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[Chapter 61]
That night, You Miao and Qiao Rong talked until morning.
“Why don’t you go to bed now?” Qiao Rong said at last.
Feeling helpless, You Miao said, “How can I possibly go to sleep like this?”
The emperor wished to crown an empress, but of all people, the one he chose had to be from the Qiao family. The Qiao family had never possessed any power or influence; at most, it was a fallen gentry clan of Jiangnan. This decision had to be aimed at You Miao somehow. Of all the people Qiao Rong could attract, why did it have to be Zhao Chao?
But then again, it couldn’t be helped. Zhao Chao was aware of all that happened in Maocheng. If anything was to be blamed, it was the fact that Nie Dan and Qiao Rong were growing too close. But why did Zhao Chao want to marry Qiao Rong, disregarding Nie Dan’s feelings entirely?
After listening to Qiao Rong for an entire night, You Miao had one last question. “Do you like him?”
Qiao Rong didn’t answer, responding with only a sigh.
You Miao was somewhat incredulous. “You actually do like him?”
“Not so much like, but I don’t hate him,” Qiao Rong said. “He already made his feelings clear to me when I last went to see him.”
“Clear, how?”
“Either way, don’t worry about it anymore. I will marry, and I will do so willingly,” Qiao Rong said.
“How can I not worry?” You Miao protested. “On the personal front, you’re my cousin; I’m from your mother’s side of the family. On the business front, once this marriage is locked into place, our family will be tied to this ship called Zhao Chao—and we can forget about ever leaving it!”
“If the emperor wants to marry me, do I even have the right to decline?” Qiao Rong countered. “If I refuse him, forget Yang Prefectural City or Maocheng—who in all of Tianqi would still dare marry me?”
“My da-ge can marry you,” You Miao declared.
“Please; he won’t marry me. You men are all the same,” Qiao Rong said.
You Miao could detect underlying meaning in her words, and he frowned. “What did my da-ge say to you?”
Qiao Rong’s breathing turned harsh, and she only replied after a long pause. “Miao-zi, why don’t you go rest? I’m tired. We can talk again tomorrow.”
When he asked for her hand in marriage, Zhao Chao had to have assumed it was already a sure bet, as it was impossible to make a decision like this in a scant few days. Qiao Rong, too, had to have already known where things stood; she wouldn’t have waited until today to suddenly be confused. Disregarding the matter of whether You Miao even had the power to refuse the emperor’s request, the key question was—why her?
After You Miao returned to Yang Prefecture, the news of his return had somehow spread, and a great number of people came knocking at his door over the next several days. Ping Xi and the old gang had visited; everything they wanted to discuss was centered around the current situation at court. Whether Nie Dan was released depended on Zhao Chao’s attitude toward the court situation and whether he could reconcile with the ministers.
Things were still tense at the imperial court; a problem that would have to be resolved sooner or later. The ministers were busy trying to save their behinds, while still regarding the emperor with various degrees of enmity. The Political Advisor position was still vacant, and everyone unanimously believed that You Miao would return—the only trusted aide that Zhao Chao had left was him; there was no way he’d allow You Miao to go home and work the fields, and not to mention that Li Zhifeng was still a general in the army.
“How’s Li Yan getting along?” You Miao asked.
“He doesn’t interact with us anymore,” Lin Luoyang replied, resigned. “The Hanlin Academy is now in Li Yan’s hands, and he’s taken over state affairs, too. If you don’t return to court, things will likely return to how they were in the old capital.”
“Not possible,” You Miao said dismissively.
He knew of course that Lin Luoyang was only saying that to goad him into action; elsewise he would’ve never said any such thing, with his status to consider. Moreover, Zhao Chao had to be wary of Li Yan. Zhao Chao wasn’t like his father Zhao Mao, who would hide in the inner palace to dabble in the alchemy of immortality and skip attending court. Li Yan’s favor had stemmed from an inside case of collusion between ruler and subject; Zhao Chao was bound to rely on him.
However, no one knew about that yet. The stated reasons why You Miao was staying in Yang Prefectural City were because he had to smooth over Nie Dan’s case and to give Zhao Chao an answer about the marriage.
After many days, You Miao was finally tired of the noisy visitors and shut his door, refusing all guests.
That day, he had only just risen from his afternoon nap when Qiao Rong came looking for him in the corridors.
“Miao-zi, I’ve made up my mind,” she said.
“I haven’t, though,” You Miao said.
“It’s not up to you,” Qiao Rong said. “And it’s not up to me, either.”
“You don’t have to marry him purely for the sake of having Nie-da-ge released,” You Miao tried to explain. “He’d need to use him again sooner or later.”
“No, this isn’t about your da-ge,” Qiao Rong said. “Answer me honestly, Ziqian. If you were to give my hand away, who would you want me to marry?”
The same question had suddenly hit You Miao as well. There was no lack of suitors for Qiao Rong, as there were plenty who wanted to connect with the powerful You family. She just didn’t like any of them. You Miao had always gone with what she wanted and never arranged a match for her. But even then, it was still necessary for Qiao Rong to marry.
“He sincerely wants to marry me,” Qiao Rong said.
“But the question is whether you like him,” You Miao insisted.
In return, Qiao Rong asked him, “Do you think that a marriage is always a result of mutual love, like the two of you have?”
You Miao was stumped, and he couldn’t find his words for the longest time.
Qiao Rong sighed again. “I won’t say much more on the subject of your da-ge, either. Abide by my wishes, Miao-zi. I’m also tired. Our You family has to come ashore sometime.”
“Come ashore,” You Miao mumbled.
Well, wasn’t that quite the image. One’s shoes are bound to become wet if one regularly walks along the river’s shore. If Qiao Rong was to marry into royalty, then it would be another step up for the You and Qiao families. You Miao would henceforth never be on edge, terrified that Zhao Chao would behead him—but did becoming the Lord State Uncle really mean that he needn’t ever fear losing his head?
Not necessarily.
But as long as he handled the role properly, he should be able to safeguard his life. At the very least, even if Zhao Chao did decide to exterminate the ministers who had rendered outstanding past service, the You and Qiao families would remain safe whether or not You Miao was granted a dignified death like poison or…
Bah! What are these thoughts?!
“I don’t want you to marry someone you don’t like because of me,” You Miao said seriously.
“You think likes and dislikes can be grounds to make this decision.” Qiao Rong sighed. “But I don’t think it matters anymore who I marry. At my age, can I escape marriage if I can’t find anyone I like?”
You Miao almost blurted out, “Then don’t marry! It’s not like the family doesn’t have the money to support you.” But he also knew that wasn’t Qiao Rong’s line of thought. She longed for a family—to marry, to have and raise children. She had admired Nie Dan, but it didn’t seem like he cared much for sentimental attachments.
“You don’t like my da-ge anymore?” You Miao asked.
“I’m tired,” Qiao Rong replied. “The reason I asked you to take me to see him was so I could tell him this clearly.”
You Miao nodded. If those two lovers could’ve married, it would’ve been a happy ending. He’d rather entrust everything to Nie Dan than to Zhao Chao, and couldn’t help but feel unsafe for Qiao Rong even if she was crowned.
However, Zhao Chao certainly had done all that he could for You Miao—one could say that it was You Miao who’d been unfair to Zhao Chao since the beginning. And it wasn’t just You Miao; everyone was repelling him.
“There’s no rush to confirm,” You Miao said. “I still have to interrogate san-ge.”
Only You Miao would dare say something like that.
“His Majesty already told me that he genuinely likes me,” Qiao Rong said. “And that he won’t take any concubines, should everything go as planned.”
That certainly was true to Zhao Chao’s character. You Miao nodded, but he decided to go to the palace regardless. Anyone else would probably die for the chance to marry their daughters to the emperor. Tianqi never had issues with royal relatives interfering in state affairs, nor were there any safeguards set up against them. However, there had always been precedence of the Son of Heaven marrying the daughters of powerful ministers. As long as You Miao was smart enough to keep to himself in the future and relinquish his powers before Zhao Chao passed away, keeping his entire clan alive would not be an impossible feat.
Considering Zhao Chao’s personality, the firstborn son from Qiao Rong would become the crown prince. And if said crown prince ascended the throne, You Miao would become the emperor’s uncle. As long as he didn’t seize absolute power and transgress upon the authority of the ruler with insatiable greed, there was no way any future crown prince would do anything to him with Qiao Rong around.
Nevertheless, You Miao still didn’t feel reassured. He knew Qiao Rong wasn’t entirely willing, and because she wasn’t, it was going to bother him. Many issues remained unresolved between Zhao Chao, Nie Dan, Qiao Rong, and You Miao himself, and some things would need to be aired out.
He talked it over with Li Zhifeng that night, and the two split up to pay their separate visits. Li Zhifeng was going to visit and probe Nie Dan for answers, while You Miao went off to question Zhao Chao.
[Text Break]
Nie Dan had aged. Every so often, his coughs would echo in the prison. Tu Risheng had long since been released, and when Li Zhifeng entered that large, dark, damp prison, Nie Dan was the only one left.
“You’re ill?” Li Zhifeng asked.
Nie Dan smiled wryly, shaking his head as he took the liquor Li Zhifeng passed him. Separated by the prison bars, the two brothers faced each other and drank.
“This month, the Yang Prefectural Army, the Northern Expedition Army, and the commander of the Imperial Army will all sign a petition to request your release,” Li Zhifeng said as he took out a memorial to the throne. “I’ve put it together. You Miao told me what to write; he spoke and I wrote. Da-ge, take a look and see if there are any errors.”
“No need,” Nie Dan declined.
He didn’t even spare a glance at the folded book, so Li Zhifeng tucked it away again.
“When do you set off?” Nie Dan asked.
“In two or three years,” Li Zhifeng replied. “I will need your help for the northern expedition.”
Nie Dan didn’t respond. After a long pause, he said, “When you go back, bring a message to Qiao Rong for me. Tell her to marry, and not to wait for me.”
“A match is already being arranged for her,” Li Zhifeng said.
“With who?” Nie Dan asked.
“San-di.”
Nie Dan’s breath hitched, and he started shaking uncontrollably. There was bitterness and resignation laced in Nie Dan’s voice as he said, “Go back.”
Li Zhifeng nodded. “I will submit the petition tomorrow.”
“It’s pointless to free me. I won’t fight for him, so he would have to lock me up again sooner or later,” Nie Dan said.
Li Zhifeng rose to his feet. “It’s not in the name of fighting for him. It’s for the men.”
In a grim voice, Nie Dan said, “No, I’m tired.”
Li Zhifeng stared at Nie Dan for a long time, and then out of the blue, he blurted, “Zhao Zhuo is still alive.”
There was the clanking sound of iron chains as Nie Dan abruptly stood up. His voice was quivering as he asked, “What did you say?”
Li Zhifeng was silent for a moment, then said, “I saw him.”
“Impossible, he’s dead,” Nie Dan said. “Lao-san allowed the coffin to be opened and the corpse to be examined in front of all the ministers.”
“I never lie,” Li Zhifeng said.
Nie Dan stared at him, his brows knitted. In the end, Li Zhifeng said, “Da-ge, I’ve told you something I shouldn’t have because I respect you. Don’t get me in trouble with You Miao.”
He bowed to Nie Dan, who wore a complicated expression, and turned and left in a hurry.
[Text Break]
Meanwhile, You Miao had entered the imperial study.
“What betrothal gifts do you want? Just name them,” Zhao Chao said.
“No need for any of that. I only want one sure word from you,” You Miao replied.
“After having come so far, are you still suspicious I’m going to do something to you?” Zhao Chao asked helplessly. “Every single one of you thinks I’m paranoid. Well, I think you’re all more paranoid than me.”
“Who thinks you’re paranoid?” You Miao asked with a lopsided smile.
Zhao Chao didn’t answer him.
“Do you like my cousin?” You Miao asked.
“Would you believe me if I say I do?” Zhao Chao questioned. “You’ve already made up your mind about this. No matter what I say, you’ll still think I don’t like her, so why bother asking me?”
“If you say it, I’ll believe you,” You Miao declared.
Zhao Chao regarded You Miao quietly. It was almost like they’d returned to their carefree, youthful days; where they had neither attachments nor worries—all they had was a lone night together in a dark wooden shack amidst a vast blizzard beyond the border. Somehow, there had already been some sort of bond that tied them together.
Seriously speaking, Zhao Chao had fancied You Miao far before Li Zhifeng had come into the picture. On the night of the Lantern Festival that year, Zhao Chao had already wanted to summon You Miao to the palace to be his Study Companion. But as they walked through the years to the present day, You Miao thought his affection for Zhao Chao had died, and that the bond was broken—yet tonight, when he stood before him and saw that familiar emotion in his eyes, he still could not harden himself to turn around and leave.
“I like her,” Zhao Chao said. “You can relax, she’s a good girl. I would be on guard if I were to marry anyone else’s daughter; it’s only with your cousin that I could ever form a family. I’m exhausted at court and out of it, and there’s not one moment I can ever speak my real mind. I don’t want to be on guard around the empress whenever I return to the inner palace the same way I’m always on guard around the ministers. The Tang and the Xie families both had the mind to coordinate something, but I don’t want to marry from their houses. If you’re not willing, or she’s not willing, then there’s no need to force the matter. Just pretend I didn’t say anything.”
Zhao Chao said this so nonchalantly that You Miao didn’t know how to respond. Finally, he said, “Let me ask her again to make sure, then.”
“When are you coming back to court?” Zhao Chao asked the question once more, and when You Miao didn’t answer, he gave a self-deprecating smile. “That’s also up to you; I’ve let it go. I won’t force anyone who’s unwilling.”
You Miao took his leave.
[Text Break]
That night, when You Miao asked Li Zhifeng how things went on his end, Li Zhifeng answered honestly.
“Even if Nie-da-ge was released, he probably wouldn’t come out. That guy’s stubborn,” You Miao commented.
“He’ll come out,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao hummed noncommittally. He’d been gone for a year, but the problems hadn’t decreased with his absence—instead, they piled higher and higher.
Three days later, Li Zhifeng submitted the army’s unanimous petition at court to request Zhao Chao release Nie Dan. It was profoundly absurd for a great commander of the state to be locked up in prison without being convicted of any crimes. Zhao Chao didn’t postpone the conversation this time, and instead, he released Nie Dan and discharged him from his official position, turning him into a commoner.
That same day, the palace delivered betrothal gifts and asked You Miao to settle on a wedding date.
You Miao had wanted to ask Qiao Rong whether she wanted to meet Nie Dan, but he learned that Nie Dan had left Maocheng right after his release from prison; his whereabouts were now unknown.
In spring the following year, the grand wedding of Tianqi’s emperor Zhao Chao was held. After the coronation, Qiao Rong was officially married into royalty, and Qiao Jue was elevated to the honored position of State Uncle. At first, Zhao Chao had wanted Qiao Jue to enter the government, but You Miao politely declined the offer on Qiao Jue’s behalf. Qiao Jue had no desire to politick, and wished to continue running his businesses from the estate.
This was a year destined to be melancholic. Nie Dan had left, and without anything happening at court, You Miao returned to the estate to spend his carefree days with Li Zhifeng. However, there seemed to be something quietly brewing in the Jiangnan region.
The Yang Prefectural Army had begun training, and military reports were often being delivered to the estate for Li Zhifeng to make decisions. Usually, You Miao was the one who went through the paperwork. After stringing together bits and pieces of the information delivered, You Miao came to a conclusion—Zhao Chao was currently mobilizing the entire country’s forces and rotating defense troops as he trained the army.
Based on the current speed of mobilization, You Miao surmised that an elite troop of about a hundred thousand could be assembled in another two years. Although Tianqi presently had the soldiers, it did not have the commanders. If Nie Dan didn’t return, Li Zhifeng would have to take his spot, and facing Hemetir would likely be a perilous ordeal with a bunch of newly trained generals.
They could only hope that Nie Dan would come back before the army was deployed. But where had he gone? His disappearance didn’t make sense. Could he have gone to look for Zhao Zhuo? That couldn’t be—Zhao Zhuo was dead…at least that’s what Nie Dan should’ve believed, despite the fact that he’d never personally seen the body. Everyone else firmly believed it, and Nie Dan shouldn’t have been any different.
In spite of this, You Miao sent men to search the entire Jiangnan region as well as the Central Plains and north of the frontier. And who had the fastest access to information in the world? Merchants, of course.
All of You Miao’s intel about the northlands came from merchants, and every one of them was well-trained—the first order of business when they reached a place of commerce was always to hunt for information. The caravans had begun to move once more, re-engaging the Barbarians in trade.
With the experience he had in business, You Miao knew that the Barbarians were actually the easiest people to profit from. Since Tianqi’s founding, money and goods were paid every year to the Barbarians to maintain peace at the border; it was called an “Annual Coin.” Tianqi considered it a reward from a great nation to its subject states, while the Barbarians considered it to mean the Tianqi emperors were afraid of them. Life had actually passed fairly peacefully when everyone was lying to themselves about what the Annual Coin really was.
However, the smart people all knew that the Annual Coin was essentially a pretext to “spend away disaster.” Whenever men of books discussed the subject, they felt it was a great shame; and court officials tried not to mention it. When You Miao was little, he also thought it was an enormous humiliation—why would a mighty country like Tianqi pay money to Barbarians?! Everyone simply gritted their teeth and bore the strain, still wondering when they could fight back and knock the Barbarians out completely.
But as You Miao grew up, the more he came in contact with state affairs, the more he understood the profound reason behind the establishment of this order. Trade between the Central Plains and the Barbarians had been conducted for a long time. Although it was true that the Hans had to hand over money and goods to the Barbarians as part of the hundred-year treaty signed at Yanbian with the Khans beyond the Wall, it was the country’s payment for the people’s peace of mind as commerce began to flourish once more.
The cargo flowing in and out of the border every year was worth at least four hundred thousand taels of silver, which dwarfed the ten thousand taels of silver and three thousand bolts of silk that had been “granted” to the Barbarians. You Miao had personally witnessed how goods from the Central Plains sold out in seconds the moment they reached the lands outside the Wall, and the animal furs, ginseng, and other such products from the north were in return labeled as treasures when they came back across the border.
Many years passed by thus, but as the trade deficit grew, the Barbarians finally became restless as they coveted the resources of the Central Plains. In spite of this, they only knew how to raid, not produce. They barged into the border and ransacked all they encountered, but what came after that? None of the Barbarians knew, and so, the Central Plains were still left to the Hans. If the Barbarians wanted to rule the Central Plains, they would have to learn from the Hans—and incidentally, learning from the Hans was the one thing the Tartars despised.
This was a situation that was doomed to be unsolvable. You Miao had tried to analyze it with Sun Yu in the past, for trade with the lands outside the border would have to reopen sooner or later. After conferring with Qin Shaonan and Xie Hui, Xie Hui submitted a memorial to the throne for Zhao Chao’s approval to conduct trade talks with the northlands. In the end, commerce was sanctioned with the condition that the Tartars would take a heavy duty tax.
The caravans were temporarily moving again, and of course no one participating publicized that they were gathering intel while doing business. Although the official word was that the caravans had been assembled by the emperor, most of the merchants were You Miao’s people. Thirty percent of the profit gained went to the royal family, six percent entered the state treasury, and You Miao took the last ten percent before the rest went to the merchants.
Of course, the type of business conducted was all up to You Miao, and the money he split with Zhao Chao also depended on his mood. All he needed to do was to whip up some sort of report and submit it. Qiao Rong was the empress, and if the Lord State Uncle wanted to swindle some quick cash, who was gonna make a peep? Besides, all that money ended up going to support the emperor anyway.
A year later, trade at the border had slowly returned in full force. The Silk Road controlled by the Barbarians also returned to working order, and an immense amount of money poured into the Central Plains. This made the gentry restless, and they went to Xie Hui en masse, requesting to mobilize new caravans. Undaunted by competition, You Miao didn’t interfere. But if things continued like this, resources from outside the border would flow overwhelmingly into the Central Plains. Economics had always been the Hans’ strong suit, but the Barbarians would also start war again because of it.
Although Nie Dan was still nowhere to be found, the caravans had brought back plenty of intel.
Another year passed. Riverwave Estate had, by now, accumulated four hundred thousand bushels of grain. Counting the businesses in Jiangnan, Jiangbei, and Yi Prefecture, the You family had soared to become the richest clan of all in a matter of a few short years. The empress came from the Qiao family, so no one stood in Qiao Jue’s way when he wanted to purchase property or do business. Still, You Miao often reminded Qiao Jue not to go overboard and to leave some breathing room for others. At the same time, the You family frequently provided relief to the poor and garnered a fairly good reputation in Jiangnan. Without a government position, You Miao had no reason to form or join any factions at court, and he had refused all political visitors over these years. Zhao Chao shouldn’t be suspicious of him anymore.
You Miao had done all that was his duty until spring came again the following year. Li Zhifeng went to Maocheng for debriefing, and when he returned, he brought with him an official seal made of tianyu jade for You Miao.
It was the Political Advisor seal that once belonged to Sun Yu.
“Lao-san wants to have plans for the northern expedition operation formulated by spring plowing,” Li Zhifeng said. “He wants you to come back.”
“Nope.” You Miao only gave the seal a brief glance. “Nie-da-ge isn’t back yet, so how can we do this campaign? Who else knows of this plan?”
“You, me, lao-san, Li Yan, Ping Xi,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao was afraid that once word of the northern expedition got out, the north would be alerted and would re-strengthen their forces. In these past years at the estate, not once had You Miao slacked on his guard against the north, and he had gathered an immense amount of first-hand information from the merchants.
Know your enemies—whether the topic was the Quanrong, the Tartars, or the Barbarians, much of the intel was within You Miao’s grasp. The merchants not only did business with the peasants, they also did business with Barbarian and Tartarian royalty. Unlike the Hans, the Barbarians didn’t have a rigid social class within which merchants were in the lowest rung; as long as there was profit to be gained, business could go as far as the royal chambers.
Not even Zhao Chao knew a lot of the information that passed through You Miao’s hands. As three years of peace passed, no one in the entire Tianqi government was aware that inside the bustling city of Da’an, the political tension between the Barbarian tribes had reached a critical point.
When the last caravan of autumn returned, they brought back news of Da’an. You Miao personally met with the head of the group—a merchant by the name of Lin Ke. This man was once a soldier under Li Zhifeng’s command, but because he was glib, he didn’t win any favors with Li Zhifeng. Making maximum use of all resources, You Miao switched him out to the merchant caravans instead and planted a number of soldiers in his band. Of course, the soldiers were all spies who underwent special training.
“My lords.” Lin Ke entered the hall, looking worn from his journey. He smiled first, and then bowed. “This lowly one brings good news.”
“Have a seat,” Li Zhifeng said.
Li Zhifeng had never warmed up to this man after he showed an incredible contempt for the Quanrong back at the army—calling Li Zhifeng a Quanrong slave behind his back, despite all the flattery to his face. In any case, Li Zhifeng found out, and Lin Ke was targeted as a result.
Of course, there was no way Li Zhifeng would sink to the level of an average soldier. You Miao had also repeatedly reminded him to maximize the use of resources—loyalty was enough. He should avoid getting caught up in the moment and lashing out with anger against his subordinates over petty verbal squabbles. There was more to be gained from bestowing mercy than executions.
You Miao smiled. “Sit. What’s the good news?”
“Is there news of my older brother?” Li Zhifeng questioned first.
Lin Ke smiled back. “Don’t be so impatient, my lord. Allow this lowly one to explain properly. Disaster is about to befall the Tartars—supposedly within a matter of days.”
With the way he was beaming, You Miao knew something major must have happened in the north—and it was just as he thought.
Among the trading groups, the band doing the biggest and smartest business belonged to the You family. Under You Miao’s instructions, Lin Ke schemed and managed to connect with Queen Dowager Baoiin’s maternal family.
For the Tartars, ever since the death of the Khan, Hemetir had lost many consecutive battles against Nie Dan, which caused the Elder Prince Gergen to fail in succeeding the throne. Queen Dowager Baoiin—who came from a Hun background—and the twelve-year-old little prince ascended the mighty Tartarian seat instead. There was also a much-favored princess from Queen Dowager Baoiin’s maternal family by the name of Lan Moin. She was fifteen; three years older than Batu.
Lin Ke first connected with Lan Moin, and through her, he successfully came in contact with the Tartar royalty and started doing business with them. Naturally, Lin Ke had been faking his background expertly, and no one knew he was from the You family of Jiangnan.
As for the Baoiin faction, they were apprehensive about the Tartar general Hemetir, who considered the elder prince as his true chief. And so, they were happy to pull the Hans to their side. Miserable indeed was Hemetir who, upon his return to the tribe, earned no military accolades but plenty of cold shoulders, and had long since lost control of the military.
Queen Dowager Baoiin and the little prince had won massive support from the tribe’s generals, for no other reason than the fact that they considered a woman and a child to be easy to manipulate. However, the little prince had no desire to be a puppet, and refused to listen to anything his mother and cousin said.
Out of pure coincidence, one day Lin Ke met the little Prince Batu. Batu did not have an easy life; the generals who supported him all had their own plans. Some erred on the side of peace, thinking the present situation was much better than their past existence of hunting in the steppes and the great desert. This faction no longer wanted to continue with the war. Others believed that, in spite of having won the Central Plains, they could not live in the Hans’ place—the grasslands of the northwest would forever be the Tartars’ home.
Bound by his mother, his cousin, his tribesmen, and Hemetir leering from the side, little Prince Batu suffered unspeakable misery. There were many occasions when the young man had wanted to run away from home and leave Da’an.
“This lowly one will heed whatever my lord commands,” Lin Ke said. “As soon as my lord gives the okay, we’ll lure Batu out and nab him. We’ll bring him to Jiangnan, and demand a ceasefire in the north. We’ll treat their Khan the same way they treated our majest—”
“No.”
You Miao rejected Lin Ke’s suggestions without a thought. Lin Ke was taken aback at first, then he chuckled nervously and shut up, feeling awkward.
You Miao added, “But you’ve done very well, connecting with the Tartarian royalty.”
Lin Ke immediately brightened and was full of smiles again.
You Miao and Li Zhifeng exchanged a look, and Li Zhifeng questioned, “What about the Quanrong? Is there any news?”
“Yes!” Lin Ke quickly responded. “To answer my lord, the Quanrong and Hemetir appear very close on the surface. But in reality, they don’t quite see eye to eye. This is what this lowly one learned when drinking with several Quanrong folk, so I don’t know how true it is: apparently, King Dalyeko has a lot of complaints about Hemetir. After Hemetir lost and returned, Batu Khan awarded him a mansion in Da’an, but King Dalyeko never visited him…
“They also say that Hemetir and Dalyeko agreed to split the Su and Ji Prefectures evenly, but unfortunately, things didn’t work out…” Lin Ke chose his words carefully and finished with, “In any case, the Quanrong don’t like Hemetir.”
Contemplative, Li Zhifeng nodded. You Miao gestured to dismiss Lin Ke, so he very reverently bowed and left the room.
After a long silence, You Miao said, “Too great an achievement threatens the command—that’s what they say, no matter the tribe and era.”
Li Zhifeng grunted in response, and You Miao added, “Even if Gergen was in power, he would still be on guard against Hemetir. Since Batu is now the successor of Kuzha Khan, there’s even more reason to leave him idle.”
“Is there any point in capturing Batu and using him to extort the Tartars?” Li Zhifeng wondered.
“No,” You Miao replied regretfully. “They’re not Hans, they don’t care for that trick—not even the Hans care, not really. Do you not recall san-ge’s behavior? At most, it’d just be a replay of what happened in the south. War must not start right now; if it does, the north would immediately become nervous, and Hemetir would definitely re-seize control of the military. If external enemies attack, he would be their only option for battle, and we’d hit that hard wall again.”
“You want to get rid of Hemetir before we open fire,” Li Zhifeng stated flatly.
You Miao’s eyebrows flew up, and he stared at Li Zhifeng.
Truthfully, You Miao was a little scared of Hemetir. Even back when Nie Dan was around, You Miao was somewhat terrified; scared that even with Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng joining forces, they would still be no match for him. And now, Nie Dan had yet to return—if he ever planned to at all—leaving Li Zhifeng by himself. You Miao was even less willing to have him fight Hemetir in battle.
“Expert soldiers fight with strategy,” You Miao said. “If we can kill Hemetir by sowing internal discord, things will go much smoother with Gergen’s most powerful support gone.”
“How do we kill him?” Li Zhifeng wondered. “Hemetir is an expert in martial arts. Not even I could assassinate him.”
You Miao looked up at him. “What about poison?”
Li Zhifeng contemplated the idea. “If we can manage to poison whatever he’s consuming and make sure he ingests it, of course he would die. But would he be so careless?”
“What about sowing discord?” You Miao suggested again. “Aggravate the friction between him and the Baoiin faction, and then use little Prince Batu’s hands to kill him.”
“He’s a proud character; that just might work,” Li Zhifeng agreed.
You Miao had always thought Hemetir and Nie Dan were somewhat similar. Since the day Tianqi fell, the two were destined to become archnemeses. He would not be surprised at all if Nie Dan’s current predicament became Hemetir’s. You Miao’s head ached—here he was, racking his brains trying to come up with ways to isolate Hemetir and get him killed, while the Southern Dynasty had also pushed their own great general into a corner and caused the man to run off to who knows where.
Although Hemetir lost his military power, he nonetheless had many personal guards and his own methods of self-protection. It was logical to assume that little Prince Batu also felt helpless for not being able to do anything about him. Their biggest problem right now was they couldn’t make a breach; they lacked an inside agent planted in Hemetir’s circle. If only Madam Tang was still alive…
“A songstress?” The idea suddenly struck You Miao, and he wondered, “What if we coordinate a series of deceptions? We can send a songstress to incite conflict between him and little Prince Batu.”
Li Zhifeng stared at You Miao and burst out laughing.
Baffled, You Miao asked, “What?”
“Nothing… Did your teacher also come up with plans like that in the past?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“Mister Sun?” You Miao scratched his head, feeling somewhat embarrassed. “Actually… If it had been him, he would’ve thought further than me, and in more detail, too.”
“If we send Hemetir a songstress, he might raise his guard,” Li Zhifeng said.
“What if we send one to Batu instead?” You Miao asked. “Or maybe… Let’s go ballsier, and get your brother to send one?”
It was then that Li Zhifeng’s brows began to furrow.
And You Miao knew that they got game.
[Chapter 62]
You Miao had still been listless a few days ago, whining and moaning and feeling like he was aching all over. However, now that the initial stage of the plan had been formulated—now that there was something to do—he was instantly filled with energy again.
For half a month, You Miao researched every detail of the process of trade at the northern frontier and assembled every merchant spy he had to verify the information. None of these merchants could read; they only knew how to keep accounts. Although the ledgers at the northern frontier had been tampered with, the numbers could still be balanced in the end. You Miao didn’t care how much they pilfered, he only wanted to question them about the political rumors the caravans had heard en route, any whispers on the wind between the tribes, and record everything he discovered.
Immediately after that, his mission was to review the ledgers and use them to gauge the preferences of the Tartar nobility from the flow of goods and palace purchases. Lin Ke’s ability to make connections was exceptional; aside from the royalty, he was also doing business with many of the powerful ministers. In this day and age, merchants were the ones who fared the best and were the most sought after, and were also the ones least able to stir trouble.
Thus, You Miao decided he would make a trip to the frontier himself. With a simple change of clothes, he transformed into the leader of the merchants.
Qiao Jue was shocked when he learned of his plan, and every caravan chief in the room was also dumbfounded.
“Absolutely not!” Lin Ke quickly exclaimed. “You-laoye, someone of your status is of the utmost importance; how can you go to Da’an? That’s the enemy’s den!”
“Miao-zi, think carefully about this,” Qiao Jue urged. “A man of wealth does not place himself in a position of danger, never mind the fact that you’re the next Political Advisor. What do we do if you’re captured?”
“It’s not an issue,” You Miao replied, “I’ve my own plans. I already asked Li Zhifeng last night; he’ll be accompanying me.”
“It doesn’t matter if he is!” Qiao Jue exclaimed. “It took so much for you to escape Da’an, so how can you run back there now? Li Zhifeng has also lost his mind; how could he listen to you?!”
You Miao consoled him with a smile. “Relax, xiao-jiu. The times have changed. The Da’an from five years ago is not the same as the Da’an today. Even businesses can be run there now, so what are you afraid of?”
Pacing back and forth, Qiao Jue was absolutely befuddled and cried woefully, “For heaven’s sake, Lord State Uncle—if the government and your cousin come along asking questions, how should I answer?!”
“Just relax, Lord State Uncle.” You Miao grinned at Qiao Jue. “Relax, relax.”
They’d been calling each other “Lord State Uncle” at home all day every day, teasing each other back and forth with the title.
Qiao Jue was out of ideas—he couldn’t stop his nephew, and said in resignation, “You’ll have to talk to your dad yourself. I can’t stop you, but I’m going to give Li Zhifeng a good talking-to.”
You Miao could only nod. While he knew Qiao Jue was worried about him, he had already figured everything out with Li Zhifeng the night before. When Li Zhifeng heard You Miao say he planned on sneaking into the caravans and going to Da’an in disguise, he responded with the usual unperturbed, “Got it.”
You Miao knew Li Zhifeng would agree for sure, since he was also worried about the Quanrong tribe. He had been separated from his tribesmen for a long time. The mentality he had back when he was sold to the Hans after losing in battle was different from his present self, who had grown and learned so much. The present Li Zhifeng was no longer the young Prince Sanado of Quanrong of the past. He possessed a much clearer and broader view of state affairs, and he could even understand why his elder brother had plotted against him. It would be impossible for him to return to the Quanrong’s territory to see his tribesmen—the Quanrong didn’t have a permanent village or fief, anyway—but since Dalyeko and his warriors were in Da’an, that was where he wanted to go.
“The only thing I’m worried about is lao-san being reckless because he can’t restrain himself,” Li Zhifeng said.
“It’s all good,” You Miao replied. “Once we’ve set off, I’ll have little uncle deliver him a message.”
“You plan on telling him?”
You Miao had fretted over that issue for a long time. Going to the northern border was no small mater; it was not a simple two- or three-day trip. Zhao Chao had his own informants, so they wouldn’t be able to deceive him, but their identities would be exposed if Zhao Chao got nervous and moved the country’s forces north to the Central Plains in order to garrison Mount Jun.
“Might as well,” You Miao said at last. “Lest he leak the dispatch plans too early. It’ll keep him quiet for a while, at least.”
You Miao took stock of their cargo. He would be doing procurement in Jiangnan personally this time, for the sake of preparing the goods to be sold to the foreign tribes. Since he was going, he would make a fanfare out of it; he mustn’t appear timid, as timidity would only make the Tartars suspicious. Thus, You Miao disguised himself as a little young master of the Fang family of Jiangnan, calling himself Fang Sheng. He would follow Lin Ke to the frontier with goods from his own family in the hopes of reaping some profit. As for Li Zhifeng, his identity would remain as You Miao’s butler.
In Lin Ke’s introduction, he told of how the little young master Fang had lost his parents when he was young. Still unmarried at the age of twenty-five, he fooled around and had practically squandered away all of his immense family fortune. Hoping to reacquire it once more, he put up his real estate as collateral and pawned valuables from home to raise some money, with which he procured some goods to sell at the frontier.
Li Zhifeng, on the other hand, was over thirty in age and too miserable for words. He was constantly working his butt off as he followed his troublesome young master around.
You Miao found their fabricated new identities indescribably hilarious as he climbed into the horse carriage with Li Zhifeng and Riverwave Estate’s boy servants came out to send them off. For fear of letting information loose, the servants would simply tell others that You Miao was going to visit relatives in Sichuan.
Cheng Guangwu, who was one of the first to work for You Miao, sighed as his eyes grew red. “Shaoye.”
You Miao chuckled. “Why the long faces? We’ll be back in a few months. Even if you guys don’t trust me, shouldn’t you trust Li Zhifeng?”
The group was reassured by those words. They all knew You Miao was about to go somewhere extremely dangerous—even You Miao himself was aware that, although this trip might have sounded like a splendid expedition to serve the country, they might never return. Unimaginable consequences would befall them if they were captured by the Tartar forces in Da’an. But even if they couldn’t get rid of Hemetir, You Miao firmly believed they would be able to escape unharmed—they had sailed through so many tempests by now.
“The young master is off.”
You Miao smiled at the crowd. Only he and Li Zhifeng were leaving on this journey. He scanned the empty fields of the estate. Autumn. The sky was as clean as if it had been washed. The harvest was over, leaving behind a vast land colored in various shades of withered yellow. Flocks of birds soared toward the sky.
When they left for long trips in the past, all the tenants of the estate would come out and send them off with cheers. This time, there were only a few, and You Miao was unused to such straggling numbers. Qiao Jue came forward and gave You Miao hug, but the two shared no words.
Li Zhifeng was in the driver’s seat, and after You Miao climbed into the carriage, they departed.
In the entire estate—the entire Yang Prefecture, in fact, or even the entire Southern Dynasty—no one was the wiser that a small vehicle like this carried a character like You Miao, embarking on a journey to the north. One army supervisor, one marshal general, two carriage horses, and one battle chariot. The very thought was funny to You Miao. If they could successfully topple Da’an on this trip, it would definitely be one for the history books.
He absolutely could have remained at court and become Tianqi’s Political Advisor, answering only to one man. He could hold absolute power and control the world, defeat his political opponents with full confidence, and convince Zhao Chao to push through his state policies. Not even You Miao himself ever imagined that he would walk a path that deviated so greatly from his original designs.
You Miao rolled up the curtains to reveal Li Zhifeng, who was driving at the front. The autumn wind was rather bleak, and it made him shrink back into his brocade robes.
“What are you thinking about?” Li Zhifeng asked.
You Miao shook his head and replied self-mockingly, “It’s hard to explain.”
His feelings were certainly very, very complicated. After surviving so many years of displacement, he and all the residents of the Central Plains bore an irreconcilable and bitter hatred toward the Tartars—and Hemetir specifically. However, You Miao was actually rather calm about this trip to the north. He didn’t feel the heavy mantle of avenging their past humiliation, or even that burdened at all. It was as though he was merely heading north to bear witness to a declining dynasty, and at the same time, to find a way to send his mortal enemy off forever.
You Miao told Li Zhifeng what was on his mind, then asked him, “What about you? What’re you thinking about?”
“I’m thinking about my brother,” Li Zhifeng said languidly. He yanked the reins and stopped the horses to give way to the carts transporting military provisions. “If my brother hadn’t exiled me in such an extreme fashion, then perhaps we wouldn’t be at odds now.”
You Miao sighed in wonder. “He had no other choice.”
The men ahead at the fork of the road noticed the You family’s carriage approaching, and they called out, “Will Lord You please pass first!”
“You guys go ahead!” Li Zhifeng shouted back.
Only then did the military transport go. After they had gone, Li Zhifeng cracked the whip and set off again.
“Deep down, lao-san probably didn’t want to kill his brother,” he remarked.
“Hm.”
It’d never crossed You Miao’s mind to ask Zhao Chao what he thought about that matter, but what difference did it make now?
“The relationship between your brother and Hemetir…” You Miao said, “Even though Lin Ke said they’re only rumors, that they might not be true, I think it’s possible.”
“Because of Zhao Zhuo?” Li Zhifeng asked.
You Miao nodded.
Dalyeko and Hemetir had previously formed an alliance, but it was at best an extremely unstable one. The way Hemetir had treated Li Zhifeng at first was telling, and there was circumstantial evidence that Dalyeko had saved Zhao Zhuo and sent guards to escort him to Dongying. The two would never fully trust each other. Such an alliance was most unstable—and easy to break. That was where You Miao’s confidence for the expedition stemmed from.
“My brother is very smart,” Li Zhifeng said, “But sometimes he messes up, too.”
“In what way?” You Miao asked.
Li Zhifeng took a glance back at You Miao. “He loves too deeply.”
You Miao laughed at that. “Then you brothers are the same.”
Shaking his head with a smile, Li Zhifeng didn’t respond.
You Miao shuffled up and clung onto Li Zhifeng’s back, leaning on him. “Maybe your father was like that, too.”
“Mn. There are pros and cons to that,” Li Zhifeng mumbled.
“What about me?” You Miao asked.
Li Zhifeng glanced at You Miao again, his brow wrinkling, unable to judge. In the end, he said, “You’re fine the way you are. You don’t trust easily, but you also don’t doubt others easily.”
“I’m still a merchant at the core,” You Miao said.
This was when it hit him: he was a merchant—one who specialized in doing business and playing tricks for profit. After becoming an official, he had treated court the same way a businessman would the market. Although he was backed by the philosophies of Confucianism, Mohism, the Art of War, and hundreds of others that allowed him to stay upright and work his magic at court, every time he would invariably use a merchant’s eye at critical moments to weigh the issues, the country, and even the world.
Was that good or bad? Maybe it wasn’t so great for a country’s Political Advisor to come from a merchant background. Nevertheless, only merchants would measure trade-offs. Only they understood that there would be nothing with which to rule the world if the people were suffering, if resources weren’t being built up, if money or food was short, or if clothing and dwellings were lacking.
So maybe it was just as Li Zhifeng said: “You’re fine the way you are.” You Miao smiled at that.
Completely relaxed, Li Zhifeng spurred the horses on, not a bit bothered.
“Once we arrive at Da’an, you better control yourself. Don’t be impulsive,” You Miao exhorted.
“I won’t. As long as I’m with you, any place is a good place.”
Only then did You Miao relax, and he nodded.
Li Zhifeng added, “I’ve learned a lot during my time with you. There are some things I never would’ve thought of in the past.”
“Thinking too much is exhausting, though.” You Miao sighed. “It’s mentally draining. A miserable existence. My biggest wish in this life is to one day never have to think again.”
Smiling, Li Zhifeng snaked his hand around You Miao’s waist and pulled him closer. Their carriage turned around the block, leaving the main road, and that brought them to the caravans already gathered at the riverbank.
Across the river was the border of Liu Prefecture.
“Fang-shaoye!” shouted someone from the distance.
You Miao didn’t register it for the second, and Li Zhifeng nudged him.
“They’re calling you, eh.”
That was when You Miao finally remembered that he had broken down the character of his surname You to Fang,[1] and quickly answered the call, taking Li Zhifeng over to the crowd.
Lin Ke gave them a nod, and said with a smile, “The cargo is all here. Please excuse me for being blunt, Fang-shaoye, but this trip will not be easy. If you wish to change your mind, now is the time.”
Li Zhifeng’s face dropped, but You Miao only chuckled.
“Of course, of course. But since I’m already here, there’s no point turning back. We’ll be in your good hands, Lin-da-ge,” he said, casually slipping a tael of gold into Lin Ke’s hand.
Lin Ke froze for a moment, but his face was quickly plastered with smiles. “This way,” he directed. “This carriage is for you both.”
You Miao gave the vehicle a glance and was quite satisfied with it. Talk was rampant around them as the other merchants looked on, but Li Zhifeng didn’t greet them and continued pulling a long face. You Miao thus cupped his hands and saluted the crowd, saying a few pleasantries with a smile—he would be in their care.
There were those who knew You Miao in merchant circles, but this time, Lin Ke made sure to pick people who had never crossed paths with You Miao before. Otherwise, they would be easily exposed no matter how insistently they instructed the others to keep it a secret. If that happened, the entire troupe would be in danger; hence the reason why everyone here was an unfamiliar face. Some were seasoned merchants who generally took the west-central routes, and some simply won the lottery in luck and were fresh to the scene. The group was therefore divided between the veterans and the reverent. Immediately understanding the situation, You Miao introduced Li Zhifeng to the crowd.
“This is my butler, Fang Lang. He doesn’t usually enjoy conversation, but he’s an upright man who values friendship. To all my geges present, please don’t be unfriendly with him just because of his poker face. Deep down, he’s quite willing to become acquainted with everyone.”
The crowd laughed and nodded in understanding.
Feeling a little embarrassed, Li Zhifeng shot You Miao a glare. You Miao was unapologetic, however.
“What? Am I wrong?”
Li Zhifeng had no choice but to shake his head in agreement. You Miao’s jest had turned the mood amicable, so he added, “We’ll be in everyone’s care on this trip.”
“Of course, of course,” answered the crowd.
It was with a scrunched up face that Li Zhifeng climbed into the carriage after You Miao. He was a dignified, state-protecting great general, but after You Miao’s teasing it was as if they had returned to the good old days. When a laughing You Miao pinched his cheeks, Li Zhifeng swept him up with his large hands in retaliation and pulled him in for a kiss—then started tearing at his robes.
“Insolence!” You Miao cried.
“I’m your husband!” Li Zhifeng exclaimed angrily and continued to strip him, ignoring his protests.
Lin Ke entered the carriage just then, but he immediately backed out upon seeing the state of things. You Miao and Li Zhifeng broke apart.
“Come in,” Li Zhifeng called out.
Looking awkward, Lin Ke re-entered. Li Zhifeng was sitting in a poised manner that emanated the air of a martial artist, crushing others’ ability to speak.
Timidly, Lin Ke said, “General, please forgive this lowly one’s impudence, but your imposing manner…”
You Miao grinned. “I’ll help him practice regarding that. What is it?”
Lin Ke smiled apologetically. “This lowly one has to say something. You gave instructions, my lord…”
“Of course, of course.”
Taking out a notebook, Lin Ke said, “This is the inventory list. Please take a look, laoye.”
You Miao nodded, and Lin Ke continued, “About the songstress…”
“There’s no rush on that,” You Miao said. “We can search for one after we arrive in Da’an.”
Lin Ke nodded. “If laoye has no other instructions, the caravan will depart now.”
When You Miao nodded, Lin Ke took his leave to instruct the carriages to set off, and the party departed, noisy as usual. As You Miao rolled up the curtain, a breeze from the vast fields blew past, the autumn air cool and comfortable. In the far distance there were children flying kites, and the sight almost brought him back to that autumn many years ago.
That day eight years ago, You Miao had left the capital with Li Zhifeng in tow, heading northward to do business in Yanbian. He’d planned on letting Li Zhifeng go once they reached the frontier city, and returning his freedom to him. Who would’ve thought that, in the blink of an eye, eight years had already passed and they were still together.
“Some things really are meant to be. Our fates would’ve entangled regardless of what we wanted or what we did, and we’d still end up together,” You Miao said.
Li Zhifeng seemed to be thinking the same thing. After a long pause, he said, “Mn. Right.”
You Miao smacked Li Zhifeng’s head with the ledger. “What do you mean, ‘Mn, right’?”
Li Zhifeng turned around and started to tear at You Miao’s clothes again. You Miao was about to fight back, but Li Zhifeng caught him by the waist. Immediately, he softened, laughing so hard he couldn’t get up. Li Zhifeng’s actions were growing rougher as he pulled You Miao’s clothes to disarray, acting as he always did—like a wild dog hunting for food.
“Ah…” You Miao fell limp when his ear was nibbled. “Didn’t we do it once last night already…? You…”
Nuzzling against You Miao’s ear, Li Zhifeng whispered, “I’m feeling it again. What? You don’t want it?”
“I do, but you…be gentle…”
The curtains were still drawn. With his robes disheveled from Li Zhifeng’s caresses, You Miao was pushed down over the window ledge. Li Zhifeng covered his mouth with one hand, already poised to push in stiff. You Miao let out a grunt, the nervousness and fear apparent in his eyes—if Li Zhifeng forced entry like that, it would hurt!
But the moment Li Zhifeng penetrated him, You Miao shuddered uncontrollably from pleasure. Li Zhifeng’s cock was already covered in lube, slippery and hard, and when he gently pushed in, he drove straight to the deepest part of You Miao. The two had spent the previous night tangling together for a long time, which was why You Miao didn’t feel discomfort in the least when penetrated and was instead trembling with how good he felt.
Li Zhifeng bent and leaned in for a kiss, sealing You Miao’s lips.
Mixing their play with the autumn breeze from the open window, the feeling was both languid and exciting, and You Miao clung to that singular pleasure. Li Zhifeng casually dropped the door bolt of the carriage and held You Miao up, turning him around and leaning them both against the window. You Miao was gasping for breath, sweat drenching his body, and after he roughly wrapped himself in his robes, he stroked his hand up and down, playing with Li Zhifeng’s balls.
A long while after, Li Zhifeng’s arms suddenly constricted, then he leaned down and draped over You Miao like a satisfied alpha dog. He gently kissed the corners of his mouth, whispering a few words here and there before he broke into chuckles. You Miao turned and rested his head on his shoulder, and the two watched the vast fields and blue skies. All was tranquil; there was only the constant sound of the horses’ clacking hooves and the turning of the wheels.
Hearts were content.
[Text Break]
The sun gradually dipped in the west; they had played their plays and did their dos. It had been a long time since You Miao last left the estate—although it was boring at home, now that he had come out, he grew listless again at the mere thought of how this lengthy journey would take at least a month.
Hurried travel was an exhausting ordeal, a real pain in the ass. Back when You Miao first left the old capital, he was still young and easily excited by the idea of excursions; wanting to stroll around everywhere. That was fine, but after so many years, he’d pretty much seen all there was to see. Magnificent mountains, beautiful waters—he’d seen it all, even the vast yellow sands of the desert. All that was left was disinterest and boredom.
Fortunately, Li Zhifeng took care of him thoughtfully. He’d engage in chitchat with him, so the days gradually became a little more interesting. Li Zhifeng had served his young master in the past, and now he was serving the wifey. Everything they needed to consume and use were attentively managed.
Leaning against Li Zhifeng, You Miao flipped through the ledger to carefully check the cargo being transported to the northern frontier. This time, he was going prepared; he’d packed three carts’ worth of Jiangnan green and oolong tea alone. The rest of the cargo was Su-style embroidery and a mix of corals, pearls, and various shell products from the southeastern sea. The Barbarians didn’t understand the different grades of tea and wouldn’t be able to appreciate the delicate, subtle flavors of non-roasted varieties; they’d only consider them expensive. The roasted leaves of Oolong and Dahongpao matched their preference for stronger taste, and would therefore be better suited for dealing. Meanwhile, the Su-style embroidery in stock mostly featured intricate designs, such as bouquets of flowers in vibrant colors.
Li Zhifeng read aloud, “Su-style embroidery, forty-four bolts. Wooden sculptures, two hundred pieces. Blue-and-white porcelain cups, three…thousand?”
“Mhmm.” You Miao peered at the inventory list. “Six hundred boxes of rouge, three hundred chests. Seventy pounds of tea, three carts. Wax print fabric, six hundred feet.”
Incredulous, Li Zhifeng flipped the ledger back and forth. “You purchased that much for only eight hundred silver?”
You Miao laughed. “I even purchased some of it at a price higher than it was worth. Watch how your wifey makes you back some bright and shiny silver.”
“Those items aside, how come there’s also copies of the ‘Diamond Sutra’ and the ‘Heart Sutra’?[2]”
“Those were hard to find; it was a turn of good luck that I managed to grab those two scriptures transcribed in gold ink. They’re the only existing copies, and were transcribed by a grandmaster from the previous reign… What was his name again? I forget.”
“They’re for Queen Dowager Baoiin?” Li Zhifeng asked.
You Miao nodded, then took out a case from under the long bench. Inside it were the two worn-out scriptures and a rosary that also looked to have some years on it. He wanted to show them to Li Zhifeng, but Li Zhifeng was afraid that he might damage the pages and told him to put the case away.
It was obvious You Miao had come prepared and knew what gifts to present. After flipping through the inventory list only once, Li Zhifeng relaxed. The former emperor Zhao Mao had placed more emphasis on Daoism than Buddhism during his reign, and as a result, Buddhist temples were demolished and replaced with Daoist ones. The empress dowager at the time took the Buddhist scriptures, rosaries, and other such religious relics from the previous dynasty to an outside palace—and that palace just so happened to be the one in Maocheng. When You Miao had first visited the villa, a group of eunuchs and palace maids were cleaning the inner palace, and were sunning some old books they’d found with the intention of shelving them in the stockroom later. For no particular reason at all, You Miao casually swiped some of the tomes, thinking he should read some sutras once in a while to help lessen the karmic burden of Li Zhifeng’s killing. Confucius never spoke of strange magic or rogue deities, and Sun Yu also never cared for that stuff. You Miao himself didn’t believe in the supernatural, either, and simply thought he’d read some whenever he was free—but after he tossed the books into his home library, the years passed by in a flash.
Today, it was the perfect timing to bring the books with them to the northern frontier and regift them to the Queen Dowager Baoiin, herself a Buddhist.
The temperature slowly dropped as they continued on their journey. During the day, You Miao would chitchat with Li Zhifeng or flip through some books—except there weren’t really any books for You Miao to read, so he started flipping through the scriptures. The more he read them, the more he found them fascinating, and all of a sudden he didn’t really want to part with them anymore.
It was almost deep autumn now, and as the caravan traversed through the Central Plains, You Miao curiously spotted signs of civilization. The area was no longer the vast, torched wasteland it once was. Under Barbarian rule, the Hans were still able to survive—the only catch being the heavy taxes and the lack of security for wives and children at home.
Just as the caravan was passing through what used to be Huang County, which sat north of the former imperial capital, they ran into a troop of Barbarians in the middle of pillaging a village. They were in pursuit of several escaping men, and You Miao was instantly alarmed. Outside the carriage, there were Barbarians yelling and people crying for help. Right when You Miao was about to climb out, however, he came face to face with Lin Ke climbing in.
Looking nervous, Lin Ke quickly told You Miao, “Leave it be, shaoye.”
The voices outside only enraged You Miao, and he was awash in heartache. The caravan slowly continued on its way, leaving Huang County behind.
On the grounds of logic and reason, You Miao knew he shouldn’t get involved. Traveling in Barbarian territory was already hard enough, and even though the caravan had prepared the needed travel documents, who knows how many groups were watching them with predatory eyes and the hope to rob their cargo. The entire troupe would get pulled in if he attempted to rescue anyone.
You Miao closed his eyes. In the far distance behind the carriage came a wail, followed by the arrogant shouts of the Barbarians.
“Hun tongue,” Li Zhifeng noted.
You Miao let out a sigh. “The northern lands need to be reclaimed as soon as possible.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself; that’s what we’re doing right now.”
You Miao gave a tired nod. “Mn.”
As they reached farther and farther north, You Miao’s mood also dipped bit by bit, and by the first snow of deep autumn, they came once more to the Lan Pass.
