbelief, “What did you call me?”

“A-Han.” Fu Shen pressed a tender kiss on the tip of his nose, then trailed down to the corner of his lips. “A-Han…”

The endearment was more effective than the strongest liquor. Yan Xiaohan felt like his whole body was on fire.

But Fu Shen wasn’t done. Despite the hoarseness of his voice, it brimmed with affection. “Don’t move. Be good. Let Gege take care of you.”


Chapter 41

 

ALL THE BUILDING TENSION was shattered by that single line. Yan Xiaohan choked, speechless, then laughed in fury. He got it now. Fu Shen was all talk. A paper tiger who knew less than nothing, attempting to flirt with the same tricks one used on young maidens. Fu Shen ought to blink the sleep from his eyes if he still couldn’t tell whether the man pinned beneath him was a meek lamb or a lurking beast with hidden fangs.

Fu Shen was still murmuring sweet nothings beside his ear, but the rush that had nearly made Yan Xiaohan lose control had faded. Now he simply found Fu Shen adorable and couldn’t resist teasing him.

Shifting to let Fu Shen sprawl over him more comfortably, Yan Xiaohan pretended he was truly pinned down. “Call me that again, won’t you?”

“A-Han.”

“Not that,” Yan Xiaohan said.

“Then what do you want to hear?” Fu Shen smiled. His glazed, drunken gaze brimmed with affection, brightening the room. “Sweetheart… Darling…?”

Yan Xiaohan snorted, dissatisfied. He raised his head to meet Fu Shen’s light kisses, carding his fingers through Fu Shen’s loose hair where it tumbled over his shoulder. “Not those. It’s something you’ve called me before.”

Fu Shen looked at him blankly. “What?”

At such a moment, Fu Shen’s mind was an empty page; there was no chance of him remembering what he’d said before. Yet he had something of an obsessive streak in his personality that, though normally unnoticeable, was amplified by the wine. Stumped by the question, he abandoned Yan Xiaohan to ponder this new mystery.

Yan Xiaohan suppressed a grin. “Beg me and I’ll tell you.”

“No need,” said Fu Shen haughtily. “I’m thinking.” 

“Won’t beg?” Yan Xiaohan slipped a hand under his clothes, drawing circles over the small of his back, which prompted a small frown from Fu Shen. It felt good, but there was an odd heat building in his abdomen.

“You really don’t want to know?” Yan Xiaohan coaxed him. “Who did you say was going to take care of me just now?”

Fu Shen fell right into his trap. He mumbled, “Gege…”

Had Lord Yan possessed a wolf tail in truth, it would’ve been raised high to the sky just then. “A little louder,” he coaxed. “I didn’t hear you.”

Fu Shen hadn’t called anyone that in years. Even drunk, he fumbled, his cheeks heating, and refused to repeat the word. Yan Xiaohan feigned displeasure. “You took advantage of me, and now you won’t even address me properly? Are you trying to bed me and desert me?”

From Fu Shen’s angle above Yan Xiaohan, he saw a man with red-rimmed eyes glistening with emotion, his brow crimped, his thin lips pursed—the very picture of a lover thoroughly taken advantage of. His heart softened as he found himself helpless against this little temptress.
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What men said in bed couldn’t be trusted anyway. Fu Shen magnanimously conceded. “Oh, you—must you fight over two years’ difference? Fine, you’re the older one, all right? Gege. A-Han-gege. Menggui-gege. Which do you like better?”

After so many years, this address from Fu Shen’s lips still had the same effect. Yan Xiaohan’s heart melted into a puddle.

“Silly thing,” he murmured. Desire roared through him like a freed beast. He caught Fu Shen’s waist and flipped them over, his gaze darkening. “Be good. Gege will take care of you.”

 

***

 

The next morning, Fu Shen sat up in bed, head throbbing from a hangover, and stared coldly at Yan Xiaohan.

It was bad manners to hit people while drunk; that didn’t mean one couldn’t do so sober.

Yan Xiaohan was glad they hadn’t gone all the way last night. He wanted their first time to be born of mutual desire, not merely opportunity. They’d gotten carried away in the heat of the moment but stopped quickly after both had found relief. Of course Fu Shen remembered it all. The reason for his murderous look this morning was not for this, but anger at being tricked into calling Yan Xiaohan Gege so many times while drunk.

