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Cold Moon, Bright Star

By bloodredrosez

September 18, 2017

Author's Note: This happens around uncut episode 27, after Jiuyou Pavilion. I know the misunderstandings are frustrating and it can be annoying to read about them again, but please
bear with me for a bit longer. One of the issues with PA is that you often don't know what is going on in Chu Qiao's mind and you have to guess at her reaction. For example, when Yan
Xun confronts Yuwen Yue while in the prison and declares their friendship to be over, what is her blank expression supposed to mean? Is she angry, sad, or shocked? Does she realize
that the prison guards will report the conversation back to the Emperor, so Yuwen Yue is limited in what he can say or deny? And later on, when he "kills" her to save her from Yuwen
Huai, what is she actually thinking?

There are just so many missed opportunities for our poor XingYue ship and I think these moments deserve more exploration, although my take on them changes the drama in some
subtle but important ways. Anyway, I know these one shots aren't the normal kind of chaptered story but I hope you guys still enjoy them ;)

Gilded Cages

My luck has finally run out, Chu Qiao thought bleakly as Yuwen Huai sat like a peacock on a wooden throne, carrying out this mockery of a trial. He isn't going to let this end without
seeing me dead.

Even when forced to kneel, she kept her head high, her eyes unwavering as she stared defiantly at her captors. If she had a chance to do it all over, she would gladly kill Yuwen Xi again.
What he truly deserved was a slow and painful death for each woman he had tortured, each life he had so casually taken. She couldn't help but feel that most of the men of the Yuwen
family were scum, just some more obvious than others.

The one thing she did regret was that her death would no doubt push Yan Xun over the breaking point again. Not only had the prince of Yanbei lost his entire family, he would soon lose
even her.

As for Yan Xun's former best friend, he was standing behind her, having made yet another suspiciously timely arrival. She could almost feel the heat of his gaze on her back, could
almost hear the promise he'd so vehemently made to her that he would save Yan Xun's life and get her out of prison. That was the night before Yan Xun's entire world fell apart, all while
this man standing like an unwanted shadow behind her presided over it all. He had begged her to trust him one more time but that trust had been broken long before they had met once
again at Jiuyou Pavilion.

Yuwen Yue, what kind of game are you playing now? she thought, and then she was forced to her feet by Yuwen Huai, his hand choking her even has he taunted his cousin. She wanted
to laugh bitterly at Yuwen Huai's desperate attempts to provoke anger from her former master. She wanted to tell him that he was wasting his time; Yuwen Yue didn't like her, didn't
care about her fate one way or another. He was a man who could kiss her heatedly one day and then the next, coldly contemplate sacrificing her life for his family's ambitions. His
despicable cousin had it all backward. The only one who had been foolish enough to let feelings get involved was herself, like a naïve village girl falling for a highborn lord's son.
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And the worst part was that some little corner of her heart still beat faster with hope, just knowing he was here. Despite everything that had happened, she couldn't shake the secret
belief that he had come to try to save her.

Yuwen Huai's fingers dug deeply and painfully into the tender hollows of her neck where her pulse beat frantically like a trapped bird. A surge of fury—that she was reduced to this, just
some pawn to be used against the great and all important Yuwen Yue—kept her conscious, but barely. Black spots began to cloud her vision, her eyes fluttering shut despite all her
willpower. Even the panic surging through her body began to subside.

The sudden stab of the needle into her side surprised both her and Yuwen Huai so much that he loosened his grip enough for a temporary reprieve. Helplessly her eyes still turned
toward Yuwen Yue, even as all the strength left her limbs, the blood in her veins suddenly feeling sluggish and hot enough to melt through her skin.

What had he done to her? Was it poison? Was he…killing her?

Yuwen Yue's expression was still impassive. Chu Qiao couldn't even make a sound. Her body felt like it had been set on fire. Blood filled her mouth and she fell to the ground as a
terrifying paralysis took over, her heart pounding slower and slower, too loud in her ears. Maybe he had meant it to be an act of mercy, sparing her a more tortured death at the hands
of Yuwen Huai. Or maybe this was the final confirmation that she was a fool to believe in him.

The last thing she heard him saying was that since she couldn't be controlled, she was better off dead.

Xing'er, you know me. The real me. He had pleaded for her understanding in the prison.

Once, he had blinded her just to force her to develop her other senses. That was the man she had admired enough to become his spy. That was the man whom she had thought cared
for her, who had protected her while teaching her to protect herself.

The last thing she saw was his hand clenched into a fist by his side, half hidden by his robes.

Chu Qiao came awake with a gasp, sitting up so abruptly that the world whirled around her and she fell right back onto the soft straw pallet. She opened her eyes again more cautiously
this time, looking around in confusion. She was in a small room with only the barest of furnishings. But before she could examine her surroundings more closely, the door opened.

