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Prelude

––––––––
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Tenth Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era 

––––––––
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On the Fifth Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era, a vicious attack was inflicted upon the Court of the Night Sky. Princess Sang Yi had recently taken the throne, and nominated her Court's Hongwei – choosing for such important roles as that of Military, Finances, Education and Health Officials, only women. Along such an unforeseen attitude, she also replaced the Princess's High Guard for a contingent of female warriors, expert in numerous weapons and wielders of strong Magic – remnants of the Demon Lord’s ruling of the Sixhen-Zha, who’d insisted men and women should be trained alike. 

Her actions provoked the rage of the men overlooked for these roles.

An insurrection rose, silently engendered behind closed doors and locked windows, hidden in the ledges and ridges of the Sky Mountain, where Sang Yi held court. When the rebellion advanced, it was not unexpected. Sang Yi was a clever woman, and she'd predicted such result, so she'd taken measures to guarantee its failure. She would not be stripped of her power, and refused to bow to men, in whatever capacity. 

Not after having spent her youth watching her father – a mere swordsman who couldn't even conjure magic – bully and humiliate her mother. She'd witnessed the former Princess wither and age and die of a broken spirit, and had sworn the same would never happen to her.

The rebellion stroke – men united under a flag of righteousness, demanding women be stripped of unnatural power and returned to their homes, to nurse the old and raise the young, see to the needs of their men, regardless of their capacities in martial and magical crafts, never considering that women might yearn for something more to their lives. But they, just like them, were born with magic coursing their veins, and were as prolific in managing their weapons of choice and ridding the Borun-Ma of creatures not native to their world. 

The women were prepared for the onslaught, and fought back.

Sang Yi came out the victor – she, who brandished her magical whip to strike those who came for her – and instituted some new laws. Now, women had the run of the Sky Mountain, and ruled in the Sky Palace, where the Princess would live. The fortress would be populated by women only, placed at the highest habitable ledge. A city within a city, splendid in its crimsons, burgundies and dusky rose tones, sprinkled with gold here and there. Men guarded the outside of the Night Court at the base of the mountain, and on each of its ridges – under the command of women. The army was comprised of both genders, but men could only rise to the post of Major. Generals and Commanders must be female.

In this way did Sang Yi assure men wouldn’t ascend to the Palace inside the Sky Fortress, where the Princess lived. Their presence was tolerated at the Night Palace, located on a lower ledge – an isolated, private house, grandiose as fitted the ruler of the Court, where the Prince Consort was to live, if he so desired. Servants would attend to his needs and the Princess could visit him at will – even live there, if she wanted – but he'd only be allowed at the Sky Palace twice a year: on the anniversary of their wedding and the Princess’s birthday. And from their union, only girls should live. Every boy the Princess birthed must be put to death, never allowed to draw a second breath.

For many years, it was thus.

On the Tenth Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era, Princess Chen Yi, who was six months into her pregnancy, lost her beloved Prince Consort to a riding accident, while he trained horsemen on the grounds of the Men's Military compound.

Chen Yi had chosen her Prince with her heart – politics cast aside as soon as she laid eyes on Major Jun Zhu. Older by a score of years, he was in his late thirties when the Princess came to the throne and saw him for the first time, on her coronation. Not long after, she made it her business to know everything about that man. Her declination of marriage proposals from both the Lord of the Citadel of the Black Wolf and the Ruler of the Realm of the Snow Peacock came as no surprise – for she’d have none but Jun Zhu.

It was a high-spirited event, the Princess's wedding to this belligerent but soft-hearted man, the Sky Palace opening its otherwise shuttered doors to rulers and masters of every kingdom in the Sixhen-Zha. They moved to the Night Palace soon after, and anyone who saw them together, knew of their love. For they did love each other, passionately. But despite their love being as physical as it was emotional, it took a decade for the Princess to conceive. 

A happy day, it was, when the Royal Physician declared the pregnancy could be announced, Chen Yi's stomach no longer flat, her breasts no longer small. She was round and glowing with the life inside her, and the joy both she and the Prince Consort evidenced was contagious. The entire Court celebrated for an entire week, for they’d despaired of having an heir born to their most beloved sovereigns. Chen Yi was a good ruler, and so was her husband, the Court of the Night Sky prospering under their combined command.

But then Jun Zhu fell off his horse, and cracked his skull, and his eyes never did open to see his child brought into the world.

The Princess's heart was as broken as her husband's head, and she lost all will to live. If not for the life inside her, she would have died along with him. But the baby growing in her womb demanded to live; it stuck on stubbornly, despite the mother's refusal to eat, drink, rest. She paced her room in tears, beat at her chest, pulled at her hair, despairing and wailing; mourning as only she could, such was the love Chen Yi professed. This lasted for weeks.

Later, the Princess grew morose. She took to bed and hardly left. The baby prevailed, though; it fattened and gathered strength. At this point, as the child kicked and moved, Chen Yi channelled all her love to the babe. For it was all that remained of her man. Her spirits slowly began to restore, and her mood slowly shifted. Happiness had left her, of course, but the will to live took hold, if only for the sake of that child. 

She still refused to leave the Night Palace, and to have anyone near but her cherished First Maid, Qin Sang, for they'd grown together and were like sisters. More than Chen Fei, the Princess's younger sister, born of her blood. Chen Fei, who’d already gifted her living husband with two girls and one boy. Chen Yi's heart had grown jealous of her sister's happiness, and she couldn't stand to have her around, albeit knowing this was unfair. She couldn't stand to have anyone around but Qin Sang, with the exception of Song Cheng, Lord of the Citadel of the Black Wolf, the Princess’s steadiest friend.

It was to this state of affairs that the baby came, one dark winter night. Snow fell heavily on the mountains, covering the grounds with a white blanket that muffled sound and dusted a sprinkle of fairy glow around the Night Palace, peppered here and there by the warm light fleeing the shuttered windows. Inside, the Princess's maids and Qin Sang saw to her comfort, if any could be had during childbirth. The numerous girls paced to and fro, heating water and gathering clean linens and garments, preparing the little Princess's crib, brewing bone, ginseng and ginger root broth for the mother to drink once her ordeal was over. 

It was hours 'till the sound of a bawling babe echoed amidst the painful wails of the birthing mother. Only Qin Sang was allowed in the room with the Princess, and only she held the child, when Chen Yi pushed one final time and delivered the heir to her crown into the hands of her dearest friend.

Outside, the girls congratulated themselves, and Qin Sang's two-year-old daughter burst into sobs in the arms of her nurse. As if guessing the turmoil inside.

For the Princess had delivered her baby, yes – the remnant of the love she bore her husband; the only reminder of how happy she'd once been. She'd delivered her baby, the heir to her crown, the child of Jun Zhu's loins, and the person Chen Yi most loved in the world, now that the father of this tiny fragment of life was gone.

She had delivered a healthy, perfect, beautiful infant; a much desired and beloved child; the only consolation for her broken heart. But the baby didn't soothe, heal or mend the shattered remains of her soul. In fact, it placed an even deeper, darker pain inside it, plunged into her entire body like sharp knives, smothering all hope – for she knew well what must be done. She knew this blissful wink of joy the heavens had given her was to be snuffed, and her baby's days were numbered.

For Chen Yi had birthed a boy.

And according to the rules and regulations of her Court, that male child was fated to die.

Skin Like Snow

(A Danauan ballad)

Sunrise glides across the mountains;

from below, the river hums.

Through air he walks,

like rain, shimmers; light bursting in his eyes.

Heart that halts, that fails to beat,

breath that catches for the sight.

Skin like snow, gentle fingers,

a swarm of butterflies takes flight.

Lips like flames, body as tinder,

he lays me down by his side.

Night shall pass in his embrace,

where I have nowhere to hide.