“There, there. Don’t be mad.” Yan Xiaohan drew him back down into his arms without giving him a chance to protest, seizing the chance to laze in bed a little longer in the predawn hours. Without an ounce of shame, he said, “Why take bedroom play so seriously? How about I call you something next time? We don’t have to stop at Gege; I’ll even call you ‘my lord’ if you want. Deal?”

Fu Shen jabbed his chest threateningly. “Get out of my sight.”

“What, did you not enjoy yourself last night?” Yan Xiaohan smirked. “I worked so hard to please you, and this is the thanks I get? Marquis, how cruel.”

Fu Shen’s ears reddened. “Darling, this marquis would prefer it if you lie still next time and let me take charge,” he huffed.

“Oh?” Yan Xiaohan feigned surprise. “You want to ride me yourself?”

For his cheek, Lord Yan was thrown off the bed by his sweetheart and slunk away to a safe distance with his tail between his legs.

 

***

 

The Yuantai Emperor, still recovering from his shock, had suspended court for the past three days. Shortly after Yan Xiaohan submitted his memorial, however, he was unsurprisingly summoned for an audience. The eunuch who delivered the message was even more obsequious than before—a telling sign.

Yan Xiaohan gleaned several insights before he’d even arrived at his audience: First, the case had been handled well. Regardless of the truth, the emperor was satisfied with the outcome. Second, the Yuantai Emperor’s condition was grave. Aside from the princes, who attended him daily, only a few elderly, respected ministers had been granted audiences. Rumors were flying everywhere in the court and capital. For Yan Xiaohan to be summoned at a time like this proved he was still favored.

The audience took place in Yangxin Hall.

The emperor and the empress hadn’t been a loving couple, but the empress had been prudent in her words and actions, and never made a single misstep. Furthermore, the Yang family had been a contributor to the emperor’s rise to the throne decades ago. Even if the emperor hadn’t adored her, he’d given her a great deal of trust. Yet the empress had silently caused such a great scandal right under his nose. Both as an emperor and as a man, her betrayal was as good as dealing him a public slap to the face.

Clearly, the emperor had taken these events hard. When Yan Xiaohan saw him, he was startled; the high and mighty leader of the nation looked sickly, his sharp, contemptuous eyes now dull and clouded, his hair streaked with gray. He looked nothing like a strong, authoritative ruler. He showed the age and decay of all old men.

After listening to Yan Xiaohan’s report, the emperor offered a few perfunctory words of praise before abruptly changing the subject. “Menggui, in your opinion, which of our sons is fit to succeed us?”

Cold sweat instantly drenched Yan Xiaohan’s back. For a subject, commenting on succession—and thus taking sides in implied factions—was the highest taboo. Unless he had a death wish, he couldn’t answer honestly. Fortunately, in between more salacious activities, he and Fu Shen had discussed a bit of serious business, which had included a prepared response for this inevitable question. Steadying himself, Yan Xiaohan first demurred, “This subject dares not interfere in Your Majesty’s family matters.”

The Yuantai Emperor waved dismissively. “Speak freely.”

Yan Xiaohan reorganized the speech Fu Shen had provided the night before, mixing in an extra dollop or two of adulation, and recited it. The key point was this: Without Your Majesty, none of the princes are capable. You must take care of yourself and continue guiding them.

The flattery hit its mark. The emperor’s expression visibly softened. After long contemplation, he sighed. “We weren’t wrong about you.”

For most subjects, being able to see the emperor’s face was the pinnacle of their fortune. Yan Xiaohan often found himself privy to imperial confidences, which was an honor many powerful ministers wouldn’t even think to beg for. Yet he would gladly have renounced this special treatment; it was nerve-racking. He’d rather be out cutting people down with his blade.

“According to reports,” the emperor continued, “this year’s tax revenue from Jingchu has decreased by twenty percent. There were no natural disasters or unrest, yet a great number of commoners sold their land and became refugees. We have ordered the Prince of Qi to depart at once to investigate this case personally. You and your men will serve as escort. If any urgent situation arises, act as you see fit.”