This was a place he’d been to during his escape, so it was deeply etched into You Miao’s memories. A large number of Tartar troops were now stationed at Lan Pass, and after a thorough interrogation, the fiends only let the caravan pass after Lin Ke merrily stuffed the soldiers with money and handed over some of their provisions to the captain. You Miao’s own carriage was a mess after the search, but thankfully they passed inspection in the end. He shared a wry smile with Li Zhifeng.
They arrived at Yanbian many days later. A whole month had passed since they left Jiangnan. You Miao figured Zhao Chao had to have gotten the news that he was in the north by now, and he could imagine the resigned look on Zhao Chao’s face when he saw the letter. Lin Ke left a part of the merchant group in Yanbian to focus on doing business with the border soldiers, the Five Barbarian Tribes, and Goryeo. The rest of the caravan continued on to Da’an.
After five years, Da’an was no longer what it used to be. Coming here made You Miao’s heart drum heavily in his chest.
The Da’an before him was grand and majestic. The walls of the city had been rebuilt, and You Miao almost didn’t recognize the place.
“This is the Tartar capital,” Lin Ke said.
That was information You Miao had learned from the military reports, but he never imagined that Da’an would be transformed into what he saw now.
Even Li Zhifeng was astonished, and craned his neck up to look. With furrowed brows, he wondered in a hushed voice, “It was rebuilt so well?”
Lin Ke whispered back, “It’s thanks to the Han blood beneath the city walls. Kuzha Khan enslaved a hundred thousand of us, and worked us nonstop night and day to rebuild Da’an. He wanted to become the emperor, but was only on the throne for a few months before he died.” He scoffed. “Looks like the Tats will meet their fate soon enough… Heh heh.”
“Do what you need to. Don’t stick to us all the time, lest you expose yourself,” You Miao said. “From here on out, be careful and stay cautious in everything you do.”
Lin Ke nodded and went to lead the caravan into town.
“Come down and let’s go for a stroll,” Li Zhifeng beckoned.
Nonchalant, You Miao hopped down from the carriage. A blizzard had just blown past the day before, and the outskirts of the city were mantled in silver. You Miao puffed a breath in his hands and rubbed them, then looked up.
The city wall spanned ten miles. It was heavily armed and guarded, and at the top was a giant flag flapping in the wind.
Black clouds loom over the city near-fallen,
Armor gleams, open-scaled, underneath the sun.
Battle horns resound, choking the autumn air,
Rouge deepens into night’s purple on the frontier.[3]
“Easy to defend, hard to siege,” Li Zhifeng commented.
You Miao nodded. He knew Zhao Chao had to have a copy of Da’an’s defense map, and You Miao himself also had one that the merchants drew. Nonetheless, seeing the city for himself was different.
In the eyes of a scout, a city was but a combination of walls, moats, and other such buildings. In You Miao’s eyes, however, every single brick and tile amounted to human lives.
“Do you think a hundred thousand men could siege this city?” Li Zhifeng asked him in a whisper.
“It’d be tough,” You Miao answered. “The other side only needs ten thousand men for defense, whereas it’d be hard to say if even one hundred thousand on our side would be enough. Besides, we’d also need to guard against Goryeo, as well as the Quanrong or other tribes coming as reinforcements.”
“We could consider the strategy of striking at their reinforcements under the guise of besieging a stronghold,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao shook his head. “We’ll see. We should only siege the city if there is absolutely no other way. Sieging Da’an is the last of the last resorts. Y’know… Can’t you talk about something else? Stop thinking about war and killing people all the time.”
“Aren’t you the same?” Li Zhifeng countered.
You Miao didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at that, but when he thought about it, he realized they had both developed a terribly bad habit of fighting wars. It had become a real problem; they would talk about war all the time when there was nothing else to discuss. That didn’t seem right somehow, the attitude wasn’t quite correct.
“Oho, arguing back, are you?” he couldn’t help but say.
“I’m your butler right now,” Li Zhifeng pointed out. “I have to take charge of you. You’re the one who gave me this role.”
That was true, now that You Miao thought about it. He couldn’t argue with what Li Zhifeng said.
With a frown, Li Zhifeng scolded him, “Don’t cause trouble when we enter the city, you hear me?”
Chuckling wryly, You Miao nodded. The two had swiftly entered their roles.
The merchant carriages rolled slowly forward, but when half of the caravan had passed the gate, a guard stopped them and glared at You Miao and Li Zhifeng, gabbing something in a foreign tongue.
Stunned, Lin Ke quickly turned around and said to You Miao, “Fang-shaoye, he says your butler doesn’t look like a Han.”
You Miao had planned for this already. “He’s from Dongyi. His mother was from the Dongyi tribe.[4]”
The guards studied Li Zhifeng curiously, but in the end, they nodded at him. Well-mannered, Li Zhifeng also nodded back politely, and they were thus allowed into the city.
Once they were past the gates, Lin Ke collected their identity passes and took the merchant group to settle and rest in the city. The inn they went to was dark and damp inside, cold and miserable. You Miao leaned against the window and took a glimpse outside; there were Tartar soldiers passing by in the streets.
“Security isn’t tight,” he remarked.
Lin Ke had remained standing on the side, waiting to be of service, and he replied, “To answer shaoye, security was extremely strict a year ago. It was after Queen Dowager Baoiin found our merchants to be agreeable that things gradually relaxed. There are still plenty of Tartar soldiers out there. They say it’s to protect us, but really, it’s to keep an eye on us. It’s simply that they’re so used to us now that they couldn’t care less, so they’ve been slacking off to drink.”
“Errand tips still need to be paid,” You Miao said. “Give everyone a bit more money.”
“Yes, but… It’s not quite suitable for this lowly one to do that…”
Lin Ke trailed off, but You Miao immediately understood him. His identity at the moment was Young Master Fang, so Li Zhifeng had to be the one to do the work for him.
Li Zhifeng went out and made a round, paying all the bribes as necessary, and caught a bit of intel while he was at it. The Barbarians would be celebrating the Winter Hunt Festival soon; a grand celebration would take place before the festival, and the Tartars, as well as the Five Barbarian Tribes, would all be coming to the markets to trade what they had hunted beyond the Wall.
At that time, little Prince Batu would assemble an entourage of warriors and lead them out of Da’an to hunt by the Great Wall. Once the hunt was over, the Tartar reign would formally enter the winter season until the Spring Wine Festival next year, when the Morian River thawed.
“What about the Quanrong? Is there news?” You Miao asked.
“They’re here living in Da’an and come to shop in the markets every so often,” Li Zhifeng said. “The people here—the Barbarian tribes and even the Tartars—are afraid of them.”
You Miao nodded. “Then… Safety first…”
“If you’re going, I must come with you,” Li Zhifeng stated. “There’d be no one to protect you otherwise. Besides, I’m not afraid of being recognized. It’s been almost ten years, after all.”
When Li Zhifeng was captured and brought to the old capital, he was only a teen. Two years later, You Miao bought Li Zhifeng from Li Yan. Now, Li Zhifeng was already twenty-eight, and his appearance and body had changed significantly since those old days.
Nevertheless, You Miao was a little worried. “Let’s try to disguise you anyway.”
That night, You Miao and Li Zhifeng spent the entire evening looking into a disguise. Li Zhifeng had sent men in disguise out to the frontier to hunt for information before, so he was practiced when it came to the art of altering his distinctive features. You Miao gave Li Zhifeng a few white hairs, then roughly tweaked his eyebrows to change the unique elements of his appearance. At the end, when Li Zhifeng looked in the mirror, he was the very image of a middle-aged man.
“Good,” Li Zhifeng said, satisfied. “I’ve aged over ten years.”
“Your eyes,” You Miao lamented. “Restrain that sharpness in your eyes, it’s too glaring.”
Li Zhifeng lowered his gaze subserviently in accordance to You Miao’s instructions, and the two started to laugh.
At night when they climbed into bed, You Miao hugged Li Zhifeng and pillowed his head on his shoulder. Feeling both peculiar and amused, he teased, “You could almost be my dad.”
“Call me dad, my good son,” Li Zhifeng replied playfully.
The two laughed and horsed around. When Lin Ke came to knock on the door in the morning the next day, Li Zhifeng carried a still bleary-eyed You Miao over to their mule, and the group of merchants headed for the markets before the sun was even up.
[Chapter 63]
Only a smear of pale light had appeared on the eastern horizon, and the merchants were already opening up their stalls and setting up merchandise for sale. Li Zhifeng was running back and forth bustling about while You Miao sat in a daze, so cold he was puffing white breaths.
The weather wasn’t favorable today as flurries rolled with the sinister winds. The merchants all shivered from the cold, and You Miao, who was wrapped in a giant bundle of fur coats and padded jackets, was feeling all too horrible. There were barely any shoppers. When he first ventured outside the border eight years ago, everyone had made a beeline for the merchants from the Central Plains for fear of losing out on southern goods; a few even tried to pay him to sell his not-for-sale items. Why was it so different now?
As the pale sky gradually lightened, the crowds at the market began to increase. A small number of Barbarians sifted through the goods as they strolled through the market, but it wasn’t until the sky was completely light that more shoppers finally showed up with whole families.
“Tea for sale—!”
“Goods from the south, the best satin silk of Jiangnan—!”
“Southern goods for sale—!”
The merchants began to shout, almost as if arranged. There was even one who started to play the suona, rocking his head back and forth along with the music. The Han Street became lively all of a sudden, startling You Miao. He was just watching the others having a good time when Barbarians swarmed his stall from all directions, and instantly, it was as though everyone in town had gathered here. You Miao let out a sigh of relief—it seemed northern trade really was the same as it once was.
The Tartars shouted in their gurgling tongue, and the merchants of various stalls began to gesture with their hands. “There’s no need to talk or bargain, the price is what it is, I won’t sell for a penny less.” There were a few times when the buyer got angry to the point of pulling blades. You Miao watched on apprehensively, but Li Zhifeng shook his head to let him know not to worry.
The crowd gathered in front of You Miao’s stall was the biggest and the most bustling; it was practically pandemonium. It didn’t take an hour’s time before the tea he had on display was cleaned out. Money wasn’t You Miao’s main goal in coming here, so he sold two pounds of tea for only a mere roll of fur. As the face powders, the cosmetic rouge, the tea, and everything else in his stock was sold bundle by bundle, the wolf and fox pelts behind him also piled up in numbers. As noon rolled around, the money-spending Tartars increased, and all the merchants on the entire street began to bring out all sorts of quality goods to provide for the Tartar aristocrats.
You Miao laughed. “Had I known, I would’ve taken out all the stuff I brought.”
“Shaoye, this is only the first day,” Li Zhifeng reminded him. “We have at least five more days of business ahead of us.”
Although You Miao hadn’t run a stall in a long time, the sight of the flourishing market made his hands itch. He took a look at the first day’s profits behind him and did a rough estimate of their worth. He could at least triple the value of his investment this time.
The goods were pretty much sold out before morning was over, and the merchants who did the best business were already starting to close up shop. Li Zhifeng had been watching the people coming and going all this time. There was only a set of handcrafted wooden screens, a chunk of coral, and some porcelain vases left at You Miao’s stall. Whenever someone asked for the price, he’d give them a high number, knowing the ones who wanted to make the purchases were all dignitaries.
“Wrapping up?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“Let’s,” You Miao said. “I’m hungry, too. Let’s find a place to eat, then ask around for information.” He grinned at the sight of Li Zhifeng checking the ledger. “Stop counting. We’re a husband-and-wife shop, who’s gonna filch from the till?”
Li Zhifeng clearly thought that was true enough, and tucked the ledger away. Just as they were taking things down, a Tartar suddenly showed up. He was leading a group of buff men wearing wolf-tailed hats and fur coats, and he was pointing at the stall.
Li Zhifeng’s expression suddenly hardened, and You Miao groaned inwardly. Why were people coming here in specific? Had they given themselves away somehow?
The leader said something, and You Miao’s expression changed immediately to a big smile.
“Gege, want to buy something?”
You Miao had only just approached the group when Li Zhifeng tugged him from behind, gesturing that he stay put and to let him do the transaction. You Miao waved imperceptibly, gesturing back that it was fine, then unwrapped the coral bound in red cloth.
“Sell?” The leader stood in front of You Miao and looked down on him, sizing him up. His tone was polite, but full of overbearing authority.
You Miao quickly smiled. “Of course. Everything on display is for sale.”
He scanned the group, trying to determine their identities, and a word flashed across his mind: Quanrong.
The right people had shown up. You Miao’s mind spun rapidly. Did these people find out Li Zhifeng was here? Had someone seen through them? No… You Miao wouldn’t believe it. He did his best not to look at Li Zhifeng, and Li Zhifeng also acted as if nothing was amiss as he took out the packed-away merchandise to show the Quanrong.
There were eight Quanrong men, each broad and firmly built with their arms crossed, exuding the aura of the great desert. They looked quite untamed with those wolf-fang sabers hanging from their waists, and You Miao suddenly understood why no one dared to provoke the Quanrong. From the looks of them, more than half of the men were equals to Li Zhifeng’s strength. Even though Li Zhifeng might have been outstanding in his tribe, he also wouldn’t dare to recklessly return to them alone.
“Money?” The leader of the Quanrong made a gesture of counting coin.
You Miao smiled. He shook back his sleeve and very politely hovered his left hand over the back of the leader’s hand before gently pinching the side of the leader’s palm with his right. This was the Barbarian tribes’ earliest form of price negotiation, called the “Hidden Price.” Both sides would use the hooking of fingers to inform the other of the price; this method was also something the Hans had brought north of the border. The reason it had been developed was to allow a seller to privately use it to communicate a price when there were multiple buyers fighting over the same merchandise, which would prevent malicious price slashing or raising. Later, because the Hans and the Barbarians had different languages, they mostly used fingers to gesture. Now that You Miao had seen through the other’s identity, he pinched the hand to talk price as a way to express his respect and courtesy, as well as his friendliness.
When the leader saw You Miao’s gesture, he quirked his lips and used his large and powerful hand to cover the back of You Miao’s. You Miao’s fingers hooked with his big thick ones, but You Miao felt like he was being squeezed by pliers when they touched. Each big finger felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, and as the fingers are connected to the heart, You Miao let out a horrible shriek of pain.
“Yeeeoowwww—!”
Li Zhifeng snapped his head up, but the leader stepped back right after the touch, and the group burst out laughing.
The leader quickly waved his hands. “A joke.”
You Miao glowered at them. Those shameless ingrates!
Seeing You Miao angered, the leader regarded him with a wide grin as he took out a gold bar and placed it on the table. The others then approached and took the coral. This appeased You Miao somewhat—the leader had presented enough money to buy two corals, with change leftover.
The leader pointed at himself. “Sikland.”
You Miao was confused. “What?”
Li Zhifeng was standing behind You Miao. His face changed slightly upon hearing the name, but quickly returned to normal.
The Tartar who brought them here knew a little bit of Han tongue, so he explained to You Miao, “Lord Sikland! Lord!”
You Miao got it and quickly cupped his hands in greeting. “My name is Fang Sheng.”
“Go, go over, my house,” Sikland said.
You Miao was utterly lost. Sikland gabbed something at the Tartar, and You Miao immediately understood. Li Zhifeng had taught him the Quanrong tongue in the past, so he could sort of understand some of the keywords. Sikland was inviting You Miao to visit his Da’an residence when he was free, because he had questions for him.
The Tartar translated using his half-baked Han, and You Miao nodded. “I will certainly pay a visit in the next few days.”
Sikland gave You Miao a deep and meaningful nod, then turned around and left with his tribesmen. As they went, the Tartars, the Hans, and the other Barbarians all parted to make way for them along the way.
Just as Sikland left, Lin Ke came over.
“Fang-shaoye,” Lin Ke said very politely, “The one just now was the vice-captain of King Dalyeko’s personal guard. He is not one that should be offended.”
You Miao nodded, knowing this was Lin Ke’s way of giving indirect reminders. “Got it.”
“Glad that you do.” There was worry in Lin Ke’s eyes, and he added, “Business today went too well. I’ve still got some things to take care of, so I can’t get away. I have to prepare a tax filing book at the Da’an Salt House in the afternoon, but it just so happens the palace sent people this morning to request that I bring tea over. If Fang-shaoye is not busy…”
This was the chance Lin Ke had found to get You Miao into the palace. “Of course I will be happy to assist.”
Lin Ke handed You Miao a wooden badge. “Fang-shaoye, when you arrive at Xiling Palace, give this badge to the gatekeeper and you’ll be able to enter.”
You Miao quickly nodded and took the badge, then turned and left with Li Zhifeng. It would not be too late to deliver the tea later in the afternoon, so they returned to the inn first, both sighing a breath of relief as soon as the door was closed behind them.
“Sikland,” Li Zhifeng started. “He looks strong on the outside, but is hollow on the inside. He likes to use brute force and pretends to be brave.”
“Barking dogs never bite.” You Miao nodded. His finger still hurt a little, but he shook it off. “You know him?”
Li Zhifeng took You Miao’s finger, wanting to apply cream to it, but You Miao waved him off and assured him there was no need. And so, Li Zhifeng sat down and recalled the past.
“We fought once when we were young. Later, he was taken to the Eastern Hun territory to learn martial arts with his teacher. I’ve not seen him since.”
“Have you ever met any of the other guys we saw today?” You Miao asked.
First, Li Zhifeng nodded, but after some hesitation he shook his head. “Some I vaguely remember, but I can’t recall their names anymore.”
It’s been many years. Neither party is likely to recognize each other, You Miao thought. Someone must’ve seen the coral at our stall and led the Quanrong over to make the purchase. But what’s the point of Quanrong buying coral? To gift it?
This made You Miao think more on Sikland’s invitation. Should he really pay a visit? If he did, Li Zhifeng would no doubt go with him. Dalyeko should be there as well, and Dalyeko would doubtlessly recognize Li Zhifeng if the two brothers encountered each other. Even if there was a very small chance they could get away with it, they absolutely could not take the risk.
Genuinely conflicted, You Miao debated this question with Li Zhifeng for a long while. In the end, they both came to the conclusion that Dalyeko wouldn’t be deceived.
“We could give it a shot,” Li Zhifeng said.
“I don’t think so,” You Miao shot him down. “You have to have been on your brother’s mind all these years… Your father’s blood flows in both your veins, and your brother is constantly worried you might suddenly show up. I guarantee he’ll recognize you immediately.”
“I wouldn’t have been on his mind,” Li Zhifeng said dismissively.
“Remember san-ge? He’s the prime example,” You Miao pointed out.
That shut Li Zhifeng up. The two brainstormed a bit more, but in the end, they still couldn’t come up with any good ideas and the matter had to be set aside for the time being. They would refrain from courting Sikland.
[Text Break]
After lunch, You Miao took the wooden badge and went out, bringing the tea leaves with him.
Da’an’s Xiling Palace was once a vacation villa that Tianqi’s emperors used to visit. A thousand years ago, at the height of the prominence of the Eastern Hun, they established a powerful empire with Da’an as their capital. Goryeo later invaded them from the east, and upon experiencing such a serious blow for the first time, the Hun migrated westward.
It was extraordinary that Xiling Palace had not experienced the destruction of war despite having been reconstructed twice—by the Eastern Hun and Goryeo, respectively. The last time You Miao came to Da’an, he hadn’t entered this palace. Now that he was doing so, he couldn’t help but feel some trepidation.
Once the villa for northern hunts, Xiling Palace maintained its signature pure white outer walls. A large number of Tartar cavalry patrolled outside the palace gates. When You Miao reached the road in front of the palace, he dismounted the carriage to continue on foot. Handing off the carriage to the valet, he and Li Zhifeng presented the badge before making their way to the gates.
The gatekeeping guard was a Han, so he didn’t go out of his way to make life difficult for them or taunt them. He merely bade them some instructions in the Tartar tongue before leading them inside toward the side hall—something along the lines of “Don’t run around where you shouldn’t,” and “Don’t look at what you shouldn’t.”
Although Xiling Palace wasn’t as impressive as the imperial palace in the Central Plains, it had its own sense of foreign style. When the guard brought them to the palace grounds, You Miao abruptly realized they were walking in the same area where Hemetir’s previous fortress had been. The Tartars had renovated and incorporated it into Xiling Palace’s complex.
A palace maid was already waiting when the guard brought them to their destination. You Miao handed her the order form that listed the tea leaves and other goods. He wasn’t rushing to give Queen Dowager Baoiin his own gifts, though; he planned to get to that in the future.
The maid took the list and settled You Miao and Li Zhifeng in the side hall to wait, serving them milk tea as she did. There was a world of difference in the treatment they received this time around—You Miao still recalled the awful predicament they were in last time, when they’d been captured by Hemetir. He stole a glance at Li Zhifeng.
Li Zhifeng smiled back at him and nodded. The two sat inside the palace hall.
“Where’s Lin Ke?” came a woman’s voice.
A sumptuously dressed woman strolled in with her maids in tow, and when she came face to face with You Miao and Li Zhifeng, both parties were taken aback.
You Miao hurried to his feet and smiled. “This guest, Fang Sheng, greets the Princess Lan.”
The young woman sized You Miao up and down before her beautiful eyes squinted into smiling crescents.
“And how do you know I am Princess Lan?”
“Lin-da-ge told us specifically,” You Miao explained.
The one who had come was indeed Queen Dowager Baoiin’s niece, Lan Moin. You Miao learned from Lin Ke that Lan Moin was twenty years old this year, and had yet to be married. She was quite favored by the Queen Dowager, so You Miao was especially attentive. He had come prepared for this trip and didn’t try to conceal anything. The magnificent way he dressed, combined with his fine face and his tall, refined bearing, made him look like the picture of a dignified young noble—quite different from the military men Lan Moin had encountered before.
“Lin-da-ge has a matter to attend to at the Salt House today, so he asked me to deliver the tea leaves on his behalf,” You Miao said, his speech languid.
Lan Moin responded with a light nod. She didn’t say anything else, and took a seat.
His mind turning, You Miao complimented casually, “Princess Lan speaks the Han tongue wonderfully.”
“I am called Lan Moin, but my surname isn’t Lan in the way you Hans say it,” Lan Moin corrected him sternly. “Our surname is Lyekor.”
Understanding dawned on You Miao, and he nodded temperately. “This lowly one did not know. Pray Your Highness forgive me.”
He also knew that Lan Moin should not be addressed as “princess” with her current status, but called her that anyway. Lan Moin didn’t seem to mind that bit, though, and idly asked him about affairs in the Southern Dynasty. You Miao answered her every question.
“Last time, Uncle Lin Ke said more goods would arrive this year. When will they be delivered to the palace?” Lan Moin asked.
Huh? You Miao wondered, but answered without batting an eye, “Yes. There are quite a lot of goods this time, and we do not know what the Princess and Queen Dowager would prefer. This lowly one proposes having his butler go back to send word. He will have the goods brought here in short order, and Your Highness can take a look.”
Lan Moin contemplated the idea for a moment, then replied, “We’ll see about that tomorrow. The Queen Dowager is not available today.”
At that hint, You Miao rose to his feet and bowed to bid his farewell. Lan Moin initially thought You Miao would pester her and ask more questions. What merchant from the Central Plains wasn’t rushing to curry her favor? When had there ever been someone like You Miao, who only answered one question to every three posed?
However, You Miao already knew Lan Moin was a vied-for figure in Da’an, which was why he went with reverse psychology. Since Lan Moin wasn’t a calculating girl, and so she gawked at his display. But You Miao only thought it amusing as he left Xiling Palace.
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Li Zhifeng said once they left the palace. “She’ll hate you.”
“She won’t.” You Miao chuckled as he thought for a moment. “She might hate me a little bit, but she’ll mostly be curious.”
“Why didn’t you pull the same tricks you always do?”
You Miao knew what Li Zhifeng was talking about—if You Miao really wanted to make someone like him, he could do so easily and perfectly. But You Miao also knew deep down that the Jiangnan gentry were only polite to him because of the current political climate, not because he really had them convinced.
“I don’t want to pull the same thing on the Tartars,” You Miao replied honestly. “After all, we’re trying to find a way to topple their country.”
What You Miao said were his honest feelings. He didn’t like women in that way, and accidentally getting himself tangled into some misunderstanding with her would make his subsequent plans difficult. Moreover, he didn’t want to add too many complications to their covert operation. He had already looked into Lan Moin’s status before coming—she was the Queen Dowager Baoiin’s niece, and the men she usually saw were Tartar soldiers. She was not yet engaged in a marriage match, and was very curious about the Central Plains culture of the Southern Dynasty.
Once the two arrived back at the inn, they turned in for the night. You Miao exchanged info with Lin Ken, and the man was quite shocked when he learned You Miao had switched out the tea from the caravan and delivered green tea to the palace instead.
“We’ve always delivered oolong tea the past few times… Um…”
“It’s fine,” You Miao said evenly. “If the palace doesn’t like it, we’ll switch it back, that’s all. We’ve got more oolong in stock.”
Scared to defy You Miao, Lin Ke respectfully took his leave. You Miao pushed the window open and glanced outside; it was snowing. The past few days had been cold, wet, and gloomy. Aside from his morning trips to the market and the palace, You Miao had nothing to do now that he was back at the inn. How dull. He was worried shopping around the streets would be too showy and he’d be recognized, but it was stuffy staying inside. All he could do was cuddle and chat with Li Zhifeng, and learn some more Quanrong tongue.
Ever since the first day they met, You Miao would ask Li Zhifeng to say something to him in Quanrong every so often. He wasn’t all that curious or interested in learning a Barbarian language or anything, it was simply because whenever Li Zhifeng spoke the tongue of his people, there was a certain deadly air about him.
The sound of the Quanrong tongue was suppressed in the throat, much like the voice of a wolf. Among the Barbarian languages, it was relatively guttural, though certain words were surprisingly bright and freeing. You Miao would tell Li Zhifeng to confess his love, and when Li Zhifeng did, it sounded like a wolf not quite willing to do so. The words “I love you” were muffled in his throat and growled to him in a low whisper. You Miao loved listening to Li Zhifeng speak his mother tongue, so he’d often learn a bit from him—though the more he spoke it, he began to sound more and more like a Quanrong himself.
The weather became progressively colder, and the days shorter. With nothing to do, You Miao could only lean against Li Zhifeng on the bed and watch the snow fall from afar. That day, a thought suddenly struck You Miao, and he opened a case he had brought from the south. Inside was top-grade tea.
“Who’s that for?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“If there’s a way to do so, I want to give some of this to Hemetir…” You Miao answered, closing the case once he confirmed the leaves hadn’t been dampened by the weather. He had prepared this blend with his own hands. Looking up at Li Zhifeng, he explained, “Inside this case is a slow-acting poison.”
Li Zhifeng took the case and glanced at it. “Did you put it together last-minute?”
“No.” You Miao paused for a moment before he replied, “I’ve had it ready for a long time now.”
The slow-acting poison was a mixture of venom from the East Sea cliff-bottom viper and carborundum powder. Its scent was subtle, but it would cause immediate bleeding in the stomach upon consumption and the venom would diffuse throughout the body. Blindness would come days later, and ultimately, death.
“This poison was brought to the mainland by a sea merchant way back. It somehow ended up in Mister Sun’s hands. When he passed away, the Administration Chamber discovered the bottle when sorting through his belongings. That was when I took it home.”
Li Zhifeng picked up a couple leaves in surprise, and You Miao closed the case in turn.
“Mister Sun?” Li Zhifeng asked.
You Miao nodded.
“What did he need a poison like this for?” Li Zhifeng wondered.
“Who knows? I’m sure he had uses for it,” You Miao answered disinterestedly.
The expression on Li Zhifeng’s face grew complicated, but You Miao laughed instead.
“It’s only crossing your mind now? I already had my chills at the thought a long time ago.”
It didn’t surprise You Miao at all that a poison like this would be in Sun Yu’s possession. If Sun Yu was going to kill someone, if the situation called for it, he’d stop at nothing. For the sake of saving the Southern Dynasty, he might have even planned to personally commit murder and found a way to poison one of the generals in the north.
When the poison was collected, You Miao had thought of another problem—Sun Yu himself. Sun Yu’s stroke, his inability to speak, his bloody coughs… Could he have also been poisoned by someone? That would be a terrifying thought, if true. Although Sun Yu was at the end of his life, his death directly caused another shake-up in the government…
Sometimes, when these thoughts invaded You Miao’s mind, he didn’t dare think further.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
“Fang-shaoye, Manager Lin wants to speak with you.”
You Miao quickly packed the case away and went downstairs with Li Zhifeng in tow. The group of merchants were organizing cargo in the back hall, and as the two crossed the inner courtyard and entered the main hall, they found Lan Moin was sitting inside with guards standing behind her. She was speaking with Lin Ke.
You Miao could divine Lan Moin’s intention with a single look. The merchants were delivering the goods to the palace today, but Lan Moin had come to personally escort the caravan. What a rare sight.
Lan Moin peered at You Miao askance and ignored him, speaking only to Lin Ke. “And here I thought some impressive character had come from the Southern Dynasty.”
Lin Ke hurriedly smiled. “Pray Your Highness appease your anger; that’s just who Young Master Fang is.” He then pulled a straight face and scolded You Miao, “Seng-er, you must mind your status…”
You Miao had no choice but to go over and give Lan Moin a bow, forcing a smile.
“Never mind,” Lan Moin said. “Uncle Lin, are you still coming to the palace? His Majesty Batu wanted to chat with you and ask about Jiangnan.”
Lin Ke smiled apologetically. “I still have to make a run to the Quanrong. Lord Sikland sent men to prompt me today, so maybe another time.”
“Just as well.” Lan Moin nodded. “Come with me.”
Her last line was directed at You Miao and Li Zhifeng, so You Miao led the several large vehicles transporting cargo to Xiling Palace.
Lan Moin looked a little annoyed. Once they arrived at the palace, she was appeased with Lin Ke and the others’ merchandise and instead solely picked on You Miao’s things.
“This one is for Your Highness.”
You Miao took out a box of rouge, the case of which was made of sandalwood. He solemnly handed it to Lan Moin. Lan Moin cast the box a glance and was immediately seized by the sight. What You Miao had given her was a carved sandalwood case from Jiangnan. The design of the case was a picture of “A Hundred Birds Looking at the Phoenix” intricately carved by a master craftsman. Lan Moin’s expression turned complicated; You Miao knew she wanted it, but was too abashed to say so.
Deadpan, You Miao said, “I offended Your Highness a few days ago, so take this as my apology.”
Lan Moin huffed. “Who wants your apology?”
You Miao appeared woeful. “I…often put my foot in my mouth. Never mind.”
This made Lan Moin laugh, and she trembled with mirth. You Miao was just about to withdraw his gift when Lan Moin opened her hand at him with a grin. Hurriedly, You Miao placed the box of rouge in her palm.
“Your Highness, I’ve another one here that’s also for you,” You Miao said.
He intentionally created the impression that he was not good at conversation before presenting another case to her. It was carved with the image of “A Hundred Acts,” depicting buskers playing with monkeys, blowing flames, tossing hoops, and other such performances. It was a vivid and lively image. This time, Lan Moin looked happier at the gift, and she let out a frank laugh before taking it.
“Wait here,” Lan Moin instructed. “I’ve got things to tell you later.”
You Miao nodded, and Lan Moin turned and left. The servants came over, gave the order form, and started to unload the goods You Miao had brought. At this point, seventy percent of his inventory had been cleared out, and in return he collected items that were equivalent to nearly two thousand taels of silver.
Li Zhifeng stood quietly on the side, seeming rather absent-minded. You Miao glanced at him and knew what Lin Ke had said earlier today was on his mind. The Quanrong Sikland had emerged and approached the caravan, probably when You Miao and Li Zhifeng weren’t around. Lin Ke knew not to let You Miao go to the Quanrong camp, or else it would be no small matter when they came face to face with Dalyeko. And so, he had gone for a recon trip himself.
You Miao cleared his throat and Li Zhifeng snapped out of it. They exchanged a look.
Lan Moin returned and said to You Miao, “My aunt is still a little busy today. His Majesty Batu also isn’t free to meet with you. Why don’t you stay in the palace for now…”
You Miao quickly bowed. “It’s best if we take our leave.”
Lan Moin’s eyes flashed, seeming to be angry again as she said coolly, “Fine. For the payment, go to—”
“It’s no rush,” You Miao said. “We can wait to collect next time we come to the palace.”
Lan Moin scrutinized You Miao as though she didn’t know him. “Well, aren’t you just fine with anything. Whatever.”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng took their leave. They still hadn’t been able to see Batu Khan and Queen Dowager Baoiin. Li Zhifeng was growing mildly irritated, as he also wanted to go to Sikland.
“We’ll be hanging around here for an entire winter. Don’t be anxious,” You Miao consoled him.
“I’m going out for a walk,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao wanted to stop him, but then changed his mind. Li Zhifeng had been glued to him for the past few days, and You Miao knew what was weighing on his mind—he was nervous now that he was so close to home, and also both angry and terrified. Maybe he wanted to hear some Quanrong tongue, but also harbored disappointment for his tribesmen and refused to go near them. He was like a lone wolf who had experienced many storms who was now circling outside the den, not knowing whether he should return to his erstwhile domain.
You Miao didn’t stop him, giving him the space to properly calm down and think. After all, the matter of blood was something You Miao would never be able to share the burden of.
[Chapter 64]
Lin Ke returned just as Li Zhifeng stepped out. He gave You Miao a look when he entered the yard. You Miao immediately understood and turned to follow Lin Ke into his room. As soon as the door was closed, Lin Ke’s demeanor shifted to one of reverence and he bowed to You Miao.
“Good news, shaoye,” he said with a smile. “Dalyeko isn’t in Da’an at the moment.”
You Miao was astonished. “Where did he go?”
The question made Lin Ke pause. “I’m not sure, actually.”
“That certainly is good news.” You Miao nodded.
As long as they were careful right now, no one should be able to recognize Li Zhifeng in Da’an. Meanwhile, the news of Dalyeko’s absence from the city contained just as much information—why did he leave? To accomplish what? As a tribe’s chief, he should have taken many personal guards with him… You Miao remembered the one they met in Yi Prefecture—the captain of Dalyeko’s personal bodyguards who had accompanied Zhao Zhuo overseas. You Miao wondered if he’d come back.
Just then, someone came to pass on a message from Lan Moin—she wanted You Miao to come to the palace for conversation.
What does she want now? You Miao instantly felt his head throb.
“It’s rare to see that little girlie so into someone,” Lin Ke teased.
Smiling wryly, You Miao shook his head. “When our two countries go to war and she finds out who I am, she’ll curse me to ashes from the north.”
He took out the gift he had prepared for Queen Dowager Baoiin and left once more for Xiling Palace.
All this back and forth, coming and going. In two days’ time, he had visited the palace thrice. It was already dark out by the time You Miao made it to the palace halls, and the lamps were lit around him. This time, the palace attendant led him to the most majestic of the side palaces. This made You Miao nervous, knowing it likely meant he was about to meet the Queen Dowager.
Ornaments of gold gleamed in the chamber; the lampstands on each side were made of pure gold and silver. A massive rug lay at the room’s center, and plush divan piled with cushions rested upon the rug’s far end. Lan Moin knelt on one side of the divan, while a dignified elderly woman occupied the central seat. A boy in his teens sat to her other side.
Nice. We got game, You Miao thought.
Following Tartar etiquette for a foreign civilian, You Miao genuflected, placing his palm over his chest and bowing deeply to Baoiin. Queen Dowager Baoiin said something in a hoarse voice, and Lan Moin looked at You Miao with uncontrollable mirth. Confused, You Miao raised his head and frowned at her.
The Queen Dowager said something else in a reproachful tone, and Lan Moin translated, “You may rise. Have a seat.”
You Miao stood, then sat. Watching him with amusement, the boy on the other side of Baoiin explained, “My mother said the weather has become cold. How are you Southerners adapting…?”
The Queen Dowager Baoiin spoke up again, and the boy immediately halted mid-sentence to wait until she was done. Lan Moin translated after. “Hey, Fang. She’s asking what tea you delivered.”
“To answer Your Majesty,” You Miao said with a smile, “the tea is called Biluochun.”
As Lan Moin didn’t know the proper translation for the tea’s name, You Miao proceeded to explain to them a bit about the origin of Biluochun tea. His presentation seemed to please Queen Dowager Baoiin. Noticing the rosary in her hand, You Miao retrieved his prepared gifts from his sleeves and respectfully presented them.
Beside her, Batu reached out and took the case. As he did so, You Miao thought, This family is way too easy to assassinate… If some sort of mechanism that shot poisoned arrows had been installed in that case, there’s no way they’d have been able to dodge. It seems, comparatively, the Tartars are still simple-minded.
Queen Dowager Baoiin opened the case and flipped through the Buddhist scriptures. While she did so, You Miao said to Lan Moin, “I have been indebted to your royal care on this trip to Da’an, so I thought to bring a few sutras to express my gratitude.”
After Lan Moin translated what You Miao said, Queen Dowager Baoiin raised her eyes and gazed at him. She asked something, and Batu translated, “Fang, do you believe in Buddhism as well?”
“My mother worshipped the Buddha in the past,” You Miao answered.
Queen Dowager Baoiin asked another question, and Lan Moin asked with a smile, “How old is your mother?”
“She has already passed away,” You Miao replied.
This response didn’t need translation, as it was easily understood. The Queen Dowager nodded slowly in acknowledgment before she beckoned You Miao closer. Nervous, You Miao crawled forward on his knees. Queen Dowager Baoiin then took out a silk string, which Lan Moin took from her. Lan Moin told You Miao to lower his head, and fastened the string around his neck when he did.
With a smile, Batu said, “My mother said that she can feel your sincerity from this gift of the sutra. We may be royalty, but we cannot take your Han possessions and give nothing in return. She bestows unto you this yellow silk; with it, you are granted the convenience of transport for the duration of your stay here doing business in Da’an.”
You Miao hastily put his hands together and bowed solemnly. Queen Dowager Baoiin seemed to have grown somnolent at this point, and she waved, ordering You Miao’s dismissal.
You Miao exited the palace hall feeling nervous. Considering how listless Queen Dowager Baoiin looked, he worried that his bootlicking might have missed the mark. However, he hadn’t taken more than a few steps outside before Batu caught up to him.
“You, stop,” Batu called out.
You Miao hastily turned around. He didn’t much care for kids like Batu, so it’d be easy to deal with him. Reverently, he cupped his hands in a salute.
“Greetings to the Khan.”
Batu smiled and waved dismissively. “Forego the formalities. You’re called Fang Sheng?”
“Yes.” You Miao hadn’t expected Batu to speak the Han tongue so well. “Princess Lan, she—”
“She is talking with my mother,” Batu said. “Mother told me to see you out of the palace. I also wanted to speak with you.”
You Miao hastily nodded. Although Batu had only just come out, a swarm of guards had already gathered behind him and were keeping a vigilant watch on them both. You Miao thus trailed behind Batu, keeping his back bent and shoulders hunched.
“Are you from Jiangnan?” was the first question Batu asked. “The tea you brought is excellent. Mother enjoys it. I do as well.”
You Miao nodded. “To answer the Khan, the Fang family has lived in Jiangnan for generations. If the Khan enjoys that tea, Fang Sheng will ask the Southerners to bring more next time.”
“Oh, excellent.” Then, Batu said, “I hear Mother say that Lin Ke wants to open a money house in Da’an.”
That was something You Miao only just learned as well. Opening a money house in Da’an would make transactions easier for both sides, but that was Lin Ke’s business and You Miao didn’t know how to respond.
“It is only thanks to the Khan’s great wisdom that we, the Hans, can open a money house here in Da’an. The brothers in the caravan are immensely grateful whenever the subject is raised…”
However, Batu didn’t seem to have the authority to speak on such matters, so he only said with a smile, “I have also spoken on your behalf to Mother. The money house is no issue.”
You Miao chuckled. He found this young khan immensely interesting—the boy was simple-minded and easily agreeable, and it was obvious even from their short exchange that he possessed no real power.
“My Khan, since there are no major pressing issues at the moment, why not come for a cup of tea at this lowly one’s temporary abode? This lowly one has also brought some rare southern trinkets for the Khan to pick at will.”
Batu laughed. “No, thank you. When I am free in a few days, I will summon you to the palace.”
You Miao nodded. As the two stood face-to-face, You Miao couldn’t help but appraise the young boy. Batu was already considerably tall for a boy of his age, though he was still shorter than You Miao. The leader of the Tartars, the king of the sixteen tribes, still looked like he hadn’t shed his boyishness. Evidently, he was still a child who loved to play.
You Miao could understand that, though—what boy didn’t love to play? Feeling a bit of pity, You Miao said, “This subordinate will be in Da’an for the whole winter. My Khan is welcome to come find me any time.”
Batu’s eyes lit up, and he nodded, smiling. Gesturing, he said, “Save the trinkets for me.”
You Miao nodded. Before he could turn around, however, he was startled by the approach of a stalwart man. The man looked You Miao up and down and asked something in Tartar. Batu placed a hand on You Miao’s shoulder, and judging by his tone, he was helping You Miao break away. He shot You Miao a look that told him to leave quickly.
They had most likely run into Prince Gergen—for who else could talk to Batu like that? It wasn’t a good time to provoke the guy yet, so You Miao bowed his head and bade his leave.
Just as he had climbed into the carriage outside the gates, there was noise nearby. You Miao glanced at the commotion and immediately pulled down the curtain.
It was Hemetir’s voice, and it was not far from the carriage. You Miao’s heart instantly started to pound—he painfully remembered this man. The sound of hooves stopped right next to his carriage, and Hemetir questioned the driver in the Han tongue.
“A Han is in there?”
You Miao’s heart jumped to his throat; his whole body was frozen. He couldn’t be sure if Hemetir remembered him, but just as he was at the risk of finding out, a guard spoke something in Tartar. Batu had probably sent one of his guards along out of fear that Hemetir would make things difficult for You Miao. And indeed, Hemetir relented.
As the sound of hooves faded, You Miao slumped in his seat and exhaled a long sigh of relief.
He returned to the inn around dusk, but even then, he continued to tremble after the fact. When Li Zhifeng returned and heard his story, he consoled him steadily.
“Don’t worry. Even if he knew, he wouldn’t dare to do anything to you.”
“He’s not gonna leave us alone,” You Miao said.
“Things are different now,” Li Zhifeng explained. “In the past, the Hans were the ones whose country was being destroyed; that’s why he killed every one he captured. But now he’s been served a defeat by da-ge, and lao-san is in the south. He wouldn’t dare try anything with you; at most, he’d just detain you.”
“Detainment would suck regardless,” You Miao said, resigned.
“If that happened, he’d make you work for the Tartars,” Li Zhifeng said.
That would be a likely scenario indeed. If Hemetir wound up in the south and fell into You Miao’s hands, he probably wouldn’t kill him, but he definitely wouldn’t let him return to the Tartars.
“Where did you go today?” You Miao asked.
“The Donghuo Government Residence,” Li Zhifeng said. “Where the tribespeople are living.”
You Miao was astonished. “You went inside?”
Li Zhifeng nodded, taking out a case of ambergris incense and placing it on the table. The Donghuo Government Residence was a temporary house the Tartars had allotted for the Quanrong to reside in and conduct their business. Li Zhifeng had visited that afternoon and gave Sikland a case of tea and a blue-white tea set on You Miao’s behalf, and also told him You Miao would pay his visit within a few days.
“You’ve got balls,” You Miao said. “They didn’t recognize you?”
“No,” Li Zhifeng answered. “We’re no longer our past selves; Sikland has changed a lot, too.”
You Miao nodded in understanding. Silent, Li Zhifeng sat at the edge of the bed and stared blankly at the floor tiles. You Miao picked up his hand and lightly swung it. He could almost tangibly feel Li Zhifeng’s melancholy—nothing was the same anymore, everything had changed; just as how You Miao’s return to Jiangnan after three years in the capital had made him abruptly realize the people he once knew had become so different. A similar loss and confusion had overwhelmed his heart.
“The elders were right. Once the Quanrong move into the city, they become dogs,” Li Zhifeng said, seemingly impassive. “It’s basically over for the Quanrong.”
You Miao asked Li Zhifeng to recount the conversation he had with them in detail, and from it, he gradually came to understand Dalyeko’s intentions. Dalyeko had stayed in Da’an because he more or less wanted a piece of the pie; even though the Quanrong were living under someone else’s roof and relying on the Tartars, his purpose was obvious.
But Sikland was not the same—the only things he wanted were money and women. He wanted pearls and treasure from the south, he wanted to eat and drink well, and he wanted to bring all the good stuff home to his family. When he led his troops out to battle, he would set the villages and markets ablaze after they plundered them bare. All that he could take was taken; his eyes gleamed with naught but greed. He’d even attempted to demand money from Li Zhifeng during today’s visit. You Miao could tell Li Zhifeng was extremely disappointed by what his childhood playmate had become.
“If it’s money he wants, that makes life easier,” You Miao said. “Let’s go one step at a time.”
An idea gradually formed in You Miao’s head. Sikland and Hemetir maintained an excellent relationship; it was Hemetir who’d recruited the Quanrong in the beginning, and now that he had lost power, their positions had reversed and the Quanrong became the target of his pursuit instead. If You Miao was to target a Tartar weak point, that target was Hemetir, and Sikland would be his opening.
[Text Break]
The next day, You Miao packed a thousand taels of gold and four pearls and personally went to call on the Donghuo Government Residence. But he had gone too early—Sikland was still in bed. You Miao could sense Li Zhifeng’s disappointment; it was nearing midday and the Quanrong were still soundly asleep without a single serious watchman in the entire building. How did this present an image of a people ready to accomplish great things? Only a few bodyguards were awake; those guards were sitting shirtless next to a well, already drunk bright and early in the morning.
Maybe it was because Sikland had given them a heads-up ahead of time, but the bodyguards all recognized the man named “Fang Lang” and let them inside without a single question asked. They gurgled something in Quanrong, then glanced at the two of them. Well they certainly hit the mark on a fluke speaking their tongue in front of You Miao and Li Zhifeng—although You Miao didn’t understand Tartar, he did understand Quanrong. He knew these Barbarians were judging him as they spoke their language in front of the two of them, commenting, “The Hans are here to deliver money to the boss.”
However, You Miao didn’t react and only greeted them with a smile. The Quanrong gesticulated, motioning for them to sit and have tea. Moments later, a large man emerged carrying a wooden tray. You Miao noticed that the errand runners in the Donghuo Government Residence were all men; there was not a single woman.
The man put two bowls of butter tea down at the table and glanced at You Miao. When You Miao looked up, their eyes met. He nodded, taking the tea, but his fingers felt a slip of paper at the bottom of the bowl.
You Miao was stunned.
As soon as his expression changed, Li Zhifeng immediately noticed and turned to look at him. The man had already taken the tray away and left with a bow. Now Li Zhifeng also sensed something as he observed the way the man walked.
“A martial expert,” Li Zhifeng told You Miao in a whisper.
Just then, laughter sounded from the inner yard of the Donghuo Government Residence. You Miao quickly tucked away the paper in secret and nodded with bated breath.
Was the man a spy on their side? Or one of Li Zhifeng’s former subordinates? In the span of only a brief moment, You Miao had come up with many possibilities but quickly invalidated them all—if the man had been Li Zhifeng’s former subordinate, he would’ve given the note to Li Zhifeng, not You Miao. All northern investigation affairs were handled by You Miao and Zhao Chao; it would’ve been impossible to plant anyone in the Quanrong tribe without either of You Miao knowing… Could the man have been a former soldier in the Northern Expedition Army? You Miao really couldn’t be certain anymore.
Before You Miao could think further, Sikland came out of the inner yard. Yawning as he did, he gave You Miao an enthusiastic hug. You Miao was both shocked by the sudden affection and scared that he’d be pinched or clamped again, but thankfully Sikland didn’t play with him this time.
Once the host had settled in the head seat, You Miao said with a smile, “I went to Xiling Palace yesterday, and today I’ve come to see you, general.”
“Let’s have breakfast first. Since you are a happy visitor, you are a friend of the Quanrong!” Sikland proclaimed.
He then ordered breakfast to be served—it consisted of lamb, deep fried noodles, pancake noodles, and horse milk liquor. You Miao didn’t dare to drink so early in the morning, and instead only munched a bit in accompaniment. Perhaps Sikland had already seen the gift because he was acting all too welcoming.
“Fang-shaoye, how long do you plan on staying in Da’an?” Sikland asked.
“I came late this year, so I might have to spend the winter here in the north,” You Miao answered with a smile.
Sikland laughed. “Ha ha, excellent. When the Winter Hunt Festival rolls around, come with us. We’ll go hunting together!”
“Truth be told, general, I’ve come to you with a request,” You Miao said, turning serious.
“Oh?” Sikland nodded, looking contemplative. “Go ahead, speak!” 
Knowing he couldn’t sound too erudite in his speech with the Quanrong, as they could barely speak Han, You Miao was frank. “I heard the medicinal herbs grown on Mount Changbai in the northeast are precious. My uncle is getting on in years. After winter, I want to walk around Mount Changbai to collect some hundred-year aged ginseng for him.” 
“Oh… That’s not a problem. You can count on me.” Sikland gave You Miao a long look and smirked. “If the ginseng is for your own personal use, then I’ll send someone to guide you to Dongchang Province when the time comes, and you can buy whatever you need. But if you plan on doing business, then…who knows what your gege might do.”
You Miao immediately understood what he was implying—he wanted payment again. “We have always admired King Dalyeko,” he quickly replied. “When His Majesty returns, please do speak well of us in front of him. The entire Fang family will remember your benevolence, oh Great General.”
Sikland burst out laughing. “It’s so easy to communicate with you Han folk. Very good! His Majesty probably won’t be back until spring. We’ll cross that bridge when the time comes. We…have ample time, yet!” 
Grinning, You Miao nodded and picked a few things about the south to chat about. He deliberately belittled the south; degrading it to dirt and complaining on and on—all in order to lower Sikland’s guard and portray himself as a talented playboy who was depressed because he’d found no success in life. In particular, he exaggerated the extravagance and corruption of Jiangnan by a hundred-fold. By the end of it all, even You Miao himself believed he was a good-for-nothing aristocrat who had been snubbed across the lands and had come to the north to try his luck.
When the conversation was finished and the liquor was done, Sikland ended up being the one consoling You Miao instead; telling him to rest assured, that doing business in Da’an would build his enterprise. The way Sikland spoke sounded rather like he was sure the Quanrong would wield great power in the future.
As the note was still on his mind, You Miao didn’t want to remain much longer and found an excuse to get away, promising he’d come back another day. However, he remembered something before he left, and asked, “I would also like to call on General Hemetir while I’m here in Da’an, if possible. General, do you and General Hemetir…”
Sikland narrowed his eyes.
“Hemetir,” he said after some thought, “is unkind to the Han.”
You Miao nodded and quickly replied with a smile, “I won’t be going by myself. It’s just… Uncle Lin from the caravan bade me to ask you, sir. It’s not a bad thing to want to greet General Hemetir.”
You Miao didn’t dare to seek an audience with Hemetir on his own at all, but Lin Ke had tried everything and still could not establish contact with the General’s Residence. If they could get through to them using Sikland, then everything would be easy.
“I’ll ask about it for you later,” Sikland promised without fault. “Now off with you, Fang-shaoye!”
“Okay, okay,” You Miao said, plastering a smile on his face. “General, when you go hunting, remember to bring me along to show me how it’s done!”
“For sure, for sure!” Sikland waved his hand, sending You Miao off, and promptly went back inside to inspect his pearls and gold.
As soon as You Miao climbed into the carriage, he sighed a breath in relief and took out the paper slip in haste. Upon it was only a single sentence scribbled hastily in charcoal: Wait for me back at the posthouse. 
It was growing late. The sky darkened quickly in Da’an, and the entire city was pitch black by early evening. Lighting his lamp, You Miao studied the note.
“Why does this writing look so familiar? Who wrote this?”
The more You Miao stared at it, the more he found it odd. Li Zhifeng was stunned as well, and the two paced in the room.
Finally, Li Zhifeng said with a trembling voice, “This is—”
But before he could finish his sentence, three knocks sounded at the window. Li Zhifeng told You Miao to back away to the wall, and when he opened the window, a black-clad man whirled inside along with a flurry of snow and struck straight for Li Zhifeng’s face.
“Watch out!” You Miao cried.
Li Zhifeng blocked without missing a beat. The two exchanged three or five more moves before he heard a low, sardonic chuckle from the masked man’s mouth.
“You’ve slacked on training.”
Li Zhifeng withdrew his fist. The man’s voice thundered in You Miao’s ear.
“Da-ge!”
Surprised and ecstatic, You Miao attacked Nie Dan with a tight hug. He’d never imagined that Nie Dan, who’d been missing for years, would appear in Da’an—and undercover in the Donghuo Government Residence, no less! Nothing would stop them this time around!
“Er-di, si-di.” 
Nie Dan exhaled a long breath and sat on the bed. Li Zhifeng went to close the window, and the three stared at each other for a long time in silence You Miao was so happy he was going to cry; wearing a big smile, he hugged Nie Dan again without saying anything more.
“All right, all right.” Nie Dan tugged You Miao’s hand and pulled him to sit next to himself. He took and drank the tea Li Zhifeng poured, and asked, “How are things in the south?”
“Everything is fine,” You Miao answered. “San-ge is managing the country very well.”
You Miao didn’t want to mention Zhao Chao at first, but since Nie Dan was the one who asked, he’d likely formed his own opinion by now. It wouldn’t be appropriate to avoid talking about the Southern government.
Nie Dan nodded, looking contemplative as he drank his tea.
Grinning, Li Zhifeng asked, “Da-ge, how come you’ve come running to my tribe to be a spy?”
“It’s a long story,” Nie Dan said. “Do you still remember when the Tartar and the Five Barbarian Tribes moved southward, the army I led was ambushed twice? We suffered heavy casualties, and I was washed downstream. My armor, my badge, all of it was lost.”
“I remember.” You Miao nodded, recalling the days when the northern Barbarians entered the Central Plains. A Tartar messenger had come with Nie Dan’s vambrace and waist medal. The entire court thought Nie Dan had died, causing a series of panicked measures that resulted in mistake after mistake.
“It was a Xianbei girl who saved me. She helped nurse me back to health, and took care of me until I returned to the south.”