Twenty-one years later

Eleventh Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era

Sky Mountain - Danau

Court of the Night Sky

Night Palace

The Princess lays on her deathbed, forehead beaded with sweat, lips chapped and colourless. The girl is dragged to her, face crumpled, tears sliding down cheeks that are red with suffering. She is a beauty, no one dares deny it, but a strange one. Tall for her gender and age, she looks lankier for being so slim. Eyes that are far too easy to read, albeit their dark colour, top a heart-shaped pair of lips always eager to smile. But she doesn’t smile, now. All she can do is cry, for it is her mother who's dying; it is her mother that will soon leave her behind.

The girl kneels by the bed, holding the Princess's cold, limp hands. They already feel bereft of life, and a surge of bile rises to the young heir's mouth, along the snap of cold fear at her spine.
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(Jun Yi, the Hidden Gem – First Heir to the Crown Princess of the Court of the Night Sky, twenty springs)

“Ma-Ma,” she wails, voice reedy and lost in sobs. “You can't leave me, Ma-Ma. What am I to do without you? How am I to live?”

The fading Princess opens her eyes and rests them on the child of her loins, love filling the dark pupils. Only two other people remain in this room, now. Even the Physician has left, for there's nothing he can do. The Princess's body is ripe with disease, and it must run its course. There's no salvation for her. So, she's granted the right to die peacefully, with only those she cares to have by her side allowed in this foul-smelling chamber. 

Only the Princess's beloved Qin Sang and her daughter Xia Sang remain by Jun Yi's side. Xia Sang, who is First Maid to the Princess Heir, pats her hair gently, tears in her own eyes. Her mother sits on the other side of the dying sovereign; she has prepared for this, and is better at controlling her sentiments, hiding her pain. She'll let the young ones grieve, especially Jun Yi, but only for the moment. As soon as they leave this room, their eyes must be dry, and Jun Yi must hold herself upright. She'll be the ruling Princess, then, only awaiting coronation.

“Jun Yi, you’re your father's child,” the dying Princess whispers, and her daughter cries harder. “And like him, you must be brave. And careful.” She pats the black-haired head, trailing a caress down the soft-skinned cheek. “Remember who you are, and all you risk. Make sure you protect yourself, and slowly, slowly, my child, start changing all that’s wrong here. You'll be fine, Jun Yi, you're smart and considerate, you–”

“I never wanted this!” The voice, stronger than what the girl's gait could lead to expect, echoes within the room. The Princess's eyes widen. She’s wrecked by a coughing fit, forcing the girl to kneel in repentance and hold herself to her mother. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I don't want you to die; I don't want to be the next Princess. Why can't my cousin–”

“You're my child. You alone shall rule the Court of the Night Sky.”

The girl hugs the frail, weak woman, kisses the straggly hair, nods. Pain rises through her body: it starts at her lower back and moves upwards until her lungs are caught in a vise that promises never to let go. It's not just the imminent death of her mother that throws her into despair, it's everything else. All that looms ahead for her future, prisoner of what surrounds these walls. Stuck in the mountains, playing a role she's unfit for.

“Jun Yi, be careful, my darling child. Be careful,” the Princess whispers, and exhales one last sigh.

She dies in the girl's arms, who sobs desperately. The other two women allow her to cry for a few minutes before forcing her away from the husk of her mother. The Princess's death must be announced, her body prepared for interment, and her daughter must enter seclusion, so she ascends. No matter what, Jun Yi shall be crowned in the span of a month. It is the custom of her world, and the role she was born into.

“Jun Yi, wipe those tears,” her mother's First Maid says, not without tenderness. But she's rough and blunt, contrary to her daughter, who throws her arms around the desperate girl.

“Ma-Ma, be gentle, the Princess has just died. Jun Yi needs to mourn her.”

Jun Yi sobs even harder, shaking against Xia Sang. Qin Sang joins the girls; time is running out, she must see that the Heir grabs a hold of herself before she gives them all away.

“Jun Yi,” she whispers, “Look at me. Look. At. Me.” Once more, her voice becomes harsh and demanding, and the girl can't help but obey.

Face flushed and puffy, eyes red with tears, Jun Yi locks them with the maid’s, bites her lower lip in an attempt at controlling her fear. She breaks into sobs again, and now her face is not only flushed with heartbreak, but also dread. She's terrified. Qin Sang holds the girl's wet cheeks between her hands – they're smooth and warm, hands that have comforted and caressed her since the day she was born, in this exact same room, a little over twenty years ago.

“You're the child of Chen Yi and Jun Zhu, act like it. You were born to the highest placement in the Court of the Night Sky, remember. And never forget that you're the Heir to your mother's Crown, the next ruler of this kingdom, the Crown Princess.”

“Only I'm not a Princess, am I?” Jun Yi hisses, and tears at the flower arrangement on the back of her head, the delicate petals dropping down her shoulders like rain, the tassels and beads scattered to the floor. Only the silk ribbon remains, to keep hair from her face. “I'm not a Princess, and should never have been allowed to live, according to the rules of this kingdom you say I own! I'm the very thing that should not have survived, why didn't you kill me when I was born?”

“Jun Yi,” Qin Sang scolds.

“That isn't my name! I'm not a girl, as you well know. What happens when it all comes out, A-Ma? Because it will, it always does, these lies can never last.”

Qin Sang grabs hold of the girl who isn't a girl, fingers like claws wrapped around delicate, slim wrists. 

“Listen to me, child. Your mother loved you very much; she’d never have allowed you to be killed. Her wish was that you ruled in her stead, so that's what you'll do. You're Jun Yi, Princess of the Court of the Night Sky, the Hidden Gem. Until the day you successfully manage to undo what Sang Yi did, you are Jun Yi.”

The girl – who is in truth a young man – shivers, and more tears stream down his face.  

Watching him like this, no one can tell whether this is a boy or a girl. The features are delicate, the mouth lightly bowed, with a lower lip plumper than the upper one. High cheekbones on a perfect oval of a face, the dark almond eyes deep set and framed by thick, yet delicate eyebrows that lead to a nose where a slim, narrow dorsum opens to somewhat wide wings, the tip up-tilted to show off a pair of round nostrils. His androgyny is enhanced by the careful cosmetics Xia Sang piles on his face every morning, subtle hints of creams and powders that enhance his natural beauty and make him appear more feminine. Like the coloured balm on his lips and the rosy powders dusted on his cheeks. Anyone who saw him now would believe this to be a girl, caught by the snare of deep distress.

“My mother tried, and failed. What makes you think I can succeed?” he cries, and his voice is still sweet and effeminate, for he's had years of practice behind him.

Qin Sang wipes the tears from Jun Yi's face. “Your mother was a shadow of herself, after losing your father. Became a recluse, a ghost, and the people do not care for that. You, on the other hand, are their hope, their gem, the jewel in the night sky. I cannot remember another Princess as adored as you, not even your grandmother. If you start making small changes, your lead will be followed. You only have to be careful, and choose your Hongwei even more carefully. Sound those open to change, not those who cling to the old ways. But you have time for that, my child. Now, stand up straight, tall as you are, show them who Jun Yi is. You'll soon be the Crown Princess.”

Jun Yi wipes the stubborn tears that demand to fall and rises to his feet. One last look at his mother shatters what's left of his heart; he feels more alone than ever. More terrified than he's ever been. Growing up knowing he was different, aware that if this was discovered, only death awaited him, fear has been Jun Yi’s closest companion. Hiding his true nature, pretending to be something he isn't, he has become a girl in all senses. 

But something stirs inside him, and has been softly burning for years, now. He shows little interest in robes and jewels, cosmetics and hairstyles; has no patience for the hollow conversations the Maids of the Sky Palace try to goad him into. Books are his passion, the joy of spending long hours curled with a tome in hand the only balm to an existence that's been shadowed by dread. Books, yes, and magic. 

Jun Yi, as the Heir, hasn’t been allowed to learn but the basics, regarding her powers. The boy hidden inside her longs for more. He longs for the chance to hold a sword and infuse his magic into it, longs to go down from the mountain and face the Phantom Menaces, to learn how to fight, how to become a Master Swordsman.

