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Cold Moon, Bright Star

By bloodredrosez

September 8, 2017

Author's Note: This is set around uncut episodes 21-23, after Chu Qiao kills Yuwen Xi and before Yan Xun's scenes at the Jiuyou Pavilion. As I said before, I don't want to rewrite parts
that are already in the drama, but I do want to provide more insight into the characters' motivations. (I was particularly annoyed that they had an extended, multiple episode scene that
was dragged out for so long, my sympathy for Yan Xun actually disappeared because of how overblown it got. Instead of being the tragic, emotional story arc it was supposed to be, it
became almost ridiculous. The director could have spent that time on character development and on the aftermath, but instead chose to include a dozen redundant scenes instead.)

Anyway, since these are more like independent short stories than a chaptered story, I do try to provide context so it's clear where we are in the timeline. Some of these stories follow
each other pretty closely, but later on I have some fairly big time jumps just like in the drama, although some of the "missing scenes" are meant fill in those gaps. Also, I will write more
action later, it's just that the first 25 episodes of the drama had lots of action and a fast paced plot but not much insight, then the next 25 episodes dragged. Lots of pacing and plot
issues and I can only do so much to fix it.

To Catch a Falling Star

She didn't have a death wish, but she had never really expected to live.

Chu Qiao sat against the cold, damp stone wall of the stinking prison, staring into the darkness. Yan Xun was on the other side, finally resting now, but knowing that he was with her
only made her feel worse. He should have been riding to Yanbei right now on the back of the swiftest horse, accompanied by his men. His position had been precarious enough, with the
Emperor declaring his family to be in open rebellion. Yan Xun had been caught only because he had been trying to save her, and although he had tried to comfort her by telling her that
his father would come rescue them, she saw it for the false hope that it was. She was sorry for herself but even more so for him—so very sorry, because she knew the best they could
hope for was a quick execution.

She was exhausted and injured and yet the heaviness in her heart and her swirling thoughts kept her from sleep. She could do nothing but contemplate the chain of events that had
turned them into prisoners. Ever since the night she had found out that Yuwen Zhuo was still alive and that he and his grandson meant for her to die as a sacrificial spy, one thing after
another had happened as if she were caught in a dream. In killing Yuwen Xi by her own hand, she had avenged her sister and had saved countless others, so why did she still feel such a
hollowness inside? She had never been one for tears, but she had cried bitterly after finding out the truth about Yuwen Yue.

Even now, she could not believe that she had trusted him so deeply, that she had ignored everything that should have warned her against him. She had seen him kill her own brother in
front of her very eyes, and yet only a week ago, she had been content, even eager, to risk her own life as his spy for the Eyes of God. She regretted all the countless opportunities she
had had to attack him.

Above all, she regretted that she had been so unforgivably naïve. She closed her eyes as she remembered again the hot press of his mouth against hers, the way his arms had circled
possessively around her slender waist and pulled her close against him. Had she really been such a foolish and impressionable girl that a few scraps of respect and kindness had blinded
her to so much?

Chu Qiao really didn't know what hurt more: finding out about his many betrayals, or the realization that she had been so complicit in them. Despite her immediate, panicked denial of
their kiss during that training session in the courtyard that day, she had not been able to live up to her own promise to forget it. For the simple sake of his warm regard, she had been
tempted to give up her plans to kill Yuwen Xi. She had fancied herself a small star to his brilliant moon.

And now look at where that trust had gotten her.
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She could still hear the sound of his voice, soft and caressing, calling the name that he had given her. "Xing'er…" Then again, later, his panicked shout as she slashed at his hand and
forced him to let her go, the sound of her name ringing in her ears as she plummeted toward the ground.

But she wasn't, she wasn't. "Xing'er" was a fiction between the two of them. She may not have been able to remember who she was, other than her name, but she never wanted to be
that girl again. Xing'er was a fool who had almost fallen for Yuwen Yue. Xing'er was the stupid girl who had let her brother's death go unavenged all while kissing his murderer.

If only she could forget his expression when she had screamed her denial of his name for her and flung those silver bells at his feet. If only she could forget how he had sounded when
he had come looking for her later and had believed that his hired assassin had killed her...and how relieved he had looked even with her knife pressed against his throat.

