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Cold Moon, Bright Star

By bloodredrosez

September 29, 2017

Author's Note: Some scenes from the 3 year interlude, going up to the end of episode 30. The title here is my translation of Can Hong Jian in an obvious reference to the sword
switch that happens, although the name is a bit hard to translate so I've taken some poetic license. The character literally means a (残虹) destroyed, or ruined rainbow. The
second character, "hong" (虹) is a homonym for red, which along with the color of the scabbard, is probably why I've seen it sometimes translated as red. The counterpart, the
Po Yue sword, means "broken moon" sword. If you want to get a bit more poetic or active with it, "breaking moon" or "shattered moon."

Also, there are some big plot holes from the drama, although I kind of tried to give an explanation last time and go into detail more here. It's hard to believe that Yuwen Yue
would not have found out that Chu Qiao is still alive sometime in the three years. However, we do know that he was heartbroken after her "death" and gave up his work with the
Eyes of God, handing it over to Yue Qi instead. Prince Xiang even makes a point of telling him to stop running from his responsibilities and his position, since he's wasting his
talents as spymaster while being a general. My take on it is that since Zhong Yu is careful to the point of paranoia, Yue Qi's spies were only able to confirm that Yan Xun was still
doing okay. Yuwen Yue would have definitely demanded better intelligence about Yan Xun's other companions, but poor Yue Qi was stuck suddenly with his duties (talk about
being above his pay grade!) and dealing with Yuwen Zhuo too.

Also, you know that scene between Yan Xun and Chu Qiao for "Gilded Cages" that I couldn't make myself rewrite after my laptop accident? The end result was still something I
think needed to be included so it's brought up here, but in retrospect. I think you guys will prefer this anyway, since I got a lot of replies that made it clear no one is too
interested in exploring Yan Xun's turn to the dark side. The only downside is that it's another passive scene. I'm used to writing more action, but I'm also used to developing my
own plot.

Now you guys will finally see why I wrote that scene that particular way from Part 2 aka "Lessons of the Heart"! I'm excited for your reactions :)

Broken Rainbow

It was days like this, the sunlight falling down in a golden curtain over the serene beauty of the Oriole courtyard, which made her think too much. Chu Qiao watched silently,
hidden by both the tree foliage and the thick column beside her, as Yan Xun practiced his martial arts. Each flurry of blows and strikes flowed into the next, a startling
combination of offensive and defensive maneuvers that awed her. She found herself holding her breath sometimes too at the intensity with which Yan Xun executed his attacks,
the underlying savagery that was a little frightening because it hinted at his desire for real bloodshed.

With each month that passed, his stoicism seemed to grow no matter how much she tried to reach him. Her lighthearted jokes never brought a smile to his lips; sometimes she
wondered if he even heard them, for all the acknowledgement he showed. They no longer had easy conversations like those first months, when their survival was a continuing
struggle that irrevocably bonded them together. In fact, the closer they got to the end of his three year sentence, the more focused Zhong Yu and Yan Xun became on planning
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and strategy, until Chu Qiao sometimes felt out of place with them, her passion for revenge not quite being able to match theirs.

That was natural, she assured herself. Though her heart ached for Yan Xun and what he had suffered, though she knew that the Wei army had killed thousands of innocents in
Yanbei, she just did not have the same connection that Yan Xun and Zhong Yu did to them. She had adopted their cause for her own, but sometimes in the silence of her own
room, lying uneasily awake at night after more talk of how to throw Chang'an into chaos, she wondered if she was a fake. She could dedicate her life to him, but she couldn't
quite dedicate everything, and especially not her heart.

Last night, this had become startling clear. Chu Qiao often didn't know herself what it was she wanted, but nevertheless she had always held herself back. From the start, Yan
Xun had always done little things to show that his feelings for her went beyond friendship. Although she had never reciprocated, she had also never harshly denied him, either.
Once, the huge gap in their stations had made his pursuit of her little more than a ridiculous whim, but the intimacy of living together for years in the Oriole courtyard with few
other souls around had changed things between them. She cared for him deeply, which certainly was already more than what most relationships in their world were based on,
but… But she just didn't know.