The only weapon he's been allowed use of is his father's bow, and even at this, Jun Yi has excelled. Even at this, she's buried the boy so deep he no longer knows who he is.

“What happens when I must take a husband? The marriage proposals will be presented alongside the gifts, at my coronation,” he now asks, and though his heart is bleeding, no one would know from his voice. Snow falls on it; ice drapes his tongue as he speaks.

Qin Sang looks bothered for the first time. This is something she hasn't thought about, but Jun Yi’s nearly twenty-one, about to be crowned, and marry she must. An heir she must produce, the people of the Court of the Night Sky will demand this much. Only, how can she birth a child when she's a man? The former Princess was successful in keeping the Hongwei’s plans for Jun Yi’s wedding well at bay, the same won’t happen, now. They’ll insist she choose a candidate.

“We shall see to it when the time comes,” Qin Sang replies, and Jun Yi knows she'll come up with a solution.

One that promises to be demeaning, humiliating and downright painful for him. For that’s what his life must be, from now on.

Demeaning, humiliating, painful.

A veritable torment.

​

Eleventh Sho-Dan of the Second Infestation Era

Sky Mountain - Danau

Court of the Night Sky

Coronation Ceremony 

––––––––
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The Hall of Graces is full to capacity. From all over the Sixhen-Zha they came, the rulers of every other realm, with families and retinues in tow, so they can show off how wealthy, how powerful they are. The Coronation isn’t just a ceremony devised to place a ruler on the throne, but a time for treaties to be lined up, alliances sown, proposals offered, rejected, accepted. Princess Jun Yi's coronation will deliver in her hands not just a crown, but several prospective husbands. Every man and woman of position has come to show off their male offspring, and the Sixhen-Zha's best are to be paraded along this Hall for the Princess to choose, eventually.

Those of highest standing are seated at the front, with privileged view of the altar where the Princess will kneel and present her vows. The Lords of the many Courts, Realms, Kingdoms, Citadels, are offered the most prominent spots, along with their consorts. Their heirs are shoved back – scattered on their feet behind their betters and elders, filling the Hall with their loud presence. Boys and girls at the height of youth, eager for enjoyment and companionship. At the moment, guests are still being announced and led to their seats. The air’s heavy and warm, although a breeze flutters the many banners hanging from the high ceilings. It’s early autumn, and the mountains are cooler than the valley down below.

“His Highness Lord Gao Han, Ruler of the Realm of the Snow Peacock, his Consort, the Honourable Lady Lian Shi and the First Son, Lord Gao Zhe,” an official announces, voice booming off the lacquered walls of the Hall.

Men aren't allowed in the Sky Palace at times other than these, and they're very rarely welcomed to the Princess's Pavilion, where the Hall of Graces rules supreme. Except for coronations and marriages, men's presence within these walls is strictly forbidden. 

As the announcement bounces off the walls and reaches all ears, a young man retreats further into the dark recesses, trying to hide from view.
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(Song Yang, the Bright Star – First Heir of the Citadel of the Black Wolf, twenty-one springs, Master Swordsman)

He peers from where he hides, eyes burning as he follows the progress of the newcomers. His attention rests on the young heir, who he seems to devour silently, the look on his face a mix between hatred and longing. Song Yang wets dry lips, bites the lower one, heart speeding uncontrolled; gut tightening as he studies the man, who he hates with all the nerves in his body and the blood that boils his veins. Sensing it, the heir of the Realm of the Snow Peacock turns in Song Yang's direction, and their eyes meet across the Hall. For while one stands to the left, the other drifted to the right.
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(Gao Zhe, the Heaven's Blessing – First Son of the Realm of the Snow Peacock, twenty-four springs, Master Swordsman)

His lips curl in a mocking smirk directed at Song Yang, whose scowl deepens. Gao Zhe whispers something to the young man at his side, both breaking out in laughter, mouths hidden behind hands that muffle the sound. Song Yang bristles even more, and his stomach burns with new flames of loathing. He fumes at Gao Zhe, who raises an eyebrow, but doesn't break the stare. It slowly turns from sarcastic to enigmatic, and Song Yang struggles to read through it. His own scowl smoothes, on a face that’s handsome, where eyes black as coal sparkle brightly. No wonder he's known as the Bright Star, for a star he resembles. Talented, strong, already made a name for himself fighting the ever-growing and elusive Infestations.

Gao Zhe, on the other hand, has achieved his fame alongside his father's army. Their realm bordering with Tulun, both are constantly at war due to old grievances – Tulun’s accused of having betrayed LanyanGhe on the days of the First Infestation Era, when the entire Borun-Ma risked being submitted to Shai Tan, the Demon Lord. Tulun’s said to have sided with the enemy, bringing the fall of LanyhanGhe, a betrayal that’s never been forgiven, often leading to skirmishes. Since reaching manhood, Gao Zhe takes part in all he can. Men look up to him, admire his prowess. Women swoon, when he walks by.

Women swoon when Song Yang walks by, too, but he never sees them.

He's had eyes for Gao Zhe only, since his father sent him to the Snow Peacock's Halls, to strengthen the bonds between the two kingdoms. The moment Song Yang laid eyes on Gao Zhe, his heart beat differently and he was never the same. He hungrily devoured the sight of him, a few years his senior, burning to memory the depth of Gao Zhe's eyes, the wide-winged nose, the tempting lips. And he’s wanted him since. 

The hatred only came later, when Song Yang finally found the courage to make a move. Fuelled by what he believed to see in Gao Zhe's small gestures of attention towards him, Song Yang had taken the plunge, diving into dark, unknown waters, certain Gao Zhe would be there to keep him afloat.

They'd gone reaping for creatures, near Tulun’s borders. Gao Zhe had often expressed a desire to go night-reaping, and finally one day, Song Yang had conjured a perfect wind to carry the two of them there, for he'd heard of an infestation. Gao Zhe had been impressed, and his smile had served to further inflame Song Yang's feelings. As luck would have it, they'd come across a small horde of ghouls other Reapers had chased into that part of the woods.

Faster than the blink of an eye, Song Yang had moved in on the manifestation, Gao Zhe following his lead. The speed with which Song Yang – not yet a Master Swordsman at the time – delivered blow after blow, had placed in the other young man's eyes a look that had further fuelled him. Believing to see in Gao Zhe's face a mirror of his own sentiments, Song Yang had been unable to resist. 

Once the horde was dispatched, crowning them victors of the gory battle, he'd rushed to Gao Zhe, thrown his arms around his shoulders, hugged him tight. The Heir to the Snow Peacock hadn't shied away. In fact, he'd curled his arms around Song Yang's slim waist and rested cheek against his. But it was Song Yang who first glued his mouth to Gao Zhe's. And still the other youth didn’t pull back. He'd stiffened slightly, at first, placing a jolt of fear down Song Yang's back, but had soon opened up to let him in, tongue and teeth and lips at the ready to delight in the fullness of the kiss.

It had lasted for a long time, that kiss; or so it had seemed to Song Yang. A long, burning delight, it had been; until the echo of feet stepping over twigs and shocked gasps in the background had brought them out of their reverie.

Gao Zhe's companions had come in search of the Heir, and their stunned silence, along the looks of disgust in their eyes, placed a deep blush on Song Yang's face, further enhanced by Gao Zhe's reaction. The young man pushed him away as if caught in an unwanted and unexpected snare. His fist – his white, slim, perfect fist – had smashed against the side of Song Yang's cheek, drawing blood from his lips.

Consternation had run the length of his face, dismay settling on him. An uncertain hand had risen to his mouth – not the cheek bruised by Gao Zhe's punch – fingers pressing the spot where lips had touched; and tears had brimmed Song Yang's eyes. They soon turned cold, his emotions hidden under a veneer long ago learnt at his father's knee. Gao Zhe's mocking smile faltered, and Song Yang had thought to see a sliver of regret cross his face.