“I see…” You Miao nodded slowly, staring at Nie Dan. Remembering his cousin, whom he had left behind in Maocheng and married into royalty, he felt it all so tasteless.
When he saw the expression on You Miao’s face, Nie Dan kneeled in front of him and quickly explained, “Xiandi, it’s not what you think…”
Startled, You Miao frantically pulled him up. “Da-ge, I’m not blaming you.”
Only then did Nie Dan sit back on the bed. “I am the one who is not good enough for Miss Qiao. I was worried I’d drag her down with me.”
“It’s all over now. You don’t have to worry about it anymore, da-ge.” You Miao smiled wryly.
Nie Dan was silent for a long time before explaining further, “Wuying saved my life. When I first left the Xianbei, I promised I would find a way to repay her kindness. When I went back to her tribe, I heard she was…assaulted…by a group of Tartars while out drawing water…”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng didn’t dare to comment, and Nie Dan continued, “She stayed in the tribe after that incident and became pregnant with a Tartar child, but died during a hard labor… In the end…I was too late.”
You Miao nodded. “Did she marry?”
Nie Dan’s voice was low as he responded, “No.”
“...” It wasn’t suitable for You Miao to ask further.
Li Zhifeng spoke up instead, “And then?”
“I had wanted to take her son away with me, but since I heard the Tartars were terrorizing the Lingshui riverside, I had the mind to avenge her. When the Tartars came again, I killed Wuying’s enemies to console her spirit in heaven. After that incident, I adopted her son, Chongyang. Wuying’s parents then took me in as their son-in-law.
“Not even a year later, Wuying’s parents both passed away from illness. And so I took Chongyang with me and hunted for a living.” Nie Dan took another sip of tea, then said evenly, “The northeastern Quanrong started war with the Tartars, and the Tartars ran eastward. The local villagers moved away one after the other. I was going to take Chongyang south to live in Jiangnan at first, but before we could, I came upon a group of Quanrong who had been inadvertently trapped by the Xianbei. I saved Dalyeko’s life, so I mixed into his ranks using a Xianbei huntsman’s identity and came to Da’an to gather intel.”
“What about your adopted son?” You Miao asked.
“I left him with a Quanrong huntsman by the name of Kena. They left to live at the foot of Mount Changbai.”
“You knew Uncle Kena?” Li Zhifeng asked.
Nie Dan nodded. “Old Mister Kena is a famous huntsman in your tribe. He never had children of his own, so he adored Chongyang at first sight and took him in as a disciple.”
“Is that okay?” You Miao asked. He couldn’t help thinking that, as an orphan, Wuying’s son would’ve wanted to stick to Nie Dan. But Nie Dan had left him with a Quanrong all the same. Maybe he would feel lonely and helpless…and would miss his adopted father dearly.
“Uncle Kena is trustworthy,” Li Zhifeng said with a nod. “He was the one who taught me the art of archery. He is the Jebe of the Quanrong;[5] his status is extraordinary. Even my brother has to treat him with courtesy.” 
Nonchalantly, Nie Dan said, “Boys need to be polished through the weathering of storms. Besides, I have to lurk in Da’an to avenge his mother Wuying and the soldiers of the Southern Dynasty; I could lose my life with a single misstep. Bringing him along would only add unnecessary danger. But you two can rest assured—your da-ge is not a brash man. If I am able escape unscathed from this, I will return to Chongyang to watch him grow up.” 
When You Miao nodded in understanding, Nie Dan said, “I’ve stayed at the Donghuo Government Residence since and ran errands for the Quanrong. I want to assassinate Hemetir, but never found the chance.”
You Miao laughed. “We’re also here to off him. Now that you and Li Zhifeng can team up, our chances of success are much higher.” 
“No, that’s ill-considered.” Nie Dan shook his head. “We can certainly carry out a straightforward assassination, but no matter how bad the relationship is between Hemetir and Batu Khan, they both belong to the same people. If we kill Hemetir without reason, it will only incite the Tartar to unite and increase the number of obstacles for our northern expedition.”
“I’ve considered the same problem,” You Miao said. “Before we departed, I already knew killing Hemetir was a done deal. The key is how…”
You Miao explained to Nie Dan his poison plan in detail, and Nie Dan was contemplative for a moment before he replied, “That is a good scheme. With a slow-acting poison, he’d die without raising suspicion in around three months; at most half a year… But how do you plan to poison his food and drink?”
“We’re looking for an opportunity right now,” Li Zhifeng answered. “The guy rarely leaves the General’s Residence. He doesn’t come out to buy southern stuff, either. We asked Sikland to recommend us today. If it works out and he connects with Lin Ke, it’ll be easy to pull off.”
“Hemetir has been plotting to get rid of Batu Khan ever since his defeat at our hand and his return to Da’an,” Nie Dan said. “I once overheard him speaking with Gergen. Gergen was given a Prince title and isn’t in Da’an often, but he will be back for the Winter Hunt Festival this year. The major branches of the royal family will come as well. If Hemetir wants to make his move, the festival is his best chance.”
You Miao was jumping for joy; he hadn’t thought that Nie Dan had already gathered so much information. Li Zhifeng was still musing in silence about the plan, his brows knitted.
“Has my brother already agreed to Hemetir’s plan?” Li Zhifeng asked, alert to the potential danger.
“Dalyeko is a very smart man. He won’t move recklessly, and he won’t bet everything on Hemetir,” Nie Dan explained to them. “Because I was at risk of discovery, I only overheard half of their plan; I left for fear that Dalyeko would notice my absence. Though I bet he wouldn’t show any sign of disagreement regardless, lest Hemetir threaten him.”
“Hemetir wanting to rebel makes our life easier!” You Miao proclaimed.
“Hemetir will be going to the Donghuo Government Residence again tonight,” Nie Dan said. “Why don’t we take stock of the situation? Si-di, you will—”
“I’ll come!” You Miao exclaimed in haste. “I’ll come, too!”
As if You Miao could miss out on the action. Nie Dan couldn’t do a thing about him—and besides, he had also missed You Miao dearly after so many years apart. The mission wouldn’t be terribly dangerous with Li Zhifeng around, so he agreed to take them both along.
Changing into dark-colored robes, the two followed Nie Dan out and dove into the night.
[Chapter 65]
Nie Dan had spent years in Da’an and couldn’t be more familiar with the roads of the city. With practiced ease, he found a good spot to eavesdrop. Hemetir hadn’t shown up yet, so the three hid in the shadows atop the eaves of the outside corridor, using the roof tiles as cover. Li Zhifeng was at the front, while Nie Dan had a hand out to prevent You Miao from falling. Their spot looked down on the corridor that led to the inner yard, and was perfect for listening in on conversations inside the study.
“Hemetir has come by many times,” Nie Dan told You Miao in a low voice. “He’s not happy with his situation and wants to even the score.”
“Has he plotted to rebel yet?” You Miao asked in an equally quiet voice.
Nie Dan suppressed his voice further. “Not sure. He’s too paranoid and very careful. I’ve always purposely stayed away when he visits, to prevent myself from being caught.” 
“How many times have you spied like this, da-ge?” You Miao asked.
“This is the second time,” Nie Dan answered next to You Miao’s ear. “Hemetir is very careful. We haven’t come face-to-face yet, but he might have already sensed me because I ran errands at the Donghuo Government Residence.”
“You picked the best place to hide yourself. Dalyeko’s subordinates are all Quanrong warriors; even if a bodyguard rouses his attention, he would only think you’re one of Dalyeko’s hidden elites,” You Miao whispered back.
As You Miao studied Nie Dan, he noticed his hair and eyebrows were slightly dyed. The color of Nie Dan’s eyes was of a lighter hue, so his disguise as a Quanrong should be able to deceive Hemetir.
Suddenly, the torches outside flickered. Hemetir had arrived.
You Miao only glanced down once before he was pulled back into the shadows by Nie Dan. But Hemetir hadn’t noticed them hiding high up on the beams, and only said something in Tartar to Sikland, chuckling. Sikland didn’t behave as politely with him as he had with You Miao, and he frankly beckoned Hemetir to sit, drink, and chat like a familiar friend. 
They conversed in Tartar, and while You Miao understood not a single word, Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng looked grim as they listened in with tightly knitted brows. With no other choice, You Miao instead spent his time studying the body language of the two down below.
Abruptly, You Miao realized Hemetir had grown old. This was the first time that he’d seen the man—the God of War whose reputation clean-swept across the north—since his escape from Da’an all those years ago. Hemetir no longer exhibited the same spirited demeanor he did at the stone fortress back then. Maybe he’d been hit hard by defeat, or maybe it was due to his current situation in the tribe, but he surprisingly looked a little downtrodden.
From but a single glance, You Miao knew Hemetir was destined to lose. That great general and Nie Dan had become the two mighty heroes of the north and south respectively; exalted as living legends. The unyielding spirit that was still inside of Nie Dan was no longer anywhere to be found inside Hemetir—he looked tired. 
After a few exchanges, Hemetir started pressing Sikland with questions, sounding anxious and agitated—however, Sikland only answered him selectively. In the end, Hemetir posed one last question, and this time, You Miao understood one word—they were talking about Dalyeko.
Grinning, Sikland carelessly waved and patted his own chest—probably meaning “count on him” with regards to some promise Dalyeko must have made to Hemetir. This did not seem to be the desired response, as Hemetir stood and dropped a letter before bidding his farewell.
The meeting hadn’t lasted long. Nie Dan looked up at Li Zhifeng and pointed outside, but Li Zhifeng lightly waved, gesturing they should wait a bit longer.
Inebriated from drink, Sikland ripped open the letter’s wax seal and skimmed the contents before tucking it in his breast pocket.
Nie Dan kept his eyes on Sikland the entire time, and a confused You Miao kept his eyes on Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng. A long while later, after Sikland was completely wasted and the servants came inside to clean up and extinguish the lights, the three stealthy eavesdroppers finally left.
The moment they returned to the posthouse, Nie Dan immediately removed his mask and said to Li Zhifeng, “If you and I had teamed up and pursued him as he left, we could’ve struck him dead.”
“That would’ve been reckless,” Li Zhifeng said. “Ziqian was still with us. If we didn’t manage to kill Hemetir and alerted the city’s guards, the entire caravan would suffer.”
“Wait,” You Miao interjected. “Translate to me what they said. Let me analyze the situation.”
Nie Dan paced back and forth in the room and deliberated for a long time before he gave an account of what they had overheard—and You Miao was instantly shocked.
Hemetir and Dalyeko had planned long ago to get rid of the little Prince Batu as soon as possible, and they decided to make their move before the Winter Hunt Festival—the plan would go into action in a few days, when little Prince Batu would be out. Dalyeko had promised Hemetir that he would send his own warriors and personally remove little Prince Batu. But for some reason, Dalyeko had left Da’an ten days ago.
Today, Hemetir had come to confirm the operation with Sikland, and to express his anger at Dalyeko for breaking his promise. In response, Sikland told Hemetir that Dalyeko had left the necessary instructions, and it wouldn’t matter whether if he was present or not. Seeing that Sikland didn’t appear to care about such a major operation, Hemetir exhorted him repeatedly about the matter’s importance before he left in a fit of ire.
“My brother wants to extricate himself,” Li Zhifeng said. “Something coming up in the tribe was merely an excuse for him to leave. Now, even if Hemetir fails, he won’t be implicated in any way.”
Nie Dan hummed in agreement. “Hemetir also left a letter; it’ll be our breakthrough. And once we kill Hemetir, our job will be done. Why don’t we try risking it again tonight—”
“No,” You Miao disagreed resolutely. “Da-ge, do you want to steal that letter?”
“Yes,” Nie Dan replied. “I want to steal the proof of communication between Hemetir and Dalyeko, and find a way to give it to Batu.”
“What if the letter doesn’t mention the revolt?” You Miao asked. “Never mind whether you and Li Zhifeng working together could kill Hemetir; even if you guys do manage it, the results would still be the same without proof of his treason.”
Nie Dan considered this point for a long while, seeming worried as well.
Li Zhifeng spoke up. “I have another question. They want to make a move on Batu when he goes to inspect the grounds for the Winter Hunt Festival, but Batu has his own team of bodyguards, Hemetir can’t leave the city, and the Quanrong are all in Da’an. How do they plan to act?”
“I don’t know,” Nie Dan said. “According to my intel, the Quanrong have no ambush planned in Mount Bailang in the north. There’s not a single huntsman in the area.”
“If Batu is going to the hunting grounds, he might take me,” You Miao said. “Or maybe I’ll use a delivery as an excuse to pay Xiling Palace a visit, and tell him I’m bored in Da’an and want to go out for a stroll.”
Nie Dan was still thinking hard. In the end, he asked, “Si-di, do you think it would be better if Hemetir succeeds, or if he fails?”
Now it was You Miao’s turn to ponder. After a long while, he said, “Both results are fine, but I think the latter is better. If we sit this out and let Hemetir borrow the Quanrong’s hands to assassinate Batu, the Tartars would undergo a shift of power should he succeed; Prince Gergen would take the throne and use Hemetir anew.”
“The fight for the throne would cause disorder for the Tartars for a while,” Nie Dan added. “With Batu dead and Baoiin losing power, her maternal Hun clan would surely break with the Tartars, which would cause the unstable alliance between the Five Barbarian Tribes and the Tartars to fall apart naturally.” 
“But that is something Hemetir could smooth over,” You Miao pointed out. “Besides, he would surely increase defenses after he succeeds to prevent retaliation from Batu’s overthrown faction. It’d be much harder to assassinate Hemetir at that point. Unless the Southern Dynasty immediately embarks on the northern expedition, and…even then, it’d be hard to say.”
You Miao continued, “Let’s consider the second option, where we protect Batu. We only allow him to be briefly imperiled by the assassination, and then steal the letter, which I’ll give to Queen Dowager Baoiin. That way, Hemetir’s involvement would be ascertained.”
“What’s the point of that?” Nie Dan asked. “Queen Dowager Baoiin already knows Hemetir is plotting against her and her son. The reason why she hasn’t removed him after all these years is because she’s wary of the power behind him, as well as the military.”
“It’s part of the process of weakening him,” You Miao explained. “Hemetir was first stripped of his military powers and made a mere figurehead. If there’s irrefutable evidence of a plot by Hemetir, Baoiin and Batu will definitely panic. We can find a way to make Queen Dowager Baoiin grant Hemetir a glass of wine at the Winter Hunt Festival, and which we’ll poison.”
Nie Dan shook his head. “Don’t forget, si-di—you’re a Han. If you went forward with the information, it might be difficult to convince Baoiin and Batu; they’re guarded against the Han.” 
“You forgot Li Zhifeng,” You Miao said.
Li Zhifeng smiled and gave the idea a bit of thought. “It’s feasible. I will escort Batu back to safety as Sanado, and tell little Prince Batu to keep my identity a secret. That way, the Quanrong would no longer be a threat.”
You Miao looked at Nie Dan, who was silent for a long time before he finally made up his mind.
“We will go with your plan,” he said. “It’s getting late. I should head back, lest Sikland grows suspicious of my absence. I’ll see if I can steal the letter and take a look at its contents. I will come find you if anything happens.”
You Miao nodded. In a flash, Nie Dan disappeared out the window. You Miao felt as if a great load was removed from his mind, and he exchanged a look with Li Zhifeng.
“There are still many details to be finalized,” You Miao said. “Let’s first strategize how to implement the plan, and make Hemetir walk into our trap step by step…”
Pulling a chair over, You Miao and Li Zhifeng drew and wrote, discussing the matter for the entire night. At daybreak, they asked Lin Ke about Mount Bailang’s terrain, and also for a roughly sketched map.
In the early morning hours, You Miao was just about to head out to Xiling Palace with all of his necessary things prepared when a guard came with an invitation for an audience with Batu.
Well, isn’t Batu just delightful. Looks like he considers me a friend, and invited me before I invited myself, You Miao thought.
This time, he brought an antique bronze dagger from the Southern Dynasty. It was a sacred weapon which had been excavated from the earth at Lan Pass; it cut through iron like mud and sliced hair simply by blowing strands over its edge. Sure enough, Batu loved it at first sight.
“Say, why was the ancients’ metalwork so brilliant?” Batu asked You Miao.
Since he spent all his time at the palace, Batu was bored out of his mind. The guards were all reverent of him, but no one would joke with him. He certainly had no friends with whom he could casually converse, and You Miao slotted into that role well.
“This was forged by the ancient Huns,” You Miao said with a chuckle. “An achievement of Your Majesty’s maternal uncle’s family.”
“Yes.” Batu knew some of the deeds his ancestors had accomplished, and was even happier when he spotted ancient Hun words etched on the dagger. “When the ancestors were ruled by the Rourans, they were called…”
“Smith slaves,” You Miao answered.
Batu smiled and didn’t say more. You Miao had read some foreign history and knew the Huns had been miserable during the Rouran rule. The Rourans trampled their villages, forced them to smith weapons and then stole them for their own use, took their women for pleasure… You Miao assumed that Queen Dowager Baoiin had often educated her son on Hun history.
“I will cherish this dagger and use it to remind myself to strive for excellence, and be a good khan,” Batu said. “I thank you for this gift.”
You Miao smiled. “Glad you like it, Your Majesty.”
“I will be taking the men to the hot spring at Mount Bailang tomorrow. Do you want to come with me?” Batu asked.
Delighted and surprised, You Miao said, “Sure! It will be my greatest honor to accompany you, Your Majesty!”
“I will wait for you outside the city at daybreak tomorrow. See you there!” Batu said.
You Miao quickly nodded. Just then, Queen Dowager Baoiin also sent a messenger to request You Miao’s presence, for she had heard he was with Batu. Her health had improved today, and after a brief conversation, she had butter tea served for Batu and You Miao.
However, You Miao hadn’t slept at all last night. He’d held strong all morning, but the haze of incense smoke swirling inside the palace halls made him sleepy. Seeing the state he was in, Batu sent You Miao on his way, bidding him to rest well so he’d have the energy for the hunt the next day.
[Text Break]
As soon as You Miao returned to the posthouse, he went straight to bed. In his groggy state, he could sense Li Zhifeng next to him and clung on, refusing to let go. He didn’t know how long he’d slept, and when he opened his eyes again, it was evening and he found himself stripped to a state of complete nakedness.
As for Li Zhifeng, his strong body was like that of a stallion’s; taut and teeming with energy. Unable to help himself, You Miao reached out to grope the muscular body from the pecs down to the abs.
“Is the wifey hungry?” asked Li Zhifeng, now awake.
“Yes,” You Miao answered in a small voice.
Li Zhifeng flipped over and nuzzled his hair, whispering into his ear, “Which mouth is hungry?”
You Miao couldn’t answer, for his lips had been sealed by Li Zhifeng’s in a deep kiss as Li Zhifeng pushed a leg under his and pressed their hardnesses together. Half-straddling Li Zhifeng, You Miao kissed him with passionate abandon.  
Li Zhifeng moved his hands up and down You Miao’s body frantically, pinning him down on the bed and stripping away the blanket to let the moon bathe their naked bodies.
“Cold…” You Miao whispered.
“I’ll hold you,” Li Zhifeng said, his voice a low rumble.
His hot, robust bare body made You Miao unconsciously lean into him to avoid the cold, pressing and rubbing their bodies together in tandem, burning.
The window opened just then with a sudden whap, and there Nie Dan was.
“...”
“...”
“...”
Immediately, Li Zhifeng pulled up the blanket and wrapped You Miao in it.
Awkwardly, Nie Dan said, “I’ll wait outside for a bit.”
“No… No, it’s okay. Come in and sit, da-ge,” You Miao quickly beckoned.
Li Zhifeng burst out laughing and rose to his feet in all his bare-ass naked glory. He pulled on his clothes before he lit the lamp. As for You Miao, he remained wrapped in the bundle of blankets with one leg sticking out.
Nie Dan watched the two of them, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. “And the two of you plan on spending the rest of your lives like this?” he asked.
“Of course,” Li Zhifeng answered.
“We’re married and everything; what more could we ask for?” You Miao added.
“Don’t be ridiculous, what about children?” Nie Dan scolded.
Li Zhifeng looked at You Miao, then at Nie Dan. “Maybe we’ll adopt an orphan; following your example.”
You Miao grinned. “We’re fine. If we happen upon any lone orphans in the future, we’ll take them home and raise them. Wars have raged for years now, and the people haven’t been able to live in peace. Our journey here to the north was to ensure there won’t be any more orphans in the world, right?”
Nie Dan sighed. “Indeed. I’ve always felt that swearing to be brothers with the two of you was the most correct decision I ever made. You are afraid of nothing—you dare to think, to speak, and to do. I am ashamed that I cannot compare.”
“Da-ge, you went undercover in the north for three years without a thought.” You Miao smiled. “You left a high-paying job in Jiangnan to go to some Xianbei village, all for the sake of repaying kindness from years ago. That is the example we should emulate.”
Nie Dan was silent at this, under the watchful gaze of the two of them. Li Zhifeng sat down on the side, and You Miao continued to lean against the bed in his bundle of blankets. 
Moments later, Nie Dan finally said, sounding resigned, “The longer I stay in the north, the longer I feel lost. Regardless of north or south, our race or foreign ethnicities, we are all human. Even when characters like Hemetir exist, so do mothers like Wuying and children like Chongyang.”
After a pause, Nie Dan said, “Chongyang often asked me why the Barbarians and the Hans must fight, why we must die, and whether our hatred is truly irreconcilable. I’d tell him that it is, and we must. Then he would ask me why we must kill one another, when we are all human. And I’d say…that I don’t know.
“For all these years, I often asked myself if there was a way for the Barbarians and the Hans to never fight again.” Nie Dan quirked his lips derisively. “Your da-ge knows that is pure fantasy. How many people have lived, how many years have passed just like this? Our dynasty, the dynasties before us, and all their emperors spent their entire lives looking to solve the border crisis, yet their efforts were fruitless. How could I accomplish such a thing by my power alone?”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng listened to him quietly. Every time they spent time together, Nie Dan said many things You Miao would’ve never considered.
Nie Dan continued, “When I took Chongyang north, we encountered a Buddhist master who had come to the Midlands to spread his faith. He told me: ‘When you are met with joy, remember that it is not forever; when you are met with pain, remember also that it is not forever.’
“The Hans, the Tartars, the Quanrong… We kill and kill each other, but the one who becomes the emperor, the one who rules this land, is transient—like the passing of clouds over the course of a thousand years. We do not fight for the sake of the hatred between the Southerners and the Northerners, but to end wars entirely.”
At the end of his speech, Nie Dan looked up and stared into You Miao’s eyes.
You Miao now understood the reason why Nie Dan had gone undercover in Da’an. “You’re right,” he said.
“It is impossible for the Southerners to exterminate the Northerners completely,” Nie Dan said. “Are we going to massacre every single foreign race; down to the last member? What would be the point of so much death? The father of my son Chongyang is a Tartar, his mother is a Xianbei, my er-di is a Quanrong… If one is born bearing so much hatred, they will live a hard life indeed.”
“Da-ge, those words… I think you might have to go back and say them to san-ge,” You Miao said.
Nie Dan nodded. “That’s just a bit of what I’ve been feeling. I will talk to him myself in due time. After we’ve reclaimed our Han territory, there will be many new and tough battles to fight at court regarding the establishment of new rules with the foreigners.”
It was then that You Miao realized—those three years of toughening had indeed made Nie Dan a different man. He was no longer fighting for the Southern Dynasty—he was fighting for the world; for the many tribes who lived on this land. Their shoulders now carried more responsibilities, and at last, he had let go of the hatred born from the loss of the old motherland.
“Tomorrow, Sikland will send four men out of the city,” Nie Dan said to You Miao. “I will follow and keep a close eye on them. You two must protect Batu closely. When the time is right…” Nie Dan took two small iron pipes from his breast pocket and placed one each in You Miao and Li Zhifeng’s hands. “Light these. We will look out for each other.” 
You Miao nodded. Without any further instructions, Nie Dan leapt out of the window and onto the roof, and departed. Based on what Nie Dan had said, there would be four assassins tomorrow. Four people out to kill Batu, who would be under heavy protection—their skills had to be something to be reckoned with, which meant a fierce fight was to be expected.
But they had Li Zhifeng and Nie Dan on their side—the two great masters of the Southern Dynasty. If not even they could manage to protect Batu, it’d be unnecessary to waste any more effort; they should just pack up and go home to work the fields.
[Text Break]
Early next morning, the bleary-eyed You Miao departed the city with Li Zhifeng in tow, only to discover Batu was already waiting for him on his steed.
Smiling, Batu asked, “Fang Sheng, why are you sleepy every day?”
You Miao couldn’t tell him that he hadn’t slept well for two nights in a row, so he said instead, “I haven’t quite acclimatized yet.”
“Mother says one must train one’s body and not laze about,” Batu said.
“Your Majesty is absolutely right,” You Miao answered, chuckling sheepishly.
When You Miao hopped onto his horse, Batu was astonished. He said, staring at him, “You know how to ride? I was thinking of having someone teach you.”
You Miao’s heart stopped for a second. An unthinking slip-up—he’d accidentally given himself away by riding a horse! Bracing himself, he said, “When I was in the south, I loved riding. My family owns an estate.” 
Batu nodded understandingly. “The trip is very long, let me know when you are tired. Let’s go!”
He shouted something in Tartar, and the two hundred horses of the khan’s touring group shot forth like an arrow, charging into the vast tundra.
The weather had warmed in the past few days, gradually melting the snow and ice. Da’an used to be known as the “Jiangnan of the Northern Frontier,” as its terrain and environment were rich in natural endowments. Because the area was encircled by Mount Bailang, Mount Wu, and Mount Ma’an, incoming cold fronts would be sheared in two and move southward along the Lan Pass and the Qinling Mountain Range. Thus, aside from freak blizzards, the climate in Da’an and its environs remained consistently mild with minimal snowfall. The sun had just risen today, casting its golden rays for a million miles upon the freshly thawed tundra. It was truly delightful and refreshing.  
A whole four hundred miles of road stretched from Da’an to Mount Bailang in the southeast. It had been years since You Miao was last part of such a rapid march, and as the journey advanced, the bumpy ride began to get to him; he had to let Li Zhifeng take him on his horse. Even then, it took them an entire day to reach the foot of Mount Bailang.
That night, the guards pitched tents and made due preparations for entering the mountain the next day. After building camp, they clinked their cups and ate large cuts of roasted meat. All was bustling with excitement.
Smiling, You Miao showed Batu his method of barbequing. Using a handheld pulverizer that crushed green tea leaves into fine powder, he sprinkled the seasoning like pepper generously over the meat as it roasted. In no time, the aroma of tea engulfed the air. Batu was awed.
“Is that the way Southerners do it?” he asked.
“No, I came up with it myself,” You Miao explained.
When You Miao had nothing to do at the estate, he liked to make little gadgets based on the pictures shown in the Mohist Classics, and created endless new trinkets. This pulverizer was portable, and could grind anything—rice, noodles, wheat, peppercorn, and even tea leaves. Centuries ago, the people of the Central Plains would enjoy their tea by crushing it into powder and mixing it with milk, sugar, and salt. Every once in a while, You Miao would try this ancient way of drinking tea and attempt to improve it.
Batu was so impressed by You Miao, he was brought to his knees. “How excellent.”
And so, You Miao gifted him the handheld pulverizer. Batu had grown to consider You Miao a friend at this point, and had even asked to sleep in the same tent. Last night’s business had been interrupted by Nie Dan halfway, and You Miao had wanted to pick up where they’d left off tonight—but unfortunately, Batu was relentless, and thus he had no choice but to enter the royal tent.
That night, surrounded by the undulating howls of wolves, Batu lay in bed and talked to You Miao nonstop without any signs of sleepiness. Having been deprived of it for the past two nights now, You Miao was dying to sleep and gave only puttering non-responses.
As Batu chatted, he couldn’t help asking You Miao about his reputation abroad. “...What do the Southerners say about me?”
Groggily, You Miao thought about the irony of it all. He’d drank and chatted the night away with Zhao Chao in the south, and now he was sleeping in the same bed as the Tartar Khan in the north. Life certainly was full of surprises.
“Probably…not a lot,” You Miao muttered in his half-asleep state. After some thought, he said, “But they say a lot…about General Hemetir…”
“Oh? What about?” Batu asked.
But You Miao couldn’t hang on any longer and started to snore.
The night passed, serenaded by the lullaby of undulating howling, and all You Miao could recall was that dawn came far too soon. Last night’s sleep had left him feeling sore all over, and when he rubbed and opened his eyes, he found his own leg sprawled over Batu’s chest. Batu was still snoozing.
Startled, You Miao promptly withdrew his leg. Now roused as well, Batu sat up rubbing his own eyes. Immediately, their waitstaff entered to serve them. Li Zhifeng coiffed You Miao’s hair, while the guards braided Batu’s.
“You still haven’t answered me, Fang Sheng-er,” Batu said with a laugh.
The way Batu pronounced You Miao’s name in Tartar carried a similar tone to boys of the tribe when they teased each other. When translating this intended tone to his awkward Han, he’d added an “er” endearment. This reminded You Miao of a particular knot type, where two diamonds were stacked. It was a knot that symbolized “two hearts beating as one,” and it made him grin.[6]
“Answered what?” You Miao asked, curious.
Batu grinned and reminded him, “About Hemetir…”
Immediately, You Miao broke out in cold sweat and wondered if he’d said anything he shouldn’t have in his sleepy state. He frantically sent Batu meaningful looks, and although Batu quickly got the message, he also got upset. Now trepidant, You Miao didn’t dare to say more.
The guards delivered their meals then, and Batu said, “Let us eat outside.”
And thus, the food was moved outside the tent.
Batu didn’t say a word for the entire breakfast, looking pensive. Afterward, camp was packed back up, and they continued their journey into the mountain. Along the way, Batu acted distant toward You Miao. Li Zhifeng sent You Miao a questioning look, but You Miao gestured for him to relax and urged his horse to catch up with Batu.
“Your Majesty,” he called, nervous.
Batu glanced at You Miao and said, his smile returning, “You can just call me Batu.”
You Miao was shocked by the honor, but realized Batu had probably grown up alone; with no one but a strict mother and not many friends. If You Miao was still in his wastrel era, he would’ve probably also been delighted by a new friend who knew how to have fun.
But the fact that Batu had no Tartar friends of the same age was information that could not to be neglected. You Miao had the feeling that Queen Dowager Baoiin was in the pro-South, pro-Han faction, for she had taught Batu about the culture of the Central Plains and the Han language—and Batu had likely befriended him at her behest.
You Miao sighed, then said, forcing a smile, “I can call you by that name privately, but Your Majesty is Your Majesty. There are subordinates watching.”
Batu nodded glumly. “You said the same thing my teacher did—that a majesty must act like one.”
You Miao broke into a grin. “But privately, I would rather call you Batu.”
This made Batu smile. Raising his horsewhip, he barked, “Hyah!” He then subsequently charged into the mountain valley. Immediately nervous, You Miao chased after him. Li Zhifeng quickly followed as well, and the two caught up to Batu, worried for his safety.
The ice over the inland river in Mount Bailang had cracked, and pieces clinked together as they drifted downstream. Batu dismounted his horse next to a small stream and washed his face with the water, before he called something in Tartar to the guards behind; probably telling them to stay back. You Miao trailed behind him, keeping him company at a distance. His mind was still occupied by the affairs of Tartar royalty.
“Your Majesty, don’t go into the woods,” You Miao cautioned.
“Your butler looks rather skilled. He will protect us,” Batu said.  
You Miao nodded, while simultaneously shocked by Batu’s keen eye. Apparently, he was quite smart.
As they walked along the edge of the forest, Batu asked again, “What does the Southern Dynasty say about me, and what do they say about Hemetir?” 
“They…” You Miao considered his words carefully before he said seriously, “They do not say anything because you have not yet done anything, Your Majesty.”
Understanding, Batu nodded. “And what about Hemetir?”
“They all hate him very much, because he massacres villages and cities,” You Miao answered.
Although Batu didn’t come in frequent contact with the Han, he would be able to learn everything about the Southern Dynasty if he put his mind to it. Keeping him in the dark and praising him as a wise ruler was unnecessary, as the truth would emerge eventually.
“The Hans don’t want war,” You Miao thus said.
“We don’t, either. Nor do the Huns,” Batu said with a quick smile.
Queen Dowager Baoiin’s maternal tribe was the Hun, who were currently the closest to the Southern Han. Also, their interests were the most closely aligned. The Huns had even struck an agreement with Zhao Chao and secretly provided assistance to the Northern Expedition Army, which was what had caused Hemetir to stumble big time.
“Hopefully there won’t be any further fighting,” You Miao said with a smile.
The two strolled, listening to the babbling brook.
“What kind of person is the Southern Dynasty’s emperor?” Batu asked.
Zhao Chao, huh…? Even You Miao himself couldn’t provide a definitive assessment of the man. He pondered for a long time before he finally answered, “He is a sentimental man.”
“I don’t know how he managed to hold his entire tribe together with his country in shambles. He must be very capable.” This comment clearly implied Batu’s thoughts about his own current situation, and he sighed. “Mother said the Han are less afraid of death than we are. There is much to be learned from you.”
You Miao smiled faintly. “There would still be countless scholars and other righteous individuals even if the Tartars killed every last member of the royal family in the Southern Dynasty. Sometimes, it’s not solely the emperor who rules a country—even if the emperor died, the nation will not perish as long as the people endure and as the kingly way remains alive.”
Batu nodded in understanding. “You are right.” He then grinned and scrutinized You Miao. “You certainly don’t talk like a merchant, more like… Using your Han expression, ‘A good teacher and a helpful friend.’ You are very nice, and you do not lie. I like you a lot.”
You Miao’s heart stopped again, realizing his disguise had slipped…again. He’d lose his face completely if Li Zhifeng and Zhao Chao found out. He flashed a smile, pretending to be embarrassed. “I studied for a few years. I once wanted to serve the country, but unfortunately there was no in for me. So I do business instead.”
Batu nodded, patting You Miao’s shoulder. “If you are able to meet with the Southern Emperor, please pass on a few words for me.”
“I won’t be able to,” You Miao said, sounding helpless. “The emperor is so high up; he’s not someone you can just meet with so easily. Just think—had we not hit it off, I wouldn’t be standing here conversing with you.”
Batu laughed. “You are right. What if I write him a letter? Will he be able to receive it?”
You Miao gave the idea a whirl, and replied, “That should work. When I go back to Jiangnan in the spring, I will personally pass it along to the Supreme Court’s office.”
This gesture from Batu could usher the two tribes into a new era. He intended to ratify a new armistice, for the Tartars did not want to continue the conflict. So many years had passed since the invasion at the beginning that everyone had grown to forget the reason they were fighting—wars were being fought solely for the sake of war.
Had Batu been a bold visionary like his father, he might have flattened every inch of the south. But the truth was, the world’s current three powers—the Five Barbarian Tribes, the Tartars, and Tianqi—had been caught up in the maelstrom of the fight for the Central Plains. The advantages the Tartars once had when they first declared war were no longer as apparent. Hemetir’s defeat had forced the Tartars to reconsider their standing, while the power scale slowly tipped in the Southern Dynasty’s favor. In order to stabilize the political situation, Queen Dowager Baoiin had to consider a long-term approach. And in order to win Hun support, most people in the tribe had come to terms with Queen Dowager Baoiin.
Batu and You Miao were both deep in their own thoughts, and for a time, no one spoke. It was a long time later that Batu asked, “Do you think we and the Hans can coexist?”
“At the moment, tough.” You Miao couldn’t help but be honest. “There’s been too much death.”
Batu straightened his expression and asked seriously, “Then is there any way we can draw a border like we did two hundred years ago, so everyone can do business and interact?”
Also tough, You Miao thought. Although he knew that not every Tartar deserved to die, the feud between the Hans and the Tartars was too deep. He would be the first to shoot down any century-long agreement that gave the Tartars half their land and made the Yellow River the border; he wouldn’t be able to cross that mental line. He’d only accept peace if the Tartars moved beyond the Great Wall.
You Miao didn’t express his real thoughts, however, and only said, “I don’t think Hemetir would want that.”
“He never did,” Batu said.
You Miao sighed. “It’s still better than the south. I heard a few years ago that the former emperor, who had been detained in the north, died on the way back south. It was a huge deal at the time.”
Batu unconsciously knocked a tree with his horsewhip, and said absently, “Hemetir had just been defeated back then. He shouldn’t have been involved in that affair. Mother planned to have him retire in Da’an, but…he and the Quanrong are close…” 
He trailed off when he realized what he said, and didn’t speak more on the matter; You Miao was a foreigner, after all. Instead, he cheerily said, “After you deliver my letter, you’ll come back here, right?”
“Of course,” You Miao answered with a smile.
Nodding, Batu mounted his horse and took You Miao across the dale to go deeper into Mount Bailang.
[Chapter 66]
Another day passed before Batu finally decided to make camp by a lake nestled in a corner of the valley floor. Nearby there was a steaming hot spring that many wild animals flocked to in the winter for warmth. Additionally, the sulfur-infused water had medicinal properties, making it a favored spot for treating ailments. It was an area that promised ample prey. 
You Miao was tense the entire day, and it was obvious Li Zhifeng was also nervous. They had no idea where Nie Dan was hiding in the forest, and that night, You Miao tossed and turned in his tent, his heart pounding with unease. Outside, the wolf pack’s howls were becoming louder. Halfway through the night, he suddenly woke to find that Li Zhifeng wasn’t there.
You Miao sat up. “Li Zhifeng!”
This was the first time on this trip that he hadn’t woken up beside him. He walked out of the tent, looking around.
The Milky Way spanned the sky on this deadly silent night. Standing beneath the expansive canopy of stars brought You Miao a sense of calm and contentment. He took a deep breath of the crisp winter night air, and it cleared his head like nothing else. 
In this darkness, Nie Dan’s position was unknown. Had Li Zhifeng gone out to search for him?
A guard noticed You Miao and said something, pointing at somewhere high up. You Miao understood; he was probably telling him that Li Zhifeng had hiked up the hill. If Li Zhifeng’s whereabouts were known to others, he was likely scoping out the immediate vicinity instead of searching for Nie Dan, since he hadn’t tried to conceal where he was going. Bundling himself up, You Miao hiked up the hill and quickly found Li Zhifeng—who was quietly standing in the hot spring under the starry sky as the water gurgled lightly around him. Displeasure spread across You Miao’s face—how dare he run up here to soak in the hot spring!  
Li Zhifeng didn’t turn his head; he knew it was You Miao by the sound of his footsteps. “What is it?”
“Why are you here all alone?” You Miao asked.
“I’ve spent day and night with you all these years. I need some alone time to think once in a while, too,” Li Zhifeng deadpanned.
You Miao huffed. “Well, sorry to disturb you.”
Li Zhifeng laughed and turned to look at him. “Come here and wash your husband.”
You Miao peered around the edge of the hot spring; he’d been on tenterhooks this whole time, worried Batu was going to be assassinated, and Li Zhifeng had the fine leisure to come up here… Honestly, what was he gonna do with him? 
“Take off your clothes and dip in.”
There was authority in Li Zhifeng’s voice, but it gave You Miao nothing but pleasure. He really wanted to go into the water, even though on the surface, he appeared to be dawdling. Impatient, Li Zhifeng stepped out in one swift stride and picked him up. You Miao was going to cry out in protest, but Li Zhifeng covered his mouth, and he was dragged into the pool with a large splash.
“You—!” You Miao exclaimed, flustered, but Li Zhifeng only laughed and captured You Miao’s lips, his hands reaching out to strip his clothes.
Unable to stop himself, You Miao fervently kissed back and frantically tugged open his own outer robe. The enthusiastic response flared Li Zhifeng’s beastly instincts in an instant, and as the two held each other in the hot spring, Li Zhifeng was so impatient he couldn’t even wait to finish stripping You Miao bare before he pinned him down at the edge of the pool, grabbed his legs, and pushed inside.
You Miao moaned in pleasure. “Ah…”
“Nie-da-ge will keep an eye on things,” Li Zhifeng whispered next to You Miao’s ear.
You Miao’s breathing hitched, feeling Li Zhifeng’s thick sex penetrate the deepest part of him without pause; bringing with it the satiny hot spring water as it fused with the scalding flesh inside. The sensation of the strong, hard flesh invading his hole made You Miao shudder.  
He looked at Li Zhifeng, suddenly a little wistful. That familiar face had become so deeply integrated into his life, yet with every second spent in each other’s company, it became easier by the day to ignore each other’s outer appearance until at last, loving him no longer needed words. The shuddering of his limbs came from the vibrations of his heart, convulsing with love for him.
Li Zhifeng looked blankly at You Miao. “What’s wrong?”
You Miao shook his head. The hot steam blurred his vision as he hugged Li Zhifeng around the waist. Li Zhifeng only paused for a second before he immediately understood and tightened his hold, locking them in a firm embrace in the water.
In a low voice, You Miao breathed into his ear, “What were you thinking about, out here alone?”
Li Zhifeng buried his face in You Miao’s nape, his breath hot as he kissed his neck. “You.”
You Miao moaned as he felt Li Zhifeng’s cock becoming harder inside. Every thrust made his body and heart tremble.
“Thinking about how to treat you well, thinking about how to take you away,” Li Zhifeng breathed, staring into You Miao’s eyes. He eagerly captured You Miao’s lips again, deepening the kiss into a passionate frenzy that stole the air from You Miao’s lungs.
Their bodies were flushed red in the hot spring water. You Miao could feel Li Zhifeng’s abs rubbing against his own cock, and in the hot water, heat surged inside both of them. He was going to faint, and his sight began turning black. Li Zhifeng carried him ashore, baring his strong chest as he did, and securely bundled You Miao in robes before carrying him down the hill barefoot.
In the dark of the night, You Miao remembered it had been a night like this many years ago when Li Zhifeng almost, nearly, left him—it’d even been in the north, too. Still reeling from the hot spring excursion, You Miao hugged Li Zhifeng around the neck and pressed his head against his chest, feeling his powerful heartbeat.
“What about all that is troubling you?” You Miao teased him with a smile.
A light blush colored Li Zhifeng’s cheeks as he answered, “I don’t know if taking you back to the Quanrong with me will make you happy.”
You Miao laughed. “That’s okay. At most I’ll just follow you and be your slave.”
Li Zhifeng laughed as well. When they returned to their tent, Li Zhifeng helped You Miao change into a light inner robe, and the two quietly held each other. Still breathless, You Miao rested his head on Li Zhifeng’s shoulder and squirmed like a puppy, rubbing against his chest. Li Zhifeng tilted his chin and pecked his lips.  
“Sanado,” You Miao said, “if you take me away, I will go with you.”
Li Zhifeng gazed quietly at him; his eyes as clear as the stars in the sky. It hit You Miao just then what he was thinking—he wanted to take You Miao back to his domain and build his own wolf den. He wanted to return to his country and rule as king with You Miao by his side. Over the years, Li Zhifeng had always lived in Jiangnan under someone else’s roof, sheltered by the Han. But ever since his return to the north, he’d begun to think about this question with increasing frequency.
Li Zhifeng didn’t respond to You Miao, and started to sing softly instead. This was a rare event—when they lived in Jiangnan, Li Zhifeng would occasionally belt out a Quanrong song that was rough in vocals and simple in lyrics when he was in a good mood. He’d taught it to You Miao, and told him it was a folk song from beyond the Wall. After translating, however, it turned out to be identical to a Han song called “The Chilei Song.”
Chilei River, Yin Mountains, the sky is like a tent’s canopy that covers the whole wide world… 
But tonight, the song he sang was one You Miao had only ever heard two or three verses of; never the whole thing. Li Zhifeng gazed into You Miao’s eyes as he serenaded him, his eyes twinkling with tenderness. Although You Miao didn’t understand the words, he knew it had to be a Quanrong courtship song.
He caressed Li Zhifeng’s face, and when the song ended, You Miao gently kissed his lips. “What’s that song about?”
“Uncle Kena taught it to me,” Li Zhifeng said. “It’s a song a Quanrong man sings to his lover when he lays down his bow and returns to the village where his wife lives. It’s a homecoming song.” 
You Miao laughed and leaned into Li Zhifeng. They held each other quietly like that; neither spoke, afraid to break the wondrous peace.
“I want to leave now, all of a sudden,” You Miao said quietly. Indeed, at that moment, an indescribable feeling filled him—he wanted to leave everything behind and fly away with Li Zhifeng; to get away from all the hullabaloo and live a small, humble life together.
“Whether we return to the Quanrong still depends on you, wifey. Where else will you have this wolf rest?” Li Zhifeng answered.
That’s true, You Miao thought, and laughed. “Let’s work on that together.”
For years when he lived at the estate, he often thought life dull. At court, he had reached the highest rank possible, outside court, he was tremendously wealthy; it didn’t matter how hard he worked, he had peaked. Nothing motivated him anymore. But now that they came out here, it was as though Li Zhifeng had changed in demeanor and You Miao’s life was filled with excitement again. The two could start from scratch; it was fun just thinking about it. They still had ten years, twenty years, thirty years or more to grow old together, and that notion made You Miao incredibly happy.
You Miao remembered Batu, who was in the tent next to theirs. “Now I’m worried the assassins won’t show up.”
Tomorrow, they would probably walk around a while and then start to head back. They would stay on Mount Bailang for one more day at most. If Hemetir and Sikland’s assassins didn’t appear, wouldn’t they have come on this trip for nothing?
“They will,” Li Zhifeng assured in a low voice. “Likely in the second half of the night.”
Shocked, You Miao asked, “Why do you say that?”
“Don’t you think there’s something off, tonight?” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao pondered for a moment; it was only now that he started to carefully consider their surroundings.
“It’s quiet,” You Miao said.
That was when it hit him—tonight was particularly quiet! Why? At last, he figured out where his unease had been coming from. The night before, packs of wolves had howled in the mountain, but tonight there was not a sound.
“Because of the assassins,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao shot to his feet, but Li Zhifeng tugged him to a stop. “Wait, don’t be rash. Nie-da-ge is lurking. He will send a signal as soon as there’s movement.”
You Miao finally understood now. The time crawled along as they sat in their tent. He could guess what the Quanrong’s assassination plan would be—they would use wolves! The Quanrong prided themselves as people of the wolf, so they had to have a method for controlling wolf packs. Perhaps they’d send wolves to attack their camp and cause confusion, creating a chance for the assassins to swoop in.
The idea made You Miao agitated, unable to sit still, but Li Zhifeng only sat there in silence, focused solely on wiping his dagger. This went on until a single wolf’s cry sounded from far in the distance.
In a split second, the wolf pack in the woods answered. Their howling was hair-raising.
“They’re here!” You Miao cried.
The guards came out of their tents, as did Batu, though he was obviously not yet awake. Sensing danger, the guards called to one another. Although the Tartars didn’t spend their entire lives roaming the land beyond the Wall like the Quanrong, they were nonetheless seasoned nomads of the steppe and had their own way of dealing with wolves.
“Fang Sheng-er, come into my tent,” Batu called to You Miao.
But You Miao knew that being alone in a tent was more dangerous; the group attacking them obviously didn’t care about the two hundred guards around when they decided to make a move. Since he knew about the plot beforehand, he absolutely could not underestimate the enemy.
“Batu, come to the campfire,” You Miao said instead.
“Don’t be worried,” Batu said seriously. “My guards are well-trained; they’re enough to deal with a few wolves.” 
“I just wanted to chat with you,” You Miao said. “Since we’re awake, let’s drink some wine and warm our bodies.”
When Batu heard this, he gladly went over and sat in front of the campfire beside You Miao. Li Zhifeng walked to the two of them and stood behind their backs as he surveyed their surroundings.
“My butler is very loyal and skilled in martial arts,” You Miao said to Batu. “Since he’s protecting us, we only need to trust him no matter what happens.”
“I can tell,” Batu said, grinning.
The approaching wolves were growing in number. Judging by the number of glowing green dots in the wild mountainside, there were probably over a thousand of them.
“This place isn’t good for hunting anymore. So many wolves; the deer are probably all dead,” You Miao said to Batu.
Contemplative, Batu nodded in agreement. “We will go elsewhere tomorrow.”
“We’ve been out for two days now; I think it’s best for Your Majesty to return—”
“Gosh, I finally get out for once, why are you making me go back? I thought you knew my temper by now,” Batu complained, annoyed.
In a serious tone, You Miao said, “No, Your Majesty. Don’t you think the sudden appearance of all these wolves a bit odd?”
The moment he said this, his plan finally began in earnest. He had to place his bets and put everything on the line. The rest would be up to Batu.
Sure enough, Batu narrowed his eyes, now on the alert. “I did not hear the wolves cry tonight, and thought something might have happened… Now that you mention it…”
Abruptly, Batu shot to his feet and yelled something in Tartar. The guards sprang into action at his command and began to dismantle the tents, piling them in the center of the clearing and thus scaling down the necessary circle of defense. It looked like the plan was to burn everything, using the fire to stop the wolves.
“Hang on until morning,” Batu said to You Miao. “We will withdraw from the vale immediately at daybreak.”
Slightly reassured, You Miao nodded. Over their time knowing each other, he came to realize that Batu wasn’t as incompetent as he originally thought. As the candidate for khan, he had surely learned much at a young age.
Batu pondered briefly and turned to scrutinize You Miao with a curious gaze. Sensing his stare, You Miao met his eyes.
“You’re unlike a merchant,” Batu said in a low voice. “Who exactly are you? Do not lie to me.”
Li Zhifeng looked at You Miao, and You Miao exchanged a look with him. After careful consideration, he bowed. “My Khan, I deserve death for lying to you…”
But just then, the wolves moved.
With a loud shout, all the guards gathered to form a protective circle around Batu, Li Zhifeng, and You Miao, cocooning them and facing outward to the leering wolves. The wild beasts were eager, and as soon as the first one lunged, it set off a chain of havoc. You Miao couldn’t hear clearly or understand what the guards were yelling in Tartar, but they were all strong, skilled men who could each face ten opponents. They charged out of the defense circle and struck at the torsos of the wolves with clubs.
This was Batu’s first time witnessing such a situation, and although he appeared calm on the surface, he was nonetheless somewhat frightened deep down. As the first guard fell, more and more injured followed.
Outraged, Batu bellowed, obviously to boost the guards’ morale. However, the sharp-eyed You Miao immediately noticed something amiss—the fallen guards had only been clawed a bit, yet none of them were crawling back to their feet; all were dead. Was it poison that had caused so many immediate fatalities, or something else?
“Someone is taking advantage of the confusion to launch a surprise attack!” You Miao exclaimed. “Don’t leave the circle!”
He clung to Batu, who was just about to leave the protective ring with his sword brandished to monitor the fight. You Miao dragged the boy back to the campfire. Panicked, he turned to seek out Li Zhifeng. However, Li Zhifeng’s eyes were closed and his head was tilted—it seemed like he was trying to discern the minute sounds mixed with the howls of the wolves.
Soon after, Li Zhifeng pulled his longbow and shot an arrow that flew as fast as a shooting star. A wail sounded from atop a tree, and someone crashed to the ground.
Multiple tiny black arrows rained forth from another tree, and You Miao understood at once—they were poisoned arrows! He picked up a plank to shield himself and Batu. More and more guards fell to the ground as Li Zhifeng pulled his bow again, firing another shot. A black-clad man leapt down from the branches of another tree and escaped into the night.
However, the black-clad man didn’t run far before he let out a cry—another man had ambushed him from the side and taken his life. Li Zhifeng shot two more arrows; screams filled the black night, but the situation remained unknown.
A streak of fireworks shot into the distant sky, brightening the dark night.
“Run!” Li Zhifeng bellowed.
Even more wolves were joining the fray as they charged down the hills. You Miao pulled Batu up and broke out of the protective circle.
Batu yelled at You Miao, “We can’t run! There are wolves!”
“Enemy troops are coming!” You Miao yelled back. “Trust me!”
You Miao and Batu stared at each other, and in the span of one breath, Batu rose to his feet to follow You Miao. He shouted something to the guards, who quickly covered their backs to bring up the rear, protecting Batu as they evacuated the valley.
The wolves had overtaken the circle of tents and chased after them relentlessly. The frightened horses had already escaped, yet how could human feet outrun wolves? The guards shot their arrows as they yelled to each other.
“We will not be able to get far like this!” Batu said. “Let’s climb the trees—”
“Follow me! I’ve an idea!” You Miao shouted by his ear. “Trust me!”
Batu didn’t ask any more questions and followed You Miao. They stumbled out of the valley, rushing down the mountain. You Miao didn’t know which direction they should run; he was merely following Li Zhifeng, and Li Zhifeng was heading toward where Nie Dan had set off the signal.
Just then, Batu and You Miao both stepped hollow and found themselves tumbling down a slope. They screamed as they rolled through the dirt, the rough fall tearing the clothes on their backs. Batu was the first to stand after they rolled to a stop, and he quickly pulled You Miao to his feet, staggering as they both continued to run forward. They heard the sound of water ahead—the group had come to a brook.
Batu turned around, seeing the guards holding torches. Thanks to the surprise poisonous arrows and the vicious tearing of the wolves, only twenty or so men were still alive. Batu turned his fearful eyes to the pitch-black valley, where more wolves were advancing toward them in waves.
Guarding the brook, the guards shouted. They probably wanted Batu to run while they, devoted to their lord, would stay behind to cover his retreat, but Batu argued back loudly. The wolves were upon them, but right before they breached, Li Zhifeng drew in a deep breath. Everyone fell strangely quiet.
And then, Li Zhifeng let out a long wolf howl that tore through the black night.
The long, ceaseless howl awakened the sleeping mountains, and the trees rolled like ocean tides in the thunderous cold wind. The Tartars’ faces all changed color, and Batu nearly fell to the ground. His eyes were filled with fear as he gazed at Li Zhifeng.
The sound rocked You Miao to the core. When he noticed Li Zhifeng’s howl was about to climb another decibel, he immediately and subconsciously covered Batu’s ears. The guards who didn’t react fast enough found their ears ringing from the shock of Li Zhifeng’s cry.
It was a long time before Li Zhifeng stopped. The wolves that had surrounded them slowly backed away, retreating into the woods.
Batu was at a loss for words. “You…you are…”
Li Zhifeng looked at You Miao, and when the latter nodded, he pressed a hand to his left shoulder and bowed, saluting Batu with Quanrong etiquette.
