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Chapter 1 Matchmaking
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Chen Zhengzhou paced the length of her opulent study, her silk robes rustling with each agitated step. She paused before the ornate window, gazing out at the meticulously manicured garden below. The cherry blossoms were in full bloom, their delicate petals dancing on the spring breeze. It should have been a serene sight, but her mind was far from peaceful.

A soft knock at the door interrupted her reverie. 

‘Enter,’ she commanded.

The door eased open noiselessly, and Zhang Kaifeng, the most renowned matchmaker in the province, glided into the room. He bowed deeply.

‘Lady Chen,’ Zhang Kaifeng began, knowing she had no tolerance for small talk, ‘I have news regarding potential matches for your son, Young Master Chen.’

Chen Zhengzhou turned, her eyes sharp. ‘And? Do not keep me in suspense, Mr Zhang. Have you finally found a suitable candidate?’

Zhang Kaifeng hesitated, his fingers fidgeting with the jade pendant hanging from his neck. ‘I... I have several prospects, My Lady. But I fear none meet all of your criteria.’

Chen Zhengzhou’s nostrils flared. ‘We have discussed this at length, Mr Zhang. My son deserves nothing but the best. Now, tell me of these prospects, and we shall see if any are worthy of further consideration.’

Clearing his throat, Zhang Kaifeng produced a scroll from his sleeve. ‘The first is Young Lady Jiang, the second daughter of the Minister of Rites. She comes from an impeccable lineage and is known for her striking good looks.’

‘And her academic achievements?’ Chen Zhengzhou pressed.

Mr Zhang winced. ‘She... she has not yet passed the imperial examinations, My Lady. But she is studying diligently—’

‘Next,’ Chen Zhengzhou snapped, cutting him off.

‘Very well,’ Mr Zhang continued. ‘There is also Young Lady Li. She achieved the highest score in the recent provincial examinations and is said to be a prodigy in poetry and calligraphy.’

A flicker of interest crossed the Chief Commander’s face. ‘Her family?’

Mr Zhang’s shoulders slumped. ‘She is the daughter of a merchant, My Lady. Wealthy, but... common.’

Chen Zhengzhou’s lips pressed into a thin line. ‘I see. And the last?’

‘Young Lady Wang,’ Mr Zhang said. ‘She is the nephew of the Grand Chancellor and has recently been appointed as a junior official in the Ministry of Personnel. Her academic record is commendable, though not exceptional.’

‘In other words, she’s mediocre.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t exactly put it like that.’

‘Then how will you put it?’ Chen Zhengzhou stared at the matchmaker, who squirmed uneasily. Few could stand the intense, hawk-like scrutiny of the Chief Commander of the Imperial Guards, one of the highest-ranked military officers in the country.

Zhang Kaifeng bowed his head and wished he had not been so eager to jump at the chance to work for the Chief Commander two years ago. He had been lured by the promise of a generous pay, not to mention the boost to his prestige if he could arrange a successful match for one of the most powerful and renowned families in the capital.

But now, he feared that his reputation, along with his career, might suffer an irrecoverable blow. The six dozen potential matches he’d meticulously researched and screened were shot down mercilessly by the Chief Commander, who had not even bothered to look at the portraits of some of them.

‘Well?’ Chen Zhengzhou snapped.

Zhang Kaifeng almost jumped. ‘I, ah, well, if you’ll allow me to expand the search to include families from other provinces, perhaps I might be able to find—’

‘If you can’t find a good match from the capital, which is the biggest, most prosperous city in all the country, filled with the brightest scholars and sharpest minds and most illustrious families, what hope can there be for those from outside the capital? Are you suggesting I marry off my only son to a country girl? Or worse, to a merchant’s daughter?’

Zhang Kaifeng swallowed nervously. 

‘Need I remind you of the criteria I set out when we first met?’ Chen Zhengzhou demanded.

‘No, of course not, Lady Chen.’

‘Then recite them.’

‘Erm, um, okay, um, the first rule is that the candidate must be the daughter of a high-ranking official or noble.’

‘Does your Young Lady Li, who comes from a merchant family, fulfil that criterion?’

‘Um, no, Lady Chen. I just thought that with her outstanding academic—’

‘I paid you to carry out my orders, not to think. Go on.’

‘Um, um, rule number two is that the candidate must possess both talent and beauty.’

‘You told me Young Lady Jiang has not yet passed the imperial examinations. How old is she?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘So not a child anymore. Given that she must have had at least ten years of schooling if her family has any sense, the fact that she has yet to pass even an entry-level exam hardly qualifies her as talent, don’t you think?’