“What's he doing?” One of Gao Zhe's companions barked.

“Idiot lost his mind, coming on to Your Lordship like that.”

“Disgusting, ridiculous.”

Gao Zhe had stood by, impassive, letting his friends bully and mock Song Yang, his expression one of parody. But he had kissed Song Yang, as much as Song Yang had kissed him. And that, he couldn’t deny, not even six years down the line.

From that day forward, Gao Zhe had taken every opportunity to humiliate and shame Song Yang, while in secrecy he sought him constantly, their tryst becoming ever more inflamed, their kisses more urgent. They were each other's first in everything where love and want is concerned, and in the privacy of their quarters, Gao Zhe didn't shy from showing his affections.

Only to mock him when others were present, spurred by their mean remarks. Song Yang ended returning to his father's Hall amidst an embarrassment that had never left him. A mortification that clung to his soul, and grew every time he and Gao Zhe crossed paths. It strengthened, every time his eyes met the young heir's, hooking claws around his lungs, and those tightened their grip further, for the look he spied in Gao Zhe's eyes. Like today.

A look that, as long as his companions are watching, translates the despise he claims to feel for Song Yang. A look that changes, the moment no one’s paying attention. No one but Song Yang, who can feel Gao Zhe's eyes burning into him. He can't resist returning the look; his own an odd concoction of pure loathing and burning want. Gao Zhe’s still the most attractive person he's ever met, the most accomplished, still the one Song Yang's heart beats faster for. His skin awakes, at the sight of him.

Melting back into the shadows, Song Yang forces his attention away from the Snow Peacock heir, trying to erase the sight of his long neck from mind, along the sudden urge to expose the lie he is for all to see. Shaking his head, he focuses on the delicate and intricate designs painted into the wooden floor of the Hall of Graces, depicting the ascension of those same Graces to the Heavens, noticing that his feet stand on the heart of one of those Graces. 

If he was superstitious, he'd believe himself cursed to have his heart trampled upon, once and again. A mocking smile draws on his lips – what would that change? His heart’s been trampled upon, through these six years and every fortuitous encounter between him and Gao Zhe. Oh, why won't he just leave his mind?

Song Yang searches his father's head amongst the crowd, spots his mother's red lacquered comb, the comforting reassurance appeasing his heart. Silence falls over the Hall, everyone standing to attention. A gong echoes somewhere to his right, but Song Yang’s intent on what happens to his left. 

The Hall's wide doors are ajar, and the silk banners float under the cooling breeze, inscribed with wishes for the soon to be crowned Princess. Her name ripples among them, Jun Yi, the Hidden Gem, the girl who's been more sheltered than any other youth in the history of the Borun-Ma. Very few people outside the Court of the Night Sky have set eyes upon her, Song Yang's father said to be one of them. The former Princess grew up at the Citadel of the Black Wolf, like Song Yang did in the Realm of the Snow Peacock, a habit that comes from times immemorial and helps young heirs learn about the other realms, forming bonds meant to last a lifetime. Not that this happened between Song Yang and Gao Zhe.

But Song Yang's father had a good relationship with both the Prince Consort and the late Princess Chen Yi. He's come to the Court on more than one occasion, to visit Her Highness at the Night Palace, and has met the young heir previously, which prompted his desire for his son to present a marriage proposal. The mere thought upsets Song Yang's stomach. Still, he's curious as to what this Princess – the gem hidden from the eyes of most people in the Sixhen-Zha – looks like. His father's attempts at describing her were cryptic, at best. So when her name’s announced, he takes a step closer to the aisles, eager to feast his eyes upon her.

Princess Jun Yi steps into the hall on her own.

This, alone, is so against protocol it puts a half-smile in Song Yang's lips. He already appreciates the girl for her rebellious streak – it may seem like it's not much, but the fact she chooses to walk along that aisle by herself, instead of surrounded by the numerous retinue of maidens holding the train of her dress, says a lot about who she is and her personality. His attention focuses entirely on the girl.

She holds her head up, hands clasped at the front. Eyes that are dark and velvety stare straight ahead. Her lips are tinted a soft hue of peach, granting her an appearance of innocence that belies the rebellious sparkle in her eye. She's serious and formal, and Song Yang fancies he sees a hint of dismay upon her pretty face. As if she doesn't really want to do this, doesn't want to become the Princess ruling this Court. He can understand her reluctance – for he doesn’t wish to be forced into the role his father determines for him, either. 

The mob behind him pushes forward and he finds himself standing ahead of the line of people eager to catch sight of the Princess. She walks by when Song Yang is thrust a few inches further, and nearly steps into her path. She doesn’t break stride, but casts a sideways glance at him.

Their eyes meet.

A soft blush covers the Princess's cheeks. She flashes him a lopsided smirk, something brief, to which he responds accordingly, dealing her a grin of his own and a wink of his eye. 

The Princess lowers her head, strands of dark hair kissing her cheek. She wets her lips, still smiling, and moves on. Her long black hair is topped with a cascade of flowers that match the dusky rose of her robes, the long silk train trailing behind her, and Song Yang notices just how tall she is. Taller than him, surely, who stands at 5'9'', where she must be at least 6'. How ridiculous would it be to marry a woman taller than him? He shakes his head, and a shoulder bumps against his, forcing him to search the culprit. His smile widens at the sight of his cousin's open grin.

“Looks like you've caught the Princess's eye,” he whispers, and deals another bump at Song Yang's shoulder. “Uncle will be pleased.”

Song Yang slinks back into the crowd of youngsters who study him in wonder. The tale of his 'unwanted assault' on Gao Zhe has run the length of the Sixhen-Zha, whispered among the youth of every Hall. They all know his preferences go to men, not women, and no one expects him to marry the Princess, unless forced to, which is the only way he'll do it, in fact. 

Not only does he find her uninteresting as a sexual and romantic partner, the thought of having to stand by her side, and she topping him by nearly a head, is repulsive. A woman shouldn’t be taller than her husband. A man shouldn’t have to marry a woman, if he has no use for her. And Song Yang has no use for the likes of that girl.

“Ba will have a hard time convincing her,” he replies, “the moment the rumours reach her ear.”

Song Lao's eyes revert to Gao Zhe, Song Yang following suit. The Peacock – as they dub him amidst themselves – has his attention on the Princess, standing on tiptoes to follow her progress. He's Song Yang's height, shorter than the girl. Sensing eyes set upon him, he glances in their direction, meeting Song Yang's glare. Time holds still and the world seems to retreat into a shell of silence, for momentarily, only the two of them exist. 

Song Yang's insides revolve with the conflict he faces – on the one hand, he longs to shove Gao Zhe's head against a wall until he bleeds; on the other, he longs to shove his tongue inside his mouth, experience the warmth of his kiss, the fire between them, the one thing Gao Zhe can’t deny, for he felt as much, all the times they lay together. The hands that wrapped around Song Yang's waist, keeping him glued to Gao Zhe's body, were as fierce as his own, as demanding, as begging.

He can lie all he wants, the Peacock, but his feelings for Song Yang weren't much different from those he had for him.

The spell is broken, though. The eyes that hold him captive of that long, unreadable stare turn cold, mocking, and Gao Zhe leans towards one of his companions to whisper something surely derisive and humiliating. The group breaks out in laughter. Song Yang curls his fists. Song Lao takes one step forward as if he means to walk over and punch each one of the youngsters.

“Why, that conceited piece of arse,” he spits, and Song Yang can't help grinning. “I'm of a mind to wipe that smirk off his face.”

“Leave him, he's beneath you.”

Song Lao studies his cousin attentively. “He's even further beneath you, you know? Always was. Don't let him get to you.”

“I won't. He means nothing to me.”

But that's a lie. 