“The Quanrong Prince Sanado has come to protect Batu Khan.”
You Miao followed suit and bowed to Batu as well.
Shock brimmed in Batu’s eyes, but it didn’t take long before he regained his calm. His heart still pounding, Batu stammered, “So…so… I actually knew nothing…about this…”
“Your Majesty, now is not the time for pleasantries,” You Miao said. “We have to find a way to get out of here first. Let’s go!
As soon as he said this, everyone began to move again. They stalked along the shore of the brook in the night, escaping the vale. They emerged from the valley just as dawn was breaking, and there was only a short way to go before they’d leave Mount Bailang. Everyone was exhausted at this point.
Looking at the towering mountain ridge, You Miao suddenly said, “I’m going to go up for a look.”
He then trekked to a high vantage point nestled between the peaks at the entrance of Mount Bailang. From there, he could see the vast tundra below, dotted with scattered villages. Batu climbed up as well and stood beside You Miao.
“Look there,” Batu said.
Gazing downward from the cliff’s edge, You Miao spotted a small, clear stream, resembling a jade ribbon shimmering beneath a ray of sunlight. At its end lay their campsite from the night before, and a group of soldiers had gathered there. They looked like small black dots from a distance. 
Batu’s breathing turned harsh; his fists clenched. You Miao sensed danger, however.
“Let’s go; hurry. I’m worried they’ll pursue us.”
In spite of what he said, You Miao knew Nie Dan had been protecting them, and would no doubt be able to handle any pursuers. With his guards in tow, Batu hurried out of the valley and escaped along the plains. Just as You Miao was thinking about how to send word of their predicament, a thousand-strong battalion of Tartar soldiers rushed toward them from the road opposite. This was bad—You Miao couldn’t discern whether they were friend or foe. But when he looked at Batu, the boy gestured for him to be calm.
“They are here for me,” he said.
“But how did they…?” You Miao frowned.
When the troop reached them, the soldiers dismounted their horses and shouted anxiously. Batu was ushered by a band of them to mount a horse.
Understanding what the Tartars were saying, Li Zhifeng explained to You Miao, “Batu snuck out. Queen Dowager Baoiin didn’t know he had escaped the palace and followed the guards to inspect the hunting grounds.”
So that’s how it was… You Miao thanked the heavens. He was just thinking about how it was a long walk back to Da’an, and the trek would’ve surely killed him.
Batu didn’t speak a single word on the way home, and when they returned to Xiling Palace, Queen Dowager Baoiin flew into a terrible rage. Although You Miao didn’t understand the language Baoiin spoke, he knew the misdeed was serious, and it took no effort to guess what the Queen Dowager was saying. Baoiin gave Batu a good scolding, and at the end, she turned to You Miao and Li Zhifeng, asking something in Tartar. Frowning, Lan Moin translated her question to Han.
“Prince Sanado, the Queen Dowager wants to know why you have come to Tartar land. This incident is not unrelated to the Quanrong.”
“I was unaware of the plot at first,” Li Zhifeng answered. “It was a mere coincidence that I should walk into it.”
Queen Dowager Baoiin’s tone eased. She instructed something and the palace attendant brought over cushions for Li Zhifeng to sit upon. Li Zhifeng thus sat down cross-legged while You Miao kneeled beside him to wait on him. You Miao received the milk tea proffered by the attendant with both hands and passed it to Li Zhifeng. Lan Moin seemed to understand their relationship from the way they were behaving.
Li Zhifeng considered his words briefly before he said to Lan Moin, “I have spent a long time in the Southern Dynasty, and now I have returned. I am sure the Queen Dowager and the Khan are aware of the old conflict between my brother and I.”
Lan Moin translated his words to the Queen Dowager, and after observing her expression, she said to Li Zhifeng, “General Hemetir previously reported on that matter.” 
Li Zhifeng nodded. “That’s right. I have come to Da’an with the intention of taking over the Quanrong tribe.”
“How can you prove that you are unrelated to Sikland’s assassination plot?” Lan Moin asked coldly.
“If I was involved, why would I have saved Batu Khan?” Li Zhifeng replied coolly.
Batu said something that caused Queen Dowager Baoiin to rebuke him—You Miao presumed that Batu was trying to explain Li Zhifeng was a good man. After all, Li Zhifeng’s salute at the brook had shown a subject’s courtesy; it was a salute that was only used toward those in high statuses. Li Zhifeng had only ever used that salute toward his father the late Quanrong King, and You Miao.
You Miao shot a look at Batu, and gave a light shake of his head, signaling with his eyes that it was fine as long as he knew the truth; there was no need to insist on it. Batu gave a subtle nod, but their little interaction naturally did not escape Queen Dowager Baoiin’s notice. The mother and son would surely have another argument after You Miao and Li Zhifeng left, but that wasn’t something for You Miao to worry about.
You Miao also noticed that the Queen Dowager herself rarely spoke; it was mostly Lan Moin asking the questions, and translating the answers for her. From this, it was easy to see Lan Moin’s level of favor.
“Since you and Dalyeko are at such odds with each other, how did you come to know about the assassination?” Lan Moin asked further.
Li Zhifeng raised his eyes and answered, “Sikland has some of my former subordinates. Is that very strange?”
Queen Dowager Baoiin sighed when she heard the answer Lan Moin provided, and Lan Moin asked, “What are your plans?”
“What I, Prince Sanado, want to know is what are your plans?” Li Zhifeng bluntly questioned back. “We Quanrong say what we have to say with honesty, and I say I saved your Khan. You should know the gravity of this incident had we not been present. My sole reason for coming to Da’an was to deal with the traitors of my tribe; I only lent a helping hand for the sake of Fang Sheng’s friendship with Batu. But now you question my motives?”
Lan Moin’s expression darkened at Li Zhifeng’s interrogation. She looked at him, then at You Miao, but in the end she still translated what had been said to Queen Dowager Baoiin.
Queen Dowager Baoiin put down her tea bowl and spoke. There was some hesitation, but in the end, she smiled at Li Zhifeng.
Reluctantly, Lan Moin said, “You… Sanado, don’t be so rude. You’re a prince, and I’m a princess. I don’t owe you anything.”
Frosty-faced, Li Zhifeng only listened; he didn’t respond. Batu interjected to smooth the conversation, saying, “My cousin is clumsy with her words. Please do not take it to heart, Sanado…”
But he quickly shut up when Lan Moin shot him a glare. You Miao couldn’t help but laugh at the exchange, and his mirth eased the mood in the room.
“Sanado, the Queen Dowager said she has always admired your father and respected the Quanrong tribe,” Lan Moin said. “Your brother Dalyeko has also befriended the Tartar royalty… This matter…” 
Batu suddenly spoke up and rattled off a long string of something or other. You Miao was slightly touched.
After heaving a sigh, Lan Moin said, “The Tartars might not be able to help you.”
Batu became furious and said something harsh to Lan Moin, but was halted by the look Queen Dowager Baoiin shot him. You Miao immediately understood. Queen Dowager Baoiin’s original words were likely thanking Li Zhifeng for what he had done for the Tartars, and asking him what they could do to help him in return. But Lan Moin was well aware of the significance of the matter, and it implicated too much—Hemetir and Dalyeko’s collusion was not something so easily resolved by a mere statement, which was why she didn’t dare to make promises and attempted to postpone further discussion to a later time.
Li Zhifeng eased slightly and nodded. “That is fine. Batu Khan is not only the Tartar’s Son of Heaven, he is also our friend. We are all the sons of the great White Wolf God, and so we should help one another. In the grasslands, there is no bird who does not need wings, and no man who does not need friends. I have done what is within my duty.”
Lan Moin translated for Queen Dowager Baoiin, who nodded at Li Zhifeng directly and smiled. She said something which You Miao knew to be, “Thank you.”
As part of the nomadic way of communication, since Li Zhifeng had spoken using a proverb, Batu had to respond in kind. Thus, he said, “A lone wolf wanders in helplessness, whereas a pack of wolves is invincible. I thank you for your help, Sanado. I will not forget this kindness.”
“You’re welcome.” Li Zhifeng stood up and said, “I have another presumptuous request. I have exposed my identity, risking my life, which would make me an easy target for Sikland—”
Lan Moin cut Li Zhifeng off. “We are not ingrates. We will guard your secret.”
“That would be excellent.” Li Zhifeng nodded and motioned at You Miao. Understanding, he and Li Zhifeng took their leave and left the palace.
Once back at the inn, You Miao finally sighed a breath in relief. Li Zhifeng helped undress him and carefully inspected his injuries. Neither of them had been bitten by the wolves, sustaining only minor wounds. Now that their plan had succeeded, You Miao considered their next move while Li Zhifeng applied cream to his cuts. Although Li Zhifeng had asked Queen Dowager Baoiin to help keep their identities hidden, the truth was that they’d already been pretty much exposed to Hemetir.
Hemetir would have been the first to know about Batu sneaking out to see the hunting grounds, and had consequently plotted around that. He had likely planted spies beside Batu, and because of them, he had to have known Li Zhifeng and You Miao were part of the entourage. Li Zhifeng’s howling had stopped the wolves that night and ruined Hemetir and Sikland’s assassination plot, which surely had alerted both the Quanrong and the General’s Residence. That would prompt them to dig into their identities, and they would certainly find out Li Zhifeng was Sanado.
In spite of this, Hemetir was already teetering on the edge now that Queen Dowager Baoiin had found out about his plot. Once she had the evidence in her grasp, his head could roll at any time. However, before that happened, Hemetir still might not dare to make any attempts on Li Zhifeng and You Miao’s lives. You Miao opened the window and glanced outside, noticing a group of guards surrounding the posthouse.
“Did Batu send them to protect us?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“Most likely,” You Miao said. “And likely as a warning to Hemetir and Gergen. Now they won’t dare act rashly anytime soon.”
“I think it’s very possible they still can’t kill Hemetir just yet,” Li Zhifeng said.
“We’ve done almost all we can. Now it depends on what Queen Dowager Baoiin and Batu are capable of.”
Be that as it may, You Miao had a strong feeling Batu was now determined to kill Hemetir. Although Batu had been raised by a woman, the mother and son were no pushovers. Since they were able to succeed in the fierce fight for the throne, they were competent in their own right.
What he was more worried about was whether Nie Dan could sneak past the fray to deliver communication. Nie Dan should have escaped, but nothing was ever sure.
[Chapter 67]
You Miao didn’t dare to over-think the matter of Nie Dan’s safety, and after an entire day spent running around, he collapsed in bed and fell into a deep slumber. Sometime in the night, he faintly heard Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng talking. However, when he opened his eyes and sat up, the room remained shrouded in darkness. The two figures were engaged in conversation under the gentle glow of moonlight. 
“The letter is on the table,” Nie Dan said to You Miao, noticing him awake.
You Miao nodded. “I’ll find a way to deliver it to the palace. What was the reaction of Sikland’s faction?” 
“They panicked,” Nie Dan replied. “Last night, when Hemetir learned their plot had failed, he went straight to the Donghuo Government Residence. He was still there when I hurried back today.”
“Were you discovered?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“No.”
You Miao was still mildly worried that Hemetir would see through Nie Dan. “Why don’t you stay? Don’t go back there anymore.”
“If I don’t go back, how will I listen in on their designs?” Nie Dan said. “Someone suggested luring you two into the Donghuo Government Residence to kill you there, and Hemetir shot that idea down.”
“Did they notice the letter’s disappearance?” You Miao asked.
“No,” Nie Dan replied. “The day before yesterday, Sikland sent out a messenger to deliver the letter after I’d gotten back. I pursued the messenger for forty miles and swapped the letter out with a substitute when he stopped at a post station.”
You Miao had to hand it to him—Nie Dan was honestly too amazing; there had not been a single missed thread. You Miao had always suspected that Nie Dan understood it all deep down. He simply didn’t want to stick around at court to be a high official; he had his own convictions. Most of the court would be no match for this fierce general so well-versed in battle stratagem.
“In five days, Hemetir will burn his remaining bridges and find a way to kill Batu at the Winter Hunt Festival,” Nie Dan said. “Sikland strongly opposes this plan, however, and wants him to wait until Dalyeko is back.”
“When is my brother returning?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“He went back to the northeast for peace talks with the Goryeo King,” Nie Dan explained. “When he left, he said he would be gone for three months and return to Da’an come spring next year. The letter Sikland sent told him to hurry back as soon as possible—except I swapped it out, meaning he won’t be coming any time soon.”
You Miao was practically on his knees, so impressed he was by Nie Dan.
“Don’t go back there anymore,” Li Zhifeng said. “Things have turned hostile with Hemetir. If you accidentally expose yourself and wind up in his hands, it will be very dangerous.”
When Nie Dan hesitated, Li Zhifeng added, “I’m not worried about Sikland, but I worry that Hemetir will see through you. If you’re caught, it will definitely hamper us.”
“I’m worried about Chongyang,” Nie Dan said. “If Dalyeko discovers him…”
“Mister Kena will not be partial to my brother,” Li Zhifeng said. “Since he agreed to take care of your adopted son, there will be no issues.”
After a long consideration, Nie Dan acquiesced at last. “All right.”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng both sighed in relief. You Miao was genuinely frightened that Hemetir and Sikland would capture Nie Dan if he went back to the Donghuo Government Residence, and then chop off his limbs or something. Better be safe than sorry.
“Then I will be intruding on you two for the next few days,” Nie Dan said, smiling.
“Don’t worry about it,” Li Zhifeng and You Miao said at the same time.
Thus, Nie Dan settled in their room and bunked on the floor. You Miao didn’t dare to let anyone outside know about this arrangement and tried to keep Nie Dan inside as much as possible. After all, Sikland would surely notice if the Donghuo Government Residence was missing a person.
Sure enough, a messenger came that same afternoon to invite Li Zhifeng and You Miao to the Donghuo Government Residence for a drink. You Miao declined it directly, citing that he wasn’t feeling well.
No one at the inn knew what had happened to prompt the solid wall of guards outside. You Miao had a brief talk with Lin Ke and decided to have the caravan return to the south before the Winter Hunt Festival. That way, it would be easier for him and Li Zhifeng to make their getaway later. 
“Shaoye, will you leave right after the Winter Hunt Festival? You’re not staying until spring?” Lin Ke asked.
“Plans have changed,” You Miao replied. “Things have gone smoother than I expected… That’s all.”
After much thought, You Miao was still slightly worried the plan wasn’t one hundred percent solid. What if they didn’t manage to kill Hemetir during the Winter Hunt Festival and the Tartars retaliated? That situation would be extremely perilous if it came to pass. You Miao had Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng by his side right now, and everyone had to stay safe. It would be a massive loss to the Southern Dynasty if any single one of them got caught by the Tartars.
“As soon as you leave Da’an, send someone to hurry back at top speed.” Being thorough, You Miao opened the map and pointed out various spots to Lin Ke. “Ask the Capital Army to increase patrol and guard every official road south of the Yellow River. And then send a small military escort fifty miles outside of the Lan Pass. Bring good horses to stay on standby. Disguise the soldiers as civilians and write “Zhao” on the outside of the building using charcoal. Station a row of vessels at the pier of the Yellow River’s north shore, one every three miles, ready to take us across the river. Even a sampan boat will do.”  
“After we leave, I will rush to make the arrangements myself,” Lin Ke said.
“I’m counting on you.”
With this in place, all they needed to do was hop on a horse and leave Da’an. It would likely take days for Batu to realized You Miao was gone. Once they reached the Yellow River, they would be able to cross it directly, and the Tartars wouldn’t be able to catch up.
The two escapes in the past were still fresh in You Miao’s memories; there must be no mishaps this time. After he studied the route out of Da’an, he returned to his room to find Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng building a sand table, so he watched quietly from the side.
Using wood and chess pieces and other items, Nie Dan built a simple model of Yanbian, Da’an, and many other cities. Since they were idle with nothing to do, waiting for news from Xiling Palace, they spent their time simulating tactics to prepare for the upcoming northern expedition.  
Sikland didn’t seek them out again, nor did Hemetir make any moves. It felt like something dangerous was quietly brewing in the shadows, and it made You Miao uneasy.
However, Nie Dan only said, “Meet change with constancy.”
With Li Zhifeng’s protection and Nie Dan beside him—both of whom were extremely dependable, in You Miao’s opinion—You Miao stopped worrying and let the situation develop freely on its own.
Two days later, Batu personally came calling.
Wearing a wolf fur hat that hid half of his face, Batu’s visit was a surprise to everyone. Nie Dan immediately cleaned up the sand table, pushing it under the bed, and ducked into the closet to hide and listen to the others’ conversation.
You Miao didn’t say much, however. He gave Sikland’s letter to Batu, then went to grind tea powder and boil water with which to brew milk tea.
“Batu Khan, you should not come to the inn at a time like this,” Li Zhifeng said.
“It is fine,” Batu said absently as he read the letter. “The warriors I brought this time are enough to protect me in Da’an. Besides, Hemetir wouldn’t dare make a move.”
Hearing this, You Miao knew that Hemetir’s intent to rebel had been exposed. After Batu read the letter, he tucked it into his breast pocket and heaved a long sigh.
“Just as I thought.”
Li Zhifeng asked, “What else did he do?”
“He planted his own people in my guards to have me killed. Fortunately, you have gotten there just in time. I thank you. Sanado, in the future, the Tartars will be the Quanrong’s most loyal friend.”
“You’re welcome,” Li Zhifeng said evenly.
This was the third time Batu had said thank you, but how he’d feel in the future would be hard to say. Right now, Batu assumed that Li Zhifeng was here to assert himself as the Quanrong’s young prince in order to reclaim his country—but his opinion might change once Li Zhifeng returned to the south and started war.
Sure enough, Batu already knew everything that Li Zhifeng had accomplished for the Southern Dynasty, and said, “With your ability, you do not need to rely on the Southern Hans.”
“In my most difficult times, it was the Southern Han who saved my life and allowed me to keep living,” Li Zhifeng answered.
When it was clear that Li Zhifeng wouldn’t clarify his position with regards to the Southern Dynasty, Batu nodded and didn’t pry further. He asked instead, “Do you plan on defeating Dalyeko in a duel?”
“I haven’t decided yet. We will see,” Li Zhifeng said.
“What are your plans for the future? Will you never return to the south?”
Li Zhifeng contemplated the question, and said, “I cannot promise you that. But one day, I will return to my tribe to lead my people.”
Batu laughed. “I believe you. Mother does as well.”
Li Zhifeng’s principle was to never lie, whether it be to himself or to his enemies; an ambiguous response was already his limit. Had it been You Miao, he would’ve bluffed his way through and said whatever Batu wanted to hear, even going as far as to say he would serve the Tartars.
But Batu was able to accept Li Zhifeng’s answer much more. He smiled and said, “If you require assistance, all you need to do is ask. We will be happy to support you.”
You Miao knew this was Batu trying to draw Li Zhifeng to his side—it was exactly as he had expected. Even though Dalyeko had been friendly with Hemetir for years, he was an ambitious man, and everyone was guarded against him—even Hemetir.
“I will remember this promise,” Li Zhifeng said.
“The Winter Hunt Festival is in a few days. Join me, I will give you both a spot.”
You Miao’s brows furrowed deeply, but he didn’t interject, knowing that would be against etiquette. Batu had discerned what was on his mind, however, and said, “Hemetir is digging his own grave. Do not worry, I will deal with him.” 
You Miao nodded and ceased to worry, knowing Batu had to have his own arrangements, and that the Tartars would have their own rules to abide by.
Ready to leave, Batu stood up. But just when You Miao was about to see him off, Batu asked, “That night at Mount Bailang, I saw a signal firework in the distance…”
You Miao paused at first, then answered, “That was from our companion.”
“Which one?” Batu asked with a smile. “Since he also saved me, he should be rewarded.”
“He handles dangerous matters for me; it would be unsuitable for him to show his face. Sanado will transmit Your Majesty’s good will to him,” Li Zhifeng replied.
Batu nodded. As the two saw him off downstairs, another thought hit Batu, and he asked, “A man has gone missing from the Donghuo Government Residence. Is he your subordinate?”
Li Zhifeng didn’t try to lie to Batu, and answered honestly, “Yes. I worried Sikland had grown suspicious after that incident, so I assigned him other tasks.”
“Hemetir is investigating his whereabouts. Please tell that warrior to be careful,” Batu said.
That was close, You Miao thought. Just as he thought, Hemetir had become suspicious. Thank goodness he was adamant that Nie Dan didn’t go back, otherwise they’d have been pushed to a defensive position again.
“If chance permits, I do very much wish to meet that warrior,” Batu said with a smile.
You Miao was taken aback, but before he could process what Batu meant, Li Zhifeng thought of something else. He pointed at the other rooms while looking at him with a questioning gaze.
“Oh yes. Your Majesty.” You Miao stepped forward and bowed. “Fang Sheng has a request.”
Batu tugged You Miao’s hand and said, “Call me Batu, like before.”
Smiling, You Miao said, “We have drawn Hemetir and Sikland’s attention, and I worry the Han merchants who journeyed with us will be pulled into this affair. I want them to return to the south as soon as possible…”
“Not a problem,” Batu promised. “Send someone to pick up the necessary travel documents from Xiling Palace in the afternoon. A guard will escort them along the way.”
Reassured, You Miao saw Batu out the door and watched as Batu mounted his horse and left.
No matter how much You Miao thought about it once they were back at their room, what Batu had said didn’t sound quite right—he cared too much about the mysterious, absent third person. You Miao and Li Zhifeng analyzed what Batu said with Nie Dan.
“Why would he notice you in particular?” You Miao wondered.
“The news of Hemetir investigating my whereabouts has likely reached Xiling Palace already,” Nie Dan replied after pondering the question. “Queen Dowager Baoiin has her own information channels.” 
“Could they have discovered your real identity?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“I don’t think so,” You Miao answered. “If they really did see through him, all three of us would’ve been arrested. General Nie, undercover in Da’an? Insanity!”
“Da-ge, did you leave any tracks behind at that Xianbei village?” Li Zhifeng asked.
Nie Dan thought long and hard before finally shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have.”
“Assuming Sikland and Hemetir are both now suspicious and investigating your background, they would trace things back to the location where you saved Dalyeko and joined the Quanrong escort squad,” You Miao said. “Under those circumstances, anyone observant would think to investigate the nearby Xianbei village. Hemetir knew where you were located back when we were at war, and that you were saved by a Xianbei girl.”
Nie Dan jolted. “You’re right. With that association, the clues could very possibly lead to me.”
“You absolutely cannot show your face at the Winter Hunt Festival now,” Li Zhifeng said. “Otherwise, the plan to target Hemetir might become aimed at you.”
You Miao was slightly more optimistic, however. “I’m guessing the current situation is this: Hemetir figured out you’re the errand runner at the Donghuo Government Residence, but Batu and Queen Dowager Baoiin don’t know that part. Batu only knows that you’re a significant figure; someone Hemetir is trying to track down, no matter the cost.”
Nie Dan nodded. “That makes sense. It takes days to travel to Chongyang’s birth village for an investigation; he could only speculate.”
Li Zhifeng said, “Go back south with the caravan, da-ge—”
“You two are risking your lives in the north, so how can I leave on my own?! Do not bring this up again,” Nie Dan scolded.
You Miao and Li Zhifeng exchanged a look. Knowing Nie Dan would not leave by himself, they didn’t try to persuade him again. The three discussed their plans to ensure Hemetir’s absolute downfall. Li Zhifeng would be the best candidate to assassinate him; they would be able to escape without issue with him in the lead. As for Nie Dan, he would lurk in the hunting grounds to wait for the other two, though his own safety would be the priority. 
That day, Lin Ke went to Xiling Palace and collected the travel papers which had been personally approved by Batu, and the caravan was ready to depart the following morning. As You Miao bid the group farewell, he gave the money bills he’d earned in the north to Lin Ke, instructing him to hand the money to Qiao Jue.
After sending off the caravan, You Miao remarked, amused, “Why does this feel like I’m planning my own funeral?” 
Absently, Li Zhifeng responded, “They’ll be able to escape. It’s just annoying that we won’t have anyone around to do our bidding.”
“Just let them all go home,” You Miao said, after a brief thought.
It would certainly be easier to keep a gopher around to heed commands and run errands, but any extra people would only become a burden when it came time for You Miao and Li Zhifeng to make their hasty getaway. If those helpers remained in Da’an, they would consequently become scapegoats. A life was a life, no matter whose it was.
[Text Break]
Many days had passed since everyone had left. The three remaining men now had to do everything with their own hands—including cooking. Thankfully, Lin Ke and the others had purchased enough food, so the three entered the kitchen. You Miao prepped the meat, Nie Dan kneaded dough, and Li Zhifeng took care of the cooking.
“Er-di’s cooking has always been delicious,” Nie Dan teased in good humor. “I haven’t had the luck to eat it for years now. I often miss the food at your estate.”
“Ziqian is the one who taught me everything,” Li Zhifeng said.
“Oh? A gentleman strays from the kitchen, but si-di actually knows how to cook?”
You Miao laughed, knowing Li Zhifeng was only flattering him. Why would a young master such as him enter the kitchen? But You Miao loved to eat, and knowing gourmet, he knew how to enhance dishes to make them delicious. Although he couldn’t do any of the actual cooking, he knew how it worked; it was much like the relationship between a culinary god and a chef. And so You Miao accepted the praise without qualms, grinning all the while.
There were still some servants who ran basic errands at the posthouse, but because Nie Dan was staying there, You Miao didn’t dare let anyone casually enter the room. He forbade the servants to enter the inner hall, and only asked that they tidy the bedroom twice daily; the servants were free to spend the rest of the time as they wished. This meant everything else—the big and small chores alike—fell on the trio’s own shoulders. 
You Miao made a meat pie—steamed pork with salted bamboo shoots—and also whipped up a milk cake. Li Zhifeng placed the milk cake’s batter in the steamer basket, and then simmered braised beef in a separate clay pot.
Smiling, Li Zhifeng said to Nie Dan, “If you come live with us once this is over, you’ll be able to eat our cooking every day. You’ll always be welcome in Quanrong.”
Nie Dan laughed. “Wherever you two are, there is never a lack of food. Once the country’s affairs are settled, I’ll rely on you two for my food for the rest of your lives. Hopefully you won’t find da-ge annoying then.”
The three all laughed at that.
Nie Dan was a large, strapping man, and a manly man such as he was busily kneading dough. He said as he worked, “I still remember the bowl of noodles Miao-zi treated me to the first time I went to his estate.” 
“Oho.” You Miao laughed, a little surprised. “Da-ge still remembers?”
“Of course,” Nie Dan said. “It had four folded eggs, and even braised meat to top it off. Your da-ge hadn’t had such good noodles since the fall of the old capital. During the expeditions later on, I often missed the good food served at your estate.”
You Miao still remembered how after Nie Dan had taken them across the river, he’d consumed that very bowl of noodles in a rush and went straight back to fighting. He’d looked totally indifferent to the food at the time, yet it would appear that the truth was that it’d stayed on his mind all these years. With this, You Miao was forced to change his views about Nie Dan—it would seem that deep down, Nie Dan was aware of those who treated him well.
He never dared to ask Nie Dan about Zhao Chao, but he couldn’t help but say, “Da-ge.”
“Hm?” Nei Dan answered.
In a serious tone, You Miao ventured, “San-ge, he…”
The pause inside the kitchen was almost tangible, and the air turned awkward.
“He had no alternative. It’s been so many years; please let go of whatever you can,” You Miao said.
At ease, Nie Dan replied, “What else can I do if not let it go?” Then he took a knife and began to cut the dough. “Birth, old age, illness, death; in a few years, I will have to let it go regardless.”
“You guys keep chatting, I’m going to send someone to buy wine,” Li Zhifeng said, putting the items on the counter in order and then went out.
As small bursts of steam rose from the steamer basket in the kitchen, the winter evening felt as if You Miao and Nie Dan were transported back to that night in the Administration Chamber’s yard.
“Da-ge, when you return, don’t yell at him anymore,” You Miao pleaded. “I feel very sorry for san-ge.”
Nie Dan gave a light smile and shook his head, resigned.
You Miao rarely saw Nie Dan’s real smiles; they only made a few appearances in his memories. Once was the open laughter on the night they swore to be brothers, and once was the gentle smile he displayed when he first made the acquaintance of You Miao’s cousin in Maocheng. Aside from these two occasions, the other times were all wry smiles.
“It’s not like he had a choice,” You Miao said absent-mindedly, sitting to the side to peel onions. When he noticed Nie Dan was about to speak, he raised his hand. “Oh, nope, stop right there, da-ge, don’t repeat yourself.” 
Nie Dan could never win with You Miao. “I’ll not pull out the code of ethics and virtues to beat you with—loyalty, filial piety, benevolence, righteousness, and all that. Let me just ask you one thing—do you see him as an emperor or a brother?”
Solemnly, Nie Dan continued, “The relationship between a man and his brother and that of his emperor is different. You cannot just do as you please and consider him a brother when you value affections, and then bring out his status of emperor to excuse him when he kills his father and brother. If you continue to fool around like this, it will only be a matter of time until you are the one who loses.” He sighed at the end. 
“I can never out-argue you,” You Miao said helplessly.
Nie Dan replied, “But once I go back, I will not fight with him anymore. Your da-ge promises you.”
At last, You Miao sighed in relief, knowing that Nie Dan had finally conceded to compromise.
“If we fight all year, we’ll have lost out on a whole twelve months of life,” You Miao said, chuckling. “Old friends are hard to keep; who knows what everyone will be like in a few years.”
Nie Dan nodded. Despite what Nie Dan had promised him verbally, You Miao knew that his heart hadn’t actually conceded a thing. Reason would be the only way to truly convince him. But that was just how he was—that is, freaking stubborn—and it was precisely because he was that way that You Miao sincerely recognized him as his da-ge. It was also why, whenever the court officials mentioned Nie Dan, they could not help but courteously address him as “General Nie.”
That night was New Year’s Eve, and snow fell thick and heavy in Da’an. Inside the warm main hall, the table was set sumptuously with dishes.
After heating the wine, Li Zhifeng raised his cup to Nie Dan and said, “Da-ge, we salute you…”
“And love you…” You Miao added.
“Pfft—” Li Zhifeng instantly laughed, unable to stop himself, while Nie Dan flushed deeply in embarrassment.
You Miao also laughed, shamelessly cheeky. “But it’s the truth! The south doesn’t want da-ge, well I do. When we get back, you just come knead dough and work the fields at my estate.”
Nie Dan grinned. “Sounds good. Er-di, si-di—your da-ge toasts to you as well. Such good brothers you are.”
Normally, Nie Dan wasn’t one to express his feelings aloud. The toast sounded incredibly awkward, but it was the most ardent affection he could muster. You Miao was profoundly aware of how difficult it’d been for them to reunite like this in Da’an, a place thousands of miles away from Jiangnan.
Light snow flurried in Jiangnan that New Year’s Eve. Standing in the Imperial Garden, Zhao Chao gazed upward to the sky where dark clouds loomed, and heaved a long sigh.
“Your Majesty.” Qiao Rong approached and bent at the waist. “All the officials are in the hall now.”
Zhao Chao turned around as soon as Qiao Rong bowed. The sight of her face reminded him of a certain cheeky, jesting brat.
“Ziqian and Li Zhifeng didn’t say when they would be coming back?” Zhao Chao asked quietly.
Qiao Rong smiled and shook her head. “That brat has always had his own ideas, ever since he was young. Your Majesty need not be concerned for him.”
Zhao Chao took Qiao Rong’s hand, and the two majesties walked toward the scintillating palace hall where a banquet was being held for the civil and military court officials. Grand Academician Li Yan of the Wenxuan Library, the ministers of the six ministries, and the Political Advisor Xie Hui were all present.
Raising his glass to the officials who filled the hall, Zhao Chao said with a smile, “My dear ministers, please enjoy yourselves tonight.”   
The officials still had not seen their once-expected fates come to pass, nor had Zhao Chao made life difficult for the scholars for many years. As time passed, their concerns gradually subsided.
Zhao Chao continued, “We also give Our well-wishes to General Nie, who is far away. There is not a day that We have forgotten our nation’s disgrace; We pray the Central Plains will be reclaimed in the near future.”
Conflicted expressions surfaced on everyone’s faces as they nodded, and they tossed back their drinks with their minds now leaden with thoughts.
This was the first time in many years that Zhao Chao had mentioned Nie Dan at the New Year’s Eve banquet. No one could tell what their temperamental emperor was thinking—only Qiao Rong knew that Zhao Chao’s mention of Nie Dan stemmed from that dazed moment in the garden, when a lament for their distance sprouted within him and had inspired him to speak spontaneously out of pure feeling.
Halfway through the banquet, someone rushed in and whispered something in Ping Xi’s ear. Immediately, Ping Xi stood and approached Zhao Chao. The two exchanged a few quiet words, and without further ado, Zhao Chao left the dinner and went to the side hall. Inside was a field captain from the Central Plains, and the travel-worn Lin Ke.
“Go on, tell Us,” Zhao Chao said. “Why did they all run up north?”
The northern country was a vast shield of snow after New Year’s Eve, gleaming like ornate bands of jade. On the third day of the new year, every member of the Tartar royalty set off. Leading a grandiose procession that included Prince Gergen and the Tartar ministers, Batu headed for the hunting grounds on Mount Bailang.
Li Zhifeng already had horses prepared so that they could make their escape as soon as the situation went south—for this time, the Tartar’s great hunt would include two Hans and the Quanrong. But Batu had protected You Miao’s group well, and did not let them come face-to-face with the Quanrong. Sikland and the others were in Prince Gergen’s unit, while Li Zhifeng and You Miao joined Batu’s entourage of personal guards.
Tension was spreading between the two groups, leaving You Miao uncertain of what would happen next. Ever since Lin Ke and the caravan’s departure, he had been stuck in a state of information blackout. They’d stayed inside the Da’an posthouse without stepping a foot outside, for their every move was being monitored. Now that they were finally able to come out, he had to hunt for fresh intel.
The march was much slower compared to the rapid horse rides from last time. At noon, Batu called You Miao to eat lunch in his carriage, and You Miao knew this meant Batu was ready to make his move. 
Batu asked Li Zhifeng, “Your Highness Sanado, if I hand you the Quanrong, are you certain you can make Sikland and his men submit to you before Dalyeko returns?”
“Impossible. They are my brother’s men,” Li Zhifeng answered without hesitation.
“What if I apprehend them and give you the power to decide their lives?”
Li Zhifeng’s brows furrowed. That question made You Miao realize Batu was about to make a major move.
“I will try my best,” Li Zhifeng said, after consideration. “What does Your Majesty wish to do with them?” 
“Hemetir wants to use this hunt to partner with Sikland,” Batu explained. “He will have my older brother lure me out, then attempt to shoot me.”
“What will you do, then?” You Miao couldn’t help but blurt out, even when he knew it was not his place to speak. “Batu, do you plan on—”
“I cannot possibly kill my brother,” Batu answered, completely unbothered by the question. “When I was little, he’d often play with me; I cannot do it. Killing him will make the ministers scared of me as well. But General Hemetir must be dealt with—he has begun to fear me, and the more desperate a man is, the easier he gives himself away. I will find a way to dispose of him first, then capture all the rebel soldiers.”
Turning to Li Zhifeng, Batu said, “Sanado, I need you to attend the hunt’s banquet and help me probe him. He already knows you are here. I fear that he has other arrangements outside of the hunt. If possible, stabilize him; make him think that I have no intention of touching him. If he doesn’t make his move at this hunt, it will be difficult for me to persecute and dispose of him.”   
Humming, Li Zhifeng nodded.
You Miao knew what Batu meant. If Hemetir was smart, he’d definitely have alternative plans outside of this particular hunt—for example, having Gergen’s men take over Da’an to seize power as soon as Batu was killed.
Batu should be all set; Queen Dowager Baoiin also had her own people to take care of things. All that remained was how to take care of Hemetir. Batu’s plan was to launch an attack the day before the hunt; matching Hemetir at his own game, he would lure him out and capture him. As for how Hemetir would be punished, Batu did not say and Li Zhifeng did not care to ask—it was the Tartar’s own business, after all.
When You Miao and Li Zhifeng emerged from Batu’s carriage, Li Zhifeng said, “Find someone to send Sikland and Hemetir a message, and invite them for a drink.”
“Let me go,” You Miao said, smiling.
Li Zhifeng’s brows were deeply locked. “No. Don’t joke around.”
“I’m your boy servant right now,” You Miao said. “I’ll deliver the message and say that you want to meet Hemetir. He won’t do anything to me.”
Li Zhifeng shook his head, and You Miao pressed, “Let me go. He’s desperate to see you, so why would he make trouble for me? Besides, you’re Prince Sanado right now. Even though you only have one servant—me—it makes sense to have me go, so that Hemetir’s suspicion wouldn’t be roused. And if he is open to meeting you, we’d see him together, so no biggie.”  
It took Li Zhifeng a long time to consider this proposal. Although he didn’t want You Miao to risk his life alone, he knew there was no other way. Ultimately, he acquiesced with a nod.
[Chapter 68]
That evening, they made camp in front of Mount Bailang. Batu dedicated a squad to guard and keep watch over Li Zhifeng and You Miao, ensuring their security even as they dined separately. After You Miao asked for directions, he traversed through the myriad of tents to deliver the message to Prince Gergen’s camp.
The trip was strangely smooth—he didn’t even see Hemetir and successfully delivered the message to the other side. The guard who accepted the message returned and said something in Tartar to You Miao. Now You Miao was confused. The guard gesticulated as he spoke—it was presumably to invite Sanado, so You Miao nodded and returned to report back.
After Li Zhifeng heard his story, he laughed so hard he could hardly breathe.
Mortified, You Miao said, “I thought of everything except the fact that I can’t speak Tartar.” 
Li Zhifeng uttered a string of words, and then asked with amusement, “Is this what he said?”
“Yeah, that’s it. I think,” You Miao said.
Li Zhifeng nodded. “We’ve been invited to dinner.”
Nodding, You Miao went to rummage for the clothes he brought with him. With Batu having their backs, they didn’t need to conceal themselves anymore and went back to their original appearances without qualms. After washing off his disguise and wrapping himself in his Quanrong best—a wolf fur coat—Li Zhifeng transformed back into his spirited, handsome self. After You Miao adorned him with a wolf tail hat, he gazed at his handsome face and felt a rush of intoxication as his heart quickened.
You Miao himself still wore fitted Quanrong casual attire—the only difference being the smaller-sized wolf fur hat now on his head. Li Zhifeng locked eyes with him, then leaned in and dropped a quick kiss on his lips.
“You also look unbelievably good in Quanrong garb.”
The outfit was something You Miao had picked out with Li Zhifeng during their shopping trip when they first came to Da’an. You Miao checked himself out in the mirror and laughed—he’d thought the clothes looked out of sorts, but in Li Zhifeng’s eyes, they apparently looked extremely fine.
Li Zhifeng had undergone a noticeable transformation over the years he’d spent in the Central Plains. Looking proud and reserved, he was sumptuously dressed, accessorized with a string of fangs around his neck and pearls for buttons. Baring his strong chest and his powerful arms, he secured a dagger at his waist. You Miao, on the other hand, simply buttoned up his own plainer fur coat and slung a wooden crossbow over his back. After the two wrapped raccoon-dog fur scarves around their necks, they walked out into the light snow toward Prince Gergen’s camp.
Hemetir’s tent resonated with lively dance and music, and the group inside reveled in merriment and drinks. Sikland was lost in thought, but his expression immediately became conflicted the moment he saw Li Zhifeng and You Miao step inside.
Upon entering the tent, Li Zhifeng and You Miao unfastened their weapons and handed them to the guard at the entrance. Placing his left hand on his right shoulder and then extending said hand forward, palm up, Li Zhifeng calmly greeted the entire tent in Quanrong tongue.
“Sanado has returned. How fare my old friends?”
One of the Tartar nobles smiled and responded, “I did not expect a friend from afar today. What west wind has brought you here?”
You Miao studied the one who spoke, determining him to be Prince Gergen. Sikland gave a hard snort and ignored Li Zhifeng completely.
Speaking again, now in Han, Li Zhifeng answered, “My business in the south is finished. I plan to return to the tribe and live life beyond the Wall.”
“After all the battles you’ve fought for the Southern Dynasty, did you think you could leave Da’an unscathed?” Hemetir said.
Li Zhifeng gave a light smile. “I was only repaying my debt.”
Hemetir snorted, scrutinizing Li Zhifeng. The music had stopped, and many did not speak, withholding their tongues and their own thoughts on the matter.
In the end, it was once again Gergen who broke the silence. “I toast to you, Sanado. Your reputation precedes you.”
“Likewise. It’s astonishing to see how prosperous the Tartars have become in the many years I’ve been away,” Li Zhifeng replied.
Hemetir turned his eyes to You Miao and said impassively, “You’re still with Sanado?”
Not daring to speak too much, You Miao bent at the waist and responded with a curt nod. Li Zhifeng glanced back at You Miao and then flashed a smile at Hemetir.
“This boy will follow me the whole way. And someday, he will go back to the Quanrong tribe with me.”
His statement immediately roused Sikland’s caution. Darkly, he said, “Sanado, your older brother has been searching for you for years. If you’ve been alive all this time, why did you not send word to the tribe?”
“As I’ve said, our positions are different,” Li Zhifeng replied mildly. “Besides, he defeated me in battle; I do not have the face to see him. I had to accomplish something before I did.”
Gergen chuckled. “If you want to return to Mount Changbai in the northeast, you can certainly have a talk with your elder brother.’
This reminded You Miao—according to his intel, after Gergen lost the fight for the throne, the fief conferred to him was indeed the Mount Changbai area. No wonder he had managed to befriend Dalyeko. It appeared the Quanrong and the Tartar had come to some sort of agreement for the region spanning Mount Changbai to the Black River.
After a brief contemplation, Li Zhifeng said, “Our talk will happen eventually. But I wonder which side Your Highness and General Hemetir will take?”
As soon as Li Zhifeng said this, everyone present at the feast changed expression, displaying various emotions. No one had expected Li Zhifeng would be so direct, would voice his intentions so plainly. Hemetir burst out laughing, shaking his head as he regarded Li Zhifeng, while Sikland only looked upset.
Finishing the wine in his hand, Li Zhifeng stated seriously, “I am Sanado, not Dalyeko. I am different from my brother.”
“Bravo!” Prince Gergen couldn’t help but cheer. “That is how a man of the steppes should be!”
“Your Highness Gergen, I said the same to General Hemetir back then, and I will say it to you now. The Sanado who stands before you now possesses nothing—but one day, I will take back what is mine!”
He took a step forward, and his commanding presence sent a wave of intimidation through the crowd. Only Hemetir did not shrink back—instead, he stared at Li Zhifeng with gleaming eyes.
Meeting the eyes of everyone present, Li Zhifeng said, “Choose now to aid me, or attempt to obstruct me by alerting my brother. Do what you will. But I will forever remember those who help me—and those who backstab me. The Quanrong are absolutely sincere to their friends. It is up to you to decide whether you wish to be a friend or a foe. Good night.”
Li Zhifeng turned around and motioned You Miao to leave with him.
“Hold it!” 
Hemetir’s grim voice rang out just before Li Zhifeng exited the tent.
“Sanado, back then, I personally gave you my word. But look at how you’ve repaid me!”
Without turning his head, Li Zhifeng replied, “That was no help; you knew that yourself. Five thousand warriors would not have made any difference—then, or now.”
“Wait.” Prince Gergen stopped Li Zhifeng, who was about to walk out again. “Give me some time to consider.”
Gergen and Hemetir exchanged a look, and Hemetir’s expression finally loosened as he set his cup heavily on the table.
“Sanado,” Hemetir demanded darkly. “What did Batu promise you?”
“That is irrelevant,” Li Zhifeng replied coolly. “I did not come here today to conduct business negotiations.”
Gergen laughed. “Sanado, if you help Batu, we will not be able to be friends.”
Li Zhifeng turned around at last. “Then what will you do?”
It’s done, You Miao thought. Gergen and Hemetir were once again considering the possibility of turning Li Zhifeng from foe to friend.
“Give me five days’ time,” Prince Gergen said. “I will give you a satisfactory answer.”
“You cannot intervene in any of the Tartar’s affairs during that time,” Hemetir added.
Li Zhifeng only thought briefly before he nodded. “Acceptable. We shall see what happens after the upcoming hunt.”
Once Li Zhifeng and You Miao left the tent, they both sighed a breath in relief.
“That’s it?” Li Zhifeng asked.
“Let’s talk when we get back,” You Miao replied in a whisper.
When they returned to their own tent, You Miao paced back and forth inside. After a lengthy contemplation, he looked up to say to Li Zhifeng, “Gergen might be temporarily disabled, but Hemetir might not be.”
“He told us not to intervene,” Li Zhifeng said, “You’re the one who told me to accept any terms he proposes.”
“What about it?” You Miao nodded, looking at Li Zhifeng. He knew Li Zhifeng regarded his word as more important than life itself, so You Miao would never have let him agree with Hemetir so frivolously.
With deeply locked brows, Li Zhifeng said, “So when they make their move, we cannot do anything.”
“I know that,” You Miao said, chuckling. “But you only promised Gergen that you wouldn’t intervene.”
“...” Li Zhifeng was speechless.
“There’s Nie-da-ge too. Don’t worry,” You Miao said.
“Mn.”
With their talk over, the two ate the boiled mutton that had been delivered to their tent, and proceeded to go to bed afterward. They had no clue what Batu had arranged for the next day, but You Miao knew that things wouldn’t be over so easily, nor would Hemetir’s suspicions so easily quelled—for during that day’s meeting, he didn’t ask about one man. Nie Dan. 
The Gergen faction must’ve still had precautions in place, but that was fine as long as they were willing to take action and make their move. This was a peculiar balance—both Gergen and Batu knew they were about to turn on each other, but both remained silent. Everything depended on how things played out during the upcoming hunt.
Early morning the next day, the various camps began to stir even before the sun was up. It was a cacophony of noise as the soldiers bustled about, preparing the weapons for the first day of the hunt. In accordance with their previous arrangement, You Miao and Li Zhifeng mounted their horses and ventured into the heart of Mount Bailang. There, they found Batu and the Tartar royal houses already occupying much of the vale, along with their private armies. Close to twenty thousand individuals had attended this hunt, but as the flags flapped in the wind, the troops were orderly and silent without any hint of rowdiness.
You Miao couldn’t help but be impressed by the sight—the Tartars riding triumphant above all others across the lands beyond the Wall was not a feat that could be achieved overnight.
In high spirits, Batu pointed his horsewhip at the valley and began distributing command flags.
A soldier approached You Miao and Li Zhifeng to pass on an order, and Li Zhifeng said to You Miao in a low voice, “Batu summoned me. Wait here.”
You Miao made a noise of acknowledgment. They were surrounded by Batu’s trusted men; no problems should arise. Someone brushed past him just then on a fast horse, and Nie Dan’s voice floated into his ears.
“I will protect you. Do not panic under any circumstances.”
You Miao soundlessly inclined his head in acknowledgment, and Nie Dan was gone again, returning to the Tartar ranks. Honestly, that guy possessed such extraordinary powers; flowing in and out of armies of thousands as he willed… Thankfully You Miao wasn’t some traitor who’d sold his own country for glory, or else he wouldn’t have enough lives to die if Nie Dan really put his mind to disposing of him. Nie Dan would assassinate him before he even knew it.
Just then, You Miao froze. Another man had come, and it was Hemetir.
Hemetir merely flashed him a smile, and the guards beside You Miao immediately tensed.
However, You Miao said, “It’s fine. Let him come.”
“I hear you and Sanado have done many things.” Hemetir cut straight to the point when he approached. “Not an easy feat.”
You Miao cupped his hands in salute to Hemetir on his horse, and said with a smile, “It is all in the past, General.”
“Why have you come to the north? I refuse to believe you are willingly abandoning your achievements in the Southern Dynasty,” Hemetir said. “Your cousin married your emperor, and your teacher is the north’s greatest enemy.”
“Accompanying a ruler is like accompanying a tiger,” You Miao replied without hesitation. “I’m sure you understand, General.”
Hemetir and You Miao were both smart people, so they no longer hid and simply laid everything out in the open. You Miao knew Hemetir had spared no effort in investigating himself and Li Zhifeng; there wasn’t much he could deceive him about.
“Where is Nie Dan?” Hemetir asked. “Over the years, I’ve always wanted to speak with him face-to-face. There is no point in lying to me at this point, have him come out.”
“What? Nie-da-ge?” You Miao sounded confused.
Narrowing his eyes, Hemetir scrutinized You Miao, seeming to be judging whether his words were false. You Miao pondered for a moment and answered.
“Nie-da-ge left Maocheng, and his whereabouts are currently unknown.”
“I reckon he is hiding here as we speak. You want to keep lying to me?” Hemetir said.
Locking his brows in a deep furrow, You Miao mulled for a second before he said, “I’ll tell you the truth, General—not many people know this, but I think it’s fine telling you. The former Tianqi emperor that you captured and brought to Da’an is not yet dead—he’s now wandering foreign lands under Dalyeko’s protection. After Nie-da-ge left Yang Prefecture, there’s been no news of him whatsoever…”
You Miao trailed off at the perfect time, letting the idea stray. He gazed to the distance where Batu was distributing command flags, and Hemetir gave him a smile deep with meaning. Someone was shouting in the distance, and Hemetir rode off. Once he was gone, You Miao could almost physically feel the winter season through his cold sweat.
Smiling, Batu called out names in the Tartar tongue. Each member of royalty who was called would approach to receive a command arrow. Toward the end, he said something, and Sikland bowed and approached. After Batu tossed the arrow to Sikland, however, he took out one more and turned his eyes to the crowd.
“Sanado!” he bellowed in a clear voice.
Instantly, a commotion erupted among the Tartars. Li Zhifeng dismounted and approached Batu, then bowed. Batu gave him the final command arrow.
A huge uproar erupted in Sikland’s camp. Straightening and standing tall, Li Zhifeng gazed at his own tribesman. Immediately, there were those who wanted to rush toward him, but Sikland gave an angry shout and mentioned Dalyeko’s name. This arduously suppressed the commotion among his tribesmen.
With poise, Li Zhifeng addressed his people. A part of the group started hollering at him, to which Li Zhifeng raised his hand, signaling them to calm down. Evidently, Sanado’s prestige remained. Almost instantly, others began to question Sikland in anger, demanding to know what was going on.
When You Miao rode to him, Li Zhifeng mounted his own steed and handed him the command arrow. You Miao stuck it in the quiver on his back, and turned his gaze to the crowd.
“What does this mean?” You Miao asked.
“Giving me a command arrow is an acknowledgment of my identity…”
Before Li Zhifeng could finish, Batu drew his bow and released a whistling arrow that soared into the sky with a piercing shriek. The various Tartar divisions sounded their bugle horns and, thundering, the army of thousands charged into the hunting grounds in unison.
It was a majestic sight, one at which the heavens and the earth quaked.
“What about us?!” You Miao yelled his question.
“We follow!” Li Zhifeng shouted back.
[Text Break]
This was the largest and grandest hunt You Miao had ever attended in his life. Tens of thousands of horses rushed into the vale and stomped into the meadows, galvanizing the wild horses and herds of bison grazing there into their own frenzied dash. Like ocean waves, they rolled and crashed into the forest at the end of the clearing.
Sikland and his subordinates caught up to the horde, and the Quanrong were immediately divided into two factions—one hollered Sanado’s name, while the other ignored Li Zhifeng and stormed past his horse. In this hunt, the amount of prey each participant hunted would be tallied to determine their final score. By revealing Li Zhifeng’s identity before the hunt commenced, Batu had allowed him to participate in fair competition—and also to gain renown in order to instill fear in his people.
It was chaos in the forest.
That afternoon, when You Miao and Li Zhifeng were following the river current in the woods, they suddenly heard the sharp cries of soldiers from the far distance.
“Sikland’s made his move!” You Miao exclaimed.
Immediately, Li Zhifeng spurred their horses and rushed to the center of the forest. They heard the sound of bugles in the distance, but it was abruptly disrupted. They both froze.
“Come onto my horse!” Li Zhifeng beckoned urgently.
The two horses galloped alongside each other. Grabbing Li Zhifeng’s hand for leverage, You Miao vaulted onto his saddle. With a crack of his whip, Li Zhifeng spurred his horse deep into the woods. Traces of blood marked the ground, and with a swift glance, You Miao spotted the bodies of the fallen soldiers. Bursting out of the forest, they caught sight of Batu, who was dodging pursuers alongside his squadron.
The enemy troops no longer bothered masking their faces, revealing themselves to be vicious Tartars despite their Hun attire. Li Zhifeng steered clear of the center where the two sides were clashing and beelined for the forest’s edge.
Batu and his squadron were surrounded and fully out in the open, and were retreating toward the meadows as they fought.
“I promised Gergen that I will not intervene,” Li Zhifeng said.
“I know,” You Miao said, “But you didn’t promise them that you wouldn’t fight back if Sikland’s men attacked us… Let’s go to the front.”
Li Zhifeng swiftly grasped You Miao’s intent and turned the horse around. They were immediately discovered, and a group Quanrong assailants who were attacking Batu charged toward Li Zhifeng.
“Go!” You Miao hissed.
In a mad dash, Li Zhifeng led the Quanrong warriors away from the siege. Arrows flew at them from every direction, but hiding spots were everywhere in the dense woods. It was only then that You Miao truly witnessed Li Zhifeng’s riding and shooting skills. He could cleverly avoid every random arrow, and did so without colliding with the trees or getting You Miao caught in the branches. This went on for a bit until they heard the roar of distant horns. The reinforcement army had arrived in force.  
Li Zhifeng quickly disposed of the last enemy soldier with an arrow before he turned the horse around and fought his way back with You Miao in tow. The Tartar army encircled them in ring upon ring; effectively blocking off the entire forest. Batu’s arm had been wounded, but he wore a stoic expression as he snapped off the offending arrow and cast it to the ground without so much as a flinch. That arrow-snapping act showcased the demeanor befitting of a ruler of the steppes.
A Tartar soldier escorted a fully-armored warrior to Batu, and shouted something. In the forest, Li Zhifeng and You Miao knew it was over for Hemetir, but whether Gergen would be implicated remained to be seen.
The Tartar royalty was astonished by the turn of events as they traded looks of dismay. Batu then shouted some more, sounding furious—obviously, he was declaring Hemetir’s crimes. Face covered in blood, the warrior only snorted and did not speak, nor lift his head.