"Good, you're finally awake." Zhong Yu looked pleased.

Chu Qiao had to swallow a few times before finding her voice, and even then she barely croaked out her half formed thoughts. "He…the needle… How am I still alive?"

"Well, I wasn't sure you would pull through, but you must have quite a will to survive. Actually, when I found you, I thought you were already gone." Zhong Yu took a seat besides Chu
Qiao on the bed, her fine brows drawing together in the faintest consternation.

"I thought I was dying." Chu Qiao weakly admitted. Zhong Yu laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and she closed her eyes, hot tears suddenly threatening to well beneath her eyelids.

"When you were taken by Yuwen Huai, I tracked you to the prison only to arrive there when Yuwen Yue's guards were bringing your body out. There was some confusion when Yue Qi
was summoned away, but the rest of the guards handed over your corpse to those transporting other bodies to the cremation site."

Seeing Chu Qiao's pale face blanch even whiter, Zhong Yu hurriedly went on. "I found you before they started burning the bodies and carried you away, thinking that at the very least,
you needed a proper burial. I knew the prince would be already be devastated."

"Yan Xun!" Chu Qiao forgot all about her own predicament and struggled to a sitting position, but Zhong Yu stopped her from trying to rise with a quick look. "He is safe for now and I
even managed to find your sisters. You can see them later before they leave for Yanbei."

After that news, even Chu Qiao couldn't stop herself from crying a few tears of relief. "So how is it that I'm alive?"

"I noticed that strangely, I could not tell how you had been killed, only that you had no pulse. You had a necklace of bruises around your throat—they're even more spectacular now—but
you didn't show any signs of suffocation. Nor did you have broken bones or wounds. Finally, I saw the needle in your side. It was so small that I almost missed it." Zhong Yu paused
now, expression grave and thoughtful.

"It did something to me. Just moments after it struck me, it felt like my blood was boiling and my body lost all its strength. It's the last thing I remember." Chu Qiao looked at Zhong Yu,
noticing the strange expression on the other woman's face.

"A Chu, who struck you with the needle?"

Chu Qiao turned her eyes away, unable to meet Zhong Yu's direct, assessing look, for fear that her own expression gave too much away. Yuwen Yue's last words echoed in her ears and
despite herself, she began to cry in earnest now, her heart breaking all over again as she realized that he truly had meant to kill her. He had left her for dead, to be burned in a mass
grave. She remembered again how she had found her sister's body.



How could she have believed him? How could her feelings have been so easily manipulated by a few choice words of kindness, some moments here and there? Shame and bitterness
filled her when she remembered how pleased she had been whenever she passed one of his tests, whenever she felt like she proved herself to him. How, like a young girl, she had been
unable to suppress her delight when he had given her the rabbit lantern at the festival, even as the adult, rational part of her put freedom first.

"It will be all right, A Chu. We will persevere." Zhong Yu tried to comfort her, but the warrior maiden could only offer words of encouragement. "What you've suffered, what Yan Xun has
lost, the blood spilt through all of Yanbei… As long as we're alive, there is hope for vengeance."

Chu Qiao couldn't answer, her throat too choked with tears, her heart feeling so bruised that every breath hurt. How selfish was she, to cry over a death she had not even suffered in
truth, when Yan Xun had irreversibly lost his entire family? When there was an entire nation of newly made widows and orphans? So what if her every last illusion about Yuwen Yue had
shattered with Zhong Yu's story.

"But, A Chu, the needle wasn't the work of Yuwen Huai, was it?"

Why was Zhong Yu so determined to come back to this painful point? Chu Qiao just wanted to move on. She wanted to say goodbye to her sisters and go back to Yan Xun's side, and
most of all, plan on how to defeat every single enemy who had taken so much from them, from her. Including maybe even him. She still remembered the thin red line of blood her
sword had left on his throat, her inability to commit to her threats on his life.

Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest but she ignored it. "No, Yuwen Huai was trying to choke me to death, but the needle came from Yuwen Yue."

Zhong Yu gave a slight nod at that, as if confirming some inner thought. Still, she hesitated. "A Chu...I don't know what is between you and Yuwen Yue, but—"

"Nothing," Chu Qiao interrupted, her voice too loud in the small room. "There was nothing between us."

If anything, Zhong Yu's expression gentled even more, hints of sympathy in her eyes. "I only wanted to tell you, A Chu, that the reason why I was able to save you was because the
needle was placed very precisely. Very few people alive would know how to do it. It blocked your circulation, making you faint and slowing down your pulse to the point that it was
undetectable. By all appearances, you were dead."

Chu Qiao stared at her. "What are you saying, Miss Yu?"