After all that blather, it turned out the emperor merely wanted to give him another assignment. Yan Xiaohan inwardly rolled his eyes. Yet unexpectedly, the emperor added, “Upon your return, you will join the Yinghua Hall deliberations as the imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard.”

Now Yan Xiaohan was stunned.

The Yinghua Hall deliberations dated back to the founding of the nation. When the first emperor faced difficult decisions, he had convened his officials to discuss the issues at Yinghua Hall. As time passed, it became tradition.

Later emperors, when ill or otherwise unable to govern, would often initiate an assembly at Yinghua Hall. Initially, only the prime minister and grand secretaries participated. Later, the scope gradually expanded to include the leaders of the Six Ministries. In the emperor’s absence, the hall became a de facto center of power where officials collectively decided upon state affairs. Submitted proposals that received the emperor’s vermilion-inked approval became policies that were passed on to court to be implemented.

Since the founding of the Zhou Empire, no military officer had ever been invited to participate in the Yinghua Hall deliberations, let alone one like Yan Xiaohan, a notoriously power-hungry official and reviled imperial dog.

The Yuantai Emperor’s illness must’ve addled his mind. Placing Yan Xiaohan in Yinghua Hall was like tossing a wolf into a flock of sheep.

Yan Xiaohan didn’t know how he left the palace. He drifted home like a wandering ghost until Fu Shen shooed the servants away and said gravely, “Step aside. He’s probably possessed. No need to panic, two slaps will cure him, guaranteed.”

Mind still working sluggishly, Yan Xiaohan clutched Fu Shen’s hand in a daze. “Jingyuan, His Majesty is reopening the Yinghua Hall deliberations.”

“So? How’s that any of your business?”

Yan Xiaohan nodded.

“Hm?”

“It’s my business.”

“Wh—” Fu Shen’s blank look turned into one of astonishment as he realized what Yan Xiaohan meant. His heart pounded. “His Majesty invited you to the Yinghua Hall deliberations?”

Setting foot into the central administration was as good as leaping from third rank to first. It implied he now had a say in state affairs, and had officially worked his way to the pinnacle of power.

Even someone of Fu Shen’s extraordinary status wasn’t qualified to enter Yinghua Hall. The deliberations had always been dominated by civil officials, in keeping with Zhou’s longstanding habit of valuing civil officials over military ones. For so many years, military officials had been overshadowed by their civil counterparts. The elevation of Yan Xiaohan would set a precedent that could very well mark the beginning of a sea change in the court.

“So suddenly?” Fu Shen was incredulous. “Is His Majesty…is he…?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Still clutching Fu Shen’s hand, Yan Xiaohan met his eyes. He gradually regained his calm as he recounted his meeting at the palace. Fu Shen, astute as ever, immediately grasped Yan Xiaohan’s thoughts. Minds aligned perfectly, they spoke together:

“His Majesty is concerned about the princes.”

“He wants to use you to counterbalance the princes.”

They exchanged a look. Amid the million tangled threads, Fu Shen plucked the vital one. “Why you?”


Chapter 42

 

TO HAVE THE YUANTAI EMPEROR entrust Yan Xiaohan with the Northern Yan Army’s military power, break with precedent to admit him to Yinghua Hall, and even position him as the emperor’s proxy to keep the princes in check was no longer simple favoritism. It was practically treating him like a member of the royal family.

“You aren’t secretly His Majesty’s son, are you?” Fu Shen asked suspiciously.

Yan Xiaohan snorted. “If I were, then the Fu family would’ve produced two imperial consorts.”

Fu Shen scoffed.

Yan Xiaohan picked up the teapot and topped up his cup. Turning serious, he asked, “Jingyuan, do you know whom His Majesty trusts the most?”

“Himself,” Fu Shen replied without hesitation.

Yan Xiaohan had planned to launch into a serious analysis of the situation, but Fu Shen’s reply made him laugh. He suddenly knew, with stark clarity, that the dark shadow of his past was fading. It seemed no matter how immense the burden, once it reached this man, it could always be brushed off with a smile.

“Whom else besides himself?” Yan Xiaohan asked.

Now Fu Shen was stumped.