“Who is he?” You Miao asked in a whisper.
“One of the seven great commanders of the South Decimation Army,” Li Zhifeng answered.
“One of Hemetir’s former subordinates?”
“Not quite,” Li Zhifeng said. “But he represents a part of the military’s might.”
The Tartar military general was escorted away. From where he was in the distance, You Miao watched Batu with concern. The other half of the arrow was still embedded in Batu’s arm, but despite being as busy as he was, Batu still cast a look their way and offered a reassuring nod to indicate that he was all right.
“We’ll follow them,” Li Zhifeng said in a whisper.
Batu only roughly bandaged his arrow wound and departed immediately with his subordinates, returning to camp. The khan’s tent was heavily patrolled, and when Li Zhifeng went there with a request to see Batu, he was stopped by the guards.
“It’s fine if I cannot see him. But my subordinate is deeply concerned, so I have come to inquire how His Majesty is faring.”
“Is it Fang Sheng?” Batu asked from inside the tent. “Come in.”
Li Zhifeng and You Miao entered the tent and found Queen Dowager Baoiin and Lan Moin were both there, as well as two other military officers. The medic was dressing Batu’s arm; the arrow had penetrated deeply into his bone. Startled by the sight of it, You Miao urgently approached to check on the injury with genuine concern.
“Let me see,” he said. “Was the arrow poisoned?”
“Yes,” Batu answered, “but I already had my soldiers steal the antidote last night.”
You Miao unwound the bandage and relaxed a little when he saw the injury wasn’t fatal.
“You know how to treat injuries as well?” Batu said, sounding amazed.
“I had to attend to wounded soldiers during the capital’s siege,” You Miao explained. “Let the poisoned blood flow out first and dress it after.”
During the months-long crisis in the old capital during the Tartar invasion, You Miao had indeed acquired extensive knowledge on treating arrow and blade wounds on the battlefield. He waited until the poison was purged from Batu’s bloodstream before redressing the wound, effectively staunching the flow of blood. 
Queen Dowager Baoiin wore an austere expression, and no one in the tent dared to speak. Batu turned to Li Zhifeng.
“Please have a seat, Sanado.”
Perhaps it was the blood loss, or perhaps it was due to nervousness, but Batu’s face was pale and his hand holding a cup trembled incessantly as he motioned for Li Zhifeng and You Miao to have a seat on the side. You Miao didn’t dare to ask questions and sat in this silence, waiting for Queen Dowager Baoiin to be the first to speak. Everyone seemed very nervous—were they anticipating something?
Batu suddenly spoke up. “Sanado., in a moment, should the situation take a turn for the worse, I will require your assistance.” 
Li Zhifeng inclined his head in acknowledgment. You Miao surveyed the room and noticed the mood was off, and then he connected this discovery to when they’d first entered the tent.
Ah, yes. Batu must have planted assassins inside the tent! But who did he plan to face?
As unease ballooned, a Tartar reported from outside the tent—Hemetir had arrived.
At that moment, You Miao’s tension shot to its max. In large strides, Hemetir entered and glanced around. When he noticed Li Zhifeng, who was drinking butter tea, he snorted grimly. He asked Batu a question, but it was Queen Dowager Baoiin who answered. Batu nonchalantly added to the response and even gave Hemetir a light smile.
Hemetir, now keenly aware of the interior layout, was likely pondering how to make his escape when Batu retrieved a letter from his breast pocket and passed it to Lan Moin, who in turn handed it to Hemetir. You Miao could basically guess the content of their exchange—Batu was questioning Hemetir on whether he would partner with Dalyeko and make his move.
After reading the letter, Hemetir visibly relaxed as he tossed it aside, and answered a few questions with ease. Batu’s expression darkened, and his tone turned harsh and unforgiving. Now looking a bit angered, Hemetir responded, sparking a heated argument. Batu’s expression grew increasingly upset, until finally, he slapped the table and yelled something.
At that moment, You Miao knew something was about to happen—and right on cue, as Batu slammed his hand on the table, a hidden spot behind the tent tore open and assassins surged forth!
Hemetir let out a roar and cried, “I’ll kill you first!”
He lunged, directly targeting Queen Dowager Baoiin. As the pale-faced Queen Dowager recoiled in an attempt to dodge the assault, two of the assassins swiftly cut in to shield her from both sides. Hemetir’s fist connected with their faces, and their skulls shattered upon impact without so much as a grunt.
Chaos reigned inside the tent. Batu had never imagined that Hemetir, at full strength, could kill his subordinates in a single strike—but the split second of shielding they had provided had secured Queen Dowager Baoiin’s life, and she was now out of harm’s way. With a disdainful snort, Hemetir bolted for the door—but just as he passed You Miao’s seat, he grabbed for him, catching You Miao unaware.
Li Zhifeng was faster than Hemetir, however. As soon as Hemetir moved his hand, Li Zhifeng shot to his feet to intercept the attack. When Hemetir’s grab turned into a straight punch, Li Zhifeng adjusted his strike to an open palm and absorbed the impact of Hemetir’s iron fist. Simultaneously, his other hand crossed under Hemetir’s seized arm and pushed against his ribs.
Now’s our chance! You Miao thought. Now was their chance to kill Hemetir and banish all their fears!
However, Hemetir swiftly countered with a sweeping kick and caught Li Zhifeng around the chest with his free arm. Altering the momentum, he hoisted Li Zhifeng up and flipped him over his back, slamming him to the ground.
You Miao felt as though he’d been plunged into icy water. This was the first time he’d seen someone who could match Li Zhifeng’s strength. At Batu’s urging, the assassins swarmed the fighting duo, yet they were also no match for the lone Hemetir despite their number.
Batu was too careless… You Miao thought as Hemetir felled two more men and struck at the most vulnerable spot of You Miao’s neck. But just as You Miao was about to perish under his hand, Li Zhifeng attacked him from behind.
The two didn’t exchange more than five moves before Li Zhifeng was once again shoved away, crashing into a table and breaking it with a loud crack. Batu rushed over to You Miao, but as Hemetir’s punch closed in, You Miao reflexively pulled Batu away and dodged downward to evade the blow. In one fluid motion, he countered Hemetir’s punch with a decisive chop of his own, swiftly followed by a sweeping kick.
You Miao had no idea where the burst of courage had come from when he struck back at Hemetir—it was impossible for him to be Hemetir’s match with the amateur moves he’d learned from Li Zhifeng. Hemetir was also caught off-guard by You Miao’s bold counterattack, especially since You Miao didn’t seem like someone who was suited for martial arts or soldier craft.
In that split second, when both sides were momentarily dazed, a man suddenly darted into the tent and soundlessly struck Hemetir in the ribs.
The man’s punch was not swift, but it was an attack that combined strength with its softness. When the blow landed, You Miao could hear the muffled sound of Hemetir’s bones cracking. Instantly, Hemetir was propelled backward by the sheer force of the blow, spewing a mouthful of blood.
It was Nie Dan! You Miao knew then that he was saved!
At this point, Hemetir was like a crazed tiger. Abandoning all, he pounced at Batu, who was still frozen in place.
“Get him, now!” You Miao yelled.
In an instant, the assassins surged forward like chariots to fight fiercely against Hemetir. Within moments, blood flowed across the floor. Daggers pierced Hemetir in the shoulder and leg. Staggering, he eventually fell to the ground, subdued at last.
The assassins swarmed him from all sides to truss him up with leather ropes. Heart still pounding, Batu exchanged a look with You Miao. Both of them were drenched in blood from head to toe.
Trembling, Batu asked Hemetir a question. Hemetir was kneeling on the floor, looking as if he’d lost heart as he answered Batu in a grave voice. It was probably something along the lines of, “Kill me as you will.”
Then, in a sudden burst of rage, he yelled at Batu. His outburst startled Batu and You Miao, causing them both to take a reflexive step back. Forcing himself to calm, Batu instructed that Hemetir be taken away.
It was an absolute mess inside the tent, and You Miao suddenly realized that Nie Dan had already left during the chaos. Batu’s arm was seeping blood again through its dressings, and You Miao hastily called for a medic to tend to him.
Coughing, Li Zhifeng rose to his feet. In a whisper, You Miao asked him, “Are you all right?”
Li Zhifeng nodded.
“It’s all over. Go rest, now,” Batu said.
It was only then that You Miao sighed in relief, and he bowed and took his leave.
Two hours later, You Miao had sorted out the details of the events that transpired earlier. The arrow that shot Batu had been poisoned, and Batu had willingly put himself in mortal peril by getting hit. It was a calculated risk to catch Hemetir off-guard. After learning Batu had been shot, Hemetir thought he was at death’s door, which prompted his personal visit. If Batu passed away in his tent, then his last words—the commands of a khan, as well as his decided successor—would have profound effects on the whole Tartar tribe. That was why Batu was certain Hemetir would come, and had arranged assassins to wait in the tent.
Yet of all his calculations, he did not account for Hemetir’s strength—which was beyond his anticipation. A band of assassins and Li Zhifeng together were nearly wiped out. You Miao had always thought Li Zhifeng was at the apex of martial arts prowess, and it was only today that he understood there truly was always someone superior in the world. Had it not been for Nie Dan…Batu would have died.
Just then, Li Zhifeng rushed inside like a whirlwind and said, “Prepare to depart. Da-ge has the horses ready and is waiting for us down the mountain. Let’s go before Batu remembers that he made that sudden appearance.”
That’s right! You Miao immediately rose to his feet. If they wanted to leave, it had to be now. Otherwise, trouble would surely follow when Batu returned and remembered the masked man who’d lent a helping hand. But before they left, You Miao had one more thing to do…
“Follow me.”
Nervous, You Miao exited the tent with Li Zhifeng in tow, but he didn’t leave the camp. Instead, he went to the camp’s temporary detainment area. The Tartars there stopped them; the entire campground’s security had become significantly stricter.
“Tell them Batu Khan sent me to interrogate the prisoner,” You Miao told Li Zhifeng.
You Miao’s heart was pounding. The guard watching Hemetir was one of Batu’s trusted men who knew You Miao and Batu were friendly, and he only hesitated briefly before he let the two inside. And there was Hemetir—locked in a metal cage with both hands and feet bound in leather ropes.
You Miao sighed, standing in front of the cage, while Li Zhifeng stood behind him to protect him.
“A God of War of the generation, fallen this low,” You Miao said.
Hemetir was like a tiger whose fangs and claws had been pulled, yet ferociousness still flashed in his eyes.
“What are you trying to say?” Hemetir demanded. “Was that surprise attack from Nie Dan? You Hans are cunning and deceitful by nature. Sooner or later, Batu will know your trickery. When that time comes—”
“Too bad you won’t see it,” You Miao said in a low voice.
Hemetir’s eyes snapped open, but Li Zhifeng moved faster. He whipped out a broken plank of wood, flinging it through the air and into Hemetir’s mouth to shut him up. Meanwhile, You Miao grabbed the crossbow from his back, took aim, and fired—shooting an arrow through Hemetir’s chest!
A gurgling cry rumbled from Hemetir’s throat, but because he was bound, he couldn’t move. Horribly worried he was going to attract the guards outside, You Miao shot many more arrows, the last of which was poisoned.
As he pulled the trigger again and again, he hissed with each one, “This one’s for Miss Liu, for Madam Tang… For…all those from the Southern Dynasty who died by your hands… I’m giving it all back to you.”
When the poisoned arrow penetrated his chest, Hemetir’s eyes bulged as he convulsed. The arrow was dipped in a strange poison that sealed the throat; once it entered one’s body, there was no surviving it. 
You Miao approached and yanked out the arrows he’d shot from outside the bars. Afterward, Li Zhifeng immediately dragged Hemetir’s corpse to the corner and arranged him to appear as though he was sleeping. Then the two hurried out of camp.
You Miao’s whole body was shaking, his face drained of color. There were Tartars who questioned their actions, but Li Zhifeng gave the answer they had previously agreed on—stating that Batu had instructed them to track down and identify the assassins. The Tartars weren’t suspicious of this response, and didn’t attempt to impede them further.
Once out of the camp, they turned toward a spot on the valley floor and saw three horses tethered beneath a tree.
“What took you so long?” said a voice from the tree, and Nie Dan jumped down.
“Let’s go, hurry!” You Miao exclaimed. “I’ll explain it to you later!”
The three were just about to mount their horses when a Tartar soldier rushed over from the distance and called out in the Han tongue.
“Sanado, Fang Sheng! His Majesty has ordered you to see him at once!”
“Oh no!” You Miao cursed.
“Go!” Nie Dan decided right then, and the three shot forth like arrows, charging out of Mount Bailang.
Upon realizing the situation was not going as expected, the soldier behind them was at first taken aback before he quickly turned back to relay the news. However, three figures were already racing southward on fast steeds along the horizon of the boundless world.
[Chapter 69]
With the advent of spring, snow and ice had begun to melt on their journey. As he traveled, You Miao decided that he really didn’t want to run for his life again for as long as he lived. Every trip down south had been an exhausting ordeal. However, Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng were around this time—this escape was infinitely better than the previous, when every delayed step could have spelled death.
The three stopped intermittently until they finally encountered their coordinated pick-up in front of the Lan Pass.
“Lord You, General Li, General Nie!” The man greeted them as soon as he spotted the three ride into the checkpoint. “My lords, please go to the Yellow River at once; Tartar armies are already moving southward!”
“What?!” You Miao’s expression changed. “That’s impossible! They want to declare war?!”
Their ten-year truce wasn’t over yet, and there hadn’t been any whispers of invasion plans before the grand hunt. Why would they declare war so recklessly?
“How big is the army?” You Miao asked.
“Unknown,” replied the captain. “His Majesty sent a message along the way to intercept you if possible, so that you would hurry to the Yellow River.”
“Is General Lin still the one guarding the Yellow River defense line?” Nie Dan asked.
“His Majesty already had Hebei strengthen its defense to await my three lords,” the captain said.
You Miao was baffled. “What else did he…did His Majesty say?”
“That was it. The intel says Batu Khan of the Tartars is moving southward, so our government has garrisoned the Yellow River to wait…”
Before You Miao had the time to think deeper on why Batu was in the lovely mood to descend upon the Yellow River, he had to rush back to his horse and continue the mad dash.
At the bank of the Yellow River, torrents of water surged eastward. The once-prosperous Central Plains was now a vision of desolation.
After Nie Dan’s army utterly defeated Hemetir many years ago, both sides agreed to the Yellow River as the boundary. The Tartars retreated to guard the north, while the Han retreated to guard the south. An official once proposed moving the capital back north, but he faced unanimous opposition from the rest. The old capital was too close to the frontlines, not to mention it had already burned to the ground—reconstructing it would take too long, and would be too costly.
Thus, both sides had spent many years this way in peace. And now, the Han flags flew along the Yellow River shores once more. The Tartar army camp was across the river. The numbers on both sides were modest; they seemed to be waiting for reinforcements, but at the same time, their presence didn’t suggest any intent to engage in immediate warfare.
You Miao’s group had just crossed the Yellow River border when a conspicuous squad of close to a hundred Tianqi soldiers hurried out to welcome them. Their arrival did not go unnoticed, and soon after, the Tartar army stationed on the opposite shore was alerted. Bugle horns soon sounded across the Yellow River banks.
Ping Xi was among the welcoming squad; he hurried forward, but before he could utter a single word, he and You Miao halted their horses, turning their heads to the sound of the bugles. A lone rider dashed forward from the Tartar camp to the Han army.
What’s going on? You Miao’s heart pounded. Were they going to demand Tianqi give him up because of Hemetir’s death? On threat of war? And would Zhao Chao give the three of them up? Surely not… Besides, Nie Dan was also here.
Within their own army camp, Li Yan approached on horseback. You Miao frowned—even Li Yan was here?
“Here for peace talks?” You Miao asked.
Li Yan and Ping Xi exchanged a look, and it was Ping Xi who spoke.
“Batu wants to see the three of you. He sent a messenger three days ago; I don’t know what he means by it.”
“Let’s talk after we get back?” Li Yan suggested.
“Let him come to the heart of the Central Plains. We’ll each bring fifty men. If he wants to meet, then let’s meet,” Nie Dan said.
Nie Dan’s former status outranked Li Yan and Ping Xi, and no one at court—civil and military officials alike—dared to defy him. Now that he had spoken, Li Yan set about making the necessary arrangements. Ping Xi exhaled a long sigh and stared at You Miao.
“How did the two of you end up with General Nie?” he asked in a hush.
“A coincidence,” You Miao replied, equally quietly.
“You guys seriously stirred the pot this time…” 
“I offed Hemetir,” You Miao whispered. “If the Tartars want to negotiate, you gotta stand your ground to keep us safe…”
“I know,” Ping Xi said. “Everyone already submitted a petition a few days ago in your favor. His Majesty won’t give you trouble. In fact, he wanted to personally go on a northern expedition this year, but he—”
The horns sounded for a second time. Batu’s royal flag had emerged from the Tartar camp, and Li Yan reported back.
“The other side has asked for you specifically.”
“Then let’s go,” You Miao said.
In a quick glance, You Miao noticed the soldiers on his side were flying the flag emblazoned with the character for “Zhao.” He paid it no mind—they were probably using Zhao Chao’s name because he didn’t have his own private soldiers here, Nie Dan had been discharged of his military duty, and Li Zhifeng’s regiment was not present. 
Or perhaps, this was being considered a historic meeting where the two great rulers of the north and south would hold a direct dialogue for the first time—and he had been assigned to represent Zhao Chao.
You Miao was awfully nervous—he hadn’t expected to run into something like this right when he got back. He wasn’t even given the time to think before he was thrust directly into his own army troop. With Nie Dan and Li Zhifeng watching his back, they rode toward the plains, leading fifty of Tianqi’s soldiers.
“Don’t get too close,” said a man who approached You Miao on horse. He was dressed in a captain’s uniform.
The voice startled You Miao—it was Zhao Chao!
“Your Majesty, you—”
“Shh—!” Zhao Chao’s expression changed slightly. “I’m worried Batu will arrest you.”
“With Li Zhifeng and da-ge around, it’ll be fine,” You Miao whispered to Zhao Chao.
As the two rode alongside each other, they exchanged a few quiet words. Zhao Chao then looked back and saw Nie Dan.
“Da-ge,” he greeted in a small voice.
Nie Dan inclined his head in acknowledgment, but didn’t say much. Zhao Chao slowed his pace a little, withdrawing behind You Miao. With You Miao leading the way, they arrived at the heart of the plains.
Blustery wind began to pick up, gusting sand into the air. The magnificent Yellow River that flowed forevermore sprawled behind them. 
You Miao surveyed their surroundings. The overcast clouds loomed heavily over the vast land, weighing down above his head. As the military flags flapped in the wind, a lone bird flew past.
A strange feeling suddenly sprouted within him just then—behind his back were his three sworn brothers, as well as the entirety of the Southern Dynasty. With a life like this, what more could one ask for? A sense of grandeur rose within him, and he smiled toward the distance.
“Batu!” 
Batu emerged from his troop and rode unhurriedly toward You Miao, stopping when he reached the middle ground.
“What are the chances we can bring him back as a captive if we ambush him now?” Zhao Chao asked Nie Dan in a whisper.
“Infeasible,” Nie Dan answered in a low voice. “Even if you kill him, there are princes in Tartar who can succeed the throne. The Tartar kingdom will not collapse simply because of his capture.”
With a disdainful snort, Zhao Chao moved his gaze to the distance.
Batu approached You Miao. “For three days and three nights, I led the army in pursuit of you, yet I still did not manage to catch up.”
Shreds of guilt did exist in You Miao; he had lied to Batu, after all, and Batu had seen him as friend. But even then, You Miao had saved his life—they were even.
“I have my own position. There was no way around it,” You Miao explained.
This incident had made You Miao think Batu was too green, too young. It might have been better if Batu had not pursued him.
“Are you You Miao?” Batu asked. “The same You Miao who said in front of General Hemetir that ‘a country can fall, but integrity must not die’?”
At You Miao’s astonished expression, he smiled and explained, “I’ve always wanted to ask you that. I was standing in the tower when Hemetir was about to have you dismembered by horses at the drill grounds of Baishi Fortress. I had intended to set you free while Hemetir was away, but Sanado came before I could.”  
“That time…” You Miao muttered.
“I was still very young at the time,” Batu said. “Only eleven.”
“So you’ve met me before.”
“I almost didn’t recognize you. When we went to Mount Bailang and you mentioned the south, I remembered you.”
You Miao grinned wryly. “Fate really is a funny thing. You didn’t chase me for thousands of miles just to tell me that, did you?”
“It is not the only thing,” Batu said. “You promised that you would deliver a letter for me to your emperor. How could you leave before I finished composing it?”
“My bad,” You Miao said. “Is your letter done, then?”
Batu urged his horse forward, and You Miao did the same. The moment the two came together, the soldiers from both sides tensed like strings pulled taut.
You Miao clenched his fists, acutely aware that he could draw his dagger in an instant—just one stab, and he could slit Batu’s throat. But he did not do so, and only accepted the letter Batu extended to him.
“Until we meet again,” Batu bade him with a smile.
“See you again. I absolutely will pass this letter to His Majesty,” You Miao promised.
Then he turned to leave, as did Batu. The two rode back into the vast sandstorm, returning to their respective camps.
That night, the army withdrew across the Yellow River, and the Imperial Army retreated southward to return to Jiangnan. Life had been restored to the land spanning between the old capital and Jiangnan, but the population who cultivated it remained small; every nine out of ten houses were empty.
On the journey back to Jiangnan, Zhao Chao toured privately in plain clothing to learn about civilian life in the Central Plains. Even after they had crossed the Yangtze, he accepted You Miao’s invite and took a temporary break at Riverwave Estate, as he was in no hurry to return to Maocheng.
[Text Break]
That night happened to be Yuanxiao, and You Miao’s return had rocked the entire estate—no one asked how the trip went in the north, since they were simply glad that he made it back. Zhao Chao didn’t reveal his identity, saying only that he wanted to celebrate Yuanxiao with the You family.
Qiao Jue took care of all the decorations for the Shangyuan Festival; the entire estate was adorned with a vast expanse of bright red lanterns, and a lavish feast awaited the tenants outside Shen Garden, who were invited to dine freely and to their heart’s content. The manor itself was even more extraordinarily grand in its ornamentation. This Yuanxiao Festival was the most extravagant You Miao had ever celebrated.
Although You Miao wanted to have a small gathering in the garden for just for the four sworn brothers, Zhao Chao said, “It’s fine, go eat with your parents and your brother, and have your cousin join later in the evening. We will only enjoy family company tonight; no state affairs.”
Thus, Qiao Rong returned to Riverwave Estate from Maocheng. When she showed her face, the entire estate erupted in an uproar as they greeted the empress, murmuring “Your Majesty” as she walked past. The plain-clothed Zhao Chao was the one who received her at the entrance of the manor and brought her inside. Following proper official etiquette, You Hange, Li Zhifeng, and others holding official positions were the first to greet the emperor, followed by greeting the empress. Then, You Miao and Nie Dan led the masses without government titles in performing the grand formal ceremony of greeting the emperor, consisting of three prostrations and nine kowtows.
“Please be at ease, everyone, no need for further formalities,” Zhao Chao said. “Elder You, Madam, please have a seat.”
When had You Dechuan ever received such honor? The heavens were truly smiling down on him, and he hastily made himself company in the main hall, while Li Zhifeng and Qiao Jue went to take care of the Yuanxiao dinner.
Qiao Rong peered at You Miao, and said, “Well, you’re finally back, and without broken limbs. When your brother-in-law heard about your audacious act, he was ready to run out the door with his meal half-eaten…”
You Miao grinned sheepishly. “With Li Zhifeng and Nie-da-ge around, nothing would’ve happened to me.”
After the feast was laid out, everyone gathered at the same table. Zhao Chao wasn’t normally one for etiquette, and his visit to You Miao’s family was technically a visit to Qiao Rong’s maternal family. Thus, he raised his cup in a toast.
“Come. We celebrate Ziqian and Li Zhifeng’s safe homecoming, as well as da-ge’s return to court—we are all together again.”
“Whether I have returned to court aside, everyone reuniting again is certainly worth a toast,” Nie Dan responded evenly. “To Your Majesty, from this humble servant.”
His speech made everyone feel awkward, but since he raised his cup, they all did the same and drank.
Zhao Chao turned to You Dechuan and said with a smile, “Our Lord State Uncle is someone who keeps his head down and plugs away. He doesn’t care to talk much, and does things entirely on his own terms. One day, he grew tired from all the pressure, gave up, and went home. I can’t persuade him out of his retirement. Elder You, do help me talk to him if you get the chance.” 
“Oh, gosh!” You Dechuan said. “How have I not already? Every day, I’ve been trying. But he’s refused to go out the door since he came back to the estate…”
After listening to You Dechuan chattering away, Qiao Rong interjected with a smile, “Isn’t Miao-zi running the household at home? And caring about state affairs?”
Everyone laughed. Zhao Chao glanced at Li Zhifeng, who remained silent and simply sipped his drink.
Zhao Chao exchanged more words with You Dechuan, and their conversation had You Miao not knowing whether he should laugh or cry. And then, Zhao Chao turned to him.
“Ziqian, now that you’re back, you’ll have to promise me something. Court this year will be swamped, and I’m lacking able hands. You’re gonna have to come back whether you like it or not.”
You Miao raised his head to look at Li Zhifeng, and incidentally met his eyes. After a brief silence, a thought occurred to him—this year, Zhao Chao would undoubtedly launch the Northern Expedition, an endeavor that was inextricably tied to the success or failure of Li Zhifeng’s campaign to reclaim Quanrong. You Miao would need to return to court.
He couldn’t be sure whether Zhao Chao could persuade Nie Dan to return as well, but judging by what was happening, the latter man had nowhere else to go.
You Miao quirked his lips and sighed. “This subject feels guilty for not being able to help His Majesty over the years, so I dare not disobey His Majesty’s order.”
Zhao Chao’s face brightened ever so slightly at that. “Very good. Dig in, everyone.”
Now that he had given the word, the rest at the feast finally moved their chopsticks. You Miao wasn’t particularly hungry, however, as his mind was preoccupied and he’d had a huge lunch earlier in the day. Zhao Chao thoroughly enjoyed the food at Riverwave Estate, though, and indulged more than usual. But with the emperor around, no one else dared to overeat.
Seeing this and not wanting so many people to suffer, Qiao Rong suggested with a smile, “Your Majesty, your wife and subject prepared some wine in the garden. Why not migrate to the yard and enjoy some small home dishes, sip some drinks, and admire the moon?”
Zhao Chao happily agreed. Knowing the four sworn brothers had things to discuss, the rest of the crowd rose to send off the emperor. You Miao nodded at Qiao Rong, who returned an understanding look.
“Go on. You brothers have not gathered for a long time, especially Nie-da-ge.”
Nie Dan was also feeling quite awkward sitting at the same feast as Qiao Rong, so at her words, he placed his chopsticks down and left for the garden with Li Zhifeng, You Miao, and Zhao Chao.
The table was set full of small dishes that Qiao Jue and Qiao Rong had specially ordered to be made, and deep in the garden, zither melodies filled the air. The bright moon hung serenely in the vast, clear night sky, and the air carried the faint fragrance of yet-to-bloom plum blossoms. It was wondrously enchanting. You Miao took it upon himself to heat the liquor and poured it for his brothers.
The music stirred something in Zhao Chao, and he remarked, “Your zitheress is fairly skilled. Call her out? We wish to commend her.”
You Miao snorted and laughed. Li Zhifeng did as well, unable to contain his amusement.
“There is no zitheress at Shen Garden—the ones providing the music are boy servants who are trained in martial arts. Nothing ostentatious. We are simply entertaining ourselves and others,” Li Zhifeng clarified.
Zhao Chao chuckled, joining their mirth when he heard the explanation. “Nowadays… I remember da-ge also excelled at zither-playing. When I was younger and used to visit, I’d occasionally hear da-ge play. Da-ge, where is your zither?”
“I’ve not touched it in a long time,” Nie Dan said, taking a sip of wine. “All was lost to the chaos of war.”
Zhao Chao nodded. “We will return one day.”
Nie Dan didn’t respond to that sentiment, and the air between them remained frozen, but You Miao knew that Zhao Chao had come to make peace. Nie Dan had been locked up for years before, steadfastly refusing to yield and bow his head. Likewise, Zhao Chao didn’t bow his. But despite acting as though they were both inflexible in their conflict, You Miao profoundly understood that when it came to friendship, what Nie Dan and Zhao Chao shared was the deepest.
Ever since he was young, Zhao Chao had received Nie Dan’s guidance and support. Back when he was still the Third Prince, subjected to the Crown Prince’s bullying, Nie Dan had always been there for him. In the old capital, Nie Dan had seen Zhao Chao as his own younger brother. This was also why Nie Dan had been so furious when the case with Zhao Zhuo had come to light.
You Miao thought for a moment, and feigning curiosity, he asked with a smile, “What did he play?”
Smiling, Zhao Chao recalled, “Anything. The classic folk songs, new tunes… Various styles of odes, such as Youth Memoirs, Tempest in Repose, and Sounds from Beyond the Wall… Every morning, I would go to da-ge’s house to read up on military stratagems and practice martial arts in the afternoon. If I didn’t complete my training for the day, I wouldn’t be allowed to eat dinner. I used to love drinking when I was little, but da-ge wouldn’t let me indulge, and only allowed me one cup every evening.”
“In the army, alcohol leads to trouble. Of course I would not allow you to overindulge,” Nie Dan replied mildly.
“Da-ge,” Zhao Chao called him. And when Nie Dan glanced at him in response, he said, “I know I’ve deeply disappointed you over these past few years.”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng fell silent and watched Zhao Chao. He poured a cup of wine and placed it in front of Nie Dan.
“Let me apologize to you. When I commanded the Goryeo Campaign, I set out with two hundred thousand men and returned with only eighty-four thousand remaining. It was you who interceded on my behalf in front of Father, cleaned up my mess, took over the remnant troops, and set out to fight again in my name.”
Nie Dan still watched Zhao Chao, who sighed and continued, “You used to tell me when I was little that you fought for Tianqi’s sake. Now, I am about to launch the Northern Expedition. I implore you to let go of past grudges and stand with me again to reclaim the north half of our country.”
Silent still, Nie Dan only gestured with the cup Zhao Chao had poured him. Zhao Chao stared blankly at him.
“I will drink this cup when I return victorious,” Nie Dan stated.
“Then let me toast to you,” Li Zhifeng spoke up. “To you, to san-di, and Ziqian.”
Since Li Zhifeng had broken the ice, You Miao quickly raised his cup as well. At last, Nie Dan raised his own cup.
Smiling, You Miao said, “May everything go smoothly in the future.”
After the wine had been drunk, You Miao’s mood grew somber, and he sighed inwardly. He knew Nie Dan still hadn’t found closure—what had happened between him and Qiao Rong had been mutual, there shouldn’t be any lingering hard feelings. Nie Dan also had his duty to consider. And after all these years, Zhao Chao had grown more sensible; he had become more astute in handling his emotions and navigating the complex relationships between superiors and subordinates.
It was simply unfortunate that they could no longer return to how they once were—never could they return to that night, when they had just come back to the south, and everyone was swaying with drink, laughing and conversing in the garden, making grand wishes about the distant future of the country… Some things, some people, remained jammed in the heart, like a scar that would never heal. All one could do was avoid the hurt somehow, to never touch it.
After the garden party was over and You Miao re-emerged following his bath, he saw Nie Dan and Qiao Rong were standing in the garden talking. He sort of wanted to go over to them, but stopped in his tracks when he spotted Zhao Chao at the other end of the corridor. Very slowly, Zhao Chao shook his head. You Miao thus quietly remained where he was, but then Zhao Chao waved, beckoning him over.
You Miao had only taken a single step forward when Li Zhifeng placed a hand on his shoulder from behind. He glanced back, then after flashing a smile at Zhao Chao, he and Li Zhifeng bowed to him. Understanding dawned in Zhao Chao’s eyes, and he nodded in consent—Go to bed, it’s late.
Thus, Li Zhifeng picked up You Miao’s hand and they both turned in.
“What do you think Nie-da-ge and my cousin were talking about?” You Miao asked Li Zhifeng, who lay in bed with his outer clothes still on, his legs propped up, and stinking of liquor.
Disinterestedly, Li Zhifeng answered, “If you were to reunite with Li Yan after a long time, what would you talk about?”
You Miao was taken aback for the teeniest of moments, but once he came around, he freaked out. “That’s not the same thing at all!”
Hopping onto the bed, You Miao pinned Li Zhifeng down by the abs. Li Zhifeng laughed, telling him to get off.
“Murdering your own husband!” he protested.
“You should be more concerned about getting fat!” You Miao rebuked angrily. “You couldn’t even beat Hemetir, and here you are, laughing!”
“It’s all your fault that I neglected my training and became no match for Hemetir anymore,” Li Zhifeng said, sounding helpless.
You Miao knew that Li Zhifeng wasn’t Hemetir’s match in the first place, but he hadn’t expected the teasing to get Li Zhifeng so pumped up. He took his hand and swung it.
“Then you’re not allowed to go back to Quanrong anymore. What if you get hurt?” 
“C’mere.” Li Zhifeng reached out, smiling, and pulled You Miao into his arms. “See for yourself how strong your husband’s back is…”
“Mmf.”
Held tight and lips sealed by Li Zhifeng, You Miao sighed contently into the kiss.
When they got up the next morning, Zhao Chao and Nie Dan had already left, leaving Qiao Rong in the main hall drinking tea and having leisurely conversation with You Dechuan and Madam You—both of whom chatted with smiles plastered on their faces. Groggily, You Miao entered and sat.
After casting him a glance, Qiao Rong asked, “Will you have breakfast now? I had the servants save you food.”
“Mmm. Good morning to Your Majesty,” You Miao replied.
As Qiao Jue had the breakfast served, Li Zhifeng emerged as well. After the meal, You Dechuan wanted to inquire about the northern frontier’s affairs, which You Miao was entirely honest about without hiding anything.
Worried, Qiao Rong said, “Before I came back to the estate, I heard rumors at the palace suggesting you had illicit relations with foreign countries.”
“That’s all right,” You Miao said easily. “Were those rumors released by the Tangs or the Lis? It was expected; they can accuse me of anything and I’ll take it. It was worth it as long as it meant I could kill Hemetir.”
“You’ll have to be more careful when you go back to court this time,” Qiao Rong chided. “You haven’t attended in years, everything’s changed—including the people.”
You Miao nodded, thinking it was good to have connections at court—Qiao Rong had been keeping an eye open for him, carefully collecting intel. He listened closely as he ate.
At the end, Qiao Rong asked, “I hear the khan from the north sent a letter to sue for peace?”
“He doesn’t want war. Neither does the Southern Dynasty,” You Miao said.
Qiao Rong squinted her eyes, evidently worried.
You Miao added, “But promises aside, I won’t negotiate peace with him.”
“The ministers all have divergent opinions about whether to negotiate peace,” Qiao Rong said, sighing heavily with worry. “The Grand Academician is the one who wants it the most; after all, the land south of the Yellow River has all been reclaimed. Since the end of last year, His Majesty has received many memorials regarding negotiation talks.” 
You Miao sighed as well. “Aside from Li Yan, who else is pro-peace talks?”
Their situation was no longer the same as it had been in the past; back then, the Han’s hands were tied because the Tartars had the two former emperors as hostages. But after years of accumulating grain, the Southern Dynasty now had the power to start war with the north.
You Miao could understand where Li Yan was coming from, though, in wanting to negotiate peace; Li Yan couldn’t command an army, nor earn military achievements. Only at peace talks could Li Yan demonstrate his abilities. As for why Nie Dan had chosen to return to court—his objective was obvious. In spite of this, there were many things Nie Dan could not say—nor would he care to—so the rest all depended on You Miao.
You Miao could see it now—it wouldn’t be long before he and Li Yan became the leaders of the pro-peace and anti-peace factions.
“Three of the six ministers listen to him,” Qiao Rong said. “After you left, Xie Hui resigned from the Political Advisor position and retired. The spot remains vacant.”
You Miao looked at the Chancellor’s seal on his table. Once he returned to the government, he would become the top minister who was subject to only one man.
He peered at Li Zhifeng. “You’ll probably still take command of the Yang Prefectural Army. If nothing unexpected happens, the civil and military officials should have a major fight coming; we’ll have to tread carefully.”
“Understood,” Li Zhifeng answered.
“Do be careful, Zhifeng,” Qiao Rong said.
After breakfast, You Miao asked Qiao Jue to help take care of their luggage, and then he and Li Zhifeng set off on their own toward Maocheng. You Miao’s comeback was within the entire court’s expectations—but only he himself knew that the fight he was about to enter was going to be a rough one.
Yang Prefecture hadn’t changed over the years; the scenery of spring remained the same as before, and after watching Jiangnan’s vernal features for so many years, You Miao couldn’t help but be sick of it. Just like beautiful silk and jade—it only leads to fatigue if one constantly beholds pleasing things, especially in these troubled times.
As soon as they returned to the city, Li Zhifeng reported to the Ministry of War, while You Miao went back to the Administration Chamber—except the Administration Chamber’s front doors were tightly shut.
You didn’t know I was coming back? Impossible, You Miao thought, perplexed. Is this an attempt to take me down a notch? Tang Bo, oh Tang Bo. After years of separation, why are you still like this?
Smiling, You Miao stood in front of the entrance and began reciting, “Return I old to the home I left whilst young. My hair has thinned, but still I speak the same tongue…”[7]
With a creak, the front entrance opened, and the supervisory secretaries who opened the door were startled by the sight of You Miao.
“You Ziqian!”
“Lord You!”
Now the Administration Chamber had finally received the news, and all the supervisory secretaries filed out in two lines to welcome You Miao inside. Everyone had matured significantly. With Tang Bo as the lead, they all looked at You Miao.
“Lord You,” Tang Bo greeted with a smile.
Straightening his expression, You Miao returned the courtesy. “Lord Tang.”
The papers from the Ministry of Personnel arrived just then, with perfect timing—now You Miao was saved from breathing down anyone’s neck to get the paperwork done, and everything was already arranged for him. The morning assembly had also already been dismissed. All too happy to not attend court, You Miao stayed in the Administration Chamber to flip through the backlog of the major memorials to the throne from the past few years. Though it was only a matter of verifying the information he’d already known while at the estate.
When Tang Bo entered the hall, he explained to You Miao, “His Majesty made an announcement at the assembly this morning, and after court was dismissed, the Administration Chamber’s front doors were nearly crushed by the ministers with questions trying to come through. We had to close the door to visitors.” 
“It’s fine,” You Miao said, not knowing whether to laugh or cry at that.
“The government hasn’t yet announced the taxation rates for the coming spring. The Hanlin Academy sent over the drafts for the decree a while ago, which contains slight adjustments from the previous year,” Tang Bo added.
You Miao only gave the aforementioned documents a glance before he asked, “What about the Ministry of Revenue’s budget forecast?”
“That still needs three more days before it could be solidified,” Tang Bo said, sitting down at the table beside You Miao.
“Withold all the government decrees drafted by Li Yan. Do not issue them,” You Miao said. “General Nie is returning to court. In a few days, the Administration Chamber will draft a new decree to increase taxes to sixty-eight percent.”
Tang Bo didn’t respond.
You Miao continued, “Over the past three years, His Majesty has never stopped preparing for the Northern Expedition—”
“Lord You, the present court is no longer the same as before,” Tang Bo interrupted.
“I know,” You Miao said evenly. “If it was, then I needn’t have come back.”
Hearing this, Tang Bo sighed and nodded. “I understand.”
Seeing how You Miao couldn’t be persuaded, Tang Bo took his leave without further ado. You Miao continued to sift through case files, focusing on ones that concerned civil livelihood. As time passed, his expression grew increasingly grave. He knew what Tang Bo had meant—on the surface, Tianqi appeared to have amassed sufficient resources. But the reality was that corruption ran rampant—with dishonest officials around, the exploitation and mistreatment of farmers remained largely unchanged across various regions. It was only slightly better than a few years ago. Launching a northern expedition at this time would not allow for much optimism, and the tax increase was a massive decision.
That very night, Zhao Chao summoned You Miao to the palace, and when You Miao brought up the issue, he asked him, “Did you finish reading all the memorials?”
“There’s like thousands of them, how could I even?” You Miao cried in protest. “I’m gonna write my memorial tonight and announce it tomorrow. You gotta hold down the pressure from the ministers for me, all right?”
You Miao’s heads-up wasn’t without reason—after all, once Nie Dan’s army was deployed, the duration of the war could be prolonged endlessly. Everyone would want the war to end quickly, but the heavens never heed the wishes of man. Increasing taxes now would no doubt cause an enormous outcry from the people, but it would ensure the best possible supply of food provisions for the army.
As expected, You Miao was met with unanimous opposition from the court officials as soon as he entered court the following morning. However, the method of opposition this time around was different from many years ago. Instead of launching a direct attack en masse, everyone stayed silent and stared at You Miao. As deathly silence descended upon the palace hall, You Miao managed to figure out that everyone was against his proposal. He scanned the room. The court had clearly formed an alliance for the sole purpose of dealing with him, and Li Yan was the leader. 
Zhao Chao broke the silence, and asked, “What do my dear ministers think?”
“The tax increase is no small matter,” Li Yan said. “It took many years for Yang Prefecture to recuperate its prosperity. Pray Your Majesty reconsider.” 
“There is hope to reclaim our lost land in the north. What is everyone waiting for?” You Miao questioned.
“Excuse my bluntness,” Ping Xi said, “but recklessly becoming hostile will only invite difficult prospects. The agreement ratified between the Tartars and our country was peace for ten years. Only three years have passed, and at such a stormy time, we would inevitably incur the resentment of the Barbarian tribes. The Five Barbarian Tribes share an interdependent relationship with the Tartars; if they should form an alliance—”
“They will not,” You Miao stated. “Hemetir is gone, the era of Tartar rule has passed. The Tartars are now fatigued; the royalty and nobility are more interested in peace than war. On the other hand, Tianqi has been nurturing its strength for the past three years. General Nie has returned to court. Our great enemy is gone; now is the time to take advantage of their lack of preparation, and we will surely reclaim our homeland. Do all of you not want to return to the Central Plains? Are we going to grow old in Yang Prefecture for the rest of our lives?”
“Lord You, are you accusing us of staying content in a small corner and selling our country for glory?” Li Yan demanded, furious.
“Absolutely not,” You Miao said with a smile. “But Yang Prefecture…is not a place for long and stable settlement at the end of the day. Men of the Central Plains, given time, will still need to return to the Central Plains. For years have the Northerners occupied southern resources since their southern migration. Now that there is a chance to return to the old capital, why do we not act? It is time to return Yang Prefecture to the Southerners.”
You’ve got a great plan, well, so do I. You Miao was no pushover. After his reply, the northern faction led by Li Yan looked upset, while the southern gentry fell silent.
“All territories belong to the Emperor,” Li Yan countered. “Wherever His Majesty designates the capital will naturally be where the court is. Lord You…”
You Miao flashed a smile. “I was just joking.”
Nie Dan interrupted this exchange and said to Zhao Chao, “Will Your Majesty please make preparations early? If we miss the start of spring, we will have to wait another year. Our forces need only to cross the Yellow River to face the Tartar army. With the Lan Pass as the stronghold, we can certainly drive them out beyond the Great Wall. It will not be too late for my lords to discuss peace after we have regained our homeland.”
You Miao looked at Zhao Chao, who deliberated for a moment before he said, “We have decided to move back to the old capital. What does everyone think?”
What he said was like a shocking bolt of lightning that exploded in the air. Not even You Miao had expected Zhao Chao would say something like that—and without consulting anyone.
Expression changed, Qin Shaonan exclaimed, “The old capital has been abandoned for a long time! Your Majesty, do not abide by sudden whims.”
“The old capital’s geographic location was determined by our founding father,” Zhao Chao said. “There is the Lan Pass to its north and the Yellow River as its natural barrier, not to mention the land within the Wall’s border is rich and fertile. We have personally inspected it—only the buildings within the city were destroyed by fire, the walls remain intact. It is enough reason to fight the Barbarians, so why not?”
Now You Miao had no choice but to defect in an attempt to make Zhao Chao drop this idea; it would otherwise be nothing but trouble. “An enormous sum of money will need to be exhausted in order to reconstruct the old capital. Please reconsider.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Please reconsider, Your Majesty.”
The court officials were thrown into a panic—no one had expected that Zhao Chao was ready to just up and move. After much deliberation, Zhao Chao had to concede.
“Then we shall postpone this discussion for a later time. Do my dear ministers have anything else to add in regard to the tax increase and army deployment?”
The court officials exchanged looks of dismay, finally grasping the extent of Zhao Chao’s determination. It was clear that he not only intended to dispatch the army, but relocate the capital as well… No one wanted to challenge Zhao Chao’s keenness in the middle of a storm like this. Besides, as soon as You Miao and Nie Dan returned to court, they had immediately gained control of the discourse. The others had to yield to their influence.  
After dismissal, Ping Xi approached You Miao and said, “The bros are having a welcome back party for you.”
Fully aware of the necessity of this engagement, You Miao nodded and agreed on a time. Since he didn’t rest well the night before, he went back to his room to catch up on some much-needed sleep first. However, his respite was short-lived, as he was abruptly awoken a few hours later by a messenger from the palace bearing a summons from Zhao Chao. Reluctantly, he had to go back to the palace.
Zhao Chao and Nie Dan had already started exploring marching routes. All preparations had been made—the army was set to mobilize by the second of the second month. Nie Dan would lead a force of one hundred thousand, and Li Zhifeng would command fifty thousand. Together, the army of one hundred and fifty thousand men would cross the Yellow River and march northward, with the objective of expelling the Tartars and recapturing the lost territories north of the Zheng Liang Pass.
Nie Dan’s troops would operate overtly, while Li Zhifeng’s troops would operate covertly. The main force would first encircle Yanbian Fortress and attack incoming reinforcements, luring the enemy out of the city to fight once Yanbian’s internal provisions were exhausted. In the meantime, Li Zhifeng’s troops would be stationed along the Yellow River shore, ready to attack any Barbarian tribes rushing to aid the north.
Unlike Da’an, Yanbian did not have much grain in reserve. If Da’an was willing to send reinforcements, Nie Dan would have a decisive battle against the Tartar’s royal army. If Da’an refused to send support, Nie Dan would encircle Yanbian until its provisions were depleted, and subsequently occupy the city.
To execute the encirclement tactic effectively, an ample supply of rations was crucial. After years of rigorous training, Tianqi’s army had become elite soldiers. You Miao was confident they could siege Yanbian for up to six months without any issues whatsoever.
[Chapter 70]
Once the plans for deployment in the second month were solidified, Zhao Chao tried to keep You Miao for dinner, but since You Miao had previous engagements with Li Yan and the others, he didn’t stay in the palace for much longer before he rushed off again, groaning all the while.
The party this time consisted of the same gang of past wastrels, all of whom were married with kids at this point. Counting the time, almost nine years had passed. You Miao marveled as he sat down, and when the group saw You Miao, they all laughed.
“It sure wasn’t easy inviting you back.” Li Yan spoke nothing about what had taken place during the morning assembly, and only said, smiling, “Come. Your geges toast you.”
“Oh no, I daren’t. I should be the one to toast you guys,” You Miao declined, also smiling. “Everyone’s worked hard over the years.”
“I heard you made a friend out of Batu. How is he?” Ping Xi asked.
Remembering his arbitrary charge of “illicit relationships with foreign countries,” You Miao didn’t dare say much. “I was just in disguise and killed Hemetir under his nose.”
Recalling that Li Yan and Ping Xi were part of the group who picked him up from the Yellow River, he decided not to lie. “The letter suing for peace has already been passed to His Majesty.”
“Not even the Tartars want to fight us. Looks like they’re scared now,” Li Yan commented.
You Miao took a sip of wine and answered, “His Majesty is determined to launch an expedition, so it would be wise for everyone to refrain from commenting too much about it. Since the day we came to Yang Prefecture, we all promised that we would return to the Central Plains one day.”
The group remembered the day they fled Yanbian, and Ping Xi sighed, setting his cup down heavily.
“Ziqian, I’ll be honest with you. It’s been so many years, and you know the bros never hide anything when we talk. You want to fight, we all get it, and we know the advantages of this war. But the situation isn’t as optimistic as you think. That decisive battle three years ago nearly brought Jiangnan to its knees; if we plunge into another three years of war, maybe we won’t even need outside invaders, and Tianqi will—”
“I know,” You Miao replied impassively.
“State affairs don’t allow for risks…” Qin Shaonan added.
“Why do you bother talking to him?” Li Yan spat, angered. “How could he not already understand? Let me ask you, You Miao—are you pro-war for Sanado’s sake? Yes or no?! You’ve never considered Tianqi home! Don’t think I don’t know—after fighting the Tartars, His Majesty promised to lend the army to Sanado—”
“He’s done a lot for Tianqi, it’s perfectly reasonable,” You Miao said.
“I am not against a final showdown, but it shouldn’t be right here and right now,” Li Yan retorted, furious. “Give me another twenty years, and the Tartars won’t need to be fought. They’ll crumble on their own—”
“Another twenty years, and it won’t be up to everyone here to make that decision!” You Miao also raised his voice. “Do you think that His Majesty will still have the same lofty ambition when he’s old? By then, we’ll have the heart but not the strength!”
“Then you’ll take the lives of the one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers to fight a war you don’t know we’ll win?!” Li Yan roared.
“What war is a certain victory? You tell me!”
Li Yan couldn’t get through to You Miao, and You Miao also didn’t want to waste his breath with Li Yan any further; he couldn’t care less about listening to Li Yan’s state planning at this point, it was all written in the memorials anyway. He didn’t need Li Yan’s explanation to understand that Li Yan’s goal was to befriend the distant foe while confronting the ones near home—reach a peace treaty with the Tartars, who were showing goodwill under the current circumstances, and eliminate the Barbarians entrenched within the Wall’s border. And only then would they ultimately eradicate the Tartars once and for all.
You Miao had to admit that this was the safest approach. The concept of vertical and horizontal integration—forging alliances with smaller states to combat a stronger adversary—was a tactic that had been employed since ancient times. However, executing this strategy would take at least fifty to a hundred years. The men of the Central Plains had grown fatigued by their prolonged exile to the south. When everyone grew old and if Zhao Chao had no heir, any sudden outburst of hostility or exercise of tyranny could bring Jiangnan unbearable misery.
Of course, these were thoughts You Miao daren’t voice—speaking them would amount to criticizing the ruler. Even if Zhao Chao didn’t stab him dead for it, facing impeachment would hardly be funny. Emperors inevitably change in temperament as they aged—and drastically at that, especially those plagued by insecurities like Zhao Chao. Having weathered significant trials and tribulations in his youth, he would find it increasingly challenging to entertain dissenting opinions in his later years. At that point, You Miao would likely wash his hands and make himself scarce, but he’d leave a huge mess in his wake.
Last time, Tianqi nearly collapsed precisely because of internal decay. Without any external pressure from foreign tribes, the mighty tree had hollowed itself out, leaving only a rotten trunk incapable of withstanding the gentlest rain.
“If that’s how you see it, then consider me acting independently and enforcing my own will,” You Miao declared. “General Nie already got the tiger tally today and is mobilizing the troops. Li Zhifeng is also making arrangements. This course of action cannot be changed.”
“You Ziqian! Do you not even listen to military orders anymore?!” Li Yan yelled.
“How could I do otherwise?!” You Miao countered angrily. “The arrow on the bow must fly! All those years of preparation were for this moment—”
“What if we lose?” Ping Xi asked.
“I’ll take full responsibility,” You Miao answered.
“How?” Li Yan demanded. “Tianqi might seem prosperous, but our strength is only superficial. How can you take on the responsibility for the lives of one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers? The Jiangnan families?!” 
“I can’t,” You Miao sighed. “I’ve just got this one life. You can come ask me that again after we actually lose.”
“You’re mad,” Li Yan said, gritting his teeth.
You Miao set down his wine cup and said impassively, “Good night.”
After exiting the restaurant and feeling the wind, You Miao’s head cleared somewhat. He had to admit that Li Yan possessed a deeper insight than him. After all, he had been a court official for years and was well-acquainted with the state of civil livelihood across the realm. Rushing into war recklessly would result in either complete victory or utter defeat, with no middle ground. Even he was starting to waver, terrified that one war would collapse Tianqi as Li Yan described.
The present situation was different from the one many years ago. When the Northerners first migrated southward, all of Jiangnan was thrown into a panic, and the military and the people were united in cause. But now…it was tough to say.
When You Miao returned to the Administration Chamber, he hadn’t had the time yet to ponder carefully and dossiers from the six ministries were already piled as high as a mountain. The supervisory secretaries were working through the night processing the documents while You Miao sat in Sun Yu’s former seat and spaced out.
If it were Mister Sun, what would he do? The old man always had such an indomitable spirit; so much so that You Miao found it incredible. His determination was like an impenetrable wall. And when You Miao sat in this seat, he could almost tangibly feel Sun Yu as the steadfast support behind his back.
“The arrow on the bow must fly…” You Miao mumbled to himself.
“General Li.”
“Your Highness Sanado.”
The supervisory secretaries all rose to their feet in respect when Li Zhifeng showed up inside the Administration Chamber. You Miao didn’t even know when he’d arrived, and when he looked up and met his gaze, he found a warm smile reflected in Li Zhifeng’s eyes.
“Hello,” Li Zhifeng nodded to the supervisory secretaries as greeting.
It was said throughout court that Li Zhifeng was a haughty man who didn’t even nod in respect at the six ministers; to greet the supervisory secretaries like this was an act done for You Miao’s sake.
“Have you eaten?” he asked You Miao.
“I drank a little earlier.”
You Miao and Li Zhifeng’s back and forth sounded domestic, but no one found it anything out of the ordinary; the topic of their marriage was widely talked about in the Administration Chamber, and despite its unconventional nature, everyone knew about their relationship.
You Miao left the office with Li Zhifeng and went for a round two of dinner, and when he returned again, it was already midnight.
“We’re deploying the day after tomorrow,” Li Zhifeng said with a smile.
You Miao made a noise of acknowledgment and nodded, feeling uneasy inside.