Chu Qiao buried her face in her hands, trying to will away the threat of tears. She felt like she was falling into a black abyss of thoughts and memories. How could these moments still
have such power to hurt her, even after what he had done?

The worst part was that she knew that in her heart of hearts, she had still held on to lingering doubts. She simply couldn't reconcile the things she had found out about him with the
person that she had come to know, the man who had spent hours by her side teaching her, giving her the skills she needed so that her ability to act would match her fierce attitude and
words. Anger filled her all over again, a bitterness that enveloped her heart. When she had implicated him in Yuwen Xi's murder, she had second guessed herself. Two times she had
confronted Yuwen Yue and attempted to take his life as payment for his murder of her brother, and two times she had failed.

She could still feel the grooved hilt of the knife in her hand as she had held it to his throat. But when he had pressed forward, daring her to do it, she had lost her nerve and drawn back.
The irony was that he had tried to teach her this very thing—he had told her that even if she had the opportunity to end someone's life, she had to have the right mentality to carry
through with it. Even as angry and betrayed as she had been, she hadn't been able to kill him because of her doubts about his true intentions.

Things aren't always what they appear to be, he had once said to her. But if she still expected some kind of redemption for his deceit, his actions had made it crystal clear what kind of
man he really was.

As soon as she had seen the ice arrow that had pierced Yan Xun's shoulder and brought him down so that they could be captured, Chu Qiao knew she could never forgive Yuwen Yue.
But again a small part of her wondered if they would have been taken prisoner anyway; they had been outnumbered and surrounded almost immediately.

It is a weapon that can be used by anyone, his voice whispered silkily in her mind, as his hand guided hers, teaching her how to use the special crossbow.

No. Chu Qiao could never again trust him. He had proven that over and over. She was already going to pay for her mistake with her life. She had to focus all her energy on finding a way
to help Yan Xun.

Whatever Yuwen Yue's real motives were, she was done guessing at them.

* O * O * O *

Yuwen Yue was not a man of idle motions, but he was driven to pace in his study as he waited for his agent to return. It was far too late in the night and he should have gotten a report
hours ago. He had successfully prevented Yuwen Huai from taking Xing'er but there was no telling what else had happened inside the prison. He knew the type of men that were
assigned to be jailers. They were uncouth degenerates, every single one of them, and while he was sure Xing'er could protect herself up to a point, he couldn't hold back his worry.

His chambers seemed too large, too empty despite the luxurious furnishings. Despite his best efforts, everything was playing out exact as he had most feared it would: the emperor
going over the edge with paranoia, Xing'er unable to turn away from the bloody path of revenge, and Yan Xun stuck in Chang'an, likely destined for beheading along with the rest of his
family. It was a disaster and it was all out of his control.

On top of it all, the emperor had decided to reward him by appointing him a supervisor of the executions, alongside Yuwen Huai. Xing'er was right—in a way, she had done him a favor
by killing Yuwen Xi. If only she had finished off his bastard cousin while she was at it. He knew, of course, that this was just another way for the emperor to test his loyalty.

Yuwen Yue still remembered his first time meeting Yan Xun. They had been so young, yet already saddled with so many expectations, despite their privileged backgrounds. He had
always been too reserved and dignified for a child of his age, but he had also been an outcast, too. The Yuwen family's name had fallen into semi-disrepute and his mother's death under
what most believed were dishonorable circumstances had ensured that he wouldn't be readily accepted by his peers. Yuwen Yue's response was to push himself to be the best at
everything, to be impeccably so far above and ahead of the other noble scions that they had no choice but to accept the place he had carved out for himself.

Yan Xun had been dropped into the middle of all these childhood rivalries and power struggles, a foreign prince from a wild, rustic land. Most of the nobles in Chang'an thought Yanbei
was an uncivilized land and it was widely thought that the Emperor of Wei had purposely given his best general and former comrade in arms the title of Duke in this distant northern
province in order to limit his power. Perhaps it was also from jealousy, as the Lady Bai Sheng had chosen to marry Yan Shicheng.

Whatever the reasons back then, most had regarded the tribes in Yanbei as made of little more than heathens. Though the emperor had vowed to treat Yan Xun like his own son and the
princess Chun'er had taken to her new playmate immediately, this favoritism only made the others more cruel. Yan Xun spoke funny—he didn't know the proper phrases to say and
lacked the polished court manners that went with the birthright of the young nobles. This foreign princeling even looked funny, with his rows of braided hair and beads, and his clothing
when he first arrived had all been in a foreign style.