‘Of course you are right, Lady Chen.’ Zhang Kaifeng was sweating so much that his makeup was starting to run, but he didn’t dare produce a handkerchief to wipe his forehead. In the presence of the Chief Commander, one does not move a muscle unless told to.

‘Go on. What’s rule number three?’

‘The candidate must have achieved high academic success.’

‘Yet the best candidate you’ve produced so far barely scraped by at the provincial-level exam, not to mention the national one. Mr Zhang,’ the Chief Commander’s voice turned grave, ‘you were recommended to me with glowing references. Two years, one month and eight days ago, you stood in this very room—the very spot where you are standing right now, in fact—and promised to find me a suitable wife for my son. You have failed to deliver, and the deadline is fast approaching.’

Zhang Kaifeng’s mouth opened and closed, opened and closed. His knees grew weak. If he believed knocking his forehead to the ground would have placated the commander, he would have done it a thousand times.

‘If a suitable candidate does not appear by June, which is when my son turns twenty, you’ll hand over your matchmaker’s license, close down your business, and leave the capital with your family. If I find you conducting business again anywhere in the country, I’ll banish you and your family to the southernmost island, where I hear local savages still drink out of human skulls and don’t take to outsiders too kindly. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Y-yes, Lady Chen, I-I’ll do my best to—’

‘I don’t care for empty words. Show me results. Dismissed.’

Chen Na slipped away before the matchmaker came out of his mother’s study.
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Chapter 2 The Wait
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Chen Na hastened to leave before his mother caught him eavesdropping. He walked quickly away from the study and traversed the sheltered colonnade, passing a vigilant sentry at the gate to the family’s private quarters before returning to his room. He sat down in front of the ornate dressing table and examined his reflection in the mirror.

Blessed with a delicate bone structure, refined features, and a lithe frame, he would have turned heads everywhere he went—if only he were allowed to go anywhere at all.

Chen Na sighed. He was fast approaching his second decade in life and still single, not even engaged, while most of his contemporaries were engaged at fourteen and married by sixteen. Just in the past year alone, he had received no fewer than seven invitations to celebrate the births of their progeny. His prolonged bachelorhood elicited raised eyebrows and hushed whispers, though none dared mock him openly lest they incur the wrath of his mother, the formidable Chief Commander.

Chen Na’s thoughts turned to his overbearing matriarch, eliciting another sigh. Though her devotion to her only child was unquestionable, at times it felt stifling. Chen Na chastised himself for such ingratitude, well aware that other young men in similar circumstances might have fared far worse. After all, he was merely the son of a concubine, and had it not been for the fact that his mother’s proper husband was infertile and all the other concubines she’d taken on over the years were also barren, leaving him as the only child, he would never have been elevated to the status of the official son.

‘Young Master, it’s time for your embroidery lesson,’ Xiulan announced as he entered the chamber.

Chen Na turned around to face his servant. ‘I’m not in the mood.’

‘But the teacher has already arrived, and Lady Chen made it clear that she wants you to have no fewer than three lessons a week.’ Xiulan’s tone was respectful but non-negotiable.

The twenty-four-year-old had been assigned to Chen Na just last month, after Chen Na’s valet of five years was caught in the back garden with the family’s carriage driver, both in a state of undress.

The valet was caned thirty times and banished from the house, while the carriage driver, being a woman and thus viewed more leniently in such matters, was dismissed without reference.

Xiulan’s entire family, from the generation of his great-grandparents, had served the Chens. Before Chen Zhengzhou assigned Xiulan to her only son, she’d put him under observation for three weeks and had a long private chat with him. No one knew what the chat was about, but there was no mistaking that while he might serve Chen Na, his true mistress was Lady Chen.

‘What’s the point of all these lessons if I’m never going to get married?’ Chen Na rose abruptly and started pacing. ‘I’ve been taking lessons in calligraphy, painting, needlework, culinary arts, household management, and ceremonial etiquette since the age of eight. I have mastered enough classics to sit for the imperial examinations, and my calligraphy teacher declared my penmanship superior to her most accomplished female pupils. Yet, what good will these skills do if I remain an unwed man without a household to manage or a wife to look after?’

Xiulan maintained a judicious silence, knowing it was not his place to offer counsel.

Chen Na examined his hands, nothing the thin calluses on the tips of his right thumb, index, and middle fingers—testament to years of wielding brush and needle. He recalled the countless hours devoted to perfecting his calligraphy and needlework, the former indispensable in social circles, the latter crucial in domestic life.

Everybody, from the lowliest footman to the head cook, praised his dedication and had no doubt he’d make an exemplary husband. Raised to embrace this destiny, Chen Na had long believed it his fate to marry one of the capital’s most prominent women, fulfilling his husbandly duties to the admiration of all who knew him.
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