Yan Xun seemed to expect that she would give in eventually and his certainty made her doubt herself. A confused part of her thought that maybe she just needed more time.
More time even after two years? part of her mocked. But after all, she didn't even know for sure what love felt like, so how could she be so sure that she couldn't ever feel them
for him?

Except she had pushed him away. Forcefully. It had been instinctive, but that said something too, didn't it? He had been standing so close to her that she could feel his body heat
even with the layers of clothing between them, and he had murmured something before his head tilted down closer to her face, and then she had just reacted.

Chu Qiao's face burned even in remembrance. She didn't even know if Yan Xun had really been about to kiss her. Maybe he had just leaned closer to whisper a secret in her ear.
Still, the shock on his face and the coolness in his eyes had been as unmistakable as her rejection. She had muttered an apology and fled before more could be said.

Now, as she secretly watched Yan Xun practicing, a death wish on every swing of his sword, too many memories came flooding back. Over the last two year, she had forced away
all thought of him—she had deliberately locked away each memory and had done her best to throw away the key, declaring to herself that her past was dead. He had killed his
Xing'er and she needed to leave it at that or she would go mad wondering what could have been. She had seen her own grave and had been surprised that he had left Can Hong
Jian, a priceless weapon of the Yuwen house. She had taken it as the last reminder of her previous life, but the only way she could afford to look was forward. She couldn't even
bear to think of his name.

But she had once lived in another serene and beautiful courtyard, had once trained alongside with and learned from another man. When she made and poured tea for Yan Xun,
her arms posed in graceful lines as if she were still a silver-belled maid, sometimes she couldn't stop the memories, or the questions. Did he somehow know that she was still
alive and with Yan Xun? Or had he mourned her death at all? If what Zhong Yu had told her years ago was true, he had never intended for her to die. She shivered, a strange,
aching pain coming over her when she realized he would have thought he killed her. And how had he reacted to that?

Back then, everything had happened so fast, her feelings had been a confused blur. Then came that secret nighttime visit in the jail—she could still hear his voice low in her ear,
that plea for her to trust him—all of which meant nothing after Jiuyou Pavilion. And yet, whatever thoughts she successfully suppressed during the day sometimes still visited her
dreams at night. She woke up some mornings with tears streaming down her face and her lips burning as she remembered a cold, desolate practice courtyard, her fingers
knotted in the fine fabric of his robes as he kissed her.

But it wasn't really the memory of the kiss that brought her to tears. It was the feeling of being so close to someone else, trusting in him so much that she had let down her
guard entirely, which was overwhelming. In the perfect space of her dreams, there were no doubts, just a soul deep certainty that he would do anything for her and she would do
the same for him. Waking up to reality was disorienting, as if some part of her was being torn. But, she had to remind herself, they were just that—just dreams.

For all she knew, the kiss had been an unusual moment of lust-driven recklessness and meant little to him. Over the years, the only things she had heard came from Zhong Yu's
diligent efforts at intelligence gathering. He had left Chang'an. He had been promoted to general, as if anyone needed more proof of his incredible success at anything he set out
to do. He remained unmarried, although plenty of families had wanted to ally themselves with the powerful Yuwen house before his departure to the borderlands had been taken
as a sign that he had fallen out of the Emperor's favor. Out of all the news, that should not have been what her thoughts had dwelled on, but they did. Unmarried did not mean
unattached.

Three years was a long time. He probably had forgotten all about her. But one day, if Yan Xun carried out his plans, she was sure to cross paths with him again. Would he be
shocked that she was alive? What would he think when he saw her by Yan Xun's side?

When they met again, would he even care?

* O * O * O *

Two years ago this little border town had been a ruin, reduced to nothing more than a ramshackle village with temporary shelters when it once had been a growing trade center.
But those who had chosen to stay in Xijiang and rebuild their livelihoods had come from tough, determined stock. Now, shops lined the market area and more people than ever
bustled in busy streets, although some were clearly refugees of the ongoing conflict between the rebels and the armies of the Northern Wei state.



Yuwen Yue couldn't help but feel a sense of pride when he saw how far the town had come since he had seen it last. Perhaps he had been shirking his duties as Prince Xiang had
said and perhaps as the scion of a noble house, he truly was more suited to be spymaster than general, but he had done some real good in these peoples' lives. As the leader of
the Eyes of God, he could influence the lives of many and even change the course of a country, but it was rarely through direct action. But two years ago he had led his newly
created army here, his recruits still green, having just finished the training he had devised for them. Their success in fending off the enemies of the Wei had turned the fate of
this town and its inhabitants around.