Tapping his cousin's arm, he directs his attention back to the dais where the Princess now kneels, making her vows and sending her prayers up to the skies. Everyone follows her lead; heads are lowered in silent prayer as the attendants make their own wishes, both for the Princess and their own sake. Song Yang wonders what she asks – if a way to be delivered of a fate she doesn't seem to want; if a marriage like her mother's, made of love. 

On the spur of the moment, heart wrenched by memories he wishes he could erase from his head, Song Yang closes his eyes, joins his hands in prayer, and delivers his own request to the heavens. 

That he’s rid of whatever he still feels for Gao Zhe.

That someone comes and frees his heart from this.
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Jun Yi watches his reflection in the mirror dispassionately. He studies the flower arrangement on his head, the way his hair falls at the sides, kissing the temples, framing his face. His face; which looks even more feminine today, the soft pastel of a blush riding his high cheekbones, the hint of peach at his lips, the swipe of black along the almondy line of his eyes.

Heart breaking at the sight, a sigh follows the claw of pain that digs into him.

This is his life, now. 

One delicate finger traces the line of the smoky pink outer robes, brushing the flower bouquet pinned to the waist of the burgundy inner ones. A white silk chemise peeks from within its folds, enhancing his complexion, and he lowers his eyes. Surely there'll be an array of marriage proposals sitting the Overseer's desk by the end of the day. He couldn't look lovelier if he was indeed a girl, could he? Hand reaching for the veiled headdress, he fails to find it, fingers swiping over the silky wood of the dressing table. Of course it's not there, today's the Coronation, the Princess must show her face.

He sighs again, stomach cramped in anxiety, takes a sobering breath, and leaves the chambers. The procession of maidens awaits him at the door, all dressed in their dusky roses to complement his garments, but Jun Yi brushes them aside. There’ll be no train of girls after him. This is not how he shall enter the Hall of Graces and start his reign, hidden amongst a flock of pale blossoms, as if he were part of it. 

He walks alone, back straight, long hair trailing down, as silky as the robe it falls upon. The girls rush after, the guards in their suit of armour looking confused at the odd display – this is against protocol, it’s not what they were told. The Captain of the Guard moves to address Jun Yi; he holds up a hand to show her his will is sovereign. The woman falls back to her place, in step with the others.

Across the side gardens they move, into the main avenue leading to the front doors of the Hall of Graces. Up the steps, under the sun and the blowing wind – scent of rain carried in its blast. Jun Yi looks up at the flocking clouds, begging for water to come and wash away the lie he lives. Begging for release, a solution, a way to make this work. A way he can be himself, and not himself as well, a manner in which he can, at least some times, be free. A tear gathers at his eye; he blinks it back and pauses at the double doors, eyes hurting from the change of light. 

The place is full. There are just too many people inside. 

His chest hitches; he searches for the comfort of Xia Sang, who isn't here. The First Maid’s already within, seeing that everything’s according to the Princess's needs. Not even her mother is at hand to help cast away his nerves, the former First Maid newly risen to the role of Palace Governess. It is she who must attend to the needs of guests and visitors, see that all is well and conforming to rules and regulations.

Alone he is, and alone he will enter this Hall. That’s how Jun Yi's reign is bound to be: lonely.

He walks in and people turn to better see the Princess, who comes unveiled. He focuses on the altar, the steps it takes him to reach it, the order of his carefully choreographed actions. First, the incense, then the charms, followed by the burning of the written vows, so they can reach the heavens and thus be granted. Then, the crown will be placed upon his head, and he'll be acclaimed by all, Princess Jun Yi will have risen to her throne.

If only they knew.

If only they had any idea it’s a man who walks here, inside this Hall, dressed as a girl, playing a role he cares nothing for. Forced to be this doll, this manikin, this puppet his mother's love still manoeuvres from the grave.

If only they knew.

Jun Yi takes another breath – how his chest hurts! His eye is caught by a shadow at his right, someone pushed by the crowd trying to catch a glimpse of the Princess. He takes a quick peek, meets a pair of eyes unlike anything he's ever seen. Bright and dark at the same time, they sparkle as if stars were lit from within, framed by thick, well-drawn brows. A half-smile graces his lips as their gazes meet, and he winks at Jun Yi. 

This is unexpected, unthought-of. Utterly off limits. 

Lips bursting into a smile he fights to contain, Jun Yi's heart is caught by a sudden drumming, and his cheeks blush and burn. He lowers his eyes, unable to keep up the stare, and moves along, body humming in an unknown song to this chance encounter. Who is that man? He must make sure he knows, for no one’s ever impressed him this much.

It’s with an altogether different mindset that he makes his way to the altar where he'll finally be crowned. It’s under a set of unknown emotions he kneels, and with a rush of blood in his veins, he hastily adds one more wish to the many already scribbled in ink over silk paper, which he must burn. As the scent of paper and incense mingle in his nostrils, Jun Yi closes his eyes, joins his hands in prayer and asks the heavens for one boon, only. The freedom to pursue what’s been suddenly kindled in his heart – this jolt of electricity that tugs at his head and whispers he's to turn and search the crowds for another look at that young man. He holds this need down, pursuing the role he must play, and before his neck does turn, the heavy crown is placed upon his head, and Jun Yi’s officially the ruling Princess of the Court of the Night Sky.
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The Hall echoes with applause. He rises to the sounds of cheer and approval, a smile – this one as fake as everything else about him – alighting on his lips, and he curtseys left and right. Having to cross the aisle once more, so the Princess can lead her guests to the massive banquet Hall just across the courtyard, he searches for the young man dressed in dark robes, his hair shiny and plaited at the sides of his head. What kingdom does he hail from? Is he high-ranking or part of a retinue? 

Finally, close to the double doors, Jun Yi finds him, and once more, his heart jolts. The man locks eyes with him, his smile wide and open. He rests nonchalantly against a wide colunnade, arms crossed over his chest; a youth at his side, one Jun Yi fails to pay proper attention to. He has eyes only for the man with the crooked grin. Who bows at the Princess, a curt nod of his head, never breaking their stare.

Jun Yi blushes and drops chin to chest, but keeps his gaze upon the youth, head slightly turned as he exits the Hall so he can still watch him. Then he's out, the sun blasting over light grey cobblestones, eyes watery and hurting from the glare, the image of that young man imprinted in Jun Yi's retina, a brand burnt into his head. 

He sits through the never-ending banquet, perusing the sea of tables in search of the young man, to no avail. First Maid sits with him, but he can't bring himself to tell her of the fortuitous and meaningful encounter. He picks at his food and listens to her scold him for not eating, hides behind the sleeves of his robes as he downs cup after cup of heady, strong wine, just so he can live through this. Will the day never end, so he can have his peace back? So he can have his Palace empty of all these strangers and free from the noise?

As the night falls and rushes along the hours, Jun Yi can take no more. He makes up excuse after excuse, before being allowed to leave the Banquet Hall. Exiting through a side door, he sends Xia Sang ahead so she can prepare the room for him. No one’s allowed to attend to the Princess's hygiene and dress, only Xia Sang, or else the secret would soon be out. First Maid and her mother are the only ones who know, along Xia Ran, Qin Sang's husband. The man who took the time to teach Jun Yi how to properly use a bow and arrow, so that he now can hit whatever target he wants. Even the flying kites he and Xia Sang used to play with, when they were younger.

Before returning to his quarters, Jun Yi finds himself lured outside. Dashing through a side corridor, he pries open one of the sliding doors and walks into the inner court, eyes lost in the night sky that’s named this kingdom. 

The moon is a slim sickle, floating in a velvet blanket dotted with countless gems. The breeze has slowed; it's mellow, now, sweet-scented with bamboo shoots and the peculiar aroma of the many cascades and basins along the mountain. There's one particular place Jun Yi loves, and it's there he heads. 