The Yuantai Emperor’s paranoia ran so deep that he distrusted the commanders of his own armies, his blood relatives, his sons eyeing the throne, and the civil officials secretly taking sides. After much thought, Fu Shen realized with surprise that he couldn’t think of a single man at court the emperor could fully put his faith in. Fu Shen’s lips quirked. What a life the emperor led…alone in every sense.

“He trusts the military more than civil officials,” Yan Xiaohan said placidly. “And among generals, he prefers those under his direct watch. So he trusts me more than you.”

Fu Shen raised a hand as if to smack him. Yan Xiaohan chuckled, catching his hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “The Feilong Guard and the imperial guards of the Northern Court have always been the ones he relies on most heavily. Next would be the five camps of the Capital Garrison, because their commander, Wang Zhen, is an unaffiliated loner. The Warden’s Office doesn’t make the cut. Then there’s the Commandery Prince of Xiping, who has kept a low profile over the years. His Majesty is more at ease with the old ministers.”

All the names he mentioned were familiar to Fu Shen. People often spoke of the so-called Four Pillars of the State, a moniker for the four most renowned generals of Zhou: commander of the Northern Yan Cavalry, Fu Shen; Commandery Prince of Xiping, Duan Guihong; admiral of the East Sea, Sa Zhimu; and commander of the Capital Garrison, Wang Zhen.

Wang Zhen had always been a minimal presence, even more so than Duan Guihong. The commandery prince wasn’t well-known in the capital because of his remote post; news didn’t travel quickly or easily from the southwest. Wang Zhen, on the other hand, was stationed in Xishan, practically on the capital’s doorstep, yet after so many years he hadn’t caused a single ripple. Most courtiers knew about the Capital Garrison, but if pressed to name its commander, they would have to rack their brains.

Together, the Northern Yan Cavalry, the five major camps of the Capital Garrison, and the Northern and Southern Courts formed the capital’s three-layered defense.

“What’s your point?” Fu Shen asked.

“To earn His Majesty’s trust, one must not claim credit, not take sides, shun the spotlight, and preferably be someone old and experienced,” Yan Xiaohan said with a smile. “Still can’t guess?”

Fu Shen gave up. “Just tell me.”

“The eunuchs,” Yan Xiaohan said.

Fu Shen instinctively glanced down at Yan Xiaohan’s lower half. “But it seemed normal to me?”

Yan Xiaohan stared.

Only after a belated moment did Fu Shen realize his mind had gone astray and cover his face in embarrassment. Yan Xiaohan bit back a laugh and pulled Fu Shen’s wheelchair closer until their knees touched. “Don’t be shy,” he deadpanned. “We’re an old married couple now; nothing to blush about. Lower your hands, Marquis. So. When do you plan on verifying my normalcy?”

Fu Shen ground his teeth. “I plan to give you a taste of house discipline first.”

Yan Xiaohan burst out laughing. Fu Shen held out for only a breath before joining in. “Cad. We’re discussing serious matters. Sit up straight.”

“Do you remember Duan Linglong?” Yan Xiaohan asked once the laughter subsided, though he still clung to Fu Shen, refusing to let go. “You hadn’t entered the court yet, so you never saw him at the peak of his power. Now that is imperial favor, untouchable and unwavering. Eunuchs can sire no children. They are raised in the palace since childhood, and their only lifeline is the emperor’s favor. Duan Linglong was genuinely loyal to His Majesty. If His Majesty ever truly trusted anyone, he’d be the one.”

He added, “No one would believe this, but when Duan Linglong passed away, His Majesty shed tears for him.

“I was abandoned at the gates of Wanxiang Temple as a babe. It’s a royal monastery; many concubines have taken religious vows and spend their days in the solitary company of the Buddha there. Moved by pity at the sight of me, these women took me in and raised me in the temple.

“Wanxiang Temple is off-limits to commoners. The nuns assumed a palace maid had an illegitimate child she could neither raise nor kill in cold blood, and had left the baby to the whims of fate at the temple gates. So I couldn’t possibly be of royal blood. His Majesty trusts me purely because my adoptive father was Duan Linglong.”