"We will make camp here for a night before continuing tomorrow," he instructed his lieutenant, who nodded and began barking out orders to sort out the logistics. The army
wouldn't actually stay in the town, of course, but the soldiers would no doubt be happy to spend some of their hard earned money here, which would be a benefit to the
inhabitants too. Though never one much for sentimentality, this would be one of the last few nights he would spend with his men before handing off his command. His journey
back to Chang'an would be a long one.

Evidently his soldiers were also eager to give him a sendoff worth remembering, because his protests fell on deaf ears that night as they half dragged him to the lone pleasure
house in what barely qualified as the tiny red lantern district of Xijiang. Yuwen Yue could have easily put his foot down but he had been generously plied with wine and went
along with it to humor his men. They had spent nearly three years by his side, fighting battle after battle, dealing with natural disasters, and sometimes surviving off all manner
of rodents and creatures.

It was only a teahouse, after all, or at least that was what it was officially. Not that Yuwen Yue had ever actually stepped into a real pleasure house, so he didn't exactly know
what to expect. But there was also the small matter of his ego still smarting from an offhand comment that Prince Xiang had made about his supposed lack of success with
women and how it couldn't be helped since he had the demeanor of a monk.

A monk. Yuwen Yue had to grit his teeth at that, especially since he had spent the last three years in unforgiving conditions with his army, surrounded by thousands of men and
the tiny fraction of women who chose to travel with the soldiers. When did Prince Xiang find so much time for dalliances himself, anyway? It wasn't like before, when there had
been women throwing themselves at his feet, sometimes literally.

Not that he had wanted them then, either. The memory came before he could shove it away, the wine dissolving his usually rigid discipline. An upstart iron bell maid kneeling in
front of the doors to his chambers, head held high with resolution…

"What kind of woman will our illustrious general choose?" His lieutenants guffawed as they placed bets with winks and shoves, ignoring his glowering disapproval.

"Large or small?" At first Yuwen Yue was naïve enough to believe that they were referring to an overall size, but the soldier shaped his hands into cups and jiggled them up and
down suggestively. He was suddenly glad he could blame the alcohol for the warmth across his face.

Even the youngest of the bunch piped up enthusiastically. "An oval face or round as the moon?"

"He's used to the court ladies. We'll find him someone well fed and pampered…with hands like milk!" another one chimed in. Even as the proprietor of the house came out with a
whole gaggle of women—adorned with fake jewels and clothes obviously meant to imitate the fashions of the court in Chang'an—his men didn't let up. The women giggled over
the heroic soldiers and their handsome leader, as if his men needed any more encouragement. Yuwen Yue nearly sighed. As much as he had grown close to them, for a moment
he dearly missed Yue Qi, who would have never put him in a position like this.

"No, no. After three years on the road, maybe he wants a wild thing instead." A vice captain made a hissing sound like a wild cat and crooked his fingers into claws. His men
burst into laughter but Yuwen Yue hardly heard them.

That had been Yan Xun's nickname for her. Little wildcat. Yuwen Yue had not wanted to admit that the description had suited her well, which was partly why he had been so
determined to give her a new one. She was his Xing'er.

And he had killed her.

Yuwen Yue was so lost in his sudden misery that he almost didn't notice when one of the girls draped herself across his lap and raised a cup of tea to his lips, ostensibly "serving"
it to him. Instinctively his hand came up to steady the teacup, his fingers covering her hand. She giggled at the touch and leaned back further into him, looking up coquettishly
with bright eyes, her pretty face round and her features unusually sweet. He blinked, certain he was seeing wrong in the dim lighting, but the resemblance was still there. The
girl's hair was even done up like a maid's.

"How may I serve you, Young Master?" she breathed. "Is it more wine that you are thirsty for? Or perhaps you would like some pickled fruit?"

Yuwen Yue froze, the innocent words doing unimaginable damage to him as his heart constricted in his chest and twisted painfully. It was as if he could hear the very faintest
echo of her in this girl, and it repulsed him and angered him even as he wanted to hold fast onto this last illusion of her, like the memories might slip away from him if he closed
his eyes. He didn't even notice that his men had left them alone after finding their own companionship from the group of teahouse women.