Behind the Palace, a small opening in the face of the mountain gives way to a dark, narrow cave that leads to a hidden gem. One such waterfall has formed a basin on the rock, a small one, fits about two to three individuals only, but its waters are warm and the place secluded. It's Jun Yi's secret place, and where he goes when he needs to calm his mind. It's where he wants to be, now, if only to close his eyes and picture those bright, black orbs that shine like stars. If only to close his eyes and reminisce on that peculiar smile. The young man whose identity he still ignores.

Before he escapes the prison that is the Sky Palace, his ears pick the sounds of hushed conversation, and his curiosity is sparked. Although muted, the voices sound harsh, accusatory. An argument, perhaps, inside his very house? Jun Yi's life is so barren of everything – drama included – that he's eager to find what this is about. Who speaks like this, and why are they so angry? He tiptoes in the direction of the voices, keeping out of sight, rushing to an enclosed courtyard. It's the Byanbyan Blossom Garden, aptly named after the large, old tree at its centre. The yard is empty, its benches bereft of human presence, lawns dewy and untouched by human feet.

The men whose voices he heard stand on the balcony. Jun Yi hides behind a half-open door, breath catching as one of them looks in his direction, possibly alerted by the sound of footsteps. He doesn't want to be caught, despite being the Princess and free to roam anywhere in this Palace. But his breathlessness doesn't come as much from the fact his presence was nearly detected; it comes from realising one of these men is the youth from the Hall of Graces – the one who winked and smiled.

Jun Yi's heart catapults into a trot. He places one hand over it, the other covering lips that break into a smile. Making sure no one can see him – the corridor is dark – he leans closer, to watch these two men argue. 

Knees hugged against his chest, eyes on the scene outside, he listens attentively, hungry to know what young men his age talk about. He's never met one; all he knows are the girls from the Palace and the old men of neighbouring Courts. Those allowed occasional visits to her Highness the Princess, that is. And Xia Sang's father, of course, who's been a father to Jun Yi. He knows nothing of how young men behave, or how they live. Listening to these two might prove educational.

He studies their gaits; they face each other with glaring eyes, one of them looking angrier than the other. There's something else, something Jun Yi can't define – for he doesn't recognise it – but that makes him uncomfortable, as if he's spying on a moment too intimate to be shared. The young men stare each other down, one dark as night, the other white as snow, and Jun Yi finds them both beautiful. They make a lovely sight, standing like this, facing each other. The man in white inches a hand to the other, fingers brushing against pale, smooth-looking skin. The man in black pulls back as if in danger of losing his digits, and scowls even deeper.

“I only wanted to ask about your mother,” the man in white says, looking contrite. “News reached my father's Hall she'd been taken ill. But seeing she's here, I presume her health’s improved?”

The man in black sniggers, shaking his head, and loose strands of dark hair fall across his face. Jun Yi swoons at the sight of that face, bathed by the light of the moon and stars – he’s truly handsome.

“Don't act as if we're friends, Gao Zhe, you've bullied and humiliated me for years. What's this, now? Concern over my mother's wellbeing? I can do without it.”

The man in white, whose name’s apparently Gao Zhe, hangs his head in what seems to Jun Yi like penitence, eyes saddened by something he doesn't say. He really doesn't speak much, does he? It's as if he's bothered by being here, with this other person. As if he's as drawn to him as Jun Yi.

“Why did you follow me?” the man in black insists, and snorts when he still gets no answer. “Fucking hypocrite.”

Jun Yi blushes and hides his mouth behind the sleeve of his robe. He's heard such words before, but very rarely, and has never spoken them, not even in his adolescence. Girls don't swear like that, he's often been told, and for all purposes, Jun Yi's a girl. Even if that's not even the first name his mother gave him. But his real name was lost in the sands of time, and only he seems to remember it, now.

The man in white – Gao Zhe, Jun Yi reminds himself – inches closer, and the man in black takes a step back. Perhaps he fears this person. They’re roughly the same height, maybe even the same age. Unable to avoid it, he, too, leans closer, so he can better watch the drama about to unfold. And feels like he's spying on something private and intimate, but finds he doesn't care.

Gao Zhe wraps his hand around the man in black's, who tries to free himself, but not very effectively. He doesn't really look like he wants to let go. Jun Yi's body breaks into a tremor, skin drenched in sudden sweat, heart cantering. So loud, the other two cannot fail to hear. But none pays him attention, so he remains still and studies the scene. Gao Zhe’s taken yet another step closer, and with a long, slim finger, pushes a strand of hair from the other's face, pinning it behind one pale ear.

“Song Yang, can we put the past behind us?” he asks, and Jun Yi's heart beats even faster, now that he knows the man's name.

Song Yang. 

He repeats it in his head, tastes it with the curling of his tongue as he soundlessly speaks it. Song Yang. A name as beautiful as the man who bears it.

A mocking laugh calls him back to the scene ahead, and Jun Yi studies Song Yang's countenance, struggling to read it. He smiles, but there's neither joy nor humour in it. There’s sadness in his eyes, a sorrow that brightens them even more.

“Go back to your friends, Gao Zhe.”

To this, the other doesn't respond – merely wraps the fingers which had been playing with Song Yang's hair around his waist, and reels him in, glueing his mouth to Song Yang's. Behind the half-open door, Jun Yi gasps against one hand bunched around the folds of fabric of the outer robe’s sleeve. He slides even closer, and watches with wide eyes as the two kiss. Gao Zhe entwines his fingers through Song Yang's, who reaches his free hand to cup Gao Zhe's face, their kiss passionate. As if both have longed for this.

Jun Yi tilts his head, flushed and warm from the scene, his body responding in a manner he hasn't experienced many times. Something between his legs comes to life, a part of his anatomy he must hide from all; it comes alive and he wants to touch himself, while he watches these two beautiful young men kissing. His attention is caught by the sudden sight of tongues curled and caressing, whenever one of them moves his head slightly or comes up for air. The kiss is like nothing Jun Yi’s ever seen, so heated and wild. Song Yang's mouth leaves Gao Zhe's to place the same flamed touches upon his chin, his cheeks. Like he's hungered for this man, famished for his taste, his touch.

But a rude, cruel laugh breaks the silence of the night, where only the sound of kisses brushed the air. Gao Zhe pulls away from Song Yang, his face ugly and twisted in a mocking grin that he directs at the other. Who darkens visibly, eyes brighter than ever with rage and shame. Jun Yi follows the flow of his hands as Song Yang lowers them and curls fingers into fists, so tight the knuckles turn white.

“You're so ridiculous,” Gao Zhe says. “After all these years, you still pine for me, no matter what I do to you. You know, I actually think you enjoy it. The jabs, the humiliations. As long as I'm close, huh? As long as I'm paying attention to you, doesn't matter if it's kisses or punches, you want it all, take it all. How pathetic.”

Song Yang lands a blow on Gao Zhe's face, which forces him to take a couple of steps back, hand covering his jaw where a red splotch is already spreading. The young man's eyes widen in time with Jun Yi's, who hadn't expected this turn of events. Had wanted it, but not expected.

“I'm pathetic?” Song Yang growls, his voice so low Jun Yi finds it hard to hear. “You're pathetic, Gao Zhe. You came after me, remember?”

“Only to play with you, show you and my friends I can do whatever I want with you. You're like a marionette, and I’m still pulling your strings. You can't get over me,” he whispers, nearing Song Yang, effectively downing a peck to his lips.

Which visibly throws Song Yang off. He closes his eyes, fists curled even tighter, but wets his lips, as if longing to taste Gao Zhe.

“You're the one who can't get over me, the one who's unable to accept who and what he is. You're pathetic, Gao Zhe, because you constantly lie to yourself. That day, six years ago? You wanted that kiss as much as I. And all those times you came to my room? You wanted me as much as I wanted you. Even now, you kissed me with just as much longing. No one kisses like that unless emotions are involved. But you're incapable of admitting, so you lie to everyone: your friends, your family, yourself. I pity you.”