Gazing at You Miao, Li Zhifeng said, “Ziqian, trust me. I will definitely be able to give you a satisfying new home.”
When he heard this, a feeling stirred within You Miao. He looked up at Li Zhifeng and saw a completely different person from the man of the past—his eyes shimmered with hope and life, like a young man who had received a promise, whose excited gaze looked as if it was telling You Miao that their future was about to start. 
At that moment, You Miao made up his mind. “Leave the court to me,” he promised.
“Watch your health; don’t overwork yourself,” Li Zhifeng said.
You Miao nodded. Under the moon that hung at mid-sky, the two embraced, holding each other tightly in silence.
Three days later, the army was due to march.
Inside the camp of the Yang Prefectural Army, You Miao personally assisted Li Zhifeng in donning his armor. Outside came the sound of bugle horns as Zhao Chao led all the court officials and the populace of the entire city in sending the army off. Arrayed in an impressive formation, the great army was vast and boundless in number.
The four sworn brothers gathered together once again, and Zhao Chao raised a bowl of wine to toast the army below the city wall.
Loud and clear, he said, “Victory or defeat will be decided with this battle. We await your triumphant return in Yang Prefecture!”
“Long live the Emperor—!”
A thunderous roar of hails echoed below the city wall as the tightly packed troops all kneeled in reverence. You Miao was overcome with emotion—the day had finally come. Countless times, he had envisioned what he would say and how he would send off Li Zhifeng and Nie Dan on the day of the Northern Expedition’s departure. Yet now that the moment had arrived, You Miao found himself stumped for words. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he watched the scene unfolding before him in awe.
After the army left, the outskirts of Yang Prefectural City were once again desolate.
Ever since that fateful day, Tianqi had poured all of its military power into the war against the Tartars in order to reclaim the Central Plains. Zhao Chao’s directive to Nie Dan was to drive the Tartars to the foot of the Great Wall and await further instructions for peace negotiations. Three days ago, the Five Barbarian Tribes found out about their movements, which alarmed them and galvanized them to mobilize their forces in preparation for a confrontation with Nie Dan at the foot of Mount Mang.
The first battle was the most critical—if Nie Dan won, there would be no further threats to contend with on the plains, and confrontation with the Tartars would come in only a matter of days.
You Miao returned to the Administration Chamber, fully aware that the war in the north and the war at court was about to begin. Innumerable civil officials were waiting for news from the frontlines, and whether the two generals won or lost would directly affect the situation at court.
[Text Break]
On the thirteenth of the fourth month, Nie Dan led his army to launch the first major battle at the foot of Mount Mang, while Li Zhifeng and his forces breached the north shore of the Yellow River—the very place where You Miao and the other Northerners had passed when they made their first escape.
Despite his familiarity with the terrain in that area, You Miao anxiously studied the map. As per the military report, Nie Dan had chosen to confront the alliance of three tribes—Xianbei, Jie, and Di—on the elevated plains. The opposing force was sixty thousand strong. Complicating matters further, they had entered early summer, the season of rainfall, and torrential downpours persisted for days on end.
“If it were you fighting them, what strategy would you adopt?” Zhao Chao asked.
“A naval attack,” You Miao replied. “The river’s water level is surging; the plains are best suited for naval-assisted attacks.”
Zhao Chao was still hesitating when You Miao added, “The Barbarians are known for their cavalry. The terrain in front of Mount Mang is loose earth; thanks to the recent rainstorms, it is highly unlikely that the cavalry will be able to advance.”
Zhao Chao opened the letter clutched in his hand. Inside was the marching route Nie Dan had decided on, which dictated, I have led the army into Mount Mang’s valley.
“Running into the mountain again.” Zhao Chao frowned. “Da-ge is partial to fighting in the mountains…”
You Miao exhaled a long breath. The letter didn’t specify Li Zhifeng’s whereabouts, so he probably had other plans. If it were You Miao, he would have led the army to the plains to face the allied Barbarian forces. What was Nie Dan thinking?
“He’s too fond of using mountains for cover. That’s not good,” Zhao Chao said.
Sun Yu had taught You Miao the principle of impermanence in military stratagems. The higher one’s position of command, the less one should repeat previous methods of fighting, lest the enemy guess one’s movements. But You Miao knew Nie Dan was a pragmatic soldier, who habitually maximized victories with minimal losses.
“Let’s go back, it’s getting late,” Zhao Chao said tiredly.
You Miao nodded. When he left the palace, all of Maocheng was already in slumber. The refreshing breeze of early summer wafted in the city, carrying the faint fragrance of flowers. In the distance, someone, somewhere, was softly playing the zither; one strum, two strums.
The entire fourth month passed in the blink of an eye; each day, You Miao anxiously poured over the military reports, his head throbbing. This lasted until one evening, when he had just fallen asleep, only to be abruptly awakened by a commotion erupting outside the Administration Chamber.
“His Majesty summons Lord Political Advisor!” shouted an imperial guard outside the door.
Quickly putting on his clothes, You Miao hurriedly followed the imperial guard into the palace. Despite the late hour, lights were shining bright inside the palace halls. All the court officials had gathered, and he was surprisingly the last one to arrive.
“General Nie has won the first battle,” Zhao Chao said. “The army has now marched east of Mount Mang, and is waiting for rations and further instructions.”
You Miao sighed a breath in relief—thank goodness. “This is great!”
“The military report is here,” Ping Xi said. “The messenger only just delivered it.”
“Let me see,” You Miao said.
Seven thousand and three hundred casualties. You Miao’s stomach dropped. Although this number of casualties could be considered a great victory in a battle of one hundred thousand versus sixty thousand, it was still a bit high when they were about to face the Tartar’s cavalry of one hundred thousand.
He carefully perused the report and learned that Nie Dan had indeed used water to attack—he had lured the enemy forces into the valley, then on a night of raging storm, he dug out the embankment and unleashed the floodwater to overwhelm and subdue the allied forces of the three tribes. Immediately after, the Barbarian tribes abandoned everything and fled from the plains. Li Zhifeng’s army intercepted them at West Liang, capturing the King of Di and the King of Xianbei in one fell swoop, forcing multiple cities in the western front to surrender. The rule of the three Barbarian tribes was over; most of their people had escaped to Yanbian and Da’an, having lost all will to fight.
Upon receiving the military report, You Miao promptly ordered Li Zhifeng to garrison three cities of the western front, regroup, and refrain from advancing rashly to await the next wave of provisions. At the same time, You Miao also issued a redeployment order. However, as soon as he did so, it immediately incurred unanimous opposition from the court officials.
“The Yi Prefectural Army has garrisoned the south for years. They must absolutely not be transferred to the north!” Ping Xi objected, frowning.
The ministers were all confused by You Miao’s decision.
“It’s exceedingly precarious for the court to lack deployable armies,” You Miao reasoned. “If the northern warfront drags out for a year and needs more soldiers, how are we going to supply General Nie Dan with them? Only twenty thousand soldiers from the Imperial Army remain in the northern capital—that’s too dangerous!” 
Tang Hui also objected, “The Yi Prefectural Army is mostly comprised of infantry who are unused to the climate in the north. Have you considered that, Lord Political Advisor? Even if thirty thousand soldiers of the Yi Prefectural Army are to be transferred to Maocheng, much time would still be required for training. What is more, General Nie’s victory in the first battle should enable him to replenish his troops in the Hanzhong plains…”  
You Miao mulled over this for a long time.
Even Zhao Chao was against his suggestion, and said, “Conscription is acceptable, redeployment is unsuitable.”
“The conscripts will all be new recruits. What can they accomplish on the battlefield?” Li Yan said, agreeing with You Miao for once. “Many of the Yi Prefectural Army are private soldiers; they would become familiar with riding and shooting with a bit of training. Moreover, the Yi Prefecture’s gentry are accustomed to defense, not offense…”
Li Yan was right—the Yi Prefectural Army consisted mostly of private soldiers raised by the local affluent gentry. Whenever the southern Barbarians invaded, these private soldiers could rally to protect the counties and townships. Having endured long, repeated defensive tug-of-war battles, the Yi Prefectural Army had honed their skills in city defense.
You Miao nodded. “Correct. Which is why I wanted to transfer the southern Yi Prefectural Army to the Hanzhong plains to defend the three cities in West Liang for General Nie, as well as use those three cities as the supply base.”
Now the court officials understood You Miao’s design—after reclaiming lost territory, someone had to guard the reclaimed cities. Zhao Chao pondered this for a long time, now aware of You Miao’s considerations. The reclaimed cities couldn’t be left completely undefended. Given the nomadic tribes’ inclination toward guerrilla warfare, the three tribes were bound to mount a comeback as soon as Nie Dan left.
At a time like this, military merits would have to be allotted, and the selection of who would be sent to guard the cities required careful consideration. If there weren’t any surprises, You Miao planned on actively sharing a piece of the pie with the Southern gentry.
This was a dilemma; Zhao Chao had to postpone the discussion for a later time.
In the next few days, military reports arrived in a flurry. Nie Dan requested the imperial court send someone to take over the management of the sieged cities and urged for rations. In the end, Zhao Chao accepted You Miao’s proposal and sent out three envoys to lead the Yi Prefectural Army of fifteen thousand northward to take over the various reclaimed cities.
In the fifth month, Nie Dan moved the battleground to the Wall. Li Zhifeng, meanwhile, made an audacious suggestion to distribute his fifty thousand cavalry evenly to camp in the three western cities, and lead the Yi Prefectural Army of fifteen thousand to occupy the Yellow River region.
Tension was now high across the north. Batu selected a new general as part of his preparations to maneuver south and fight against Nie Dan. A major battle was looming, and the prospect of it preoccupied You Miao’s every waking moment. According to the latest report, the Tartars had amassed a formidable army two hundred thousand strong. At the same time, Batu had reached out to the Goryeo King, seeking an alliance.
The entire court blew up; everyone was discussing this new problem.
“Maintaining the Yellow River as the border is enough,” Li Yan said. “If Goryeo dispatched troops southward, the consequences for us would be unimaginable!”
“The Goryeo King will not dispatch his army,” You Miao dismissed the ministers’ concerns without a second thought. “Sit atop the mountain to watch tigers fight—the Goryeo King clearly knows this concept. He’s nearly seventy years old; he won’t be personally leading any armies. Even if he does, he wouldn’t have the strength to fully harness their power.”
“How can we make such an assumption so matter-of-factly?!” Li Yan retorted. “If Goryeo sends their army and we find ourselves outflanked by them and the Tartars, who will take responsibility for the consequences?!”
“I will,” You Miao replied calmly.
The court officials all deflated in exasperation.
Staring at You Miao, Zhao Chao asked, “You Miao, how can you be certain this alliance with Goryeo will not succeed?”
“The Tartars can only choose one ally, the Quanrong or Goryeo,” You Miao answered. “Batu was nearly assassinated by the Quanrong and is now at odds with Dalyeko. At present, allying with Goryeo and discarding the Quanrong is the smartest route. But don’t forget—the Quanrong’s territory just so happens to be situated right between the Tartars and the Liaodong region. If the Goryeo King enters the battlefield himself, he would have to cross through Dalyeko’s domain first.”
He further explained, “In this scenario, if Goryeo joins the war, all three of them will have to reach some form of agreement simultaneously—which is literally impossible. The outcome of any two of the three parties joining forces would be to face restrictions from the third. Goryeo would be concerned about the Quanrong ambushing from behind, and likewise, the Quanrong would be equally concerned that they would be no match if Goryeo and the Tartars joined forces. Therefore, they will refuse to grant Goryeo passage.”
“That’s too matter-of-fact,” Li Yan said.
“The fact that General Nie’s report didn’t mention anything proves he isn’t concerned. We can wait and see,” You Miao said.
There was more You Miao didn’t say—he had Li Zhifeng’s personal letter in his grasp, which was the basis of his war analysis. But there was no way he was going to show it to Zhao Chao and the court officials, since it also mentioned much about how to take back Quanrong territory.
If the imperial court found out Li Zhifeng was discussing with You Miao about how to break away from fighting Tianqi’s war to reclaim his rule, the court officials would probably beat You Miao to a pulp right there on the spot. In his latest letter, he also mentioned that he’d connected with several elders of the tribe. Dalyeko had recently called for a meeting, the conclusion of which was that he would not dispatch his army for the time being, nor grant passage to Goryeo. The Goryeo emissary had been dismissed.
Dalyeko was acutely aware that the alliance he’d formed with Hemetir through Sikland had offended Batu. If Goryeo assisted the Tartars in securing victory against the Southerners in their northern expedition, then the two tribes’ next action would be to turn around and flatten Quanrong. With that in mind, Dalyeko knew he must not allow the Tartars to win.
After court was dismissed, You Miao gave Zhao Chao a detailed analysis of his speculations, though he still didn’t mention Li Zhifeng’s letter. In the end, Zhao Chao nodded.
“Understood. You are right.”
In the fifth month of the year, Nie Dan confronted the Huns at the south shore of the Yellow River and won four victories in a row. In the dark of a new moon’s night, Li Zhifeng had crossed the river and launched a surprise attack. The Huns threw away everything and fled to Yanbian.
Now, the entire north was gripped by panic. From Da’an came the news of Batu’s decision to personally join the battlefront, and the Tartar cavalry was mobilized. Nie Dan dispatched a military report to seek counsel from the court.
Zhao Chao was about to order the army to cross the Yellow River when, abruptly, he was met with You Miao’s objection.
“Do not cross the river at a time like this!” You Miao said.
“The opportunity of the millennium is now. Batu’s army hasn’t yet advanced south. We must seize this chance to fight Batu by moving the entire army across the Yellow River!” Zhao Chao argued.
But You Miao felt things had gone too smoothly, and that wasn’t a good sign. “The present circumstances have changed. Moving our forces to the Lan Pass will raise the alarm for both Goryeo and the Quanrong. If the Barbarian tribes all unite against us, we will be trapped!”
“So what do you propose, then, Lord Political Advisor? Merely fortify the Yellow River?” Li Yan asked.
You Miao couldn’t come to a decision, either. Every court official had their own views—some didn’t think the army should advance recklessly, and others thought they’d lose out on a golden opportunity if they didn’t advance immediately.
“Defending the Yellow River to await the Tartar army’s southward movement would inevitably result in a repeat of the cross-river confrontation. Isn’t the point of this Northern Expedition to break the stalemate?” Zhao Chao said.
You Miao contemplated briefly, then said, “If the Quanrong and Goryeo realized the threat and consequently joined forces with the Tartars, our army will be forced into a defensive stance.”
Ping Xi asked, “Isn’t General Li familiar with Quanrong war tactics?”
“But he doesn’t have the strength to deal with Dalyeko’s army!” You Miao frowned. “Do you really think that Dalyeko will withdraw on his own if he faced Li Zhifeng’s army?”
The court officials were all suffering massive headaches.
From the sidelines, Tang Hui, who had remained silent until now, interjected. “Batu is no one to fear.”
You Miao also knew that Batu was no one to fear. After Hemetir’s death, the current Tartar state no longer had anyone who could stand evenly against Nie Dan’s prowess. But there were no absolutes in life—if a capable young commander emerged from the Tartars, it would disrupt the whole plot. Crossing the Yellow River could expose them to the risk of warfare on three fronts.
“Crossing the river means a massive challenge to army supplies,” You Miao said seriously. “Fighting in Hebei and in the Central Plains is fundamentally different; I’m sure everyone is well aware.”
“And?” Zhao Chao pushed. “Should we guard the Yellow River for a year? Wait for next spring to move?”
You Miao sighed, and no one at court spoke.
After a while, You Miao said, “Defending the Yellow River is the most conservative approach. Bog down the Tartars for a year. Maybe the three northern tribes, plus the deserters from the Five Barbarian Tribes, will break out into civil unrest amongst themselves. The Northern Expedition isn’t about revenge; hatred would only blind everyone. Our objective is to end war altogether. Enough lives have already been lost; in the years ahead, in our future, there can be no more war.”
Also fatigued, Zhao Chao only listened in silence.
Unable to come up with a better plan, You Miao had to say, “Let’s postpone this discussion.”
Thus, the officials were dismissed. Back at the Administration Chamber, You Miao was faced with a giant pile of reports. Even before the expedition, he had expected Batu and Goryeo’s alliance. He had also expected Dalyeko’s response—or at least, most of it. The only thing he didn’t expect was Batu personally joining the battlefront.
All things considered, Batu shouldn’t lead the army. He hadn’t yet married or sired heirs, and lacked exceptional abilities—even if he could sort of fight, how could he possibly rival Nie Dan? When You Miao heard the news of Batu coming out, he speculated that there was internal conflict in the Tartar state.
Despite Hemetir’s death, the Gergen faction remained. It was plausible that Batu didn’t actually want to go on the expedition, but he felt pressured by the situation to obtain military achievements to prove his worth to his people. Gergen, on the other hand, was probably waiting to see Batu escape back to Da’an in a sorry state.
If Nie Dan crossed the Yellow River and moved northward, victory was mostly certain. But what would be the aftermath? What You Miao feared the most was the Tartar’s fall allowing Gergen to come to power, which would garner support from both the Quanrong and Goryeo at the same time. Should that happen, the Tianqi army would be sunk into a bitter fight.
You Miao’s strategy was to dismantle the Quanrong first before finishing off the Tartars. Goryeo would be too far away to provide effective reinforcement, thereby dispersing any potential disaster. But given the current situation, any decision Nie Dan made—to advance or not—would be well within reason. Even if he opted to fortify the Yellow River, the situation did not allow Li Zhifeng to take the army away to hold his brother Dalyeko in check.
The next day, another one of Nie Dan’s communications arrived. Once again, it urged the imperial court to issue a command. A field commander could make calls regardless of military orders; if Nie Dan had made up his mind, he wouldn’t care what the court had to say and would’ve crossed the river already. The reason why he hadn’t done so was because he was also hesitating.
As the day of Batu’s arrival in the south drew near, so too did the golden opportunity fade with each passing day. You Miao combined all the advice offered by the entire Administration Chamber, and reached a decision by referencing the arguments from both the pro-war and pro-peace factions—which was that now was not the time to take risks. The army would await Batu’s arrival at the Yellow River shore, where the two forces would clash.
You Miao wrote a long letter detailing his analysis of the remaining powers of the north and the intricate relationships between the three tribes. Along with his own personal letter, he sent both out, instructing that they be delivered to Nie Dan. Days after that, You Miao delivered his lengthy ten-thousand-word memorial at court, expressing the views of the Administration Chamber on the matter, the summary of which was simply that the timing was unsuitable for dispatch.
Zhao Chao was silent for a long time, his gaze fixed on You Miao, laden with unspoken implications. The other ministers also appeared to be holding their tongues, their expressions hinting at hidden reservations.
“What?” You Miao asked, confused.
And that was when it hit him like a bludgeon to the head. The blood in his veins froze as he came to a realization: Zhao Chao was under the impression that he and Batu shared a personal friendship, which would explain why You Miao, after learning that Batu would be personally joining the fight, had tried in every possible way to prevent Batu from experiencing defeat and losing his life.
You Miao hadn’t considered this misconception as a possibility until now, but upon realizing it, he felt indignant at every gaze directed toward him in the room. He was so angry he was shaking.
“Do the dear ministers have anything else to add?” Zhao Chao asked.
No one spoke up. After a sigh, You Miao said, “The decision is Your Majesty’s to make.”
As the setting sun filtered into the palace hall, it was a long time before Zhao Chao finally said, “The Political Advisor’s words undoubtedly come with his own considerations; We understand.”
You Miao gave a curt nod, and the court was dismissed.
At the Administration Chamber, the supervisory secretaries were still working away, and when You Miao came in, they all looked up at him.
“How did it go?” Tang Bo asked. “Today’s court assembly was eight hours long. Have you eaten?”
Thirsty and tired, You Miao said with a wry smile, “No. Let’s all go to dinner.”
The supervisory secretaries all studied You Miao, and during the meal, someone finally asked, unable to hold back, “Lord You.”
The eating paused down the long table. Knowing everyone had thoughts weighing on their minds, You Miao answered with a light smile.
“What?”
“You went to Da’an last year?” asked the young supervisory secretary.
With an affirmative “mn,” You Miao said, “What are they saying on the streets?”
Seeing that You Miao cut straight to the point, Tang Bo didn’t bother mincing words, either, and said directly, “There are officials at court who have reported you.”
“For illicit relationships with foreign countries?” You Miao said. When no one answered, returning to their own food, he pressed, “What else?”
“Delaying a good opportunity for combat, giving leeway to the enemy commander,” Tang Bo said.
You Miao’s temper flared, and he exclaimed, “I killed Hemetir, but still I’m suspected of conspiring with Batu?!”
“We know, we know…” placated the supervisory secretaries, pushing You Miao’s anger down.
“Lord Political Advisor, you helped Batu by killing Hemetir,” Tang Bo pointed out.
Exhaling a long breath, You Miao slumped heavily back against the chair—except the chairs in the mess hall were all benches and didn’t have backs. He instantly crashed to the floor on all fours.
All the supervisory secretaries in the hall spat out their food, followed by an eruption of laughter so loud it nearly raised the roof. Some laughed so hard they choked, their tears flowing.
Unkempt, You Miao climbed to his feet and yelled, “Whenever they decide to slander me with defection, I’ll have completed my collection of charges!”
“No one here suspects you of treason,” Tang Bo said, exasperated. “Would we have said anything if we did?”
“If you have something to say, go say it to His Majesty,” someone else said, agreeing with Tang Bo.
That’s true, You Miao thought.
Although he and the supervisory secretaries never saw eye to eye, at the end of the day, the Administration Chamber still backed him. The individuals here were haughty because of their ability, but they were also pedantic and principled men of books who valued integrity and justice above all. Amidst the turbulence of the court and the stirring undercurrents of politics, You Miao had never anticipated that the Administration Chamber would emerge as his strongest support.
“Never mind, whatever.” You Miao straightened his chair and sat back down to continue eating. “If I were to say anything, I’d just end up sounding guilty instead.”
The others nodded and didn’t respond. In any case, it was fine as long as everyone knew his innocence. They ate, each preoccupied with their own thoughts, and halfway through the meal, another military communication arrived. This time, it was delivered by the Vice Minister of War. You Miao could tell it was something important at a glance, and after a quick wipe of his mouth on his sleeve, he opened the letter.
“Why didn’t Ping Xi come?”
“Lord Minister has gone to the palace.”
When the letter was opened, there was but a single line written in Nie Dan’s vigorous scribble: I’ve read the message. We will cross tonight.
“...”
After weighing all the pros and cons, You Miao had written him a lengthy, voluminous letter of over ten thousand words telling him to fortify the Central Plains and to not move the army, but all he’d gotten as a reply was, “Okay, got it, I’m gonna go fight across the Yellow River now.” Upon reading the letter, You Miao was going to implode.
Arduously, he said, “Immediately…prepare a decree to mobilize resources from the whole country in full support of the frontlines…” 
The way he looked, the others didn’t need to ask to know what had happened. You Miao quickly shoved the rest of his food into his mouth and ordered a carriage to be prepped to go to the palace.
Inside the coach, You Miao was anxious. The delivery of this single back-and-forth communication would’ve taken at least two days and two nights, even on an expedited horse. Nie Dan’s maneuver across Hebei would have taken place at least two days ago by now, and sending any commands at this point would be too late. Besides, even if any were sent, a field commander could ignore royal orders; Nie Dan wouldn’t have listened anyway.
“I knew he wouldn’t listen to directions,” Zhao Chao said, his brows deeply furrowed.
“Since Nie-da-ge has acted in opposition of the imperial court’s order, we now have to support him at all costs,” You Miao said. “They will meet Batu at the Lan Pass, and the entire area east of the Qinling Mountains will become the battlefield. Our next step is to mobilize all resources and send him the maximum possible support.”
Zhao Chao sighed, then nodded. “Understood.”
You Miao stood there for a bit, observing Zhao Chao. Despite his displeasure, Zhao Chao hadn’t blown his top—he’d clearly actually longed for Nie Dan to cross the river, and he and You Miao had been at odds from the beginning. He’d appeared to be convinced on the surface, but that was only because he also couldn’t come to a decision and ultimately bet on You Miao.
“What?” Zhao Chao noticed You Miao was watching him, and said, “Even if We issue an edict now, it’d be too late.” 
“Nothing,” You Miao said. “At this point, there is no use saying more.”
“Are you worried that I’ll indict da-ge again when he returns?”
“No.”
“You usually have so much to say, but today, the words are popping out one at a time. What’s going on?” Zhao Chao asked.
You Miao raised his eyes to look at Zhao Chao, knowing that he felt guilty. There was a tacit understanding that had developed between them where they didn’t need to explicitly state anything. The good thing about it, usually, was that You Miao could tell what Zhao Chao was thinking before he spoke, as they shared the same thoughts. But this was also the downside.
Very rarely would Zhao Chao ask You Miao directly, “Are you angry?” or “Why are you mad? I didn’t do anything wrong.” As soon as it was asked, albeit phrased differently, it’d betray his guilty conscience and reveal that he was intimidated. You Miao was like Sun Yu’s incarnation, and every time he questioned Zhao Chao, it was full of power and intimidation. Sometimes, even You Miao himself felt no one in the world displeased Zhao Chao as much as he did.
Solemnly, You Miao replied, “This subject only worries that the ruler and the subject were not of one mind. Your Majesty was convinced by this subject to act one way, but simultaneously wholeheartedly supported General Nie in moving north to confront the Tartar army. This is a dangerous course of behavior.” 
Zhao Chao fell silent—You Miao had hit the nail on the head again.
“And this is only the beginning,” You Miao added. “If Your Majesty cannot approve of the direction of the Northern Expedition, it will become perilous down the road.”
“You say We are hiding Our mind, but how are you any different?” Zhao Chao countered.
“I am not,” You Miao said.
“Then what about the personal letter Li Zhifeng sent you?”
You Miao frowned. “It was about what Your Majesty promised him. I didn’t reveal the letters at court in order to avoid talk from my peers, that is all. If Your Majesty wishes to see the letters, this subject can bring them tomorrow.” 
“So you have your own selfish agenda,” Zhao Chao accused.
“Who doesn’t?” You Miao answered. “If not for that, this subject wouldn’t have…wouldn’t have…”
Realizing that he shouldn’t speak what he was about to say aloud, You Miao trailed off and stopped. The truth was, he had always harbored his own selfish agenda, including when he had vaulted Zhao Chao to the throne. He also knew that Zhao Chao held a grudge against Li Zhifeng’s identity, against the future they had chosen—it stemmed from melancholy; a sentiment of “happiness befalls them, but never me.”
Sometimes, Zhao Chao might even have hated Li Zhifeng.
There had never been any direct shows of affection between them. If You Miao was to comment on their group’s brotherhood, Li Zhifeng and Nie Dan were the closest, while Zhao Chao and Li Zhifeng were the most distant. Perhaps this was connected to their differing stances, and the relationship had been doomed from the start.
“Ziqian,” Zhao Chao said slowly, “when you came back to court, you changed a lot. Is it because of your trip to the north?”
“No.”
You Miao didn’t really want to elaborate on this subject; he knew he was different now. In the past, he had wanted to do his best for this government, but all he wanted now was to pack up whenever this Northern Expedition was over and done with and get the hell out to live his humble little life.
The grand or the humble, he could only pick one. You Miao knew it would hurt Zhao Chao grievously, but it would be fair to Li Zhifeng, who had spent his entire life fighting wars in order to fulfill the wish of returning to his homeland. From this standpoint, it certainly wasn’t wrong for the civil officials to accuse him of illicit relations with foreign countries.
“We will have to find a time to have a heart-to-heart with you,” Zhao Chao said. When You Miao nodded, smiling wryly, Zhao Chao added, “The Empress has not been well recently. We will leave now to keep her company. The rest can be saved for later.”
You Miao was immediately concerned, and he asked, “Is my cousin all right?”
“She has no appetite, as she is troubled with worry by the Northern Expedition. Nothing serious,” Zhao Chao replied.
“Get an imperial physician to check up on her,” You Miao said.
“She has a bit of medical knowledge, and said it wasn’t necessary for a doctor to fuss around; that it would be annoying to fill her stomach with medicine. If the stress persists tomorrow, We will call a doctor for her then.”
You Miao nodded. He kind of wanted to visit Qiao Rong, but as it was getting late, he had to relent. Returning to the Administration Chamber, all he felt was that everything was a mess. The heightened tension at the warfront weighed heavily on him; the pressure was so intense, it was suffocating.
[Chapter 71]
It was pitch black inside the Administration Chamber. Lighting the lamps, You Miao dug out the memorials Tang Bo and the others had compiled and perused them carefully in preparation for discussion at the next day’s court assembly—they concerned the tax increase, the military rations, and support for the frontlines.
The bamboo rustled with the wind outside; it was early summer now. Sprawled on his desk and groggy, You Miao suddenly heard a voice next to his ear.
“Ziqian.”
Startled awake, You Miao jolted, noticing the wind had stopped. The candlelight flickered, then gradually dimmed. From the subdued glow, he saw Nie Dan fully clad in armor. He removed his helmet, setting it on the table, and sat down beside You Miao.
“Why are you back?” You Miao was astonished. “Did something happen to Li Zhifeng?”
Nie Dan shook his head and watched You Miao.
“When er-di returns to the Quanrong, your da-ge entrusts his adopted son Chongyang to you both,” Nie Dan said.
Still bleary and not yet fully conscious, You Miao hazily felt Nie Dan pull him into a hug and stroke his head. At that moment. You Miao suddenly choked up, and tears fell within an instant.
“Da-ge…you…”
Nie Dan let go of You Miao, and then turned and left. The moment he exited the Administration Chamber, he glanced back at You Miao and flashed a gentle smile.
The wind picked up again, rustling the greenery. You Miao jolted awake drenched in cold sweat.
Tang Bo came in holding a lamp, and inquired, “Lord You?”
You Miao was soaked in sweat and gasping for air. Tang Bo put down the lamp and rushed over to feel his forehead.
“Are you ill?”
Looking pale, You Miao said through his panting, “I dreamt that…General Nie returned.”
The color of Tang Bo’s face instantly changed, but he quickly forced himself to calm. “One dreams of their day’s preoccupations. Lord You…don’t…scare yourself.”
You Miao managed to steady himself. He nodded at Tang Bo, then proceeded to run out of the Administration Chamber.
“Lord You! Where are you going?! Calm down! You mustn’t go to the palace!” Tang Bo yelled from behind him.
The streets were empty of people; alone, You Miao rushed around a corner. The truth was, not even he knew how to sort this out. He hadn’t been thinking straight when he ran outside. After he caught his breath at the palace walls, he calmed down and changed his destination to the Southern Bureau of Astronomy.
The summer’s night sky was brilliant with stars, the Milky Way stretching across the heavens like a ribbon. The entire city was at rest with but scattered few lights here and there. It was the ideal time to stargaze. The Imperial Astronomer Chen Qing was standing atop a high platform, and when he saw You Miao climbing up the stairs, he was rather surprised.
“I came upon a rare Jian trigram during divination today,” Chen Qing said with a smile. “I didn’t expect the Lord Political Advisor to show up.”
You Miao returned a light smile. “Jian—the obstruction—is peculiar sign. The lower Gen and the upper Kan overlap; it’s favorable to the South and the West, but not the North and the East. It is also favorable to meet lordships. A symbol of good fortune.” 
“What brings the Lord Political Advisor here today?” Chen Qing asked.
“I was disturbed by a nightmare, hence why I’ve come to call on Lord Chen to dispel my doubts. I hope my lord will be able to teach me how to expel my inner demons.” 
Chen Qing smiled in understanding, but didn’t pry. “Lord Political Advisor, you are simply unsettled due to the toilsome number of political matters during the day. The Son of Heaven seats in supreme might, and his chancellor is veiled by the protection of the God of Scholarship. Mere inner demons cannot approach you, Lord You; you may rest assured.”
You Miao didn’t hurry to respond. He stood beside Chen Qing and looked up to the sky to gaze at the celestial signs with him. Sensing his actions, Chen Qing asked, “Does Lord You also reference ‘The Book of Changes?[8]’”
“My teacher taught me a bit of it back in the day,” You Miao answered.
Sun Yu didn’t believe in the supernatural, nor had You Miao since he was young. But “The Book of Changes” had been annotated by Confucius; Sun Yu had studied hundreds of schools of thought, and although he didn’t specialize in Confucianism, You Miao more or less learned a bit about the art of divination through the Five Books.
“Elder Sun’s vast knowledge was beyond the reach of our generation. My greatest regret in this life is to not have had the chance to study under him,” Chen Qing sighed.
“Mister Sun was very strict in his instruction.” You Miao let out an unconscious sigh. “I only obtained a superficial knowledge of his abilities… When I think back now, I often feel regret. Had I known sooner, I would’ve studied harder.”
A shooting star streaked across the sky.
You Miao was already on edge, and he’d come to the observatory to ask Chen Qing whether there had been any unusual celestial occurrences. The shooting star only served to deepen his unease, and his face fell.
Seeing his terror, Chen Qing consoled him, “Shooting stars are a natural occurrence; the Lord Political Advisor needn’t be concerned.”
“Lord Astronomer, have you been fruitful with your nightly stargazing?” You Miao asked.
Chen Qing didn’t answer, only shaking his head derisively. You Miao also thought he was currently acting rather absurd—no one had ever thought to ask the ol’ Lord of Heaven about the Northern Expedition before, but at a time like this, the biggest skeptic became enormously superstitious and had ran here to entreat the heavens for a sign in the middle of the night. If the court officials found out about this tomorrow morning, they would inevitably subject him to another round of nonsensical speculations.
Nonetheless, You Miao pursued the subject further. “About, for example…the Commander’s star?”
“Lord You, you worry too much. Since ancient times, the Bureau of Astronomy has only focused on the observation of celestial phenomena,” Chen Qing explained to You Miao, looking horribly amused. “Although there has certainly always been the saying that, when the Annual Star offends the Prime, it will result in the fall of the Commander’s Star…” 
You wanker. It was all fine when I didn’t ask anything. You’ve got a lot of nerve… You Miao thought.
“...But this humble one believes it is nothing but common phenomena,” Chen Qing said. “Those with a purpose in mind will, of course, use unusual signs to make a big fuss, but oftentimes they cannot be believed. ‘The Annual Star offending the Prime’ is a frequently visible sign, nothing strange about it—it is part of the law surrounding the change of seasons. As for the fall of a star, it is nothing but absurd tricks played by those of former dynasties. Just think, my lord: how many commanders have there been since ancient times? If every general’s death resulted in the fall of a star, the seven constellations in the eastern sky would be empty before a thousand years had passed. What stars would be left to fall?”  
You Miao grinned at that. “True enough.”
You Miao told Chen Qing a detailed account of his dream, and afterward, Chen Qing consoled him.
“Lord You is simply unsettled from overwork; dreams often reflect the preoccupations of the waking mind. You and His Majesty are constantly concerned about the Northern Expedition, and even more so about the commanders whose lives are at risk. The ruler and the subjects do not usually voice this matter, and because it is bottled in the mind, corresponding dreams thus manifest at night.”
You Miao had the same thought, so he gladly nodded, accepting the explanation.
“Take a look at the stars in the sky,” Chen Qing added. “Throughout history, there have been innumerable famous generals, ministers, and rulers. Each hero dominated a period of time, and much like that shooting star just now, they fade into the night sky once their brilliance has passed. Because there is an end, there is new life. Everything in the universe is like this.” 
“Lord Chen is right, I have learned,” You Miao said solemnly. “You are certainly open-minded.” 
“In the Tao, life is the ‘fullness’ and death is the ‘emptiness,’” Chen Qing said with a smile. “Cultivation is all about exploring life and death, and standing in a position that is vaster than the current times—to follow the Way of the Universe and see the world entire.”
That late night atop the observatory, a cool breeze stirred the air as the brilliant Milky Way twinkled above. You Miao bowed to Chen Qing.
The following day, after discussions of state affairs at morning court, You Miao went to the Imperial Study.
“What happened last night?” Zhao Chao asked him. “Didn’t sleep well? What were you doing, running out in the middle of the night?” 
You Miao grinned. “Who told you about that?”
Smiling, Zhao Chao said as he flipped through the memorials, “I wanted to have a chat with you, but Tang Bo said you had a dream and ran out.”
You Miao sighed. Zhao Chao could tell there was something on You Miao’s mind, and he asked, “What’s wrong?”
You Miao gave him a detailed account of what happened the night before, and Zhao Chao grinned after the tale was done.
“I certainly didn’t expect Chen Qing to be someone like that.”
You Miao knew Zhao Chao had always despised Taoists—after all, the old emperor had abandoned all his duties in the palace and focused so much of his time on alchemy and immortality that he ruined a perfectly good country. But You Miao didn’t bluntly point it out to him, and only said, “Every school of thought has its own logic; some people just misinterpret the meaning.”
“Mn,” Zhao Chao nodded in agreement. “There have also been wise rulers throughout history who adhered to the way of The Path to govern; strengthening the country by eschewing personal desires and caring for life to raise wealth among the people. Once the great enterprise that is the Northern Expedition is over, it will be time to lessen the rate of conscription and taxes, and reduce the people’s burdens from these past years.”
You Miao nodded but didn’t respond, looking at Zhao Chao thoughtfully. He noticed there was mirth in his eyes—obviously, he was in a good mood. A thought struck You Miao, but just when he was about to ask about it, a tense voice rang from outside the study.
“Request to see His Majesty! There is a report from the frontlines! General Nie is victorious!”
You Miao and Zhao Chao were dumbstruck. Swiftly, Zhao Chao left his seat and descended the platform as You Miao opened the door. Ping Xi, Li Yan, and the others were standing outside the study.
Unable to contain his excitement, the travel-worn messenger exclaimed, “Your Majesty! On the ninth of the fifth month, General Nie launched a surprise attack on the Tartar army at the Lan Pass. It was a crushing defeat! Fifty thousand enemy soldiers were wiped out in one fell swoop, and Batu fled! General Li Zhifeng successfully intercepted the remaining enemy forces outside the East Liang Pass, and after joining with General Nie, they progressed to the North Liang plains. The Tartar army has retreated from all fronts, withdrawing back to Yanbian. In the midst of the chaos, Batu has disappeared, and his whereabouts are now unknown!” 
You Miao was speechless; Zhao Chao was as well. However, everyone was overflowing with joy; You Miao was so happy he couldn’t speak. He heaved a long sigh. Now that the enemy’s main force had been beaten back, once they sieged Yanbian, Da’an would immediately become isolated. There was no other fate for the Tartars than to withdraw beyond the Great Wall.
“This is great… This is so great…” You Miao mumbled. “Thank the heavens… Thank Mister Sun for watching over us from above…”
With a smile, Zhao Chao watched as tears rolled unconsciously down You Miao’s face. He opened his arms and pulled You Miao into a firm hug, patting his back, his own eyes damp.
“We had wanted to tell you since last night, Ziqian…”
You Miao looked up at him, confused.
Smiling, Zhao Chao said, “You’re going to be an uncle.”
“...” You Miao was rendered speechless again.
[Text Break]
A great victory at the frontlines combined with the news of Qiao Rong’s pregnancy was simply one jubilant event after another coming together. That evening, Zhao Chao personally poured wine and dunked You Miao until the latter was absolutely sloshed, then left him in the palace to sleep it off. All the distress of preceding days was swept away, and You Miao finally felt relaxed. Even though they still had much to do in the coming future, at least they had won their first, hardest, and most critical fight.
The tables had turned at last—the balance of power between the north and the south had shifted dramatically, with Tianqi gaining the upper hand across the board.
You Miao lay on the imperial divan, head woozy and ears ringing while images flashed in his mind. First it was the golden chariots and iron cavalry in the north, then it was peach blossoms fluttering in the air of Jiangnan. In his dream, Li Zhifeng was wearing black armor that shimmered gold as he cut down enemies and trampled through armies of thousands. Then the peach blossoms dispersed, and there was Qiao Rong, holding an umbrella with an infant cradled in her arm, looking up and smiling at him.
“Ziqian,” Qiao Rong called in a low voice, “wake up.”
Head splitting, You Miao sat up to see Qiao Rong with the rims of her eyes red.
“Get the hangover soup for Lord State Uncle,” she instructed a maid.
You Miao coughed a few times, and allowed Qiao Rong to help him sit upright. He was then fed the hungover soup by Qiao Rong, but only managed a few bites before he puked all over the sheets with an “Ugh.”
You Miao plunged headfirst back on the bed. “Let me sleep some more…”
“Ziqian! Get up! Something major’s happened at the frontlines!” Qiao Rong exclaimed.
Startled, You Miao was immediately half-roused from his drunken stupor.
“Quick, bring one of His Majesty’s casual robes over for Lord State Uncle to put on…” Qiao Rong instructed further, and then turned back to You Miao. “Your san-ge is waiting for you in the study, Ziqian!”
“Wait… What happened?”
You Miao got a hold of himself, then looked at Qiao Rong, trying very hard to confirm that he wasn’t dreaming—that what he was seeing was veritably Qiao Rong’s sorrowful face. His heart stopped for a moment.
Not bothering to change, he pushed aside the palace attendant and rushed straight for the Imperial Study, pushing the door in without notice. Inside, Zhao Chao’s face was as ashen as the dead’s. The blindfolded Tang Hui was there, the Minister of War Ping Xi was there, Li Yan was there—as was a messenger from the frontlines who was kneeling on the floor. The study’s desk was already flipped over, and various papers and memorials were strewn haphazardly across the floor. Zhao Chao slumped in his chair like a fish out of water, with air only coming out and none going in. A palace attendant was pinching his philtrum—a calming remedy.
“This isn’t possible… It can’t be…” he muttered despairingly.
At that moment, it was like You Miao had truly been struck by lightning. He stood rooted to the ground, shaking. The thing he feared most had finally come to pass.
“We’ve lost?” You Miao asked, voice quivering. “What’s the casualty count? Wasn’t news of victory just delivered this morning?”
“General Nie led the army in pursuit of Batu…” Ping Xi’s voice was trembling as well. “…and was ambushed by a sudden attack from the Quanrong tribe in East Liang. Twenty thousand cavalry were annihilated. General Li Zhifeng was unable to provide reinforcements in time. Nie Dan lost…refused to surrender…and died.”
“Aah!” You Miao dropped to his knees and broke down in tears.
Choked up, Ping Xi continued, “The delivery of this communication was expedited, but delayed for a day…”
You Miao fell forward until his head was touching the ground, and cried uncontrollably. Zhao Chao, meanwhile, shuddered nonstop and coughed out a mouthful of blood.
The frontline military reports poured in nonstop like flowing water. Li Zhifeng had taken Nie Dan’s remnant troops under his wing and built camp in the Lan Pass to await the imperial court’s orders. The entire kingdom of Tianqi was stunned—no one could believe the news of Nie Dan’s death. Even You Miao spent days in a daze, holding onto the hope that Nie Dan would come back; just as he had when the Central Plains first fell under enemy occupation, and Nie Dan’s vambraces and waist medal were delivered.
Ten days later, Nie Dan’s coffin was escorted back to Yang Prefecture.
For ten miles along the long street, the only sound was the pained weeping of tens of thousands of people rushing out and hugging the coffin in grief.
Li Zhifeng’s military report accompanied the casket, which You Miao read aloud at court.
“After Dalyeko took General Nie prisoner, the Quanrong split into two factions—one is pro-south, and one prefers to ally with the Tartars. Unfortunately, after much wrestling between the two sides, the Tartar prince Gergen rushed in and attempted to convince da-ge to surrender. However, da-ge would rather die than give in. Because da-ge had gone undercover among the Quanrong in the past, he was executed on charges of perfidy… After Gergen’s design to kill da-ge, Dalyeko knew the feud he’d started with the Southern Dynasty would not be easily dissolved, and was therefore compelled to accept the terms of the Tartar alliance agreement…  
“I relied on the suicide soldiers in the tribe, many of whom were sacrificed, to steal back da-ge’s body. The coffin is sealed and is being returned to be buried and rest in peace. When he was still alive, da-ge often said his sins were too great; millions of soldiers had died because of him. He said that, should he one day fall to enemy hands, it would be the work of karma. Do not be blinded by hatred and act in vengeance. Act only in consideration for the nation’s security…
“The division among the Quanrong is an opportunity that can be taken advantage of. The Tartars are on the decline… Before year’s end, we will be able to speedily seize Yanbian and advance toward Da’an… Will His Majesty…”
When You Miao reached the end of the letter and saw that it concluded with, “Will His Majesty please send Ziqian to assist me in accomplishing this great enterprise,” he didn’t dare say it in front of the other court officials, and changed it to, “...Will His Majesty…resolutely issue the order to dispatch as soon as possible.”
After the report was read, the palace hall was dead silent.
“Li Zhifeng alone cannot independently make decisions on frontline combat,” Ping Xi was the first to say.
“I can make haste to the Lan Pass and provide assistance,” You Miao volunteered.
“Are you kidding me? The chancellor of a country entering the battlefield himself to command the army?!” Zhao Chao snapped.
With Nie Dan’s demise, the frontline army had fallen on Li Zhifeng’s shoulders. Li Zhifeng had followed Nie Dan for many years, and despite their peerage in title, they were in fact sworn brothers whose relationship was closer to that of a master and disciple when it came to battle strategy. You Miao would also hesitate to entrust Li Zhifeng with the main army.
Li Yan spoke up then. “Lord You, forgive my bluntness, but has Li Zhifeng been secretly communicating with the Quanrong for a long time?”
“Generals must have their own channels for securing military intelligence,” You Miao answered. “Does he have to inform Academician Li about everyone he dispatches on an undercover mission?”
“Then why did General Nie go undercover?!” Li Yan countered angrily. “Can you guarantee that Li Zhifeng didn’t deliberately leak information in order to advance on the Quanrong?”
“If Li Zhifeng had wanted to sell General Nie out, he wouldn’t have saved you scum from the north back then!” You Miao yelled back.
However, Li Yan was undaunted by You Miao’s outburst, and barked, “His communication with the Quanrong is extremely dangerous in the first place. Even if he had no intention, how would you know if Dalyeko didn’t beat him at his own game?!”
“Enough!”
Zhao Chao’s roar silenced the entire hall.
“Since the occupation of the Central Plains, most of the frontline generals the Southern Dynasty once had are gone,” Xie Hui said with a sigh.
Once Xie Hui had spoken, none of the other court officials dared speak. Although You Miao was the Political Advisor, Xie Hui’s seniority was above him, so he also didn’t dare comment.   
“General Lin, General Wang, General Sun…” Xie Hui counted. “They do not have much experience in working with General Nie. There are not many who are familiar with General Nie’s combat strategies, and can at the same time independently command his old troops to restore morale…”
Xie Hui was stating facts that You Miao had also thought of more than once. Those who had fought the Tartars in the past were now dead, either from old age or the battlefield. Ever since their southern migration, there were only a sparing few generals left. Yang Prefecture’s new commander had his own faction—if he were to be transferred to the frontlines, Nie Dan’s troops wouldn’t obey him and he wouldn’t be able to work with Li Zhifeng.
The only seasoned general available was Tang Hui, but Tang Hui was blind; furthermore, he was accustomed to commanding the Imperial Army. Dispatching him to the Yellow River during the invasion of the old capital was already a stretch of his abilities, and entrusting him with the command of an army of one hundred thousand on the frontlines was clearly beyond his capabilities.
Xie Hui added, “This old subject has been pondering this problem since last night. Presently, the only candidate available at court is General Tang.”
“I have another candidate to nominate,” You Miao said. “Tu Risheng can step up.”
Since his discharge from prison, Tu Risheng was transferred to Yi Prefecture. In the end, Zhao Chao had listened to You Miao’s suggestions and gave him a commander role to defend Yi Prefecture. If Tu Risheng was to be transferred back, a hole would be left in Yi Prefecture’s defenses which would possibly attract pirates.
Tang Hui had been standing there quietly as he listened to their wrangling. The black cloth tied around his eye sockets covered any display of emotions.
“Let us ask General Tang first,” Xie Hui said. “If Li Zhifeng rounds up and takes over Marshal Nie’s forces, and you replace him to command said army, what are our chances of winning?”
Amidst the silence, Tang Hui answered, “Not even thirty percent.”
“Let us discuss General Tu Risheng, then,” Xie Hui said. “Although General Tu is accustomed to using militia, he specializes in infantry. He might be competent in plains warfare, but he is not proficient at guerrilla warfare, nor is he good at responding to it. In this sense, I’m afraid he is also unsuitable.”
“So if we have Tang Hui and Tu Risheng work together, they could complement each other,” You Miao suggested.
“What does Lord You think our winning chances would be with that plan?” Xie Hui asked.
You Miao remained quiet. The truth was, he couldn’t convince himself of it either—but at this point, having Tang Hui and Tu Risheng collaborate seemed to be the only viable option.
Zhao Chao spoke up. “My dear ministers, you have forgotten that there is one more individual who has fought alongside Nie-da-ge in the past.”
The court officials stirred at this, and with eyes red, Zhao Chao said, “There is Us. You have all forgotten that when We were still the Third Prince, We trained in generalship under Nie-da-ge.”
“Absolutely not!” Li Yan exclaimed, voice breaking. “Your Majesty, you have no heir; how could you go to the battlefront recklessly?”
“The Empress is pregnant,” Zhao Chao said, rising to his feet.
You Miao knew that even though Zhao Chao had been defeated in every war he’d ever fought, his spirit had not been vanquished. You Miao had always been confident that Zhao Chao possessed the capacity to command armies, and had simply been hindered by the former court. Within the grand empire of Tianqi, if anyone was to be considered born at the wrong time—it would undoubtedly be Zhao Chao. 
Since the second time he’d traveled to the old capital, You Miao had believed that if Zhao Chao could one day embark on an expedition unobstructed by anyone, victory would surely be his. But now that the time had come, many other causes for concern had arisen in You Miao’s mind—including whether Li Zhifeng could work together with Zhao Chao. For an emperor to go on an expedition without an heir was a rare event in history. Should Zhao Chao die on the battlefield… Then the heavy mantle that was Tianqi would fall on his child with Qiao Rong, as well as You Miao himself.
After a moment’s contemplation, You Miao didn’t dare say much on the matter, and only answered, “Your Majesty, please reconsider.”
Zhao Chao heaved a long sigh. “Let us go see da-ge first.”
Under Zhao Chao’s lead, the court officials left through Xuanwu Gate and headed toward the city in an impressive procession to welcome Nie Dan’s coffin. You Miao thought he’d grown numb after so many fits of weeping, yet when he stood before Nie Dan’s casket, he couldn’t help but choke up again, his eyes going red.
When the pallbearer opened the coffin, You Miao pressed his head against it and nearly fainted. Tears fell from Zhao Chao’s eyes, and the court officials wept bitterly together.
Nie Dan’s body lay before them. His once-robust legs had been snapped and broken, and his once-steady face now bore two bloody holes where his eyes had been gouged out. Every tooth had been forcibly yanked out while he was alive, and his tongue had been sliced out.
His corpse lay quietly inside the coffin. Anger rushed to You Miao’s head, and he felt his sight turn black.
“Lord You…” was the last thing he heard as he faded out of consciousness.
When You Miao opened his eyes again, his face was wet with tears and his head was splitting. As he sat up and scrambled out of bed, he fell to his knees and burst into bitter tears again. Tasting something metallic in his mouth, he retched and heaved out blood.
“Ziqian!” Zhao Chao rushed into the room and helped You Miao sit up.
Eyes closed, You Miao cried in anguish, “What was da-ge after…? He never had a good day in his life…”
Eyes red, Zhao Chao said through his sobs, “I will embark on the expedition tomorrow. Ziqian, the war is not over…”
Forcing his tears back, You Miao nodded. And hugging him, Zhao Chao whispered, “Don’t let your cousin know.”
You Miao nodded some more, not responding. Overwhelmed with grief and bitterness, he dropped his head on Zhao Chao’s shoulder and cried out again.
Before the coffin’s opening, very few had known the extent of the torture Nie Dan had suffered at the hands of the Quanrong; only that he had died refusing to surrender. But now, everyone had learned the truth. A deep-seated hatred was now sown between Tianqi and Quanrong. It was evident to any discerning observer that this was Gergen’s cruel ploy to avenge Hemetir, as well as to divide Tianqi and Quanrong.
No one was at fault for this outcome; when two countries clashed, one either lived or perished. You Miao heaved a long sigh as he sat at his desk in the Administration Chamber. For days now, it had been tough for him to reconcile the hate and sorrow in his heart.
He still remembered what Nie Dan had said that day in Da’an—that there would come a day when the world’s chaos would cease. The Barbarians would not slaughter the Han, nor the Han the Barbarians. All would be able to settle down and live peaceful lives.
Deep down, he knew that Nie Dan’s passing marked the end of an era for Tainqi. A new chapter was about to unfold for this dynasty.
Jiangnan had entered the rainy season, casting gloom over the sky. Tang Bo crossed the corridor soundlessly and set a case down beside You Miao.
“How is the preparation for His Majesty’s departure going?” You Miao asked as he glanced at the case.
“Dispatch will be in three days,” Tang Bo replied. “His Majesty has asked that Lord Political Advisor make a trip to the palace this evening.”
You Miao nodded. As he opened the case to peer at its contents, Tang Bo said, “General Nie’s belongings have been divided up in the army. Everything in this box is left to you.”
Inside it was a fan.
The day the four became sworn brothers, Nie Dan had given each of them a fan. Upon You Miao’s, he had written, “Match with an adversary face to face and the brave will emerge victorious.” Upon Li Zhifeng’s, he wrote, “Those who excel in war have no illustrious military exploits.” Upon Zhao Chao’s, he wrote, “The country is broken, yet the mountains and rivers remain.”
And now, You Miao finally had the fortune to see what Nie Dan had written for himself.
“‘For a general’s triumph is built on ten thousand bones,’[9]” Tang Bo murmured.
“Pray cease the talk of honor conferment, for a general’s triumph is built on ten thousand bones,” You Miao recited quietly, then refolded the fan. “I will go to the palace right now. Is the memorial ready?”
With a nod, Tang Bo said, “I will send two people to go with you.”
[Chapter 72]
Zhao Chao embarking on an expedition was an exceptionally complicated affair for the government—the emperor couldn’t just up and leave. Every case under the emperor’s attention needed to be reassigned, and the court had to remain stable without the ruler’s presence. Even the matter of whether the Imperial Army should also be dispatched stirred up a most intense wrangling. Grappling with so much on his plate, You Miao’s brain was practically crammed full.