Indeed, Yuwen Yue decided early on that he would not be a good ally, and therefore made no attempt to get to know the prince. The prince, however, had other ideas.



Grandfather had been summoned to an audience with the emperor, so Yue'er had been brought along to the imperial palace with the stern admonishment that he make some friends,
particularly with those who would be the future rulers of the Wei state. After all, he had grown up knowing that he was to restore power to the Yuwen family or die trying.

As usual, Yue'er preferred to keep to himself rather than engage in the stupid competitions that were the norm in the palace. He had greeted Prince Yu—one of the few royal sons that
he thought was all right—and then made his escape to the archery range. He had recently been reading in a text about a mechanical contraption that could be used to trigger a bow with
ease, thus saving the archer's strength but not sacrificing accuracy. Such a device could have fascinating implications for warfare, but he was more interested in its potential for
extending the range of the arrow much farther before. The challenge would be in designing a projectile that would have to be smaller than a standard arrow, but still have enough weight
for an accurate trajectory…

"Why, who do we have here?"

Yue'er released his arrow and watched it strike the target in a satisfyingly perfect bullseye before turning to face his nemesis. He was unsurprised to find the sneering face of his Yuwen
Huai, accompanied by two of the usual lordlings. The irony was that his cousin had even less status than him, but he spent all his days licking the boots of his friends, despite how they
treated him like a lackey.

"Still practicing all day, Teacher's Pet?" This time it was Wei Shuyou, his younger brother like a pale shadow beside him. "Where are those books you haul around?"

"He only studies so much because he's an eunuch," Zhao Xifeng chimed in with his nasally whine. The brat was really one to speak; he was stick thin, sickly, and his ears stood out like
jug handles.

Yue'er kept his expression blank even though he wanted to retort that at least they could come up with insults that were the slightest bit more original. This was practically a repeat of
last month, down to the 'eunuch' bit. Still, he ignored them and turned his attention back to his archery. They would no doubt try to beat him up again, four against one, but another
benefit of being the best of his generation was that they were no match for him. He had to be careful not to rough them up too much or they would tell on him, but they were so stupid,
they tried the same thing every time even when it never worked.

"Don't you have any better insults than that?" a different voice spoke up from across the room, echoing his thoughts. "You're one to speak of eunuchs, Zhao Xifeng. Didn't that girl you
like run away from you crying just yesterday?"

Yue'er lowered his bow and arrow in surprise and turned to see Zhao Xifeng turn an angry shade of dark red. Across from him stood a tall and lean boy with his feet spread apart in a
loose, easy stance. His telltale braids and high cheekbones gave him away; this must be the new prince.

"Shut up," Zhao Xifeng hissed. "At least mygrandfather didn't devote himself to a maidservant and my mother wasn't a slut."

Yue'er clenched his hand into a fist but didn't rise to the provocation. He didn't fear themwhatsoever or even any reprimands for fighting that the adults might dole out, but Grandfather
would be far harsher in his punishments. He could hear it already: how dare you commit actions that could bring dishonor to the Yuwen name! Never mind that the dishonor was already
there.

The foreign prince threw him a quizzical look for his restraint but then turned back to the trio. He said nothing but purposely gave them a dazzling smile of condescension. Even Yuwen
Yue had to be impressed by this other boy's aura of confidence.

Yuwen Huai, eager to get in his shots while he had his buddies to back him up, smirked at them both. "Everyone knows who your mother is, Yan Xun. Yourfather just got the Emperor's
leftovers."

"My honored mother turned down the Emperor of Wei himself for love," Yan Xun answered carelessly. "No doubt it is something you can't comprehend."

Yanbei heathens from the steppes or not, he did outrank them all. Before more minor insults could be exchanged, however, Yuwen Huai decided to take things into his own hands and
attacked. Underhanded as usual, he had circled around and tried to attack Yue'er from behind.

To all their surprise, Yan Xun joined in the fray immediately, making it four against two instead of four against one—not that Yue'er really needed the help. Within minutes, it was over,
their superior skills leaving the four boys on the floor moaning and whining. He had landed a particularly gratifying punch on Yuwen Huai's face that was sure to leave a black eye. Not to
be outdone, Yan Xun had left Zhao Xifeng with a split lip.