Fu Shen’s chest tightened. Hesitantly, he patted Yan Xiaohan’s hand.

“Duan Linglong was secretly lovers with one of the nuns and often visited the temple,” Yan Xiaohan continued. “Learning of the abandoned baby and having no heir of his own, he adopted me. I was raised under his tutelage, learning both reading and writing as well as martial arts, until I was seventeen, when he brought me directly into the imperial guards.”

For years, there had been two things about Yan Xiaohan that had drawn the most criticism: first, his outlandish and ruthless methods, and second, his recognition of a eunuch as a father, which branded him as an unscrupulous social climber.

Even Fu Shen, the target of many rumors himself and long indifferent to such talk, felt a pang—Ah, so that’s how it was.

He yanked Yan Xiaohan into a rough embrace. All the words he thought to say seemed pale and powerless; hundreds of emotions melted into indescribable heartache. He wished he could go back and hug that innocent, tender boy. 

“Don’t pity me,” Yan Xiaohan said softly, though he let himself be held.

“No pity, then,” Fu Shen said. “But will you let me cherish you? Since I can’t be your princess consort, you’ll have to settle for being my marchioness, all right?”

Yan Xiaohan huffed out a soundless laugh. “His Majesty had long known about Duan Linglong and the nun, so he knew of me too. On his deathbed, Duan Linglong made me swear to remain childless and devote myself to the throne. After he passed, His Majesty promoted me to imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard.”

Yan Xiaohan might not be royalty, but he’d grown up under the emperor’s eye. His background ensured he’d be shunned by the civil officials, and as the heir Duan Linglong raised himself, he was a known quantity: a loyal, solitary subject the emperor could use without hesitation.

“Why agree?” Fu Shen asked. “You could’ve lived a good life even without joining the Feilong Guard. Millions of paths exist in the world. Why choose the hardest one?”

“That year, when the Eastern Tatars invaded, why did you agree to go to the battlefield?” Yan Xiaohan countered.

“You think I wanted to? I was forced.”

Yan Xiaohan was silent for a long time. Then, as if he’d made an arduous decision, he said, “There was someone I could never hope to stand beside. But I thought that keeping him in my heart, watching him from afar, exchanging the occasional word was enough.”

Fu Shen didn’t know what he was going to say next, but his heart began to race with an unnamable feeling.

“But then, he was sent to the northern front.”

Fu Shen’s mind went blank. It was somehow expected, yet wholly unexpected.

“Everyone knew the dangers of war; it was a suicide mission. Yet among all the court’s esteemed officials, not one stepped forward to spare him that fate,” Yan Xiaohan said. “That’s when I learned that without my own power, I had no right to so much as entertain the hope of being with him.” He smiled bitterly. “Being reviled or heirless—none of that mattered. As long as I could climb higher, I would agree to anything.”

“Stop.” Fu Shen’s chest heaved. He gripped him harder, voice hoarse. “Yan-xiong, I understand. Don’t say any more.” 

“It’s fine. It’s all in the past.” Yan Xiaohan hugged him, running a soothing hand down his taut back. “It just came up in conversation. It was my own decision; don’t feel burdened. That I’ve come this far proves I made the right choice.”

“If I had known…”

Yan Xiaohan took a moment to imagine that scenario. “If you’d known, you’d have rallied a bunch of noble young masters and beat me to death on the spot.”

A fleeting encounter at the city gates, a first impression that had left him stunned, a twin lotus carelessly tossed; all had bound him to a lifetime of sweetness and yearning. Then came the shared ordeal on the cliff, the unexpected quarrel, the rift, the reconciliation… Seven years spent drifting apart yet forever close, and they’d somehow moved from opposing poles toward each other. Although the road was long, in the end, they had met at last. Standing together, fighting alongside one another—once thought unattainable, now within reach.

“When you went to war, there was nothing I could do,” Yan Xiaohan said. “Thankfully, I became the imperial inspector, so when His Majesty thought to arrange your marriage, I was the first one considered. See? This is why they say persistence creates miracles.”

When Fu Shen at last found his voice, he couldn’t resist asking, “What if His Majesty didn’t arrange any marriage?”