That day, You Miao went to the palace with two supervisory secretaries in tow, holding almost a hundred memorials to the throne and laying them all out in front of Zhao Chao for him to deal with—every possible issue had been considered and prepared for, save for the Imperial Army in the end.
“You have to bring personal guards,” You Miao stated. “The Imperial Army is well-trained; I’ll only feel okay letting you go if Tang-da-ge is there to protect you.”
“But with the Imperial Army gone, the capital will only have Yang Prefectural Army’s eight thousand soldiers for defense. You’ll be reassured, but what about me?” Zhao Chao argued.
“With me and Ping Xi in charge, nothing will happen to Yang Prefecture,” You Miao replied.
Ping Xi had come from a military general family; three generations of his ancestors were veteran Tianqi commanders. They might be dead, but Ping Xi’s wife also hailed from a military general clan. You Miao was certain they could work together.
“No!” Zhao Chao vetoed the idea without hesitation, and blurted, “What if…”
When You Miao’s face fell and he shot him a look, Zhao Chao trailed off and realized he’d almost said something he shouldn’t have.
Ping Xi said, “In that case, Your Majesty, please have General Tang guard Maocheng and take Deputy General Liu on the expedition instead. The Imperial Army will split into two; eight thousand soldiers will remain here. Combined with the Yang Prefectural Army’s eight thousand, it should ensure zero challenges.”
Tang Hui cupped his hands in salute, and said with a curt nod, “This humble general also thinks the same.” 
There was no perfect compromise for this problem, and You Miao had to concede in the end. He said with a nod, “Let’s go with that, then.”
Zhao Chao made a noise of affirmation and heaved a long sigh, leaning back against his chair. The rest of the officials conscientiously bowed to take their leave, but You Miao stayed where he was inside the study. It was now basically an unspoken rule that Zhao Chao would have something to say to You Miao afterward.
Once everyone was gone and Li Yan closed the study’s door on his way out, Zhao Chao called to You Miao, looking haggard and forcing a brief smile. “Lao-yao.[10]”
When You Miao lifted his eyes to look at him, Zhao Chao said, “Over so many years, I’ve always been scared of you seeing right through me, and indeed, you’ve never once been wrong. Can’t you be wrong with me for once?”
You Miao only smiled wryly, and Zhao Chao added, “I was so nervous when you insisted that Tang Hui follow me on the expedition.”
The court had previously been embroiled in a fierce argument over whether to cross the Yellow River in pursuit of victory, and in the end, Nie Dan had crossed the river. He won, but he also paid for it with his life. You Miao knew that it couldn’t have been predicted; not even the wise are free from error, and the course of fate can never be defied.
“Are you scared that I won’t return?” Zhao Chao asked.
His question made You Miao’s tears well up. Staring at Zhao Chao, You Miao answered with a sob thick in his throat, “Yes.”
Zhao Chao flashed a brief smile. “I can’t keep hiding behind da-ge’s back. No one will protect us anymore; I must go to battle.”
“I know.” You Miao sniffed.
At that moment, he had too much he wanted to say to Zhao Chao, yet of all the millions of words swirling in his head, he couldn’t articulate any of them. He wanted to say that he was really worried—Zhao Chao had gotten old; he was no longer the same spirited young man he once was. No longer were they brilliant, unrestrained youths, for time had left too many marks on their bodies and spirits. He was emotionally unstable and embarking on an incredibly dangerous expedition on which he’d staked all his desperate hopes.
But it was just as Zhao Chao had said—they had been protected by Nie Dan all these years, and would eventually have to walk on their own to meet their enemies.
“Once you set out, you have to judge the situation carefully,” You Miao exhorted. “Don’t let hatred cloud your judgment.”
“I hear you.” Zhao Chao nodded. “San-ge will return safely, promise.”
You Miao responded with a quick smile, and Zhao Chao added, “But anything could happen. You have to promise me, too, that the Empress and your little unborn nephew—”
“Since you’ve already resolved to come back, there’s no need to discuss that,” You Miao hissed.
Then with a smile, he approached the imperial desk and gave Zhao Chao a brief hug before he bowed and took his leave.
Three days later, Zhao Chao departed Maocheng, leading the Imperial Army of twelve thousand to march north and assume command of Nie Dan’s former troops.
Batu had already retreated back to Da’an, and Dalyeko had gone to roam the steppes. He had left after making that single strike, his whereabouts now unknown.
After receiving the imperial court’s command, Li Zhifeng pulled out and marched the army northward to act according to the original plan of encircling Yanbian.
The winds of change were blowing, heralding the biggest battle between the north and the south. You Miao knew that Zhao Chao’s sudden advance was a gamble, staking whatever was left of the country on this showdown. The Tartars had less than fifty thousand cavalry and were demoralized after the latest defeat. What had once been known as the invincible iron cavalry of the steppes was now but a spent arrow.
This was also precisely why, on the brink of confronting the most severe situation since entering the Wall, the Barbarian tribes had to join forces once more. There was also Goryeo leering from the sidelines. War on multiple fronts was an inevitable prospect; their only hope was that Zhao Chao would be redeemed from his past humiliations.
With a bowl of wine to pledge to the marshal, You Miao sent off Zhao Chao. While the Emperor was gone, Xie Hui would act as the temporary head of government. The six ministries, the Administration Chamber, and the Hanlin Academy would make joint decisions on state issues, though all political and military affairs required the Administration Chamber and the Ministry of War’s final rule.
For the next many days, warfront news flowed in endlessly. Zhao Chao and Li Zhifeng had successfully rendezvoused in the valley north of the Lan Pass. After regrouping the army of one hundred thousand, Zhao Chao surrounded Yanbian Fortress. Meanwhile, Li Zhifeng broke off from the main force with a cavalry of thirty thousand to roam the eastern frontier in rapid march.
You Miao had spent every day unable to eat or sleep. The fifth month, sixth month, seventh month elapsed—for three whole months, the Barbarian tribes challenged the Han army to multiple battles, but returned fruitless each time. Zhao Chao was certainly able to maintain calm, and aside from a few small-scale encounters, he did not engage the Yanbian army head-on.
You Miao had sent him two letters on warfront analyses, and without exception, their contents consisted of: “Take stock of the situation and do not recklessly open fire.”
The Southern Dynasty had enough rations in stock; You Miao was determined to drag this out and bring down Yanbian Fortress. The great army had fenced Yanbian so tightly that not even a single bird could fly in. You Miao was keenly aware that Yanbian was the leading city of trade at the northern frontier, and it was because goods constantly flowed in and out that the city would not have much grain in their reserves—in less than three months, Yanbian would be emptied. At that time, should Da’an send reinforcements, they would be raided by Li Zhifeng en route.
The personal letters from Zhao Chao and Li Zhifeng came once every three days. Whenever You Miao received them, he rushed to the palace.
Qiao Rong’s belly was bulging now, being several months along in her pregnancy, and she sat listening to You Miao read the letters. You Miao opened Li Zhifeng’s letter first, and his brows slowly knitted as he read its contents.
“…Third of the seventh month, our side intercepted Dalyeko’s messenger… For three months, Yanbian has been trapped. Inside the city…” You Miao glanced up at Qiao Rong and refrained from vocalizing the rest of the sentence as Li Zhifeng had written it: “Inside the city, cannibalism is occurring.” He changed it instead to, “Inside the city, the army’s morale is wavering.”
“…Neither Dalyeko nor the Quanrong army have yet shown themselves,” You Miao read on. “San-di has the reconnaissance team patrolling the northeast. Weather in the north is unpredictable, san-di is slightly unacclimatized…”
Gently, Qiao Rong prodded, “What did His Majesty write in his letter?”
Opening Zhao Chao’s letter, You Miao read its contents aloud. “To my wife Rong-er and my little brother-in-law. In the battle downstream of Bailang River, our forces incurred the loss of three hundred and thirty-two men. Advise Ping Xi to provide reparations. How is my child? Rong-er, you must raise the child in peace. There was a rainstorm in the seventh month, and I have by chance caught a cold. I have mostly recovered after taking medicinal ginseng from the north, no need to worry…”
Zhao Chao’s letter reported mostly good news and none of the bad. After he finished reading it, You Miao placed it aside, though worry still colored his brow.
“Is something the matter?” Qiao Rong asked.
You Miao shook his head. He and Qiao Rong talked to each other about everything and he never kept warfront news from her, knowing that he couldn’t lie to her about any major or minor issues, for he’d find it hard to justify himself if he was found out one day.
“It’s nearly the eighth month,” You Miao explained. “The initial plan was to take Yanbian by the seventh. Once we enter winter, the entire northlands will become the Tartar and the Quanrong’s world.”
Qiao Rong nodded in understanding. “Southern soldiers cannot withstand the cold.”
“Yes. The horses and the army’s fighting power will be restricted.”
“If they still can’t secure victory come the tenth month, what are we to do then?” Qiao Rong asked.
“We will need to have them retreat to the Yellow River’s south shore, and take up battle again next year,” You Miao answered.
“Battle again next year” was easier said than done. In order to push the battlefront to the Lan Pass, the Southern Dynasty had poured all the country’s power and sacrificed a god-level great commander. Once they retreated to the Central Plains, the loss could not be measured in material resources alone. If they could not seize Da’an now, Jiangnan would probably not have the ability to support another major war.
You Miao couldn’t be more understanding of Zhao Chao’s distress, even though it wasn’t voiced, which was why he again and again wrote letters urging him to make cool-headed decisions.
“Has the winter clothing for the soldiers been prepared yet?” Qiao Rong asked.
“It’s all ready.”
“I’ll make a trip to the Ministry of Revenue tomorrow…”
Scrunching up his face, You Miao complained, “Sis, please. Stop fussing. You’re pregnant; the entire court is watching your belly.”
“Well, I gotta prep your san-ge’s battle robe at least,” Qiao Rong countered. “What about Li Zhifeng’s?”
That’s true, You Miao thought. When Li Zhifeng left, all he had was the black armor he wore. There was another set of it back at the estate. Winter in the north was extremely cold; winter clothing would need to be sorted early, regardless of how the war would proceed…
Once You Miao left the palace, he instructed a boy servant to make preparations back at the estate. In a few days, when winter clothing was to be delivered to the frontlines, he would go back to the estate himself to pack for Li Zhifeng.
Many days later, Yaoguang came with a letter from Li Zhifeng. This was one Li Zhifeng had sent secretly to the estate, avoiding the military post system. As soon as it was delivered, Yaoguang immediately rushed to Maocheng. You Miao would receive such a letter every month, and it usually discussed the Quanrong’s situation in the north. However, this time, there were only a sparing few words in this one.
“His Majesty is in bad shape due to the cold; be prepared.”
Startled, You Miao was immediately distraught beyond words. At the same time, the military’s messenger had also returned to Maocheng and informed the court of the situation in the north.
“His Majesty has fallen ill?” Xie Hui said.
The messenger replied, “Ten days ago, His Majesty led the army downstream Bailang River and was coincidently met with a rainstorm. After one day and one night of rapid march soaking wet, His Majesty burned with an unrelenting fever and started to babble in his unconscious state at camp. He wrote a letter back while ill, and although his condition has improved, he is still very weak. General Li is concerned with His Majesty’s health, which will likely prevent him from leading the army when autumn arrives. Hence, General Li is requesting the court’s advice behind His Majesty’s back.”
You Miao had anticipated everything except this. Although Zhao Chao had often went on expeditions with the army in the past, he was no longer at an age where he could casually mess with his health. Ten years ago he had contracted lingering health issues from the war with Goryeo, then he’d experienced northern upheavals twice. After ascending the throne, he lived in the profound depths of the palace spending all of his energy on managing political affairs. Now that sickness had stricken him, it swiftly got out of control.
Everyone stared at You Miao, waiting for his opinion.
“What did His Majesty say on the matter?” You Miao asked the messenger.
“His Majesty is determined to stay on the frontlines.”
“Then let him stay,” You Miao said. “Send a doctor in haste to check on him.”
“Lord Political Advisor,” Li Yan spoke up, “His Majesty’s health is of the utmost importance. Judging by the current war situation, we should retreat to the Yellow River’s south shore to be safe.”
“The march is strenuous. Since he’s already sick, he should not travel long distances,” You Miao said. “Let Li Zhifeng share the military load for now. Let’s observe for some time before we make a decision.”
Ping Xi added, “His Majesty has led the army before; he knows the weight of things, so we should trust him.”
Nodding, You Miao said, “The Empress must not know about this.”
The court officials left, all with worry coloring their brows. After returning to the Administration Chamber, You Miao was just about to write Li Zhifeng a response letter when someone else arrived from the estate. It was Cheng Guangwu.
“Shaoye,” Cheng Guangwu said, “someone has come from the frontlines and asked you to make a trip back to the estate. He has a verbal message to pass.”
You Miao was surprised. “It’s only been a day, and there’s another one?”
But even then, he immediately sensed that this was no small matter, and quickly took a leave of absence with Tang Bo to rush back to the estate.
“Who is the messenger?” You Miao asked.
“He said he’s Master Feng’s former subordinate,” Cheng Guangwu replied.
It’s probably news from the north, You Miao thought as he nodded in acknowledgment. But then, he suddenly felt it odd—what did “Li Zhifeng’s former subordinate” mean?
“How is he dressed? Is he not a Tianqi soldier?” You Miao asked. When Cheng Guangwu shook his head, You Miao instantly thought of another possibility.
[Text Break]
After night fell, no one was alerted of the news of the estate’s visitor, and only Qiao Jue received him.
“I didn’t dare let him go to Yang Prefecture. I had to wait until you got back to make a decision,” he said.
“Do my parents know about this?” You Miao asked as he rushed into the garden.
Qiao Jue followed closely behind him, and said, “No one knows except you, me, and Guangwu.”
You Miao stopped inside the small yard of Tingzhuhai. In front of the bamboo grove, there stood a tall man who was watching fish in the pond. It was a Quanrong, and when he saw You Miao approach, he placed his left hand on his right shoulder and bent at the waist in a bow. Then he extended his arm and leveled his fist, opening the hand with the palm down, giving You Miao a slow yield before he withdrew the hand back to his chest. Solemnly, You Miao returned the same courtesy. He knew this was Quanrong etiquette for meeting royalty, and was also a sign of loyalty.
“This humble one is Barikh. His Highness Sanado sent me to deliver a message,” the Quanrong introduced himself, then took out a letter and a jade pendant, passing them into You Miao’s hands.
Opening the letter without looking up, You Miao asked, “How are things at the tribe?”
“Dalyeko’s actions were met with objection from the entire tribe,” Barikh said. “The tribesmen do not believe it beneficial to become enemies with Tianqi. Dissension has grown by the day, much like the wildfires that are silently ablaze across the grasslands. But Dalyeko has forcefully suppressed all opposition. Prince Gergen planned to attack the Tianqi Emperor on Mount Hei, but due to unforeseen reasons, he was unable to carry it out.”
“What unforeseen reasons?” You Miao asked as he unfolded the letter, but abruptly froze at the single sentence written on it: “Lao-san is in critical condition; he must be extracted as soon as possible.”
“How is this possible…? What do we do? This is bad,” You Miao muttered to himself.
Barikh gave a slight bow, and forcing himself to be calm, You Miao asked, “How is his condition?”
“Unconscious, with a high fever,” Barikh answered.
You Miao drew in a deep breath, his body shaking uncontrollably. If Zhao Chao died from illness in the north, it would be game over for all of their plans… What to do?
He hadn’t expected Zhao Chao to become so seriously ill. Flustered, his head was filled with the Northern Expedition’s crisis, but he couldn’t find anyone he could discuss it with for the moment. If news leaked, the consequences would be unimaginable.
Qiao Jue could sense You Miao’s distress, and reassured, “Miao-zi, don’t panic. Calm down first and think of a way.”
“What way is that?” You Miao mumbled.
He glanced up at Barikh and was met a sharp gaze, but it was a fleeting look that was swiftly withdrawn.
“Are you currently with the Quanrong tribe, or with Sanado?” You Miao asked him.
“His Highness instructed me and several of my brothers to stay in the tribe,” Barikh answered. “They were the ones who retrieved General Nie’s body.”
“Stay at the manor for now. I will give you a response once I’ve decided on one,” You Miao said.
“Please do so as soon as possible.”
Clutching the letter in his hands, You Miao left the garden.
Qiao Jue ran after him and asked, “What about Rong-er?”
“I will go back to the palace at once,” You Miao said. “Don’t let anyone come in contact with Barikh.”
Qiao Jue was aware of how serious this matter was, and nodded immediately, heading off to prepare a horse for You Miao to ride back to Yang Prefecture.
Galloping in haste, You Miao finally reached Maocheng by midnight. After riding back and forth for a whole day with hardly anything to fill his stomach, You Miao was on the verge of fainting. As soon as he arrived in Maocheng, he went straight to the palace and sought out Qiao Rong. Entering the East Palace,[11] he found Qiao Rong sewing a flower onto Zhao Chao’s battle robe under the moonlight.
“Not in bed yet?” he asked.
Qiao Rong looked up and said, “Can’t sleep. The weather’s been unpredictable with the change in season, and I don’t feel settled, anyway. What’s the matter?”
Sitting down next to her, You Miao was all of a sudden overwhelmed with millions of emotions. He felt his eyes prickle with tears, and he reached out to hug her.
“What’s wrong?” Qiao Rong asked, chuckling gently. “How is Lord State Uncle so free that he has the time to come and see us?”
The latter sentence was directed to the child, and she stroked her belly. Sitting side by side, the cousins watched the moon. It was the fifteenth of the seventh month, which was the Zhongyuan Festival.[12]
“Do you think it’s a boy or a girl?” You Miao asked, smiling.
Qiao Rong grinned at the question. “Do you want a little nephew or a little niece?”
“I like both.”
“The baby is always kicking me; he’s most likely a rambunctious menace of a boy. Nephews resemble their maternal uncles; I’ll be happy if he’s as handsome as you and little uncle.”
“It’d be nice if he resembled san-ge, too,” You Miao said quietly. “He’s a fine-looking guy.”
Qiao Rong nodded. Studying You Miao’s face, she asked, “People at the Administration Chamber said you went back to the estate after lunch, and now you’ve come running into the palace in the middle of the night, so you’re probably not here for idle chatter. If you have anything to tell me, go ahead. Was there news from the frontlines?”
You Miao stayed silent, gazing at Qiao Rong. Initially, he had wanted to discuss the crisis with her and critically examine their options in the event Zhao Chao passed away at the frontlines. News of the emperor’s death would have to be contained as it traveled south; only to be released at least four months after Qiao Rong was expected to give birth. If she bore a son, he would be instated as the crown prince, and she as Empress Dowager would act as regent under the advisement of the Political Advisor… Should Qiao Rong give birth to a girl, however, then another member of the Zhao family would need to be appointed to the throne, and Qiao Rong would have to give up her position.
Should the latter come to pass, the You Family would consequently lose power. And to avoid being caught up in the fallout, he would have to take Qiao Rong far away and dissolve the family estate.
As for Li Zhifeng, who was on the frontlines… When You Miao first heard the news, his only thought was that he had to maintain stability within the court at all costs. Even if Zhao Chao were to pass away, the information must not be disclosed publicly. He would have to immediately find someone to disguise themselves the emperor and continue the Northern Expedition. He would then appoint Li Zhifeng as marshal of the Southern Dynasty’s great army and, in the name of the emperor, fight the Tartars with his back to the waters—a battle with no retreat. If successful, Li Zhifeng would be able to return, and then…
There were so many complicated, intricate matters to consider, and You Miao suddenly found himself at a loss on where to start.
Qiao Rong was still watching You Miao, her eyes filled with worry and disquiet. “Is Dalyeko really difficult to deal with?”
“Yes,” You Miao answered with a nod. “Da-ge was the one who personally plotted the scheme to dissolve the alliance between the Tartar and Quanrong.”
Several months had passed since Nie Dan’s death, but in spite of this, You Miao still felt a dull pain inside whenever he was mentioned. He looked at Qiao Rong guiltily, knowing it must also be rough for her.
“Let’s talk about your da-ge for a bit,” she said. “You’ve all been keeping me in the dark with regards to him, but I’m actually quite open-minded about the whole thing. When I first met your da-ge, he also told me that he’d killed too many people in his life; that one day, he would probably receive—”
“He saved more than he killed,” You Miao mumbled.
He recounted their story in the north in detail, and she was stunned by the tale. He smiled at her reactions, especially when he reached the part where Nie Dan managed to go undercover for three years, and their discovery of Sikland’s plans.
“And Dalyeko was oblivious to all this?” she asked.
“Sikland had sent him a letter, but da-ge killed the messenger on the road…”
You Miao trailed off when, for some reason, that split-second look the Quanrong messenger gave him flashed in his mind. This made You Miao aware of another problem—what if Barikh hadn’t been honest? He came holding Li Zhifeng’s handwritten letter—and the jade pendant, too—so he logically shouldn’t be deceitful. Yet…
Heart pounding wildly, You Miao stood up. “I’m going to head back; something just came to mind.”
“Wait,” Qiao Rong called to him. “I had ginseng soup stewed tonight and was actually thinking of delivering it to you. Eat it before you go.”
You Miao stopped and suddenly changed his mind again. “Sure. By the way, where has san-ge kept all of his letters? Can I see?”
Although Qiao Rong found the request odd, she didn’t ask questions and simply led You Miao to the main hall, where she opened a case. Inside it was all of the letters Zhao Chao had saved. As You Miao leafed through them, he found that most were Zhao Chao’s own densely-handwritten letters—he’d preserved them from the epistolary era of his and Qiao Rong’s relationship.
“These are what your san-ge used to write me,” Qiao Rong explained with a smile. “What?”
You Miao shook his head. When he skimmed through the letters’ contents, he noticed that most of what they discussed was about You Miao himself; he placed those ones aside, not wanting to dig deeper into that issue. When he reached the bottom of the box, he found a letter from Li Zhifeng.
The ginseng soup was served just then, and Qiao Rong personally scooped him a bowl. As he ate, You Miao compared Li Zhifeng’s handwriting to the letter he recently received.
I knew it… He heaved a long sigh when he found the character for “chou” in the letter. Li Zhifeng was left-handed, and as a result, his writing was different from others’—in his particular case, the “chou” character had always showed a noticeable deviation.
When Qiao Rong saw the false letter, the color drained from her face immediately.
“It’s fake! Don’t worry!” You Miao hurried to explain.
Only then did Qiao Rong nod her head, her heart still pounding in fear. You Miao gathered up the letters and quickly ran through everything that had transpired in his head. Who had sent Barikh? What was their scheme? Was it to muddy the waters and sow internal discord? It wasn’t that simple… Since Li Zhifeng’s messenger was killed on the road, then the enemy must be part of Dalyeko’s faction.
What was Dalyeko planning by informing You Miao that Zhao Chao was on the brink of death? You Miao had a feeling that Dalyeko was up to something, but he couldn’t make heads or tails of his plan.
“Summon General Tang,” You Miao said as he stepped out of the palace hall.
It was fourth watch at this time of night. When Tang Hui arrived at the palace, You Miao had a brief talk with him, exhorting him to increase the palace’s security—he didn’t tell him about the fake news from the frontlines, only that Qiao Rong had to be well-protected.
“Don’t go anywhere for a while,” You Miao said to Qiao Rong. “Just stay inside the palace.”
Wearing a complicated expression, Qiao Rong nodded in agreement.
“Will increased patrol be required?” Tang Hui asked.
“Have some men be on the lookout for anyone suspicious in Maocheng. Arrest and interrogate anyone dubious,” You Miao said.
Although Tang Hui was unaware of the full story, he could guess that the order was related to news from the warfront. “Let’s instate a curfew, then.”
“Curfew, huh…” You Miao contemplated the idea for a moment, but then rejected it. “No. No curfews, lest that give us away… Have every city gate watched; the ones at Yang Prefectural City, too. If you find anyone suspicious, don’t alert them. Observe where they’re going and send someone to inform me.”
Tang Hui didn’t question the order and left once he’d received it. You Miao comforted Qiao Rong for a bit before he returned to the Administration Chamber with complicated thoughts clouding his mind.
Dawn had already broken, and You Miao’s eyes were heavy with sleep as the court officials discussed political matters at the morning assembly. Standing there at court, everyone’s voices seemed so far away while his mind continuously drifted to the spy who had delivered false information, pondering how he had come to be.
Speculating on the matter, Li Zhifeng had likely sent a messenger, who was intercepted and killed halfway on the road. The letter was swapped at that point, which would explain the jade pendant… Recalling past events, You Miao broke out in cold sweat. If news of Zhao Chao’s death spread, the government would have to respond immediately.
Who would reap the most benefit from this? Maybe Dalyeko was already colluding with one of the court officials…
You Miao was so sleepy that his brains were mush. As he surveyed the room, everyone he laid eyes on looked suspicious to him.
Once the court began to execute corresponding strategies, the plans would inevitably drag down the frontlines. As soon as Zhao Chao recovered, his first order of business would be to return to court immediately to investigate the matter. And the first to be affected would be You Miao—he would not be able to escape the charge of botching a crucial battle opportunity, and even Li Zhifeng, who had delivered the letters, would suffer.
He must figure out who had colluded with Dalyeko… And then another even more horrific thought struck him—What if Nie Dan’s death was connected to this collusion?
“...Lord You?” Li Yan called.
You Miao regained himself, except he hadn’t heard anything that was being discussed, distracted as he was.
“We’ll…leave it at that,” he responded vaguely.
“Has one of General Li’s personal letters arrived?” Ping Xi asked. “How are things at the frontlines?”
“Nothing unusual… Mmm… Everything’s fine,” You Miao managed to say. “We must prepare for the winter as soon as possible. Thank you, my lords.”
Without further ado, he nodded to the officials and left, not bothering to stay another minute longer, and left everyone baffled.
[Chapter 73]
After returning to the Administration Chamber, You Miao churned the idea in his head for a long time, and in the end decided against arresting Barikh for interrogation. He had to uncover who was behind Barikh; to see who exactly was in cahoots with Dalyeko. Since Dalyeko dared to carry out his designs in Yang Prefecture, someone had to be coordinating with him.
You Miao dozed off in bed, and although Tang Bo had come knocking twice during his rest, You Miao only mumbled that he needed sleep. An old servant thus simply placed his dinner on the table inside.
Around nightfall, another man came knocking, and he called in a low voice, “Lord Political Advisor.”
The unfamiliar voice startled You Miao awake—he was now easily frightened because of all that had happened. Fearing it was a spy again, he reached under his pillow and gripped his dagger before he said, wary, “Come in.”
The visitor turned out to be an imperial guard. He bent one knee to the ground and said, “Lord You, General Tang instructed me to report that someone infiltrated Moyan Pavilion this evening. After some discreet inquiries, we learned that men of unknown origin have been frequenting the establishment for around a month now.”
You Miao was stunned. “…Moyan Pavilion?”
Never in a million years did he think his own property would be implicated in fishy business.
The imperial guard added, “General Tang wishes to ask Lord You whether we should conduct a search.”
You Miao’s head was a mess now—what was going on? “Not yet.”
“Then…”
You Miao glanced at the guard and suddenly understood the hesitant look on his face. He frowned. “Tang Hui assumed I would authorize the search, so he was merely giving me a heads-up?”
Breaking out in cold sweat, the imperial guard nodded. “Yes…sir. General Tang has already surrounded Moyan Pavilion.”
“What the…” Resigned, You Miao said, “Tell him not to act just yet. I will go over right now!” 
After exiting the Administration Chamber, You Miao sent Cheng Guangwu to the palace to ask after the identity of the guests who had gone to Moyan Pavilion. He then rode with haste to Yang Prefectural City. When he reached the canalbank, the main street was brightly lit with chaos and many onlookers were watching the action.
“Lord Political Advisor is here!” someone announced.
Tang Hui was personally in the fray directing the troops, and the spectators were dispersed.
“Who is it?” You Miao asked Tang Hui in a low voice. But before he’d gotten his answer, Li Yan came out of the pavilion, righting his belt as he stared at You Miao.
“Lord Li,” Tang Hui greeted. “This humble general was not aware you were hosting at Moyan Pavilion this evening. Please do excuse this interruption.”
Li Yan answered with a quick smile. “It’s fine. Why has Ziqian come as well? Are you busy? Come in and sit for a while.”
“Thank you for the kind invitation,” You Miao said cheerily. “This is all just a misunderstanding.”
Li Yan nodded. Just before You Miao entered his own establishment, however, a sudden realization struck him. Moyan Pavilion often hosted guests from abroad or the Sichuan regions due to the Qiao family’s businesses. Because this establishment was part of the You family’s enterprise, it rarely faced scrutiny from the authorities. This sparked alarm in You Miao’s head as he pondered the ramifications of this.
“Nothing’s the matter; you can go back, Tang-da-ge,” You Miao said to the blindfolded Tang Hui and imperceptibly gave his hand a slight squeeze. Without any reaction showing on his face, Tang Hui nodded slowly—the same expression he always wore since losing his sight.
You Miao then turned and entered the resplendently lit halls of Moyan Pavilion with Li Yan. When they reached the second floor, You Miao looked out the window and saw that the Imperial Army had already dispersed. He didn’t know if Tang Hui got his hint, but hopefully he would correspond from the outside—better safe than sorry.
Li Yan personally led You Miao to a room on the second floor, giving him a nod before opening the door. When You Miao walked inside, he shut the door behind him.
Li Yan didn’t enter with him. The second he closed the door, You Miao knew he had it all wrong, outrageously wrong—all of Dalyeko’s plans, the news from the fake messenger, and the government’s arrangements flashed in You Miao’s mind like lightning slashing through the night sky, illuminating everything with clarity.
But the door was already closed; there was no time left for You Miao to respond with any counter-arrangements.
Inside the room, a man stood next to the window. At the sound of the door closing, he turned around to face You Miao, his posture upright and composed.
“You… Your Highness…” You Miao said, his voice quivering.
Slowly, Zhao Zhuo approached him. In a grave voice, he said, “Will Lord You please help me?”
Then he dropped to his knees and bowed to You Miao. Frozen in place, You Miao was seized with indescribable shock; it wouldn’t be right to kneel, nor accept this prostration.
Feeling guilt toward the former emperor, You Miao quickly helped Zhao Zhuo to his feet. “Ple…please get up.”
“The sky has no two suns; the people have no two rulers,” Zhao Zhuo said. “The traitor Zhao Chao has usurped the country. I implore Lord You to abandon the dark and return to the light; to assist me. For me, for Mister Sun, and for General Nie’s dying wish!”
You Miao was still mired in disbelief. “Why has Your Highness…come back?”
“The Goryeo emissary found me and informed me of Zhao Chao’s serious condition—”
Before Zhao Zhuo could finish, You Miao had already figured it all out. Taking a step back, he scrutinized the former emperor with eyes that brimmed with fear and unease. This was the hardest decision You Miao had ever had to make in his life—but it was also the fastest one.
Pulling out the dagger from his waist, he swung it the same time Zhao Zhuo reached out to grip his arm. Yet the Quanrong warrior hidden behind the screen was faster, and before the other two could react, he overturned it with a roar!
When the dagger flew out, it was as if time had slowed—never had You Miao expected that Zhao Zhuo, wearing a pained expression, would grab the blade. Blood splattered, and You Miao watched in shock as the dagger pierced so deeply into Zhao Zhuo’s palm that it could not be moved further. At the same time, the screen crashed into You Miao, breaking his right arm and sending him to the ground with blood pouring from his forehead.
The Quanrong warrior who hid behind the screen showed himself and moved to shield Zhao Zhuo behind him, while Li Yan broke through the door with Ping Xi close behind.
“You Miao…”
“Lord You!”
The Quanrong warrior let out a great shout at them, causing them to halt; not daring to approach any further.
“Must you…remain obstinate in your error?” Zhao Zhuo asked, sounding heartbroken. “Zhao Chao isn’t coming back! What more do you want?!”
“Cough…cough…” You Miao coughed out blood as he convulsed in pain on the floor, his head swimming.
“Your Majesty,” Li Yan spoke up, “We must move tonight; it cannot be delayed any longer.”
Pushing himself up with one hand, You Miao sat on his knees. “You all… Ping Xi… You…”
Ping Xi hadn’t expected to encounter such a scene, and he stepped forward to explain. “Ziqian, His Majesty… Zhao Chao was seriously ill, and he already…passed away two days ago…”
“You Ziqian, I promise I will not harm a single hair on your cousin’s head,” Zhao Zhuo said. “I am heirless in this life, I will treat her well, treat all the people of Tianqi well…”
“Who…did you…hear that from?” You Miao demanded staggeringly. “Who told you…that Zhao Chao wasn’t coming back? Even if he passed away in the north, Li Zhifeng still controls the military… You all…”
“You Majesty!” Li Yan cried out to Zhao Zhuo. “There is no room for softness in extraordinary times! You Miao is in our clutches, Li Zhifeng wouldn’t dare do anything rash…”
The Quanrong warrior darted forward, poised to slash You Miao’s throat, but in that split second, the situation shifted again! From above the room came a mighty boom, accompanied by Tang Hui’s thunderous roar.
“Who dares to lay a hand on him?!”
Plunging through the ceiling came Tang Hui, whose imperial guard armor shimmered gold. With a swift spin upon his landing, he hurled four coins across the room with incredible force. Amidst the extreme chaos that reigned inside the room, Li Yan stumbled and toppled over a table with a grunt. You Miao felt Tang Hui catch him around the waist and forcefully pull him upright.
The Quanrong warrior lunged at them, but despite his blindness, Tang Hui whirled around and struck back at the Quanrong’s blow. Their clash sent them crashing through the walls of the second floor, and with You Miao sprawled on top of Tang Hui, the pair further broke through the roof of the neighboring building and tumbled inside.
Amidst the darkness and chaos, the imperial guards worked in a flurry to lift You Miao onto a horse. In the distance, more men were converging on the location with torches raised, and Tang Hui barked, “Withdraw—!”
The entire Yang Prefectural City was now astir—the Imperial Army was being ambushed. Men and horses alike were thrown off their feet as the sound of arrows whistling through the air and panicked whinnying choked the streets. You Miao regained consciousness amidst the brisk winds and realized he was on Tang Hui’s horse.
“Hang on tight!” Tang Hui cried urgently.
“What’s happening right now?!” You Miao yelled his question.
“The Yang Prefectural Army has rebelled! Back to Maocheng first!”
“It was Ping Xi!” You Miao spat out. The screen that had collapsed on him might have broken one of his molars. “Hurry back to lock down the Ministry of War!”
The Yang Prefectural Army pursued them out of the city as thousands of imperial guards ran toward Maocheng with abandon—right now, the first to reach the imperial capital would be the one to gain the upper hand. But as soon as they entered Maocheng, they were met with a fierce onslaught by the Yang Prefectural Army’s city defense troops. Fire broke out inside the city, reflecting red against the sky.
“What do we do?” Tang Hui asked.
“Report—!” A deputy general rushed over and announced, “Maocheng’s west gate has fallen!”
Reaching the Inner City’s gate, You Miao dismounted, his breath coming in harsh gasps.
“Close every gate of the Inner City,” Tang Hui ordered, then he turned to You Miao and said, “Lord Political Advisor, take the Empress and go! Head north and seek reinforcements from His Majesty and General Li!”
“No… No…”
You Miao knew that he must not retreat at a time like this. They were in the darkest hour of the deepest night, and a great fire was spreading in the streets.
Tang Bo appeared then, riding toward them at top speed and yelling, “What is going on?!”
You Miao, whose head was covered in blood, exchanged a look with him. The other officials also soon arrived, one after the other. Xie Hui had come, so had Qin Shaonan, as well as most of the supervisory secretaries of the Administration Chamber.
“Zhao Zhuo has returned,” You Miao said to the gathering crowd. “Those who wish to join Li Yan, please leave the city now.”
Xie Hui was startled beyond words by this news, and nearly fell off his horse. “Lord You! We must not lose our heads in panic at a time like this!”
“I know.” You Miao spat a mouthful of blood on the ground, then scanned the crowd. “Are none of you leaving? If not, I will issue commands now. Lord Lin, Lord Huang, Lord Li, please hurry at once to the east gate and wait for me there. Everyone else, go into the Inner City. Soon I will issue the Due Diligence Order to every county and mobilize the militias of Yang Prefecture’s sixteen counties. Imperial Army—be prepared to defend the Inner City!”
“Due Diligence Order? Due diligence to whom?” Tang Bo questioned.
“To the unborn crown prince!” You Miao barked. “Save Tianqi’s blood!”
In a flash, everyone dispersed.
“Excellent plan, Lord Political Advisor,” Xie Hui said to You Miao. “We are sure to win this battle.”
“Then will Lord Xie please help protect the juniors of the imperial city’s gentry? I am much obliged,” You Miao replied in a low voice. When Xie Hui nodded, he turned to chase after Tang Hui.
The Imperial Army was still engaged in a bloody battle to protect Maocheng’s south gate.
“Lord You,” Tang Hui greeted, pausing in his stride.
“Tang-da-ge.”
Behind them, the Imperial Army closed the Inner City’s gates with a massive rumble. As the sun rose, it bathed Tang Hui in golden light.
“Why will you not leave?” he asked.
“I can’t. Nor do I want to,” You Miao replied. “Mister Sun passed me this mantle of duty—this is what I must face.”
He took a step forward and knelt down before Tang Hui.
“Will Tang-da-ge please fight for me, and for His Majesty?!”
In response, Tang Hui cupped his hands in a salute. “In that case, I will be obliged, xiandi! If they want to enter the imperial city, they will have to march over my dead body!”
He turned around and left to inspect the troops. Only six thousand men remained of the Imperial Army. The four great gates of the Inner City were tightly shut, and Xie Hui entered the palace halls leading the officials and their families. The sun had only just risen, yet all of Maocheng resounded with the sound of killing.
With the assistance of the palace maids, Qiao Rong emerged. “Who is outside?” she demanded, visibly upset.
After the court officials hastily bowed to the empress, Qin Shaonan answered, “Academician Li and the Minister of War Ping Xi are revolting against the emperor.”
“What about the Political Advisor? Where did You Miao go? He’s still alive, right?” she asked anxiously.
Tang Bo quickly stepped forward. “Lord Political Advisor has gone with several civil officials to issue the Due Diligence Order. He is estimated to return by dusk.”
Only then was Qiao Rong reassured, and she said to the crowd, “Bring me a chair. I will keep you all company here.”
At sunrise, You Miao charged out of Maocheng’s east gate on horseback and met with a troop of physically capable military officers and civil officials, dispatching them to the various counties with the order of Due Diligence.
“Lord You, the rebel—” one of the officers started, but he was cut off by You Miao without skipping a beat.
“Zhao Zhuo is dead. Li Yan and Ping Xi are spreading a false rumor about His Majesty’s death and parading a man of unknown origins around as the former emperor, which is a crime punishable by death. Have the magistrates of every county dispatch their armies. And for those who refuse—it’s on sight! Seize their military command by force!”
Another officer said, “The militias of these counties are mostly made up of private soldiers from major houses…”
“Their sons are all inside the Inner City protecting the Empress and the unborn crown prince,” You Miao said. “They must come to the rescue!”
Stunned, the officials understood You Miao’s designs and immediately scattered to perform their duty. After issuing the command, You Miao sped back to Riverwave Estate. His only hope now was that the Quanrong hadn’t yet launched a full-scale southern invasion. If Dalyeko managed to successfully breach the Yangtze barrier, it’d be all over.
Zhao Zhuo shouldn’t have borrowed Barbarian force to return to Jiangnan; his seat on the throne wouldn’t even be warmed before Dalyeko killed him. Burning with worry, You Miao rushed back to the estate and mobilized his private army. They marched to Anlu County and assembled the militia of two thousand from the local government.
Maocheng had already become mired in a bitter battle as the Yang Prefectural Army began its assault on the Inner City, with Zhao Zhuo personally monitoring the fight.
“At this point, why not open the gates and surrender?! We have drifted abroad for many years; should you rectify your misdeeds, We will treat all as equals and spare you from harm!”
However, Zhao Zhuo’s loud and clear declaration was met with the angry roar of a different voice.
“That man is absolutely not the former emperor! The former emperor is dead! That is a false king! I, Tang Hui, have commanded the Imperial Army for many years—he could change his appearance, but not his voice! Drop your weapons, it is still not too late to surrender!”
Outside the walls of the Inner City, those who were assaulting the gates all paused.
Zhao Zhuo shouted, indignant, “General Tang! What face do you have to meet my Tianqi ancestors—”
Bugle horns sounded from beyond the walls, and the ground trembled from the charge of armies of thousands. The last crescent of the setting sun looked as though it was filled with blood, dyeing the horizons red. The Due Diligence Armies had arrived amidst the thunderous cheers of the Imperial Army.
“Hold steady!” Ping Xi yelled, his voice shaky. “As long as we breach the Inner City and take the Empress hostage, You Miao won’t dare to move recklessly!”
Outside Maocheng, more and more militia gathered in the clearing as nearly ten thousand men overtook the plains and blocked the Yang Prefectural Army’s path of retreat. Even then, more armies kept arriving, one after the other, with no end in sight.
Stopping outside the city, You Miao drew in a deep breath. At a time like this, he didn’t even know who he could pray to. Nie Dan’s spirit in heaven? Sun Yu? Tianqi’s past emperors?
None of them could help him.
Staring at the rolls of thick smoke rising from within the city walls, You Miao muttered to himself, “No matter how many stand in my way, I will forge ahead. To war.”
“Charge—!”
The Due Diligence Army rushed through the south gate, and immediately, the first wave of soldiers fell under a hail of arrows. Despite their lack of training, the militias were like swarms of ants; too numerous to be annihilated. At the tragic cost of five thousand lives, they finally captured the south gate. Following that, You Miao’s private soldiers fanned out across the city to seize the battlements, while additional troops flooded into the city to engage in street fights.
And then a third wave of militias arrived.
“Lord You! I’m here to lend you a hand!” cried a gruff voice.
Tu Risheng and his army had reached the city after one day and one night of rapid marching. With an additional twenty thousand men, the Due Diligence Army quickly regained the upper hand.
From the distance, Zhao Zhuo began to speak, “My people of Tianqi—”
“Release the arrows—!” You Miao yelled with everything he had, cutting off Zhao Zhuo’s speech. He couldn’t allow him any chances.
A vast pall of arrows whistled into the city. All at once, the bronze gates of the Inner City opened and the Imperial Army surged outward like a mountainous wave!
The great load on You Miao’s mind finally lifted—the Yang Prefectural Army was under attack from two fronts, and it was over for Zhao Zhuo. Leading the assault with Tu Risheng, they piled the long streets with endless bodies and the city flowed with the blood of soldiers. At last, the combined militia and Imperial Army successfully encircled the Yang Prefectural Army.
The battle lasted from the break of dawn on the seventeenth day of the seventh month, to the break of dawn of the eighteenth. As the sun set that day, the civil war finally came to an end. The Yang Prefectural Army was utterly defeated; none of the leading generals had survived. Ping Xi was felled by an arrow, and the Quanrong guard protecting Zhao Zhuo was struck off his horse by Tang Hui. Despite Zhao Zhuo’s capture, no one in the Yang Prefectural Army surrendered until the very end.
After the great fire inside the city had been extinguished, You Miao walked into the Inner City to the welcome of Xie Hui, Tang Bo, and the others.
“Where’s the Empress?” You Miao asked.
“She has retired to her chambers already,” Xie Hui answered.
Covered in injuries, Tang Hui sat on the steps of Taihe Hall. You Miao went over to him, then bent one knee to the ground and clutched his hand.
Placing his other hand on You Miao’s forehead, Tang Hui said, “Ziqian, da-ge knew you’d come back.”
You Miao was overcome with joy. He nodded, sobbing as tears rolled from his eyes.
Burnt corpses were strewn across the city’s outskirts. As You Miao gazed numbly at those dead soldiers, he thought of Nie Dan for some reason. It almost seemed like Nie Dan’s valiant spirit was shuttling between the bodies of the fallen and appeasing their souls—undiscerning friend from foe, treating all as equals.
Two imperial guards carried a stretcher over just then, and placed it in front of You Miao. The body it carried was veiled by a white cloth. When You Miao saw Ping Xi’s filthy face upon pulling back the cloth, he fell to his knees before the stretcher and broke down in tears as he hugged Ping Xi’s body.
“Ping Xi… I didn’t want to, but I had no choice…”
Rain drizzled from the sky, enveloping You Miao in his overwhelming grief. The rest of the officials watched on, silent.
Although they had secured a victory, You Miao did not feel a shred of joy. So many had been killed, and every single dead soldier was a family member or a friend—as Ping Xi had been to him. And just like that, leaning against the pearly-white railing of Taihe Hall, You Miao lost consciousness. It took until midnight before the imperial guards found him and carried him back inside.
Blearily, You Miao roused. His whole body felt like it was falling apart. When he opened his eyes, everything that had happened felt like a dream. Underneath the lamplight he saw Qiao Rong, who was focused on sewing Zhao Chao’s flaming red battle robe as always.
“Bring the congee, Lord State Uncle has awoken,” Qiao Rong instructed the maids.
After taking a few bites of said congee, You Miao felt a little better.
“Don’t blame yourself too much for Minister Ping’s death,” Qiao Rong said, trying to console him.
“I know.” You Miao sobbed.
“You’ve slept for a day and night. Lord Xie came by while you were sleeping. General Tang, too.”
This jolted You Miao, and he frantically called, “Guards!”
When one came forward, he instructed, “Deliver my order to Tu Risheng. Tell him to move the army to the Yangtze’s north shore at once to prevent the Quanrong from crossing the river—”
“He’s already on his way,” Qiao Rong interjected. “The first thing Xie Hui did after cleaning the battlefield was send General Tang and General Tu to guard against any surprise raids from foreign tribes.”
Only then did You Miao breathe a sigh in relief. The guard that had been summoned was still bent with one knee to the ground, and he said, “The Due Diligence Army hasn’t left yet. Lord Tang has already issued a search in Yang Prefectural City.” 
You Miao answered with a “mn,” relaxed now that he knew the Administration Chamber could still function without him around.
This time, You Miao had an idea of who had revolted and who had remained loyal—a great purge might be waiting for them once Zhao Chao was back. Thankfully, most of the Jiangnan gentry’s juniors worked in the government, and You Miao had detained them all inside the palace when Li Yan and the others attacked the Inner City. This spared them from being implicated in the rebellion, and would help ensure that Zhao Chao would not need to execute those he had no desire to kill.
“Then what about Zhao…the fake former emperor?” You Miao asked.
“To answer Lord Political Advisor, he is currently in the Imperial Prison along with Academician Li.”
After finishing his congee, You Miao rose to his feet. “I will go see him.”
Holding a lantern, the guard led You Miao into the dark and gloomy Imperial Prison. You Miao had visited this place before, as it had once held Nie Dan. In a cell on the left side, the imprisoned Zhao Zhuo was covered in blood and filth, his hair disheveled. Li Yan was in a cell on the right; his face was drained of color and he looked defeated.
“You Ziqian. Of all my calculations, I did not consider that you would be so loyal to my brother,” Zhao Zhuo said, his lips raised in a bitter smile. “Never did I think that Nie Dan’s sworn brother, Mister Sun’s student—”
“—Is a king-slayer, lower than a beast,” You Miao finished for him. Zhao Zhuo didn’t respond, and You Miao said, “When you left Yi Prefecture that day, you shouldn’t have come back.”
“I wanted to tell you last night that I would’ve cared for my brother’s child as my own, should you have sworn loyalty to me. You… I don’t know why you would…”
“Zhao Chao is already dead,” Li Yan snapped. “And while Nie Dan was alive, he never stopped trying to find His Majesty. Had your teacher never taught you? The Heaven, the Earth, the Ruler, the Family, the Teacher—that is the natural order. You Miao, for what do you fight?”
“Zhao Chao isn’t dead. You were both deceived by Dalyeko,” You Miao replied evenly.
“Deceived by Dalyeko?” Zhao Zhuo laughed. “I now think that it is likelier he was deceived by you and my brother. At this point, I will not plead for mercy or anything to that effect. Let me just ask you one thing, Ziqian—you are so wholeheartedly devoted to my brother; staking your entire life on him. Are you not scared that, one day, he would treat you and Sanado the way he did Nie Dan?”
You Miao stared at Zhao Zhuo for a long time before he answered softly, “The Tianqi I defend is the one that the four of us—da-ge, san-ge, Li Zhifeng and I—swore would last for hundreds of years; thousands of years. It does not belong to the Zhao family, nor does the land belong to the emperor… I know this is not fair to you, shixiong… But the heavens have spoken, and there is no other way.”
You Miao kneeled and kowtowed once at Zhao Zhuo.
“This is to repay you for your intent to promote me at the Mid-Autumn Banquet.”
Shaking his head, Zhao Zhuo laughed bitterly—perhaps at You Miao, and perhaps at himself.
After the prostration, You Miao left. Just as he walked out of the Imperial Prison, the imperial guard waiting outside informed him, “Lord You! News has arrived from the frontlines!”
You Miao swiftly returned to the palace and saw all the court officials were present in the Imperial Study. A messenger was in the middle of the room with one knee bent to the ground.
“Congratulations, my lords! Yanbian Fortress has been captured!”
You Miao heaved a long sigh at the news. Feeling exhaustion in his every bone, he walked to the imperial desk and sat himself down on the steps of the platform. Lips quirked up in a smile, he asked, “How is His Majesty doing?”
“To answer Lord Political Advisor, His Majesty is well,” the messenger replied. “General Li’s army successfully intercepted the Quanrong army at East Liang Pass. Yanbian Fortress was surrounded for three months; after Da’an learned that His Majesty had fallen ill and General Li was gone, Prince Gergen came to Yanbian’s rescue with reinforcements and engaged our troops at Bailang River. Gergen was shot dead by His Majesty’s arrow, and the enemy forces were subsequently annihilated; after this, Yanbian capitulated.” 
You Miao nodded. All that was left was Da’an, and they would win this war.
[Text Break]
On the fifth of the eighth month, Zhao Chao regrouped the army at Yanbian Fortress, leaving ten thousand soldiers to defend the city. The Quanrong had retreated to the northeast, and Li Zhifeng marched his army north to join with Zhao Chao’s once more. You Miao didn’t mention anything about what had happened in Maocheng in his personal letter, yet somehow, Zhao Chao still found out.
On the eighth of the eighth month, Zhao Chao and Li Zhifeng moved northward to attack Da’an. Da’an was the toughest bone of this war, but all it took was time for it to fall. On the fifteenth of the eighth month, the evening of Mid-Autumn, Zhao Chao had the army hold fire while he himself withdrew back to Jiangnan.
On the third of the ninth month, the emperor returned to Maocheng, leaving Li Zhifeng in command of the entire army and waiting in the north for further orders. Once he returned to the palace, Zhao Chao dismissed the officials but kept You Miao with him.
“What exactly happened?” Zhao Chao asked him.
Thus, You Miao took out the falsified letter, as well as the Quanrong spy who brought it, to allow Zhao Chao to do the interrogation himself. After the whole story was clear, Zhao Chao stood up.
“Come with me.”
You Miao knew Zhao Chao was going to see Zhao Zhuo. He followed after him, but when they came to the Imperial Prison, he sensibly did not go in. It didn’t take more than a quarter of an hour before Zhao Chao re-emerged.
“Give him a glass of poisoned wine,” he said upon his exit.
You Miao had already expected this outcome, but he was still a little uneasy deep down. He would much rather Zhao Chao not delegate him this task—poisoning the former emperor would cause him nothing but grief in the future. Thankfully, he had already been devising a way to remove himself.  
Wearing nothing but frost on his face, Zhao Chao returned to his study, looking visibly tired.
“Has your condition improved?” You Miao asked.
“Almost lost my little life out there at Yanbian,” Zhao Chao said, sounding resigned. “Thank goodness I was able to come back.”
“You shouldn’t have come back at a time like this,” You Miao said.
“The outcome is a foregone conclusion, and I’m worried about home,” Zhao Chao said, looking pointedly at You Miao. He seemed full of emotions, but what showed in his eyes was a trace of sorrow.
The word “home” stirred a tender emotion in You Miao’s heart, yet it was soon dimmed with melancholy—his Li Zhifeng was still far away; his return home uncertain.
“The Tartar regime is now in its death throes, but we still must not drop our guard with our next moves,” You Miao said.
“Yes,” Zhao Chao said. “I will dispatch Tu Risheng to the north to join forces with Li Zhifeng and attack the Tartar city. The Quanrong are divided now, they won’t be a threat to us anymore.”
“Go see the Empress, she’s been waiting for you to come back.”
Zhao Chao nodded, but when he stood up, a thought seemed to have struck him, and he said, “Bring your memorials to the palace tonight and keep me company.”
You Miao looked at Zhao Chao. He knew he missed him, and he was the same. With a smile, he said, “Okay.”
After visiting Qiao Rong, Zhao Chao returned and chatted with You Miao for a bit. The palace hall was alight at night, and You Miao processed his memorials like he’d always done at the Administration Chamber, while Zhao Chao watched quietly from the side, not saying a word.
[Chapter 74]
The weather cooled as soon as Mid-Autumn had passed and the night air acquired a brisk chill. For many days, You Miao stuck around the palace—Qiao Rong was due very soon and he couldn’t relax, and it was a bother to keep coming to the palace in the middle of the night to answer summons for the frequent memorials and military reports.
With the north’s temperature plummeting, Li Zhifeng sought direction on whether to launch the final decisive battle. If they were not going to fight, the entire army would need to retreat to Yanbian and prepare for winter; if they were, then a siege was imminent.
When one of You Miao’s boy servants came to the palace to deliver Li Zhifeng’s personal letter, You Miao asked him, “Is the estate ready for winter?”
Changyuan answered with a smile, “The harvest went exceptionally well today; there’s no need for shaoye to worry.”
“That’s good, then.”
You Miao skimmed the letter, and as always, it was all about the frontlines. At the end of it, Li Zhifeng wrote: “My wife, You Miao, ten years have passed since you and I first met.”
“Has it been ten years?”
You Miao recalled the past. That day, he had been riding along Changlong Alley in a carriage on his way to Chancellor Li’s residence, where he was startled by the beast-like Li Zhifeng outside the firewood shed. He could almost see the scene before him now.