Zhong Yu looked uncomfortable. "The needle wasn't meant to kill you, A Chu. Yuwen Yue by all accounts is highly skilled. He could have struck you more easily at a dozen other points to
ensure your immediate death. It's true that if the needle had been left there, you would have died, but all I had to do was remove it. The only reason you took so long to recover was
because your blood had been blocked for nearly too long."

Seeing the blank expression on Chu Qiao's face, she hastened to add, "I thought you might want to know. I don't know why you were brought to the cremation site, but I don't believe
that was his plan."

"He still left me to die," Chu Qiao said, but even to her own ears she sounded unsure. But when she closed her eyes, all she felt was exhaustion from the constant guessing game she
played with herself about whether to trust the man she had thought she had known.

She couldn't seem to forget all the moments between them, small and large—like how he had risked his life for hers when they had been trapped in the underground cave. But Yuwen
Yue had also betrayed his best friend and planned to use her as a disposable spy. She had been certain until just now that he had truly meant to kill her with the needle, and there was
still a chance that Zhong Yu was giving him far too much credit and attributing noble intentions where there had been none. The list of wrongs Yuwen Yue had committed against her
seemed somehow both enormously weighty and lacking in certainty. She simply couldn't resolve it.

Zhong Yu offered her some water and Chu Qiao drank, the cool liquid soothing her bruised neck and throat. "Even if what you say is true, I would have been burned to death."

"That is true," the other woman affirmed quietly, "and I am glad that I found you when I did."

"Thank you for saving my life," Chu Qiao said quietly. Zhong Yu seemed so steadfast, so wise and composed even in the face of endless difficulties. She felt like a mess in comparison,
especially in her current state. "I have a request to make of you, Miss Yu. Please don't tell Yan Xun what you just told me. In fact, if he asks about how I escaped from Yuwen Huai, let
him come to me."

Zhong Yu studied her for a moment, expression unfathomable, but simply nodded in the end. "I understand. You don't want to make things even more complicated for him. I will keep
your secrets, A Chu, unless they endanger him. Prince Yan Xun will need both of us by his side in the coming days."

The determination behind that simple statement helped Chu Qiao steady her chaotic thoughts. Zhong Yu, as usual, had it exactly right. She had no more room in her life for Yuwen Yue,
whether as an enemy, ally, or something in between. She has space only in her heart and mind for a distant dream of freedom and peace in Yanbei, and for that she would gladly follow
Yan Xun to the ends of the world to help him achieve the revenge that needed to come first. She had nearly died, but that was nothing compared to what had taken place on that blood-
soaked day at Jiuyou Pavilion. She would find a way to end Yuwen Huai's life, but she could not forget that he was only a single petty, stupid man.

Yan Xun's destiny would be to avenge a whole nation. He would free his people from the oppression of the Wei emperor, and she would be beside him every step of the way.

* O * O * O *



Qing Shan Yuan, his beautiful and beloved home, was nothing more than a gilded cage. Yuwen Yue had realized this long ago, at an early age, when he had first been initiated into the
Yuwen family secrets—and in particular, the intelligence gathering that made up the core of the Eyes of God. He could not really remember what it had been like to not have that
enormous responsibility on him.

Still, it had been a cage that he had been content to stay in until now. Part of it was that although he chafed at the restrictions of his position, he truly believed that he had a duty to his
people—a term that encompassed family, yes, but also everyone from Yue Qi to the lowliest kitchen pot scrubber.

But now, the sight of the iron and silver belled maidservants was unbearable. The walls of his empty bedchamber, where he sat in darkness at night, were suffocating. He couldn't even
force himself to visit the clandestine passageways and hidden training grounds. Her ghost was everywhere in Qing Shan Yuan, ready to ambush him around every corner. Days turned
into nights, which turned into days.

He thought the single best highlight of his life from that point on might be the moment when he had provoked his mad cousin to recklessness and had seen with his own eyes the
countless documents and secrets of the Eyes of God burning down to ashes. But even that had only been a fleeting satisfaction.

To think that Yuwen Huai hadn't killed Xing'er after all…that in fact, it was his own hand that had done it…

Yuwen Yue drank deeply, but neither the hot burn of the alcohol nor the fact that he no longer cared which wine jar he was on could erase the thoughts that flooded his mind. She was
gone forever because of his arrogance. He had thought he was so very clever, that he'd outwitted Yuwen Huai at his own game. Instead, all he was left with were ashes and regrets.

"Young master." Yue Qi greeted him with a half bow, his service flawless as always. If the state of his young master surprised him, he didn't show it. "Grandfather summons you
urgently."