Yan Xiaohan looked at him and smiled. “Marquis, I’m no noble gentleman like you. After clawing my way to the top, even if His Majesty refused, I’d have carried you away myself. What kind of imperial lackey would I be if I didn’t wrong a loyal subject? How would I live up to all my infamy?”

Fu Shen could tell he was joking, but his heart still ached. He gently punched Yan Xiaohan’s back. “So stubborn. What a waste of that pretty face.”

“One glimpse of Lord Fu, and my life was ruined. What could I do?” Yan Xiaohan replied breezily. The words he left unsaid were all hidden in his tender gaze when he smiled.

If the Yuantai Emperor hadn’t arranged the marriage, Yan Xiaohan wouldn’t actually have been able to kidnap the Marquis of Jingning. They might have spent their entire lives pretending to be strangers, sworn enemies, without that decree.

“All right, enough of that.” Yan Xiaohan slackened his hold. He made to pull away but was yanked back by a firm tug on his lapel.

“So sorry for ruining your life.” Fu Shen loosened his grip and reclined with an easy grin. “Come. Ruin me back.”
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CHARACTERS

 

MAIN CHARACTERS

FU SHEN 傅深: Courtesy name Jingyuan (敬渊). Commander in chief of the Northern Yan Army and the Marquis of Jingning.

YAN XIAOHAN 严宵寒: Courtesy name Menggui (梦归). Imperial inspector of the Feilong Guard. An orphan raised in the palace by eunuch Duan Linglong.

 

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

THE FU FAMILY

FU JIAN 傅坚: The first Duke of Ying and Grand Pillar of State. Fu Shen’s grandfather. Deceased.

FU LING 傅凌: Princess Consort of Qi. Fu Shen’s younger sister.

FU TING 傅汀: Second consort of the crown prince. Fu Shen’s half sister and Lady Qin’s eldest daughter.

FU TINGXIN 傅廷信: Bulwark General of the State. Fu Shen’s second uncle. Deceased.

FU TINGYI 傅廷义: The present Duke of Ying, Fu Shen’s third uncle.

FU TINGZHONG 傅廷忠: The former Duke of Ying, Fu Shen’s father. Deceased.

FU XI 傅溪: Fu Shen’s half sister and Lady Qin’s younger daughter.

FU YA 傅涯: Fu Shen’s half brother and Lady Qin’s son.

LADY QIN 秦氏: Fu Shen’s stepmother and Fu Tingzhong’s second wife.

 

THE ROYAL FAMILY

EMPRESS YANG: The Yuantai Emperor’s empress.

PRINCE OF SU: The Yuantai Emperor’s half brother, and the Prince of Ying’s full brother. Fu Tingxin was his study companion as a child.

PRINCE OF YING: Sun Hun (孙珲), the Yuantai Emperor’s half brother, and the Prince of Su’s full brother. Deceased.

PRINCESS CONSORT CEN 岑氏: The crown prince’s consort.

SUN XUN 孙珣: The Yuantai Emperor.

SUN YUNDUAN 孙允端: Prince of Qi. Fu Ling’s husband.

SUN YUNLIANG 孙允良: The crown prince.

 

CIVIL AND MILITARY OFFICIALS

CAO FENGCHEN 曹风忱: Courtesy name Zhixin (至信). Right General of the Shenwu Army.

COUNT OF QINGYI: The Xie family patriarch, a minister of the court.

DU LENG 杜冷: Army medic of the Northern Yan Army.

DUAN GUIHONG 段归鸿: The Commandery Prince of Xiping.

GU SHANLÜ 顾山绿: Right Vice Censor-in-Chief.

JIANG SHU 姜述: Courtesy name Boxu (伯叙). An officer of the Feilong Guard. Yan Xiaohan’s subordinate.

JIN YUNFENG 金云峰: Vice Director of the Secretariat. Deceased.

MU BOXIU 穆伯修: Right General of the Jinwu Guard.

PEI KE 裴恪: Left Councilor-in-Chief.

SHEN YICE 沈遗策: Courtesy name Jizhi (继之). Military physician.

TANG GUO 唐过: Youngest officer of the Feilong Guard. Head of the Northern Prison’s Department of Prudence.