The girl was looking at him boldly, her eyes directly meeting his when he gave no response. That, too, made it difficult for him to breath.



"Xing'er…" He didn't mean to but the name slipped out and for a moment, Yuwen Yue was ashamed of the sheer need that he heard in his own voice. The longing. The pain, and
the vulnerability.

The girl had heard it as well and something softened in her expression as she dropped the coquettish act. Was this something she saw from soldiers missing their wives and
lovers after years apart?

"I can be her if that is what you desire," she offered simply. "I am here for you, Young Master."

For a moment he wondered what it would be like if he gave in. No amount of wine could erase her memory and no amount of distance from Qing Shan Yuan or her grave could
lessen the guilt he felt over her death. He had run away from the pain as much as he had run away from his responsibilities in Chang'an, but even after three years, it still
sometimes felt like yesterday. She was beyond his reach forever. What would it be like to lose himself for a night, even if it was only a pretense?

The girl said nothing more, only leaned in to rest her head against his shoulder, and it almost felt right, before it felt so very wrong.

Yuwen Yue drew away from her stood up abruptly, head swimming with wine and his churning emotions. To her credit, the girl didn't protest. Her eyes glittered in the
candlelight, the naked sympathy in her gaze making him turn away. Damn his men for bringing him here and damn himself for almost going along with it. He felt sick, though he
didn't know whether it was with the knowledge that he had been tempted or with the fact that he couldn't bring himself to even touch another woman, not even now.

"She's lucky to have a handsome young soldier like you love her." The girl's voice was wistful and a little sad. "Sometimes that's what we girls dream about: for someone rich
and powerful to fall in love with us and take us away. Even to be a maid in one of those noble houses…" Her voice trailed off and she gave a self-conscious laugh.

He reached for it like the lifeline that it was, realizing she didn't truly have any idea of his identity. "How did you end up here?"

She shrugged. "I come from a family of refugees. We fled to Xijiang when the border wars left us with nothing but the clothes on our backs, and there were seven other mouths
to feed. This way, at least I can protect my little sisters…at least for a little while longer. Until they're older."

It could not have been an uncommon story, but again it reminded him of her. Seeing the pain in Yuwen Yue's expression, the girl spoke up tentatively. "Why aren't you with her?
Does she not love you back?"

"She's dead." His voice came out broken and rough. I killed her, he almost added.

"Oh." It was as if she had heard his thought, but though she shrank back a little at his dark expression, she stood her ground. "I'm sorry for you."

He turned away to face the screen doors, not wanting to see her pity. With those words lingering between them, he left.

* O * O * O *

It was hard to say who was more eager for Yuwen Yue's return to Qing Shan Yuan: his grandfather or the captain of his guard. Yue Qi had handled things in his absence,
including the daunting task of keeping the Eyes of God together and working smoothly, but he had often felt like a man on a leaking sailboat tasked with scooping out water. He
was staying afloat, but he was out of his depth when it came to the complexities of running an entire spy organization. Even with as frequent communications between as them
as could be managed, it was an incredibly daunting task.

Yue Qi had thought nothing could surprise him much after nearly three years of this work, but the latest request from Yuwen Yue had him shaking his head in puzzlement. His
orders were quite simple, though he could only guess at the reasoning behind them. Fourteen young women were on their way to Qing Shan Yuan and it was his task to make
arrangements in order to help them find reputable employment in the city if household positions couldn't be found for them. The way Yuwen Yue had worded the message made
him wonder if perhaps the women weren't quite in reputable employment before.

Yue Qi could understand if the young master had finally found a sweetheart and wanted to send her home to keep her safe, after his heartbreak in losing Xing'er. But fourteen?
Where on earth had Yuwen Yue found so many women while leading an army full of men? And why?

This was almost surely going to infuriate Yuwen Zhuo as much as his grandson's other recent order: to give emancipation papers to all of the slaves in the Yuwen household.
Though the newly freed servants' wages were small, it was a considerable step up from nothing. Most of the former slaves had chosen to stay, but Yuwen Zhuo had certainly
flown into a rage at the thought of the new drain on the family coffers. It was a good thing that Yue Qi had gone over the full accounting of the family's wealth himself and was
able to report to both Yuwen Zhuo and Yuwen Yue that they were in a quite healthy state, thanks to better management as well as increased alliances with other families due to
Yuwen Yue's still rising status.