Yuwen Yue looked at his bodyguard and devoted right hand man. Out of everyone at Qing Shan Yuan, Yue Qi alone knew exactly what had happened. He hadn't known about the
needle's effects but he had suspected that the young master had some plan and that Chu Qiao was not actually dead. But in his absence, he had failed to make sure the other guards
secured her body. Yuwen Yue knew that Yue Qi blamed himself, too, although the truth was, he could have done little to change the outcome. But now, his boyish face showed almost
too much understanding and sympathy.

"Inform Grandfather that the emperor has sent me to the border," said Yuwen Yue. "I will oversee the border army and stamp out the conflict there with the rebels."

"Yes, young master," Yue Qi replied before leaving promptly, not hesitating at all even though he was going to have to face the brunt of Yuwen Zhuo's anger at his grandson's continued
avoidance.

The Emperor's new edict, which had indirectly helped cost Xing'er her life, was one that Yuwen Yue welcomed now. There was nothing left for him here in Chang'an. He had no interest in
maintaining his spy network, though they still reported diligently. He had briefly thought about sending some spies to the Oriole Courtyard, where Yan Xun would presumably live under
house arrest for the next three years, but the last report he read was that the prince was being protected by that formidable woman, Zhong Yu, and as well as some other Yanbei loyalist
who had accompanied her.

The thought of his former friend was just another blow when he was already on the ground. In the end, Yuwen Yue decided against it. He had already taken care of the threat from
Yuwen Huai by forcing him out of Chang'an. Whatever happened in the Oriole Courtyard, he would be powerless to stop it anyway, just as he had been powerless to stop the bloodshed
in Yanbei or the murders of Yan Xun's family members. He didn't want to know.

Yuwen Yue was learning that for a lot of things, it was better not to know. Although he had been haunted by his mother's death and the circumstances surrounding it for years, finding
out the truth had not been the consolation he had expected. Nor did he have an opportunity to take revenge on Yuwen Xi for what he had done. Xing'er had seen to that while he had
still been duty bound not to raise a hand against his own blood.

Perhaps, he thought, it had been her last gift to him, even if she had not known it. His sword chimed with the sound of silver bells as he drew it, the innocent sound a harsh contrast to
the deadly steel.

The conditions at the contested borders of the Wei state were harsh and forgiving, a world apart from the comforts and peaceful serenity of Qing Shan Yuan. But though it would be
dangerous and he would again have the responsibility of men's lives on his shoulders, he would welcome the change.

Yuwen Yue understood how Xing'er had felt now. As much as the gilded bars of Qing Shan Yuan had kept her safe and secure, they had also kept her from the freedom of determining
her own destiny. And had the superficially idyllic, closed world of Qing Shan Yuan really offered protection for any of them, in the end? Birds in pretty cages could still die of heartbreak.

He was ready to become a different man.

FIN

* O * O * O *



A/N: So first of all, I'm sorry for the extra long wait and thank you so much for sticking with me. You already know what happened if you've seen my profile. I did have to rewrite half of
this, which was not fun. I kept feeling like I was repeating phrases, but the déjà vu was driving me crazy so I didn't go back to edit yet. This one shot was also originally two pages
longer but I just couldn't make myself rewrite the last part again (it was a scene with Yan Xun and Chu Qiao in the Oriole Courtyard) and I don't think it added much, so I cut it short.

I hope this doesn't feel too much like a recap, but I had to do it because the change I made was a pretty significant one in our understanding of Chu Qiao. Knowing how she confronted
Yuwen Yue about the "suicide spy" thing, don't you think she would've jumped to confront him about killing her with the needle if that's what she really believed? I think her
characterization is just too inconsistent after this point in the drama. Despite the spy training she had from YWY, she still believes things as they are on the surface every time and never
seems to consider alternative explanations. Our girl seems perpetually oblivious of what's really going on around her, whether it's Yuwen Yue or Yan Xun.

Anyway, from this point on the drama was kind of a mess with all sorts of side plots that didn't tie together well, so I'll do my best with these one shots. Also, I know my Chinese to
English translations are all over the place, some with apostrophes and some not, and I didn't even translate some things. I'll go back make it all consistent when I have more time, but
tell me if it gets too confusing.

Next up: Lots of questions to explore, like how Chu Qiao can want to protect innocent people and yet make plans with Yan Xun that would get thousands massacred. How come she
didn't know his other plans, like drowning half of Chang'an? How did all their characters develop in the three years? (That's something that was skipped over in the drama, so YX goes
straight into evil mode, helped with a lot of eyeliner.) What did she think would happen during the rebellion, or was she okay with the price of innocent civilian lives? How is it that CQ
never confronts YX about his dirty betrayal of the Xiulis? I mean, yes, the storyline goes on a long detour, but that was just glossed over.

Please review and let me know your thoughts! Thank you for reading :)
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