“‘For ten years, your husband often searched his heart.’”
You Miao laughed when he read that out loud. He sat down on a stone bench and continued to read the letter in a soft whisper.
“‘Not a single day has passed where I felt you received the treatment befitting a royal consort. Now that victory for the Northern Expedition is within sight, my thoughts for you, my longing for you, and my love for you cause me restless nights, for I only wish to traverse the countless mountains and rivers that separate us to see you.
“‘For ten years, Sanado’s devotion to you has remained unchanged, reminiscent of the night I found refuge with you in your room, captivated by the glass lamp shining in colorful splendor.
“‘Life is like an endless night, where amid the dazzling lights, in the realm of dreams, one remains unaware of being a mere visitor. There have been times when I’ve lost my way, lost myself; yet whenever darkness seems to prevail, a young man was always there waiting patiently for me on the path ahead bearing a radiant beacon.
“‘Last night, your husband beheld an apparition of the White Wolf God in the mountains and made three wishes: I wished to reunite with you again soon; I wished that you are well, and that together we shall ride out to see all the wonders of the steppes; and finally, I wished to stay with you for the rest of my life, and to grow old together—inseparable no matter how the world may change.
“Winter is afoot; the weather is cold. Take care of yourself. Your husband, Zhifeng.”
The letter made You Miao’s eyes prickle, but made him want to laugh at the same time. He read it over and over, and subconsciously let out a heartfelt sigh.
“What are you reading that’s making you so happy?” asked a voice from behind.
“Nothing.” You Miao folded the letter, and when he saw it was Zhao Chao who had come, he elaborated, “Li Zhifeng’s getting the hang of writing letters in our style, but the syntax is still a little lacking. I was laughing at the awkwardness of it.”
Zhao Chao stopped next to You Miao and sprinkled some fish feed into the pond. “I’m going to dispatch Li Zhifeng now.”
You Miao nodded. “To siege Da’an?”
“Mn,” Zhao Chao answered. “A speedy battle is best. We’ll try to capture Da’an before the Great Cold,[13] to avoid any changes come spring.”
“There are still some details that need to be worked out,” You Miao said. 
“Come to the study in a bit and discuss it with the ministers. I will go check on the Empress first.”
You Miao nodded and watched as Zhao Chao left. He knew Zhao Chao was multitasking; Qiao Rong’s due date was imminent, and she would likely go into labor in the next few days. Hopefully, all would go well.
Someone else came after Zhao Chao left; it was the Minister of Justice, Lin Luoyang.
“Lord Political Advisor,” he greeted courteously.
You Miao stood up and returned the courtesy. Lin Luoyang appeared hesitant to speak, wearing a complicated expression, and You Miao immediately guessed what the issue was.
Without waiting for the latter to speak, he asked, “How are Li Yan and Ping Xi’s families?”
“The imperial guards have locked down the two residences; no one can go in,” Lin Luoyang said. “Ping Xi’s family is crying their eyes out, and they haven’t seen his body yet. How do you think…this should be resolved?”
You Miao exhaled a long sigh. “His Majesty hasn’t spoken on the matter. He hasn’t brought up the subject at all lately…”
“The Lis and the Tangs are connected by marriage,” Lin Luoyang pointed out.
You Miao nodded in understanding. Li Yan’s case implicated too many people—Li Yan and Madam Tang had been married in the days of the old capital. Considering that the Tangs were a wealthy and powerful family in Jiangnan, Zhao Chao wouldn’t go as far as execute the whole clan. A man should be the sole person responsible for his actions, and You Miao’s greatest wish was to see Zhao Chao hold only the one who had committed the deed accountable, rather than punishing entire clans.
“The Pings and the Tangs weren’t aware of the plot?” You Miao asked.
Lin Luoyang shook his head. “No. I visited them a few days ago; the Pings were on tenterhooks, afraid to step a single foot out the door. The entire family was crying bitterly inside the mansion. Madam Ping asked me to implore you—”
“Defying one’s superiors and starting a rebellion is a difficult crime to forgive. The verdict will depend on His Majesty’s mood,” You Miao muttered.
“The Ping family has a hereditary title of Marquis,” Lin Luoyang said. “General Ping’s family has served the government for three generations, and in the commander’s position, no less. They have made great contributions to the Tianqi empire in the past, and have the credit for recommending Nie Dan in the first place. To think that now…”
You Miao sighed. “I can only try to have the Ping family demoted to commoners, then exile the men to the army and enlist the women as government prostitutes. Try to grab them from the Royal Academy before anything happens; I’ll find a way to give you some money to protect the innocence of the Ping women. After everything blows over, I’ll set up a place in Yi Prefecture for them to spend the rest of their lives.”
Lin Luoyang sighed in relief. “That’s an excellent idea. I’m just worried that His Majesty…”
“I’ll try talking to him,” You Miao said.
After parting with Lin Luoyang, You Miao had wanted to make a trip out of the palace to check on the Pings and arrange for the estate to send some tranquilizing medication, as well as prepare gifts for his upcoming little nephew while he was at it. But when he made his way to the back garden of the palace, he was unexpectedly stopped by the guards.
“Lord You cannot leave the palace unless it is for important matters,” the guard said. “His Majesty’s orders.”
You Miao’s face dropped immediately. “What do you mean?”
The guard only looked at him apologetically, and You Miao demanded, “Where’s Tang Hui?”
“Lord Tang is guarding Yang Prefectural City. He is not in Maocheng at the moment.”
“This is outrageous,” You Miao exclaimed. “I will leave the palace; you can’t stop me!”
He made to bolt, startling many of the guards outside the gates, who quickly blocked his way while bowing with their hands cupped in a salute.
“Lord Political Advisor, please don’t make it difficult for us lowly ones.”
It was impossible for You Miao to get violent with these guards, since they had once fought side-by-side. But the fact that the guards would not allow him to leave the palace was a serious matter. What did this imply? He’d been staying at the palace lately and never even considered this…
“Explain. Was it His Majesty who instructed you guys to keep an eye on me and stop me from leaving?” You Miao questioned darkly.
The guards didn’t dare answer. You Miao took a step back, sensing the danger at last, then turned around and took off.
Inside the Imperial Study, Zhao Chao was in the middle of a meeting with officials. When You Miao arrived, he gathered himself and, looking as though nothing was the matter, took a glance at the sand table set upon the desk. As You Miao had expected, it was a simulation of Da’an’s siege.
“Tu Risheng will take the left flank and Li Zhifeng will be at the center,” Zhao Chao said. “Unlike Yanbian, Da’an was built to be a military stronghold from the start. Encircling it wouldn’t wear it down, not even after three years.” 
“The north gate is the weakest; we surveyed it when we first went to Da’an,” You Miao said, pulling out a flag. “Have some of the troops attack the north gate—”
“How will they enter?” Xie Hui asked.
“From here.” You Miao pointed at a hill, and said, “Wait until the first big snowfall of winter; the bigger the better. Use battle chariots to push snowballs toward the walls, and seize the battlement…” 
The ministers studied the proposed plan, and in the end, they had to admit that You Miao’s strategy was the most viable. Scaling with ladders and using battering rams would result in significant casualties if they attacked the city right now, but when the temperature dropped, all Da’an had to do was pour water down the walls to create ice—making things extremely slippery and difficult to gain leverage. Only stacking obstacles to the height of the wall and charging from there would give them a chance at winning. Additionally, approaching the city wall by using chariots to push snowballs could serve as both a shield against arrows and a means of initiating the climb.
At the end of the meeting, it was decided that this plan would serve as the foundational strategy from which Tu Risheng and Li Zhifeng could adapt and act accordingly to the situation. You Miao genuinely didn’t think it was the right decision for Zhao Chao to return right now, but no one dared to comment on it. Ping Xi’s whole family had been arrested because of the rebellion, and while Li Yan was locked up in the Imperial Prison, his clan was also waiting in prolonged torment for their deaths.
Once again, only You Miao and Zhao Chao were left in the study. You Miao let out a sigh.
Zhao Chao looked up. “You’re still worried about Da’an?”
You Miao shook his head, then asked, “What does Your Majesty intend to do with the ministers involved in inciting the rebellion?”
Zhao Chao’s face clouded over. For many days now, none had dared to raise this subject with him for fear of provoking his ire. But You Miao had to speak up—although Ping Xi and Li Yan themselves deserved death, their clans were ignorant of their crimes prior to the rebellion. 
Of the officials, only Lin Luoyang and Qin Shaonan were part of You Miao’s past group of friends. They had covertly cautioned You Miao, but You Miao also had his reasons—reasons for clan extermination, and reasons for sparing lives.
“Zhao Zhuo has already been interred,” Zhao Chao said, seemingly nonchalant. “The night previous, We had pallbearers take the body to the underground palace of the Imperial Mausoleum. He was still given a position in spite of it all.”
You Miao nodded, and Zhao Chao laughed and added, “When the coroner examined his body, he was found to be a eunuch. Isn’t that hilarious?”
You Miao was shocked. “How can that be?”
“Hemetir probably castrated him when he surrendered to the Tartars,” Zhao Chao said, his voice laced heavily with derision. “A dignified ruler becoming a eunuch—no wonder he lost his mind and disregarded the country’s safety by returning to seize power while we were out on the expedition.” 
You Miao was so perturbed that he was at a loss for words.
Realizing that his tone had been too harsh, Zhao Chao quickly comforted him. “Fortunately, there wasn’t too much of a disturbance with you and Tang Hui in control.”
You Miao nodded. “What does Your Majesty intend to do with the Ping family?”
As soon as he heard the question, Zhao Chao’s face fell immediately—he knew that You Miao wanted to plead the Ping family’s case. Rebellions, the throne, titles…You Miao was aware that these were all Zhao Chao’s sore points. After stumbling along for so long, how could he not have figured out that temper of his? But the lives of the Ping family were now resting on You Miao’s shoulders, and if he didn’t say anything, no one would.
“How do you want Us to handle them?” Zhao Chao asked frostily.
Bracing himself, You Miao said, “Your Majesty, forgive this subject for being so bold, but the Ping family has three generations of generals who have made great contributions to Tianqi. When Your Majesty marched into Goryeo in the past, of the entire court, only the old General Ping stepped forward to speak for Your Majesty—”
“Just spit it out,” Zhao Chao hissed. “You want Us to let the Ping family off the hook?”
When You Miao was silent, Zhao Chao exclaimed, “Impossible! In any reign, rebellion is a grave crime that demands total clan extermination! You Ziqian! You can’t be so naive as to think that saying a few words would persuade me to spare the family of a treasonous minister?!”
“Your Majesty!” You Miao attempted to reason with him. “The guilty minister Ping Xi is already dead. The past has passed. From now on, Your Majesty’s reign is stable, and your name will go down in history. Moreover, the Ping family members did not participate in the rebellion. Your Majesty, showing grace and mercy at a time like this will appease the court officials. Bearing this breadth of vision, Your Majesty would never have need to fear for your power—”
“Enough! You can ask anything of me—except this!” Zhao Chao yelled, and moved forward to jab his finger at You Miao. Icily, he continued, “Shut up if you know what’s good for you! The fact that I didn’t probe about your secret meeting with Zhao Zhuo in Yi Prefecture is already proof that I trust you—”
“Which is why Your Majesty has me under house arrest here in the palace?” You Miao demanded abruptly, catching Zhao Chao off-guard. He fell silent, stumped.
Bowing, You Miao said, “Your Majesty, please carefully consider what this subject is advising. Your Majesty will have no other adversaries from now on. The past is no longer relevant. Although the rebellion has been suppressed, the court remains unsettled; Ping Xi and Li Yan are gone, and our country must rest for a long time and recuperate. But the ministers are all afraid that you will seek retribution against them. Demonstrating a conciliatory approach rather than resorting to punitive measures would be much more…”
He stopped when Zhao Chao simply turned his back to him, and left the Imperial Study, closing the door behind him.
[Text Break]
In the midst of autumn, yellowed leaves were aflutter in the air of the Imperial Garden. There, You Miao lingered by the pond, contemplating Zhao Chao’s stinking temper. The truth was, saving Ping Xi’s family wasn’t solely for the sake of old friendships—it was also for Zhao Chao’s own good.
After all, rebellion was a serious crime; and this one involved the return of Zhao Zhuo, as well as the lingering case of the Grand Emperor’s death. The court officials were all terrified of Zhao Chao’s wrath, and they knew that he would settle the score with everyone sooner or later. If Zhao Chao exonerated the Ping family of their crime of association, it would no doubt reassure the officials. Restoring the court’s peace of mind would allow them to refocus on reclaiming Tianqi’s territories, and only then would Tianqi be truly stabilized.
There had been too much killing; You Miao didn’t want to see any more blood and conflict. His remonstration was only the first step in confronting Zhao Chao’s fierce stubbornness, and he had plenty of other ideas in store.
Qiao Rong was resting deep in the inner palace; the child’s birth was imminent. When You Miao arrived on the scene, he found it incredibly novel—he had never encountered pregnancies before, nor birth itself for that matter.
Sweetness graced Qiao Rong’s face as she awaited the arrival of a precious new life. After chitchatting a bit with You Miao, she asked, “Did you fight with your san-ge again today?”
With a wry smile, You Miao asked, “Does san-ge come here often?”
“Every day,” Qiao Rong confirmed. “He’s beside himself with joy. What did you want to say?”
You Miao pondered for a moment, then recounted the Ping family’s case. Sighing, Qiao Rong said, “Madam Ping used to come to the palace often to keep me company. We certainly have to think of a way to save her family’s lives.”
“I was thinking that after you’ve given birth to my little nephew, san-ge will definitely grant mercy to the realm,” You Miao said. “I’ll try to talk to him again at that point…”
“Just leave it to me,” Qiao Rong assured.
“You know how his temper is…”
“I know,” Qiao Rong replied with a chuckle. “I also know what not to say.”
You Miao sighed in relief. It certainly made life easier to have connections in the inner palace—no wonder it always invited hell whenever outside relatives interfered in politics, no matter the dynasty. Now that he was the one with an unsolvable problem, he also had to resort to whispering in the Empress’s ear. This wasn’t a method that could be overused, however—an empress shouldn’t reach her hand too far, lest the emperor put a stop to her.
After a brief thought, he decided not to tell Qiao Rong about his house arrest after all, lest she be worried. He had plenty of ways to get out if he really wanted to escape.
Many days later, Qiao Rong’s belly began to ache, and as if faced with a mighty foe, the entire palace became tense with anxiety. Zhao Chao dropped all matters of governing, and You Miao—who had heard a lot about difficult labor and feared for Qiao Rong’s wellbeing—also left behind everything at hand. The ruler of a country and his prime minister both disregarded state affairs, opting instead to wait outside the empress’s halls with their wildly beating hearts.
You Miao’s hands were clammy as he drank tea with Zhao Chao outside the chamber. Zhao Chao could tell You Miao was more nervous than he was, and repeatedly comforted, “She’ll be fine, she’ll be fine.”
“Mn,” You Miao answered absently, accidentally spilling tea all over himself.
Zhao Chao reached out and placed a hand over You Miao’s, and it calmed You Miao a little. He looked at Zhao Chao and quirked a smile.
“Last night, the Empress said she wants to accumulate some good karma for the unborn child,” Zhao Chao said leisurely.
Together, the monarch and the subject turned their gaze toward the clear blue sky outside, where white clouds drifted lazily by.
Zhao Chao continued, “The Empress wants to bring relief to the people, and We said okay, not a problem. Once the child is born, mercy will be granted to the realm—including the Pings and the Lis.”
“Your Majesty is about to become a father, so you gotta keep your hostility in check a little,” You Miao said.
Zhao Chao laughed, nodding. “Of everyone at court, only you would dare talk to Us like that now.”
You Miao smiled sheepishly in response. In that peace, under the beaming sun, Qiao Rong’s agonized screams came from inside the chamber. And then swiftly following a pained shout was the loud cries of a babe.
“Congratulations, Your Majesty! Congratulations, Lord State Uncle—!” cried the midwife in joy. “It’s a prince!”
You Miao broke into laughter as a load was lifted from his mind. Zhao Chao was immediately on his feet and ready to charge into the birthing chamber, but You Miao pulled him to a stop.
“You can’t go in right now!”
“Oh my gosh—! Congratulations, Your Majesty!” cried the midwife again, but what she said after that wasn’t clear since all the palace maids were shouting excitedly.
“It’s twins! Twins!” A maid ran out and tripped on the threshold. When Zhao Chao helped her up, she excitedly announced, “It’s a dragon-phoenix birth! There’s a little princess as well!”
You Miao and Zhao Chao exchanged a look; both were so thrilled they were going to lose it.
Just then, a guard outside rushed into the room and yelled, “Your Majesty, report from the frontlines—! General Li is victorious! Da’an is captured! General Tu Risheng defeated the Tartars at the foot of Mount Bailang. General Li fought six battles and won every single one. Da’an is captured and the Tartars have fled outside the Great Wall—!”
At last, after bearing ten years of humiliation, the broken nation was finally made whole once more by the combined efforts of all.
Leaning against the wall, all You Miao could see was the glistening of the sun's light. His ears were abuzz by the yelling of everyone around him, but whatever it was they were saying, he could no longer hear it.
On the fifth of the tenth month, the Empress gave birth to twins and the Emperor granted mercy to the realm. At the same time, the north delivered news of victory—Li Zhifeng had utterly defeated the Tartar army and the Barbarians had finally withdrawn to the frontier. This triumph pushed Li Zhifeng to the status of the God of War in Tianqi, and the whole country celebrated the long-awaited victory. Zhao Chao personally ascended the divine altar to pray for the nation’s peace and prosperity. Under the blessing of Tianqi’s ancestors, the Han were finally able to shed their shame.
Frontline reports flew in like flurrying snow, drowning the entire court, but they were received with exhilaration—it was as if Tianqi was reborn. When news of Zhao Chao gaining an heir reached the frontlines, the army cheered thunderously.
However, everything was far from over yet.
With the arrival of Li Zhifeng’s personal letter, You Miao knew deep down that this was the most critical juncture. The day had come at last—the turning point of his and Li Zhifeng’s fates.
The personal letter told You Miao that now was the perfect time to launch an expedition against the Quanrong. His ensuing memorial was like a stone that raised turbulent ripples through the entire government.
“We absolutely cannot dispatch any more troops!” Xie Hui said. “It was not easy to capture Da’an; our army has less than one hundred thousand soldiers left. If we are to march northward beyond the Wall and the Barbarians attack again, General Tu will have a hard time defending Da’an!”
“The Quanrong roam the northlands and share borders with Goryeo. If we do not quell them early with the power of victory, they will eventually become a major problem!” You Miao argued.
“Winter has come,” Lin Luoyang said. “Lord Political Advisor, what are you thinking? Our army is not suitable for winter battle; snow will bog down the entire cavalry force. Not to mention the Quanrong are known for guerilla warfare.”
“Befriend the distant foe and confront the ones near home; the Tartars and the Barbarians were only just driven out, and we must show conciliation to the other ethnic tribes bordering us. How can we send more troops?” Tang Bo said bluntly. “It is also time for the Yang Prefecture’s soldiers to come home. We paid too great a cost on the Northern Expedition; the men desire to come back; we cannot keep fighting any longer.”
Li Zhifeng’s memorial was met with unanimous opposition from the entire court. The word “unacceptable” was written on the faces of every single official, and they only stopped short of directly accusing You Miao of being selfish—mainly because aside from being the Political Advisor, You Miao had another identity: the State Uncle. His cousin had just given birth to fraternal twins for Zhao Chao, and the boy had been appointed as crown prince. Everyone treaded carefully and none dared to rebuke him for fear of future retribution.
Even then, the proposal of furthering the Northern Expedition faced strong resistance from everyone—except You Miao wasn’t afraid of anyone anymore. He possessed a completely stable position at court; no one could move him. If Zhao Chao gave the okay, he could forcibly suppress all the opposing voices and advance Li Zhifeng’s forces to Guandong.
Sitting atop the highest seat, Zhao Chao faced the heated debate with silence. You Miao turned toward him and bowed.
“Your Majesty, we are but one step away from protecting Tianqi territory for thousands of years to come. Will Your Majesty please decide?” 
After a brief quiet, Zhao Chao spoke.
“Summon back Li Zhifeng and order Tu Risheng to garrison Da’an. Withdraw the troops.”
You Miao was stunned on the spot. The court officials nodded at the decision, wearing “I knew it” on their faces. Just as Zhao Chao was about to leave the assembly, You Miao called out to him.
“Your Majesty!”
“Our decision is made; there is no need to speak more on the matter.”
And then, Zhao Chao left, followed by the officials, leaving only You Miao standing alone inside the hall. The solitary shadow cast by the setting sun stretched across the floor, reaching the lattice of the windows.
That night, You Miao and Zhao Chao had the biggest fight of their lives, and Zhao Chao was on the verge of throwing You Miao bodily out of the Imperial Study.
“When We say no, that means no!”
“It’s not all just for Li Zhifeng’s sake!” You Miao rebutted. “Did you forget da-ge’s blood feud? Have you forgotten Dalyeko’s plan? The Quanrong will become a major problem sooner or later!”
“But they aren’t now,” Zhao Chao said coldly. “Just in the future.” 
“What future?! You’re breaking your word; how will you justify it to Li Zhifeng?!”
“Besides Li Zhifeng, We also have thousands of Yang Prefecture soldiers who demand justification! Their dead peers and their wives and children demand justification!” Zhao Chao was practically yelling. “Tell him to come! Come question Us! We don’t give a damn!”
“Then why didn’t you say so from the start?!” You Miao yelled. “Why didn’t you tell him when you were using him to fight?! You tricked him into working willingly for you, and now that you’re done using him, you want to—”
“We are the emperor.” Zhao Chao’s tone was frosty. He took a threatening step forward, and said, “Lord State Uncle, have you considered Us brothers for so long that you’ve forgotten your place?”
Instantly sensing danger, You Miao promptly took a step back.
“What We give him is what We care to bestow. There is no room for you to haggle…” Zhao Chao seethed, his voice shaking, “You are a Han, yet all you think about is how to help a Quanrong prince recover his country… And you’ll leave for good as soon as that’s done… You… Have you actually ever taken the Southern Dynasty seriously?! Of all the propriety of rulers and subjects—when have you ever taken Us seriously?!”  
You Miao reeled back at this, feeling disheartened. He finally realized what Zhao Chao had in mind—from the very beginning, Zhao Chao had no intention of honoring his promise at all.
“San-ge, you are not true to your word,” You Miao said. “You can’t keep me.”
“You can’t go anywhere.” Zhao Chao scrutinized him, and said coolly, “I will not allow Li Zhifeng to take you away.”
Without thinking, You Miao forcefully pulled open the door of the Imperial Study and left, slamming the door shut behind him.
Furious beyond words, Zhao Chao was left standing in the Imperial Study, panting.
[Text Break]
It was the fifteenth of the tenth month, and a full moon hung on the horizon.
Clutching Li Zhifeng’s letter, You Miao knew snow was already falling heavily in the north. Everyone was looking forward to the army’s return except Li Zhifeng, who was waiting for the army Zhao Chao had promised him. He was ready to return to Quanrong in triumph with a bang before the coldest time of winter.
“Lord State Uncle,” called a palace maid, “the Empress invites you to the palace for conversation.”
Forcing down his anger, You Miao entered the Empress’s Hall. Qiao Rong was in her month of recuperation after giving birth, but she couldn’t help but worry nonetheless.
“Why are you guys fighting again?”
You Miao gave a brief smile, and said, “It’s nothing. Let me see my little nephew and niece?”
The wet nurse brought out the twins to let You Miao take a look at them. Qiao Rong said some more words of consolation to him, and at last, You Miao relented with a sigh.
“He refuses to lend Li Zhifeng an army.”
“Your san-ge is just scared that once you’re gone, you’ll never come back.” Qiao Rong said, smiling softly and petting You Miao’s head. “I’ve talked to him about it a few times; you’re not someone meant to stay here. If you’re kept against your will, you won’t be happy, so he should let you go wherever you want to go.”
“Too bad he’s determined to call Li Zhifeng back,” You Miao said.
“Is there no other way?” Qiao Rong asked with a slight frown. “Was the imperial edict dispatched today? If not, maybe have Li Zhifeng stay in Da’an for the winter…
You Miao shook his head silently. Then all of a sudden, he shot to his feet.
“Miao-zi!” Qiao Rong called to him urgently, but You Miao had already left.
As he swiftly crossed the Imperial Garden, he narrowed his eyes and considered the possibility of dragging the issue out. If Li Zhifeng stayed in Da’an with his army, then maybe he could find a chance to advance on Quanrong after winter was over. But the court’s order would be dispatched as soon as tomorrow morning, which would no doubt cause a clash between Li Zhifeng and Tu Risheng… You Miao passed the Imperial Study, and noticed that the lights were already extinguished inside. The guards outside greeted him as they patrolled past.
Strutting openly into the Imperial Study, You Miao lit the lamps and gathered the memorials on the desk, inadvertently noticing a metal case sitting upon it. It was locked.
Taking a deep breath, You Miao found the key in one of the drawers and opened the case—inside was the Imperial Seal. You Miao pulled out a blank edict, stamped the seal on it, and exited the study after shutting off the lights. When he returned to the side palace, he summoned one of his boy servants.
Cheng Guangwu was just standing outside awaiting orders, and when he hurried in, You Miao had already finished composing the edict at breakneck speed and handed it to him.
“Deliver this to the north as fast as you can,” You Miao instructed. “There is a travel permit and the Political Advisor’s handwritten letter. Bring this edict and this jade pendant to Da’an and hand them to Li Zhifeng. Tell him to set off on the expedition.”
Not knowing the whole story, Cheng Guangwu nodded and left. After Cheng Guangwu was gone, You Miao slumped in his chair; drained of energy. Now, all that was left was to wait for Li Zhifeng. You Miao bet Zhao Chao wouldn’t do anything to him. 
After that day, You Miao didn’t mention Zhao Chao delivering on his promise again, and Zhao Chao didn’t speak about it either. But on the twenty-fifth of the tenth month, when frontline communication came, Zhao Chao instantly flew into a rage. He charged into the residence palace where You Miao was talking with Qiao Rong. Upon seeing his fiery expression, You Miao knew the cat was out of the bag, and immediately stood up.
“You Ziqian! You dare issue a fake edict—!” Zhao Chao roared, rushing over and seizing You Miao by the throat.
Qiao Rong’s face fell, and she cried in panic, “Your Majesty! Your Majesty, have mercy!”
Zhao Chao shoved him, causing You Miao to crash backward and topple a bedside table. Before he could recover, Zhao Chao promptly straddled him and socked him in the jaw without skipping a beat. You Miao’s head buzzed from the blow, but he didn't dare fight back and simply lay there letting Zhao Chao beat the crap out of him. The blow he’d received from the screen during Zhao Zhuo’s rebellion had already loosened his molars, and now Zhao Chao’s punches shattered a tooth, which fell out with a cough of blood.
“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!” Qiao Rong hurried over to pull Zhao Chao away. Zhao Chao clearly hadn’t expected his furious blows would injure You Miao this severely, either.
In a sorry state, You Miao stood up and wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth.
“Guards! Take You Miao to the Imperial Prison!” Zhao Chao roared.
“I can walk there myself!” You Miao snapped at the guard who approached him.
As You Miao limped away, Zhao Chao was bristling like an enraged lion, panting. But when his eyes fell on You Miao’s fallen molar, he quieted.
That day, You Miao was taken into the custody of the grim Imperial Prison that was devoid of daylight. Only Li Yan was there, curled up in one of the cells, and he stole a glance at You Miao when he was brought inside. After the jailer opened the iron-barred door of a cell and told You Miao to get in, Li Yan burst out laughing.
“Xiandi, you’re here too?”
“Heh, yeah. We bros are together again,” You Miao replied in good humor.
“Come, come. Sit and have a chat,” Li Yan said, chuckling. “How fares my family?”
“All executed,” You Miao replied.
Li Yan nodded. “Just as well. I’ll be seeing them soon, anyhow. It’ll be a jolly good time to chat and laugh with everyone on the road to the underworld.”
You Miao cast Li Yan a look, and couldn’t help but add, “Saozi’s grave was also dug up and emptied.”
Li Yan was taken aback, then he nodded and stopped talking.
Tiredly, You Miao leaned back against the damp walls of the cell, not even having the energy to talk. Moments later, the faint sound of weeping came from the neighboring cell. Madam Tang’s name rolled repeatedly from Li Yan’s tongue as tears streamed down his face.
“I was joking,” You Miao said. “Your family and your old father-in-law’s family were all spared.”
Li Yan was taken aback again, then quickly flew into a rage. “You’re still fucking with me at a time like this?!” he roared.
You Miao cracked up in spite of himself, laughing so hard that tears fell. Li Yan was speechless.
“I guess I’m destined to be played by you for my whole life,” he said, sounding resigned.
You Miao turned to look at him, and sighed. “Too bad.”
“Not so,” Li Yan replied. “I did all that I had to.”
Staring at Li Yan, a pang of regret sprouted within You Miao. Ten years ago, he never thought they would reunite in a place like this, nor did he expect their relationship to turn out the way it had. After all the twists and turns, things grand and spectacular—none of it mattered now that they’d found themselves here inside the same prison.
“What got you here?” Li Yan asked.
“A death sentence,” You Miao replied.
“You enjoy a lifetime’s worth of honor and glory, but you managed to get yourself condemned to death? Your cousin is the empress, Nie Dan was your da-ge, Quanrong’s Third Prince is your lover, and you’re sworn brothers with that bugger Zhao Chao. You’ve got the advantage in everything. You were probably being a blockhead and fought with Zhao Chao, and he locked you up as a result.”
You Miao gave him a detailed account of what had happened, and at the end of it, Li Yan’s whole face was twitching.
“Well, that certainly is rare—you dropping the position of chancellor just to go be some savage with the Barbarians. Heh.”
“Take the chancellor job if you want it. I don’t,” You Miao snapped back.
Just as they were talking, a guard arrived, trailing someone who was there to announce an edict. Sitting in his cell, You Miao looked up at the official.
Li Yan chuckled. “Well, now. If it isn’t Lord Kang.”
It was indeed the Vice Minister of Justice, Kang. Bearing down on You Miao, he said, “You Miao, do you admit to your crimes?”
“Cut the bullshit, just read me my charges,” You Miao said. “I may be arrested, but the Administration Chamber is still around. Beware of my guys impeaching you.”
Had You Miao brought up the Empress, the Vice Minister of Justice wouldn’t have been scared. But everyone at the Administration Chamber were tough as nails—if he deliberately tried to get even with You Miao, he’d certainly find himself in quite the pickle.   
Vice Minister Kang nodded, and said, “The Ministry of Justice has convicted you of eight criminal charges. The first, assembling factions and disrupting political order. The second, interfering in politics as an outside relative, aggrandizing yourself. The third, collusion and secret communication with foreign tribes. The fourth, concealing military information, resulting in delayed action. The fifth, corruption, bribery, and unauthorized occupation of public fields. The sixth, persecuting fellow peers, ruthlessness in your rulings. The seventh, taking actions which are authoritarian in nature. The eighth, disregard of convention and behaving in a manner against human ethics. Do you admit to these crimes?”
Li Yan and You Miao cracked up at the proclaimed charges, laughing hysterically. When they finally stopped, You Miao commented, “Wracking your brains to come up with those must’ve been tough for you guys.”
Li Yan added, “Where’s that bugger Lin Luoyang? This doesn’t sound like something he’d write. What kind of riffraff managed to get into the Ministry of Justice?”
Feeling awkward, Vice Minister Kang’s face twitched, not knowing how to respond.
“I’m guessing they’re temps. Lin Luoyang probably doesn’t even know about this,” You Miao said, laughing.
Vice Minister Kang was furious. “It doesn’t matter whether you admit to your crimes today, you can forget about ever—”
“Back off!” barked a voice that possessed utmost authority.
Vice Minister Kang froze—Tang Hui had come. Vice Minister Kang quickly bowed when Tang Hui marched in.
“His Majesty is in a fit of anger, nothing will get through to him right now,” Tang Hui said to You Miao. “Her Majesty is trying to talk to him. Once His Majesty is over it, your Tang-da-ge will find a way to have you released.”
“Sounds good.” You Miao didn’t bother with any words of thanks, knowing that he didn’t need to be overly polite with him, since they shared a ride-or-die friendship.
“Without my explicit permission, no one is allowed in here,” Tang Hui further instructed the imperial guards stationed at the Imperial Prison.
You Miao knew Tang Hui was worried about his enemies coming to humiliate him, so he nodded, accepting the arrangement.
[Chapter 75]
Three days later, Qiao Rong paid You Miao a visit, bringing some blankets, and all they spoke about was Zhao Chao’s reluctance to compromise.
Qiao Rong couldn’t help but feel her heart clench at the way You Miao was locked up in prison, his hands and feet fettered. “Why don’t you just beg your san-ge for mercy and agree to stay in Jiangnan? Why suffer this?”
“He’s the most stubborn man alive,” You Miao said. “If you can’t convince him, then just leave him. He and Nie-da-ge used to be as close as real brothers, but he still locked him up for years.”   
At a loss for what to do, Qiao Rong could only say, “I’ve talked to General Tang; proper food will be delivered to you every day.”
“Send me some books too, then,” You Miao said. “After so many years of officialdom, I truly have nothing to do now. There’s finally time to read.”
Qiao Rong answered affirmatively. Henceforth, she sent palace maids every day to deliver food, leaving him lacking for nothing as usual. A month later, Tang Bo also paid a visit—only then did You Miao learn that Li Zhifeng had become invincible in the borderlands. The day he received the fake edict, he immediately set off with his army. The real command from court didn’t come until three days later, at which point, Li Zhifeng had already disappeared with his army of fifty thousand without a trace.
Come winter, vast snow fell upon the land outside the border of East Liang. Li Zhifeng had successfully opened fire at Dalyeko, and every time they engaged in battle, he’d crush Dalyeko with absolute might. Agitation began to spread in the tribe, and more and more of the tribesmen turned to Li Zhifeng. As Li Zhifeng reclaimed the people, he began to pursue Dalyeko, who had no choice but to escape to Goryeo.
“Is there any other news?” You Miao asked, chuckling.
“No,” Tang Bo said. “After General Li left East Liang, news of him was cut off. Now everyone at court is discussing where he could’ve taken the army of fifty thousand.”
Tang Bo had vague feeling about the inside story, but he didn’t dare vocalize his guesses. Judging by his expression, You Miao could tell Zhao Chao hadn’t publicized the fact that he’d issued a false decree, nor did he have any plans of persecuting him. Zhao Chao most likely wanted to deal with Li Zhifeng first before letting You Miao out to continue his official post. But You Miao also knew that giving Li Zhifeng military power was akin to setting a wild wolf loose upon the borderlands.
“Enjoy your break here, Lord You,” Tang Bo said. “On behalf of the Tang juniors, I thank you for ensuring our safety.”
Covered in filth, You Miao stood up and exchanged a salute with him. He knew Tang Bo was talking about how he had forcibly detained the juniors inside the palace during Zhao Zhuo’s rebellion while he was making the gentry perform their Due Diligence. His actions had prevented a considerable number of juniors from officials’ families from being subject to Zhao Chao’s suspicions; instead, they were granted a bright future.
With nothing to do, You Miao began to read inside his cell and shared some small drinks with Li Yan. The two avoided talking about past grievances, discussing only the profound meanings of the texts they perused.
The weather gradually cooled and snow fell heavily from the sky, yet there was still no news from the north. On New Year’s Eve, Qiao Rong personally brought the prince and princess to the prison to let You Miao take a look at them. Merry was the family, causing Li Yan, who watched them from the side, nothing but heartache.
“I overheard today that the great army has returned,” Qiao Rong said in a whisper. “The one leading it was a general by the name of Huang.”
“Huang…” You Miao remembered now; Huang was Li Zhifeng’s deputy general. Then he urgently asked, “What about Li Zhifeng?”
“Unclear. His Majesty sentenced Huang to ten military lashes and his salary was cut for a year.”
“But no death sentence?” You Miao asked.
“No,” Qiao Rong answered. “I had little uncle grease the wheel and make some inquiries. Huang’s boy servant said that after the lashes, Huang revealed that Li Zhifeng returned to his tribe as he lay in bed drinking. His brother was killed by the Goryeo King, and now the Quanrong regard him as their ruler.”
His worry turning into joy, You Miao’s face split into a smile that was as bright as sunshine, looking as if he had returned to his youth.
“I just knew he could do it! This is great!” he exclaimed, sounding amazed.
“But His Majesty is very angry about it,” Qiao Rong said. “The army is back, but he can’t eat or sleep. He says that if Li Zhifeng sends an emissary to talk peace, the first thing he’ll do is kill the emissary.”
You Miao laughed. “Whatever, let him say what he wants. I don’t believe he’d really do it. The court officials wouldn’t let him, either.”
Qiao Rong nodded. “So you just stay here and relax.”
Outside the prison, snow flurried. The soft powder fluttered in from the skylights above, while the brazier burned merrily inside. Enjoying the toasty fire, You Miao brewed two cups of tea and shared one with Li Yan.
Half a month later, there was a commotion outside the prison, sounding as if there was some sort of unrest. Leaning on the skylight window, You Miao tried to peer outside.
“I wonder what’s happening at the palace?”
Li Yan responded as he lazily scratched at fleas, “It’s probably just the excitement of Yuanxiao.”
Remembering now that it was the Yuanxiao Festival, You Miao couldn’t help but marvel as emotions filled him.
“I wonder what good food your cousin will send tonight,” Li Yan said.
“Just wait. There’s definitely gonna be some good booze,” You Miao said, sitting back down.
Just then, a palace attendant came in holding a pot of wine. In a shrill voice, he greeted, “Happy holidays, my lords.”
Li Yan paused, but You Miao smiled and said, “Come. Bring it here.”
The attendant poured a cup for Li Yan first and brought it to him. And in that moment, You Miao froze. Shaking, he turned to look at Li Yan, who had also snapped out of it and returned You Miao’s gaze before looking at the wine in front of him.
“Your bro’s gonna head on out first,” Li Yan said, tugging his lips into a wry smile. “I’m off to see your saozi.”
Millions of words swirled in Your Miao’s head, but he didn’t know how to say them. It was a long time before he uttered, his voice quivering, “God…godspeed.”
Li Yan drank the wine, then leaned back against the brick wall and slowly slid down. The cup hit the floor with a clink.
How many years ago was it when that youth gallivanted through the capital atop a spirited steed, full of vigor and exuberance? It all rushed back in an instant. That year, traversing through Changlong Alley, emerging from the banks of Wuliu River under the gentle caress of the spring sun and warm breeze that brushed the waters, there sat a young maiden named Liu. She was surrounded by a group of young masters, laughing and engaging in conversation.
The willow catkins that danced in the air stirred memories long forgotten—yet just as swiftly as the wind had evoked a surge of complex feelings, it departed.
“Lord You, please come with me,” beckoned the attendant.
The imperial guard opened the cell door for You Miao, whose mind was completely blank. He gave Li Yan’s body one last look before he followed the guard out of the Imperial Prison. Tang Hui was waiting right outside.
“General Tang, this humble servant will report back first,” the attendant said to him.
“Please inform His Majesty on my behalf that I will bring him within four hours,” Tang Hui answered, to which the attendant nodded and left.
You Miao regained himself a little. It was Yuanxiao, so Zhao Chao had likely wanted to bring him out to have a meal together and chat.
Sure enough, Tang Hui led You Miao to the side palace where a bath had been prepared. A rare smile appeared on Tang Hui’s pale face as he said, “Xiandi, take your time to freshen up. Yuxiong will guard your door outside.”
You Miao nodded with a smile and went in to take a bath. Two imperial guards were inside to assist him. Once he emerged from the wash, the maids brought out a set of long robes for him.
“Her Majesty instructed that Lord State Uncle should wear this.”
It was a robe of black and gold. When You Miao tried it on, he found that it fit him perfectly. After staying in prison for so many months, he had lost weight. Without sunlight, his skin had paled, giving him a sickly appearance.
All freshened up, Tang Hui escorted him to Taihe Hall. Inside, the smoke of incense swirled. You Miao was perplexed; was it not a family gathering he was attending? Why had he been brought to the main palace?
Zhao Chao was dressed in imperial robes and Qiao Rong stood next to him. There was no one else present except the two majesties. Qiao Rong flashed You Miao a smile. All of this felt like a dream to You Miao—why did things feel so off today?
“Si-di,” Zhao Chao called to him.
Still mildly confused, You Miao nonetheless had to greet him with the etiquette of a subject and reply properly with, “This subject is present.”
He bowed in grand ceremony while trying to deduce Zhao Chao’s present mood. Zhao Chao was silent for a very long time before he spoke.
“You win.”
“Your Majesty,” Qiao Rong chided quietly from the side.
Zhao Chao’s voice was tinged with anger and resentment. In the end, after a long sigh, he said, “Si-di, remember to come back and visit your san-ge sometimes.”
At that moment, it was as though You Miao had been struck by lightning. What Zhao Chao had said contained too much information—he had finally conceded. You Miao closed his eyes and broke down into sobs.
“This subject thanks Your Majesty for fulfilling his wish. There are no sacrifices extreme enough for me to repay this kindness. I only wish to serve like cattle in the next life to repay this divine grace—”
“We confer to you the title of Prince of Liaodong. Now be on your way,” Zhao Chao said, cutting him off.
An attendant approached holding a seal and placed it in front of You Miao. You Miao shook uncontrollably, and when he looked up, he saw Qiao Rong’s eyes were red and streaming tears of joy.
The imperial guards escorted You Miao out of the palace gates. Overwhelmed by the hundreds of emotions in his chest, You Miao turned to Tang Hui.
“Tang-da-ge, what happened while I was in prison?”
“The Quanrong came to negotiate,” Tang Hui explained. “In exchange for you, they promised four hundred years of peace at the border and a thousand miles of the plains outside East Liang Pass. They also further promised that Goryeo will not be allowed to step a foot into the Central Plains for the duration of the Quanrong King’s lifetime. The court officials debated for a long time, and in the end, His Majesty finally agreed to let you go.” 
You Miao sighed in relief. This meant Li Zhifeng had won, and had come back to make Zhao Chao release You Miao.
The colorful market lights made Maocheng shine as bright as day, but the thousands of resplendent lanterns passed You Miao by. The palace, shrouded in magnificence, was gradually left behind.
Two streaks of fireworks shot into the night sky, exploding with colors. The infinite sky was like a multi-colored glass lamp, slowly spinning.
You Miao stopped his horse in front of the city gate and gazed back. He could almost see that Yuanxiao night from years past, and the figure of Zhao Chao standing beyond the market.
The great gates of Maocheng slowly opened for him. The piping song of the Qiang flute drifted from the expansive plains that stretched for a thousand miles, resonating the sounds of the frontier through the vast, moonlit night.  
There, outside Maocheng, stood Li Zhifeng and a dense Quanrong army of fifty thousand—but what reflected in You Miao’s eyes was the tranquility of the city’s outskirts as the moon gently cast its ethereal light upon Li Zhifeng. The city that loomed behind him faced a formidable army, the Quanrong calvary, whose might none dared challenge.
The sound of the flute rode on the wind and carried You Miao’s musings away.
In the clearing, Li Zhifeng stood wearing regal attire made of tiger pelts and was crowned with a wolf head hat. He wore You Miao’s jade pendant around his neck. Riding on the melody of the Qiang flute, You Miao urged his horse forward, swiftly departing from the city as the gates closed behind him.
The silver moon across the hills for ten thousand miles shines,
As the black-armored king across the great yellow sands rides.
You Miao couldn’t tell anymore whether it was tears or melted drops of snow on his face, and when he dismounted in front of Li Zhifeng, Li Zhifeng stopped playing his flute and gazed down tenderly at him. He extended a hand to You Miao, revealing a wolf fang sitting in his palm. You Miao took his hand, and—both pulling at the same time—he was drawn onto Li Zhifeng’s horse, slipping into the seat behind him. With a long howl to the moon that was answered by the Quanrong cavalry of fifty thousand, their cries thundered across the earth as the mighty army set off, leaving Maocheng with Li Zhifeng in the lead.
Northward did the wolf pack go, casting only a fleeting glance back at the moon.
[Main Story End]

Glossary 
Name Guide
When addressing another person in Chinese, it is the polite convention to refer to them by their title or position rather than their name, especially if the person is in a station above you. Likewise, to convey humility, one would refer to oneself as one’s position or a vague, lower-status entity. The direct addresses of “you,” “I,” or “me” are considered to be vulgar, or imply a more familiar relationship.
Diminutives, Nicknames, Nametags
General
●        Da-: “Big.” Always a prefix.
●        -Er: “Son” or “Child.” Always a suffix. An affectionate address from an elder, or used as a familiar diminutive for those of lower status.
●        Lao-: “Old.” Always a prefix. Used for familiar elders, family, or close friends.
●        Xiao-: “Little.” Always a prefix.
●        -Zi: Same as -Er.
Family
●        Shu(shu): Younger paternal uncle. Can be used to address familiar elders.
●        Da-ge: Oldest brother, or a casual familiar address for an older male friend.
●        Di(di): Familiar address for younger brother or a younger male friend.
●        Ge(ge): Familiar address for older brother or an older male friend.
●        Jie(jie): Familiar address for an older sister or an older female friend.
●        Jiu(jiu): Maternal uncle.
●        Jiuma: Maternal uncle’s wife.
●        Sao(zi): Sister-in-law, the wife of your older brother or familiar older male friend of the same generation.
●        Xiandi: “Wise/worthy younger brother.” Formal term of respect for a younger brother or a younger male friend.
●        Xiao-di: Casual familiar address for a younger brother or a younger male friend. Can also mean “lackey” depending on context.
●        Xiao-jiu: “Little (maternal) uncle.” Affectionate.
●        Xiong: Elder brother, or a familiar address for a male friend.
●        Xiongdi: Generic word for “Brother.” Can refer to both family or friends.
●        Yudi: “Foolish little brother.” Formal self-diminutive for a younger brother or a younger male friend addressing the older.
●        Yuxiong: “Foolish older brother.” Formal self-diminutive for an older brother or an older male friend addressing the younger.
When there is more than one family member in the same generation, they are assigned a number according to their birth, and addressed as such rather than by direct names. The eldest is given “Da,” then “-Er” for second-oldest, and so on.
Example: Ping Xi is the second son in his family, so he is nicknamed Ping-Er. Qiao Jue calls Qiao Ke-er “san-jie” or “third sis” because she is the third child.
1: Da 
2: Er 
3: San 
4: Si ​
5: Wu
Oldest: Lao-da
Youngest: Lao-yao
Titles
●        Gongzi: Young Master or Gentleman. A broad term of respect for the son of a noble or affluent birth.
●        Laoye: Master or Lord; the master of a house or a lord official/officer.
●        Shaoye: Young Master or Young Lord. A term of respect used by those in service of the house.
Barbarians: Ethnic groups outside the border of China, and specifically in this text, the nomadic tribes north of the Great Wall of China. The specific tribes that encroach on the northern Chinese border vary by period.
Beyond the Border/Wall: Refers to the land beyond the Great Wall of China. The Great Wall is a massive, extensive bulwark that stretches across northern China and southern Mongolia. Traditionally built for defense against the peoples north of the Chinese border, the wall consists of multiple “passes” that are major strongholds in strategic points of the wall for both defense and international trade.
Capital Army: The army stationed outside the capital city that defends it and its surrounding areas.
Central Plains: Also known as the “Middle Kingdom” or “Midland,” it is the part of the North China Plain that surrounds the lower and middle reaches of the Yellow River. It is where the Han ethnicity was conceived and believed to be the center of the world. It has been the political, economic, and cultural center of Chinese civilization for a large part of Chinese history.
Due Diligence Army: When the monarch is in trouble, the Order of Due Diligence is issued to all officials within the kingdom and those who have sworn allegiance to the country to rise and protect the throne. Their assembled army is the Due Diligence Army.
Holidays:
●        New Year: The most important holiday on the calendar, and marks the start of a new year. An important time for family gatherings and wrapping up business from the previous year.
●        Shangyuan/Lantern Festival/Yuanxiao: Shangyuan Festival, also known as Yuanxiao, is the Lantern Festival. It is held on the first full moon of the new year, marking the end of Lunar New Year.
Imperial Army: The army stationed inside the capital city that oversees its security and interior defense.
Imperial State Exam: A civil service examination system for selecting candidates for state bureaucracy. Civil Service and Scholarship reward the highest prestige for a citizen regardless of background.
Memorial to the Throne: A carefully crafted essay presenting an issue to communicate to the emperor. Depending on the circumstances, it is sometimes also directed to certain officials.
Political Advisor: A position established in the Song Dynasty. It started as a role akin to Deputy Chancellor and later evolved to one that is equal to a Chancellor.
Red Pocket/Envelope: A monetary gift. Red is the color for joyous occasions.
Tanghulu: Candied fruit skewers. The fruit is traditionally Chinese hawberry, but it can be other fruits such as strawberries.
Vassal King: The ruler and lord of a territory conferred by the emperor, to whom they owe allegiance. The title given to vassal kings is “Prince.” Vassal Kings are often imperial princes who will not succeed the throne, and military aristocrats.
Government
The structure of government is simplified in this work.
Emperor​→ Censorate
​​→ Hanlin Academy
​​→ Administration Chamber​→ Six Ministries
Administration Chamber: The administrative body that assists the Emperor in facilitating and streamlining government affairs. They also provide counsel and advice. A staff member at the Administration Chamber has the title Supervisory Secretary.
Censorate: The independent department that supervises officialdom. It is the second highest office after the Chancellor. The censors report directly to the emperor.
Directorate of Education: The department of education that determined the subjects and standards of studies on a national level, and was the largest library and publisher of various writings. The Imperial College was the school under this agency, though it was only for monarchs and the children of high officials, to groom them for court. In certain dynasties, the Directorate of Education and the Imperial College were a single entity.
Hanlin Academy: An institution whose members are the elite literati of the nation. They perform literary and administrative duties for the imperial court, such as drafting initial legislation.
Ministry of Justice: In charge of judicial and penal processes, but has no supervisory role over the Censorate or the Supreme Court.
Ministry of Personnel: In charge of appointments, merit ratings, promotions, demotions, and granting of honorific titles.
 
Ministry of Revenue: In charge of census data, tax collection, state revenue, and currency management.
Ministry of Rites: In charge of state and religious ceremonies, foreign relations, and the imperial state examination. 
 
Ministry of War: In charge of appointments, promotions and demotions of military officers, maintenance of military installations, equipment and weapons, as well as the courier system. In times of war, the Ministry of War also serves as strategists and advisors to the frontline commanders.
 
Ministry of Works: In charge of government engineering and construction projects, hiring of artisans and laborers for temporary service, manufacturing government equipment, the maintenance of roads and canals, standardization of weights and measures, and the gathering of resources from territories.
Supreme Court: An agency in charge of reviewing judicial proceedings at all administrative levels, and singling out cases for retrial by court officials or the Emperor himself. Works closely with the Censorate and the Ministry of Justice.
Measurement
This translation uses predominantly the American Imperial System, and at times Metric. The numbers are approximated for ease of reading and are not to be scrutinized.
Currency
The currency used is ingots of gold, silver, and copper coins. They are further weighed to calculate denominations.
1 tael of gold =  30 taels of silver
1 tael of silver = 1000 copper coins
1 mace of silver = 100 copper coins
Broken Silver: Refers to silver pieces that are smaller than one tael and used like loose change, their value dependent on their weight.
One String of Coins: Another way to say 1000 copper coins, as the coins are usually stringed.
Time
Shichen: The day is divided into 12 shichen with roughly 2 hours per shichen.
●        Zi [midnight]: 11pm - 1am
●        Chou: 1am - 3am
●        Yin: 3am - 5am
●        Mao [sunrise]: 5am - 7am
●        Chen: 7am - 9am
●        Si: 9am - 11am
●        Wu [noon]: 11am - 1pm
●        Wei: 1pm - 3pm
●        Shen: 3pm - 5pm
●        You [sunset]: 5pm - 7pm
●        Xu [dusk]: 7pm - 9pm
●        Hai: 9pm - 11pm
Geng: The night after sundown is further divided into five geng, otherwise known as five periods or five watches. At the start of every watch, a Gengfu, or a Night-Watchman, will make a round of the city and strike a wooden plank to signal the time.
●        1 geng: 7pm - 9pm
●        2 geng: 9pm - 11pm
●        3 geng: 11pm - 1am
●        4 geng: 1am - 3am
●        5 geng: 3am - 5am
Incense Time: Incense sticks are made to measure time by a day, an hour, half an hour, and so forth. When referenced in this novel, it means 30 minutes.

[1] [方] / Fang is a character embedded in the character for You Miao’s surname, You / [遊].
[2] Names of Buddhist scriptures.
[3] The first half of the lai “The Governor of Yan Meng” by Li He, Tang Dynasty.
[4] [东夷] / “The Eastern People” in prehistoric times were nomads that occupied the northeast/central eastern shores. By the time of the Song Dynasty, they had since migrated to what is now Korea, Japan, and surrounding eastern islands.
[5] Jebe was one of Genghis Khan’s most prominent generals, said to be a master marksman. “Jebe” in Mongolian means “arrowhead.”
[6] The name of the referenced knot type is also “fang sheng.”
[7] The first two verses of “An Offhand Poem on Homecoming” by He Zhizhang, Tang Dynasty.
[8] “The Book of Changes,” also known as the “I Ching,” is a divination manual from the Western Zhou period (1000-750 BC). It later developed into a cosmological text embedded with philosophical commentary.
[9] The last two verses of “Reflection on the Year of Jihai” by Cao Song, Tang Dynasty. Jihai is the thirty-sixth year in the sixty-year cycle.
[10] Familiar address for the youngest sibling.
[11] The East Palace [Donggong] is where the crown prince lives.
[12] Zhongyuan Festival, also known as the Hungry Ghost Festival, is the fifteenth of the seventh month on the Lunar Calendar. It is the day that ghosts and spirits emerge from the lower realm to roam the mortal world.
[13] The Great Cold, also known as the Major Cold, is the 24th and last solar term in the annual lunar calendar. It marks the coldest period of the year and the last day of winter before the start of spring.
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