Still, Yan Xun's three years of house arrest were almost up and the Emperor would have to decide what to do with him and the continued instability in Yanbei. Yue Qi felt
exhausted just thinking about the many reports he still needed to sort through—and worse yet, despite all his best efforts and sending the best spies they had, he still couldn't
give his master a clear report of what had been going on in Oriole Courtyard for the past three years. Zhong Yu's detailed precautions made it almost impossible for anyone to



get in or out, let alone get close to Yan Xun's inner circle. They had at least two other allies within, including a mysterious woman who had shown up just as Yan Xun had been
escorted to the Oriole Courtyard, but Yue Qi still could not ascertain her identity or background.

It was almost certain that Yan Xun was planning something, just as the Emperor was no doubt making decisions about his fate, but what were their plans? Would Yan Xun dare
to threaten the Wei emperor's hold on power?

It was fortunate that Yuwen Yue was heading home to Chang'an, and that he had gained a new, powerful ally in Prince Xiang as well. One thing was for certain, Yue Qi mused:
the prodigal son would be returning just in time.

* O * O * O *

When he had arrived at the royal tomb earlier in the night, Yuwen Yue's only objective had been to see what his cousin had been up to in the three years he had been away. He
had not expected Yuwen Huai to be there, of course—if anything, he expected his lazy cousin to have long abandoned his assigned duties, an assumption which proved to be a
correct. But neither had he expected to be present on the very night that secret attackers attempted to break in and steal funerary treasures from the tomb.

He would have dismissed it as nothing but a coincidence and a stroke of fortune for the royal family had he not engaged in a fight with one of the assailants. Without a word,
they clashed in the darkness, both dressed in black from head to toe, faces covered. It would be hard to explain his own masked presence in the tomb but Yuwen Yue was more
concerned about not letting the priceless artifacts be transported away.

Yet even within the first few blows, he knew something was very wrong. The tip of his sword nearly sliced through the robber's throat but something made him hold back his
hand at the last moment. Po Yue Jian kissed his opponent's neck just enough for only a grazing cut, as the ferocity of his fighting was suddenly dampened by uncertainty.

With each startlingly quick attack and each defensive evasion, his heart beat even faster and his stomach dropped more, though neither was due to the exertion of combat.
Yuwen Yue had always had an incredible memory; it was both his gift and his curse. They moved like water, twisting and turning around each other, fighting against each other
and yet in a way still flowing together. He pressed forward and the stranger gave ground, steps light and nimble. It couldn't be, and yet… He could close his eyes and perform
this dance flawlessly, using only memory to guide him rather than any of his senses.

Their swords clashed together and then jumped away from each other again, neither pausing long enough to absorb the great impact of the blow. He was moving so fast that the
steel was nothing but a silver blur in the darkness of the night, his footing silent and secure even in the unfamiliar surroundings. This, too, was achingly familiar, from a day he
could never forget. A high parry, a low feint, and then a great sweep around to catch her off her guard as his knee came up to slam into her hand—

She changed her grip on her blade at the last moment, suddenly. It was a break in the script that they were both following but it was too late for him to adjust. Her sword flew
into the air as he disarmed her with a flick of his wrist, but as steel met steel and twisted, the hilt of Po Yue Jian slipped from his grasp as well. She had executed an exact
imitation of the disarming move that he had once made on her.

For a breathless instant the heavy swords hung above them, one flipping through the air as the other rose high up before gravity pulled them both down.

"Are you worthy of the sword I gave you? If you are disarmed so easily, you might as well gift the weapon to your opponent."

"I've figured out how to stop you from disarming me each time, but you keep changing to a new tactic. You're not giving me a chance to show you what I've learned."

"Of course. That's the point of training. You can't ever rely on your opponent to hold back their hand, even if you usually consider them a friend."

The moment her sword landed in his hand, the weight so much lighter than Po Yue Jian, he knew. Even before that, there had been no mistaking the brilliant crimson scabbard, a
legendary treasure of his own family, and her attacking style was one he knew intimately, one he had taught her. What kind of master wouldn't recognize his own student?