Gao Zhe opens and closes his mouth, testing his jaws. “You're the one who can't face his father; you bend your knee and accept everything he tells you. Why, just earlier my father saw him hand the seal with your name to the First Secretary, so she can add it to the pile of marriage proposals. Your father means to push you into the arms of a woman, and you'll do nothing about it. You'll go willingly, won't you?”

“My father would never force me to marry someone I don't want to. He'll allow me to choose, when the time comes.”

“Ah, but will he allow you to choose a man?” Gao Zhe's voice is mocking, filled with disgust, and Jun Yi can't help feeling sick for it. Is this the way things are, out there in the world? No wonder Song Yang looks so cynical all the time. “It's of no consequence, you won't get the Princess.”

Song Yang raises one eyebrow, curling his lips into that half-smile Jun Yi finds so attractive. “Oh really? And why's that?”

“Because I'm marrying her.”

Gao Zhe looks very assured of himself, and Jun Yi can't help smirking. Never in his lifetime. He'd sooner consent to Song Yang’s proposal than that of Gao Zhe. But he can't accept either, can he? He's not a girl, and yet, was made a Princess, in a Palace where men mustn’t exist. If word comes out, all that awaits him is death.

Song Yang shrugs. “Suit yourself,” he says, and walks away. 

Leaving Gao Zhe behind, staring after him as he quickly darts inside the very door Jun Yi's hiding behind. His heart halts, this time, and refuses to work again. He draws in a breath, pushes himself against the wall, but the corridor is dark, Song Yang’s angered, he sees nothing, notices no one. With fists curled at the side of his legs, he pushes on, placing a distance between himself and an expectant Jun Yi, who doesn't know what to do, except pushing himself to his feet and gazing after the dark shadow almost running from him.

His mind must be addled, surely, for Jun Yi straightens his robes and darts down the corridor, casting one final glance towards Gao Zhe, who turned his back on the Pavilion and stands with chin resting on his hand, elbow propped over the railing. A smile flits to Jun Yi's lips and he rushes onwards, until the sound of his feet can't fail to alert Song Yang, who halts, shoulders bunched. He turns slightly, but doesn't face Jun Yi – his eyes are cast on the floor.

“Gao Zhe, if you don't leave me alone I swear I'll hurt you.”

“My name isn't Gao Zhe,” Jun Yi murmurs, voice soft and sweetened by the pretence of being a woman.

Song Yang's back straightens and now he confronts Jun Yi, who can't help but smile at the sight of the young man's flustered look.

“My name's Jun Yi, my Lord, and I would hear yours, if you don't mind.”
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Song Yang blushes, grateful for the darkened hallway, this way she can't see him properly. Where did the Princess come from, that he didn’t notice? Must have been in one of the many courtyards the several corridors open up to, could she have witnessed the entire thing? Shame and humiliation tint his cheeks further – he scowls in anger at the thought someone was made privy to the way Gao Zhe mocked and played him.

“My Lord?” the Princess insists, and takes a step closer.

The scowl vanishes from Song Yang's face, eyes widening in alarm.

“Your Highness,” he finally manages to say, dropping a curtsey. “I'm Song Yang, First Heir to the Citadel of the Black Wolf. Please forgive my rudeness.”

The Princess smiles and moves even closer, now only two steps separating them. Song Yang's pulse rushes, but not as it does when near Gao Zhe. This is different, he’s never felt comfortable around girls, doesn't know how to address them. He has absolutely no interest in their company. But this is the girl half a continent has come to see crowned, and endure her presence he must. After all, she is the ruler of this kingdom, Song Yang merely a guest at her house.

“There’s nothing to forgive. Are you quite all right?” She peers closer, and Song Yang realises she tops him by over half a head. Indeed, unusually tall for a girl. 

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Her eyes study him; dark brown and velvety. There's a sweetness to her he associates with women, but also a glint of rebelliousness, an ember that burns deep in her glare. She's not what he expected, despite the dusky rose of her robes, the delicate pink and blue flowers in her hair. She's strong, magic runs from her body and reaches for his, as if it knows it to be there. As if it wants to make contact. He pulls back; no one’s touched his powers before, not even his parents or his cousin Song Lao. Not even Gao Zhe. Song Yang does not relish that kind of openness, he shies from such intimacy.

“You’re not,” the Princess insists, “I can tell by your eyes. But it's not my place to ask, we only just met.”

“You can ask whatever you like, Your Highness,” he replies. If there's one thing Song Yang is, is polite. His mother taught him well.

The girl lowers her head and blushes. He recoils, stomach burning from the mere thought she may entertain certain ideas about him. If his father placed the seal with his name in the Princess's ballot, she may even consider him for husband. And that would be a disgrace, for both of them.

“Come,” she whispers, the warmth in her voice making it huskier.

Alarm tinting his face, Song Yang wonders where she wants to take him, but finds it impossible to ask, or deny her request. Was it a request, though? Sounded more like a demand. Grabbing the skirt of her robes, the girl rushes down the corridor, searching frantically for signs of other people. Song Yang’s forced to run after her, she has such long legs; and is nearly out of breath when they dart inside an empty room full of tomes and books. A tall desk sits at its centre, with a high-backed chair in front. An office of sorts, perhaps. The Princess closes the sliding doors behind them, joins long-fingered hands and paces the room awkwardly, looking a lot shier, now. Song Yang smirks, one eyebrow cocked as he stares her way.

“Why have you brought me here?”

She moves towards the desk and picks up something resting on it. By the clinking, he knows these are metal disks, and a sudden dread reaches across his chest. Is this the Overseer's Office? Are those the marriage proposal seals? Song Yang stands behind her and tries to peer over one lopsided shoulder, but has to stand on his toes just to catch a glimpse. Yes, those are the seals, all right, and the first one bears Gao Zhe's name.

“I should go,” he whispers, and the Princess replaces the seals on the desk.

“It's safe to leave now, come.” She sneaks a look his way and raises one eyebrow, the smirk on her lips resembling his previous one. “You thought this was our destination? No, but there were people outside. We can cross the courtyard, now.”

She darts out and he follows, more and more confused with each step they take. The girl knows her way around the maze that is this Palace, and he wonders how often she marched down every corridor. Her life must have been very boring, growing up this secluded. Perhaps her only source of entertainment was hiking through this massive place and learning it's meanderings by heart. They run across the large courtyard and file into a dark, cool room. A pantry, he assumes, by the smell of it. Fruit, spices, roots, their scent filling the air.

“Down here,” the Princess whispers, and Song Yang can't help wondering what she's about.

And why.

Why is this girl, the most reclusive person in the history of the Borun-Ma, running around her own Palace undercover of the night, in the company of a man she just met? Isn't she scared he misreads her intentions? Isn't she afraid he might take advantage of her, force himself upon her innocence just so he secures a marriage with one of the most powerful individuals in the Sixhen-Zha? Is she this naïve? 

Or perhaps she knows he'd never do something alike, for she did see him and Gao Zhe, and understands she's definitely not his type? The mere possibility drenches Song Yang in cold sweat. He bites his lower lip, but follows her down the trapdoor and into a cellar, the rank smell of old wine assaulting his nostrils.

The Princess is like a cat, able to see even though there isn’t much light. She moves along the rows of tall cabinets filled with wine jars, Song Yang lingering behind. Finally, she seems to notice his absence and returns for him, hands pressed to the sides of her waist and a scold in her eyes. How she reminds him of his mother, right now. It brings a smile to his lips and a cackle from his mouth.

“What?” she murmurs. “Why are you laughing? Why are you lagging behind?”

“You seem to forget I don't know this place like you do. I could certainly do with a bit more light to keep up with you.”

She rolls her eyes, and for a second he finds her adorable. If she were his sister, that is.

“There's a very simple spell, you know? To help one see in the dark. If you don't know it, I’ll gladly teach you, some time, but now we must hurry. There's bound to be a servant down here soon, for the wine.” Thus saying, she reaches one hand to him, clasps it around Song Yang's wrist, and with the other, fishes a jar from a nearby shelf. “Come on.”