TAO BEIMING 陶北溟: Courtesy name Daoxuan (道玄). Right General of the Shenshu Army.

WANG ZHEN 汪缜: Commander of the Capital Garrison.

WEI XUZHOU 魏虚舟: Commanding General of the Shenshu Army. Yan Xiaohan’s subordinate.

XIAO XUN 肖峋: Courtesy name Chongshan (重山). Fu Shen’s subordinate in the Northern Yan Army.

YANG HEXUAN 杨贺轩: An officer of the Jinwu Guard and Yang Xu’s younger son. Deceased.

YANG SIJING 杨思敬: An officer of the Jiumen Guard and Yang Xu’s eldest son.

YANG XU 杨勖: Brother of Empress Yang and father to Yang Sijing and Yang Hexuan. The regional military commissioner of Tang Prefecture.

YI SIMING 易思明: Commanding General of the Jinwu Guard. Fu Shen’s childhood friend.

YU QIAOTING 俞乔亭: Courtesy name Qingheng (青恒). A commanding officer of the Northern Yan Army.

ZENG GUANG 曾广: A scholar of Kuangshan Academy. Gu Shanlü’s teacher.

ZHONG HE 钟鹤: Commander of the Ruifeng Battalion.

 

OTHERS

CAIYUE 采月: A maid from the Jin manor.

DUAN LINGLONG 段玲珑: The emperor’s former aide and Yan Xiaohan’s adoptive father. Deceased.

MASTER CHUNYANG 纯阳道长: A Daoist priest from Qingxu Temple.

NIAN-ER 念儿: Last surviving child of the Jin family.

TIAN TONG 田通: The current chief eunuch.

WANG GOU-ER 王狗儿: A child who delivers vegetables to the Fu manor with his father. Deceased.

XIE BAILOU 谢百楼: The Earl of Qingyi’s eldest son.

XIE QIANFAN 谢千帆: The Earl of Qingyi’s second son. Fu Shen’s childhood friend. Also referred to as Xie Er, as in the second young master of the Xie family.

 

NAME 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

DA-: A prefix meaning “big” or “elder,” which can be added before titles for elders, like “dage” or “dajie” or before a name.

LAO-: A prefix meaning “old.” Usually added to a surname and used in informal contexts.

XIAO-: A prefix meaning “little” or “younger,” which can be added before names or titles for juniors like “xiaodi.” Often used in an affectionate and familiar context.

-ER: Affectionate diminutive. A suffix meaning “son” or “child.” Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a disyllabic name.

 

Family

DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated (usually younger) male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

GE/GEGE: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

JIE/JIEJIE: A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

XIANDI: A friendly address for a younger male.

XIONG: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.

XIONGDI: A word meaning “brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.

 

Other

-GONGGONG: Term of address for a eunuch.

GONGZI: A respectful term of address for a young man from an affluent household.

 

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

 

Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, ǎ, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names and sounds from the world of Golden Terrace.

More resources are available at sevenseasdanmei.com

 

NOTE ON SPELLING

Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.

 

NAMES

Fù Shēn

Fù as in food

Shēn as in potion.

 

Yán Xiāohán

Yán as in yam with an “n.”

Xiāo as in shout.

Hán as in handy.

 

GENERAL CONSONANTS

Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.

 

X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk

Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm

C: ts as in pants

Z: z as in zoom

S: s as in silk

CH: ch as in charm

ZH: dg as in dodge

SH: sh as in shave

G: hard g as in graphic

 

GENERAL VOWELS

The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.

 

IU: as in ewe

IE: ye as in yes

UO: war as in warm


GLOSSARY

 

DRINKING VINEGAR: A metaphor for getting jealous, especially over a romantic interest.

 

EASTERN PEARLS: Sourced from the northeastern regions of China, eastern pearls are freshwater pearls. They are milkier and more opaque in color than saltwater pearls, but more precious because they’re rarer.

 

FOX SPIRIT: A yao, or supernatural creature, believed to seduce humans in order to devour their essence.

 

LAWFUL AND COMMON-BORN 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 compared to the other common sons born to concubines or mistresses.

 

LI: An ancient measurement of distance approximately equivalent to 500 meters.