Those were her star-bright eyes staring back at him, above her black veil.

"Xing'er…" he choked out, so soft he could barely hear himself, but she was already gone, the distant sound of her running footsteps echoing down the long tunnel of the tomb's
hall. With her were the funerary treasures, but he didn't care. The wrath of Heaven and the emperor could rain down him but he was beyond caring.

Yuwen Yue walked out of the tomb in a daze, barely able to breathe as he replayed every moment of the encounter. He couldn't let himself believe it. Surely this was a
hallucination brought on by the ghost of her memory, nothing more than a cruel dream from which he would soon wake. He must have mistaken what had happened. Everything
reminded him of Xing'er, but the tomb robber could not be her any more than that girl in Xijiang had been her.

Yue Qi looked at him strangely as he approached, jumping down from the wagon to greet him. His guard's eyebrows were faintly drawn together in worry rather than relief at his
appearance. Yuwen Yue said nothing, only handing over his sword. Yue Qi's eyes widened a little at the unusual move but he accepted the weapon, his hand bobbing up at the
unexpectedly lighter weight. He quickly drew the sword from Po Yue Jian's scabbard, examining the hilt and blade.

"Can Hong Jian," Yue Qi exclaimed, forgetting to keep his voice down in his surprise. He turned to his master, a dozen questions in his eyes. "It was Xing'er."



Yuwen Yue felt as if his whole body were disconnected from him. He couldn't deny it to himself any longer. Yue Qi's identification was the last confirmation he had needed. He
could feel his hands trembling and he curled his fingers.

This was not a dream. Xing'er was alive.

* O * O * O *

Chu Qiao bit her lip to keep from wincing as she disinfected the small cut on her throat, but the small pain was nothing compared to the feelings it evoked. Once, when he had
dared her to kill him and called her bluff, she had drawn back her knife and given him a similar wound.

She had given a muddled account of events to both Zhong Yu and Yan Xun, telling them only that she had encountered a skilled fighter when she had been getting away. They
had still accomplished exactly what they had set out to do, so neither pushed her for more details, though she had caught Zhong Yu giving her sidelong look. She must have
acted too strangely right after she had left the tomb, but she had considered it a victory that she had even made it out.

As soon as Po Yue Jian had landed in her hand, she had meant to go. But still her eyes had turned toward his, unable to resist one more look. Had he recognized her? Did he
realize exactly who he was fighting? She touched the small bandage on her throat again. It would easily have been a killing blow, but something had held back his hand. Did he
remember, as she did so vividly, that day in the courtyard?

Chu Qiao had wondered what she would feel when she saw him again. In a way, she had been anticipating it every day for the last three years, though it had not been what she
had imagined. But what had she expected? For him to fall to his knees and confess that her near death had all been a mistake and that he had been trying to save her all along?

She looked at Po Yue Jian. It was exactly as she remembered, much like its owner. The cold metal gleamed in the moonlight from the window of her room. She had cleaned it
and oiled it with care, and had discovered, too, what she had overlooked in their journey back to the Oriole Courtyard.

A cluster of small silver bells hung from the hilt, something that might be mistaken as a childish ornament for a general's sword. Most looked worn from exposure, but one looked
shinier than the others, as if he had often rubbed his thumb over it. Seeing the bells had made her heart ache the same way it had when she had first seen Can Hong Jian placed
so carefully at the foot of her grave. She could never forget it was one half of a pair.

Yuwen Yue would come for his sword. Or perhaps he would come for her.

FIN

* O * O * O *

A/N: So things are finally moving along. I really didn't plan on spending so long on these parts but I couldn't resist having a bit of fun with Yuwen Yue, and of course now you
guys know why I wrote Part 2 the way I did—it wasn't completely a gratuitous kiss scene after all. Things will pick up more quickly from here, I promise. Also, again, this has
NOT been proofread and edited yet, so my apologies for the unpolished quality and probably the million typos. I'm planning on going back for edits after my licensing test coming
up in a couple weeks. I'll also try my best to update as consistently as I can but I do have a lot going on in my life right now, so please be patient with me if I can't get to it. I
just have to get through the next month or so.

Please review and let me know your thoughts! It makes me very happy to get your feedback and I'm so grateful for all you wonderful readers. Thank you for reading!
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