Allowing himself to be dragged through the cellar, Song Yang is amused, and curious. She's nothing like he expected. Shaking his head and smirking, he hastens his pace, and they finally come to a short, round door. She pries it open and shoves him out, Song Yang banging his head against the door frame.

“Ouch,” he cries, and she laughs. A hushed, gruff sound, as if she's trying hard not to giggle. “What are you trying to do to me?”

“Improve your spirits, can't you tell?”

“By having me slam my head on your doors?”

She laughs again and slaps his upper arm with the wide sleeve of her robes. He wishes she was his sister; he'd have liked one. Maybe he'd be able to enjoy girls a bit more.

“There.” The Princess points at the face of the mountain, and Song Yang realises they're behind the Palace.

The entire Fortress City stands to their back, the sounds of partying and revelling so far they can hardly be heard. He gazes at the night sky. It’s late, the fireworks must be about to start. Will they proceed without the Princess, though? She shoves him onwards – has yet to let go of his arm – handing him the jar of wine.

“Where are we going? Shouldn't you be at your own banquet?”

She shrugs and leads him down a dark cave, the rocky floor slippery with humidity. They come out to a spectacle the likes of which he's yet to witness in his lifetime. Song Yang's jaw drops; he doubts he'll ever find a place as remarkable as this. 

She's brought him to one of the mountain’s inner ledges, a place secluded from the outside, only reachable through that cave, but well worthy of crossing, even in the dark of night, for the sight sprawled before him is captivating and heart-wrenching. The ledge is shaped into a half moon. Fragrant bushes grow around it; pepper the face of the wall, its sides. In the centre, a basin receives the flow and gurgle of a waterfall that cascades from within the mountain. He can't help but gasp in surprise.

“See? It brightened your mood,” the Princess says, sounding very satisfied with herself.

She uncorks the wine jar and takes a swig, looking very un-ladylike. Wiping her lips to the side of her sleeve, she passes it to Song Yang, who, though tempted, declines.

“Oh, bother,” she mumbles and shoves it at him again. “Do take it, I won't be made to drink alone, like a commoner with a bad habit. It's my coronation; please join me in drinking my health and wishing me luck.”

Song Yang takes the jar, noticing the bitterness in her voice. His previous suspicion that this isn’t what she wants for her life takes firmer hold, and the connection he feels with her deepens. He takes a long swig, noticing the tartness masquerading under a strong flavour of heady spices. It's a strong wine, too, and he wonders how used to it this over-protected girl is. If they drink too much and something happens, he's done for. 

“Why aren't you at your banquet?” Song Yang insists. “Like you said, it is your coronation, Your Highness.”

She leans against the rock, taking a seat, and pats the space beside her. He joins her there, passing her the wine.

“There's no one else here, can you not call me Your Highness?”

He laughs loudly, amused by the girl's unexpected behaviour. “How should I call you, then?”

“Jun Yi, Jun, Yi, whichever you like.”

“Which one do you prefer?”

She pauses, as if on the verge of saying something she suddenly repents. Song Yang studies her profile, the flush running down to her neck.

“Jun Yi, then. We can return to formalities once we're back in the Palace. May I call you Song Yang, or do you prefer to go by Your Lordship? Perhaps My Lord?”

She mocks him and he can't help grinning. 

“Whichever you like. Why aren't you at your banquet?”

Jun Yi takes another drink, winces and pulls out a face. “Too many people,” she says, shaking her head. “I hate crowds. I hate noise too; there was just so much of it. So much energy floating around, it was nerve-wrecking. I don't do well in that kind of atmosphere, I need peace and quiet.”

“You enjoy being alone?”

“I'm never alone.” Her voice is filled with sadness as she says this, and Song Yang pities her. What a life she must lead, constantly followed around, never allowed a moment of solitude. “I'm never alone, and yet, I'm the loneliest person in the world.”

There's a hint of tears in the corner of her eyes, which she quickly blinks away, but Song Yang hasn't failed to notice. He pries the wine from her hands and drinks. 

“I'm sorry for you.”

“Don't be. Most days I no longer mind. It's just that, occasionally, something happens that takes me by surprise and makes me realise how I'm not free.”

“What happened today?”

She cocks an eyebrow and meets his stare, and for a second Song Yang’s convinced there's more here than meets the eye. She's hiding something, and he wonders who she hides it from.

“You caught my eye.”

There. 

The last thing he wanted to hear. He looks away, clearing his throat in discomfort. She giggles, and that throws him off. Where he expected some sort of flirtation, only amusement resides.

“Let me explain,” she says. “You stumbled from the crowd and nearly ran into me, at the Hall of Graces, remember? And there was no shame, no cowering, no apology on your face. Only that lopsided grin and the spark of mischief in your eye. Oh, to be that free, I thought at the moment. To be that careless, that real. I often feel like I'm unreal, my entire life is unreal. I very much wanted to be you, at that moment, fearless and brave. So yourself, you know?”

Song Yang chuckles – if only she knew. When was he ever free? When was he ever allowed anything other than a veneer of self-righteousness and distancing? He tried to be himself once, years ago, ended up victim of bullying, shame, humiliation. As if what he is and craves is soiled and wrong, meant to be hidden in the deepest recesses of his soul, something so tainted the world cannot bear to see it. He was never fearless, or careless, never free. Never himself. In this, he fears he and the Princess have much in common.

“You mistake yourself, if you find me that brave. I'm far from it.”

“You didn't fear me.”

Song Yang turns his face to hers and grimaces, confused. What is there to fear about this girl, tall and uncanny as she may be? But then he understands, she is the ruler, after all, of a Court that has sentenced men to death for less than daring to stand in the Princess's way. Any breach of protocol could lead to a diplomatic incident of monstrous scale – even being here, alone with her, could bring war upon his father's Hall. Fear does strike him, now, and he jumps to his feet.

“I should go.”

She grabs his wrist, the slim, long fingers strong like claws. “Why? Are you afraid? That I demand reparation? I'm not a conniving person, I'd like to think, and rest assured, marriage is far from my mind.”

He grins, she can read him like an open book.

“There were a lot of seals on that desk, though.”

“Will yours be there, I wonder?”

“I'm too young to be wed, only just turned twenty-one,” he skirts her question, unsure if his seal is there, other than for Gao Zhe's words. 

Song Yang has no way of knowing before confronting his father, but he fears it's true. His father once wanted to marry Jun Yi's mother.

“I'll be twenty-one this winter,” she whispers. “Have no wish to be married yet, if ever.”

Song Yang eyes her with a bit more curiosity, now; what young girl doesn't dream of her wedding? She really is very peculiar, this powerful Princess whose magic is like a wild beast in the dark of night. She can hardly contain it, and he wonders why, hasn't she had the best of masters? It’s said the people of the Sky Mountain excel at use and control of their powers, and rumour has it this Princess often goes into solitary confinement for meditational purposes. Her hold on her talents should be extraordinary, by now. 

But perhaps she's not herself, tonight. A girl this young, forced to sit a powerful throne, bereft of mother and father to guide her, how could she not feel overwhelmed, utterly alone? He'd be lost, if his parents were to suddenly die. She's lost her mother only a couple of weeks ago, how is she expected to keep a hold on herself? How is she expected to dream of her wedding, when there's no one else to rejoice in the thought? But marry she must, eventually, and he only hopes this brief moment of camaraderie doesn’t weigh on her future decision.

“I'm sorry. For the loss of your mother, I mean,” Song Yang still says, and means it.

Jun Yi turns sorrow-filled eyes on him, acknowledging his words with a nod of her head. A tear runs down her face; she wipes it away almost angrily.

“Thank you. No one else has said that all day. They all congratulate me on being crowned, on rising to the throne, and no one seems to remember I'm only here because I lost my mother. I'm only here because there's no one else. Not even my aunt, who was the Princess's sister, has expressed grief over my mother's death. Thank you for saying it.”
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