 

OFFICIALS AND RANK SYSTEM: Civil and military officials were classified in nine hierarchic ranks, with the first rank being the highest. Their salaries ranged according to their rank.

 

SIX ETIQUETTES: 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. Common gifts included money, jewelry, and food with auspicious meanings. In some eras, families would gift wild geese, which symbolized a number of things, such as lifelong commitment. A pair of deer skins were also gifted in early societies to symbolize union and sincerity.

 

YIN AND YANG ENERGY: Yin and yang is a concept in Chinese philosophy that describes the complementary interdependence of opposite and contrary forces. It can be applied to all forms of change and difference. Yang represents the sun, masculinity, and the living, while yin represents the shadows, femininity, and the dead, including spirits and ghosts. In fiction, imbalances between yin and yang energy may do serious harm to the body.


About the Author

 

Cang Wu Bin Bai is a signed author on JJWXC. They are beloved by readers for their witty and humorous writing style, fluid prose, and gripping plot. Their notable works include Golden Terrace, Sword Passing through Spring Wind, and Return to the Jade Capital.


Footnotes

 

Chapter 1

[1]  A term of address for a young man.

 

[2]  Qi Sha (μ Sagittarii, or Polis), the sixth star in the Southern Dipper, corresponds to one’s destiny in generalship.

 

[3]  A more modern name for the General Star. It confers mastery of strategy and unyielding radicalism, ruthless in execution.

 

Chapter 3

[4]  A word meaning elder brother. It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.

 

Chapter 4

[5]  An address meaning eldest young master.

 

Chapter 5

[6]  A term of address for eunuchs.

 

Chapter 6

[7]  An address meaning “elder brother” Can also be used to address an unrelated male peer.

 

Chapter 11

[8]  Xiao (宵) and han (寒) mean “night” and “cold” respectively. Both are characters in the line of the poem referenced: “feng cheng han jin pa chun xiao” (凤城寒尽怕春宵).

 

[9]  By Tang dynasty poet Li Shangyin, from Three Hundred Tang Poems.

 

Chapter 13

[10]  A line from the poem “Cold Food Festival” by Tang dynasty poet Han Hong.

 

[11]  Modified from the poem “Setting Sun of Melted Gold” by Song dynasty poet Li Qingzhao.

 

[12]  A friendly address for a younger male.

 

[13]  Twin lotuses, which feature two flowers on a single stalk, are a classical symbol of loving relationships.

 

Chapter 15

[14]  From the poem “Magpie Bridge Immortals,” by Song dynasty poet Qin Guan.

 

Chapter 17

[15]  An address for the second son of the Xie family.

 

Chapter 19

[16]  From the poem “The Lonely Orchid,” by Tang dynasty poet Han Yu.

 

[17]  From the poem “Inspired Reflections I” by Tang statesman and poet Zhang Jiuling.

 

[18]  Paraphrasing from “Ode to My Shabby Abode,” attributed to Song dynasty official Lü Mengzheng.

 

[19]  Excerpt from the essay “Record of the Youfang Pavilion,” by Song dynasty poet Huang Tingjian.

 

[20]  Excerpt from The Analects by Confucius.

 

[21]  A address meaning “elder brother.” Can also be used to address an unrelated male peer.

 

Chapter 20

[22]  A reference to the poem “Written on a Wall on the Way to Boshan,” by Song dynasty poet Xin Qiji.

 

Chapter 25

[23]  From the poem “Governor of Yanmen” by Tang dynasty poet Li He.

 

[24]  From the poem “Eight Extremes” by Tang dynasty poet Li Ye.

 

Chapter 26

[25]  A famous love song by Western Han dynasty poet and musician Siqma Xiangru.

 

Chapter 29

[26]  A prefix meaning “old.” Usually added to a surname and used in informal contexts.

 

Chapter 30

[27]  A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

 

Chapter 31

[28]  Lines from “Poem of the Seven Laments,” by the warlord Cao Zhi, from the Three Kingdoms Period.

 

Chapter 33

[29]  From the poem “For Xiao Yu” by Emperor Taizong of Tang.

 

Chapter 38

[30]  Referencing a four-line gatha in the foundational Buddhist text, the Diamond Sutra.
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