Yue'er made to leave, not surprised when the prince trailed him out. "Yuwen Yue, isn't it? I've heard a lot about you."

"Prince Yan Xun," Yue'er acknowledged with a bow. "Your honorable reputation precedes you as well."

"Oh please, don't. Aren't we already past all that?" The smile Yan Xun turned on him was so open and honest, Yue'er was actually taken aback. Was this young prince even real? He
seemed only a few years younger than himself, if even that. The imperial court would leave him in pieces after all the intrigues played out.

"Thank you for your…assistance," said Yue'er rather stiffly. Hearing about this prince and seeing him was a bit different than actually meeting him. He was oddly charismatic.

Yan Xun shrugged off the thanks with enviable ease, although he seemed to appreciate that it was a rare gesture to get from the other boy. "I'm sure you had it all handled before I
even showed up. I hear you're an excellent rider and archer." He gave him a sidelong look. "How about it, Yuwen Yue? Let's go hunting together tomorrow."



Yue'er hesitated. Grandfather would probably disapprove of getting to know the hostage prince. He would say something about there being no benefit and only a lot of liability. For some
reason, this just made him actually want to do it.

"Tomorrow at dawn," he found himself saying. "But not for competition, just for sport."

Yan Xun looked inordinately pleased. "Then it's settled. We're going to be good friends, Yuwen Yue."

That was how he had first met the prince of Yanbei, a boy so charming that he managed to get past all even Yuwen Yue's guarded aloofness. They were a strange and unlikely pair, but
they balanced each other out. It was strange to think that more than a decade ago, even as precocious of a child as he had been, he could not have grasped that their childhood grudges
and alliances would turn into life and death struggles. Perhaps he should have been able to guess that Yuwen Huai would advance from tired insults to tired attempts to send assassins
after him.

Yuwen Yue again paced around his study. He could enlist the help of Chun'er to convince her royal father to spare Yan Xun's life, but how was he going to save Xing'er? Yuwen Huai
would ensure that the emperor used every resource to track down the killer of a high ranking noble like Yuwen Xi. If only she had made it away with Yan Xun—being fugitives in Yan Bei
had been the safest, perhaps only, option for both of them. He cursed, once again, his grandfather's henchman for shooting the ice arrow that brought Yan Xun down.

He remembered the way that Xing'er had looked at Yan Xun when they had taken down Yuwen Huai together. Despite the danger, despite their situation, she had given him such a
genuine smile, her eyes bright and her whole expression reflecting her satisfaction. Yuwen Yue felt a stab of envy at their easy camaraderie. Smiling fools, both of them.

Yuwen Yue gritted his teeth, abhorring every minute that passed without his spy reporting in with news of what was going on at the prison. Tomorrow, he would be there to witness—no,
to aid in—his best friend's world being utterly destroyed. Although he had always felt the weight of responsibility on his shoulders, he had never understood with such clarity how
trapped he was in the strict hierarchies and roles that they were all born to and could only escape through death. He understood now the hatred Xing'er expressed at the injustice of the
world.

No one would dare kill Yan Xun before the trial tomorrow, but anything could happen to Xing'er. It killed him to admit that he might not be able to protect her. The only way she could
be free from the emperor's reach was if she was dead.

The only way she could be free from the emperor's reach was if she was dead...

Yuwen Yue stilled as the beginnings of plan finally came to him. But first, he needed to see with his own eyes that she was safe.

* O * O * O *

Both Xing'er and Yan Xun were heavily guarded, although Yan Xun's prison cell had twice the number of guards stationed outside.

Yuwen Yue had managed to slip into the prison without alerting a single person—the security was not lax, but they were understandably more guarded against prisoners breaking out
than anyone crazy enough to try to infiltrate in.

He waited until two of the four men guarding Xing'er left to rotate out, estimating he had a handful of minutes while they walked to the main station and the new guards came back.
Meanwhile he readied one of his most invaluable tools of the spy trade and deployed it.

The guards in front of her cell only saw a strange silver device fly slowly toward them, a rather beautiful metal thing that seemed to hover in midair while making sinuous, figure eight
shapes. One guard shook his head at first as if to shake off the blur before his eyes, but soon both of them were staring at the device, hypnotized so thoroughly they were no longer
aware of their surroundings.

It would only work for a few minutes, but the hypnosis instrument was perfect for this situation. He couldn't simply knock out the guards or take the chance that someone would raise an
alarm. But with the instrument at work, the guards would be occupied for a short period of time and best of all, forget that anything unusual ever happened once the mesmerizing
influence wore off. They wouldn't even remember that something unusual had happened during their shift. He could simply go up to them, ignoring their blank, slack-mouthed, faces,
grab the keys, unlock the cell, and let himself in.

It took all of Yuwen Yue's restraint not to kill them anyway. He had overheard their conversation before his hypnosis device had distracted them into silence. They had been reminiscing
about how they had molested the last female prisoner, even though she had that squalling toddler with her. They were expressing their delight that this new one was so young and
pretty, while enthusiastically discussing what they would do to her.

He was breathing hard from keeping his rage in check by the time he saw her. Xing'er was resting against one wall, dozing quietly although tears trailed down her cheeks. She looked
worse for wear but still unharmed. His eyes quickly skimmed over her form, checking for dangerous injuries. Clever girl, she had made a hole in the wall so that she could talk to Yan
Xun. But whatever she was dreaming of gave her such an expression of such pain and heartbreak.

"I believed you," Xing'er murmured disconsolately, and Yuwen Yue started at the sudden sound. In the next moment, her eyes flew open and she jumped to her feet, weaponless but
ready to defend herself.

His face was covered with a soft black cloth mask but she recognized him immediately.



"You!" she hissed, and Yuwen Yue's heart almost stopped. It was too loud, it would wake the guards from their enthrallment—then she was attacking, throwing herself at him, and in one
fluid motion, he caught her and twisted her around and against him, hands tightly wrapped around both of her wrists. She ended up hugging herself, arms crossed, her back pressed up
right against his front, locked in by his arms. Even through all the layers of clothing between them, he could feel the ferocity and strain in every muscle of her body as she fought him.

"Shhhh," he whispered into her ear. "You'll bring the guards on us." The fight had eaten up precious seconds of time. He only had a couple minutes left before the fresh guards arrived
and the old ones were released from the hypnotism.

"You will see things tomorrow that will make you hate me," he said softly but quickly. She struggled but he only held her tighter, subduing her with his whole body.

"I already loathe you, Yuwen Yue," she shot back with trembling intensity. "I should call the guards so they can kill you!"

"Listen to me, Xing'er. Please." He said it so fervently that it actually gave her pause and she stopped trying to break free. "I don't have enough time to explain everything. Whatever
you see me doing, I am trying to protect you and Yan Xun."

The strands of her hair brushed his face as she shook her head in denial. "I've seen the results of your 'protection.' You can't fool me any longer."

"Please, Xing'er. Will you trust me one more time?" he begged.

But Yuwen Yue could tell by the way she went stiff as a board in his arms that it was the exact wrong thing to say. He had no time to fix this, to make her understand.

"I can't help you escape now, but I will do everything I can to make sure Yan Xun survives," he promised. "And I'll get you out afterward. Xing'er, you know me. The real me."

He released her. If he cut it too close and the guards caught him, he would truly be the biggest fool in existence. His need for her to know and understand had to be secondary to
actually saving her.

She turned to look at him, her gaze broken and dead. "I don't know you at all, Yuwen Yue. You have no more power over me."

He had already slipped out of the cell and locked it behind him again. The guards were blinking and rubbing their eyes instead of looking at the silvery metal piece, but thankfully still
didn't notice him where he stood a few feet away from them.

He looked at her one last time through the rusty metal bars. She was his falling star, and he would catch her no matter the cost. If she hated him but survived, so be it.

FIN

* O * O * O *

A/N: Part 4, "Gilded Cages" covers what happens in the aftermath of the events Jiuyou Pavillion. Part 5 will be about what each of them are doing during those three years. Please leave
a comment below and let me know your thoughts! I haven't proofread this just yet so sorry for the typos and mistakes that I didn't catch. If you have suggestions, critiques, anything,
feel free to share. I can't tell you how much your comments and enthusiasm mean to me – I wouldn't be writing this if not for the reviews and messages you guys left telling me that
yes, you do want more.
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