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Chapter 1 Last Night Together
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‘Why must you go now?’ Wei Ming asked, his voice barely more than a whisper. His eyes were pools of sorrow, reflecting the dim glow of the hearth. 

The evening sky hung low, a murky grey canvas flecked with the last hints of daylight.

Lian Hua sat in the dining room with her husband, a low table between them cluttered with tea cups and uneaten food. The fire crackled in the hearth, casting erratic shadows on the walls. She took a deep breath, the scent of wood smoke mixing with the faint fragrance of jasmine from her husband’s hair. The walls bore the subtle marks of age, a testament to the dynasty’s rich history.

‘It’s been three years,’ Lian Hua replied, her tone firm. ‘The debts from my mother’s business in Guangdong—they won’t wait forever. I’ve let them linger too long.’ Her hand rested on the table's edge, fingers drumming a quiet, impatient rhythm.

‘I know,’ Wei Ming said, clutching his robe tightly. ‘But the journey is so long. And it could be dangerous. Must you go now?’

‘I have to,’ Lian Hua said, her voice softening. ‘We need to put food on the table. We can’t live on dreams alone.’

Wei Ming looked away. ‘And what of us?’ 

Lian Hua reached across the table, taking his hands in hers. His skin was cool and soft, trembling slightly under her touch. ‘I will return,’ she promised. ‘Within a year, I swear. If I must delay, so be it. But I will come back.’

Wei Ming’s gaze fell to the front courtyard, where a small potted plant struggled to grow amidst the cold, bare earth. ‘Look at that tree,’ he said. ‘I’ll mark each day by its growth, waiting for your return. When it buds next year, you’ll be home.’

Lian Hua brushed his tears away with her sleeve. ‘It won’t be long. I’ll see you before the tree is fully in leaf.’

They embraced, holding each other as if their very lives depended on it. Outside, the first hints of night began to creep in, the stars timidly blinking into existence.

‘I don’t want to say goodbye,’ Wei Ming whispered into her ear. ‘Every time I think of it, my heart breaks.’

‘Nor do I,’ she replied. ‘But sometimes, duty must come first.’

They held the embrace for a long moment, until Lian Hua gently pulled away. Wei Ming’s face was pale, his eyes puffy from crying. She could see the fatigue etched into his features, the exhaustion of a man caught between his love and his reality.

‘Go, then,’ Wei Ming said quietly. ‘Go and do what you must.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll help you pack.’

Wei Ming moved with deliberate slowness, his hands trembling as he gathered the items for Lian Hua’s journey. The silk robe she wore on special occasions, now carefully folded. A woollen cloak to ward off the biting cold of the mountain passes. He selected a pair of sturdy leather boots, worn but reliable, and placed them gently into the travel bag. Next, he wrapped dried meats and rice cakes in oiled paper, knowing the road to Guangdong would be long and unforgiving. He tucked in a jade pendant, a symbol of protection and his silent prayer for her safe return. 

Lian Hua watched him. ‘I’ll leave at first light,’ she said. ‘I’ll take the road east, and I’ll be swift. It’ll be a hard journey, but it’s necessary.’

Wei Ming nodded, his face a mask of quiet resignation. ‘I know. Just promise me that you’ll take care of yourself. That you won’t let the hardships break you.’

Lian Hua reached out, pulling him into her arms. ‘I promise,’ she whispered into his hair, inhaling the familiar scent of jasmine. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’

He pulled away, looking up at her with tear-filled eyes. ‘I’ll count the days, Lian Hua. Every morning, I’ll look at the plum tree and wait for your return. If it blossoms before you come back, my heart will break.’

‘I’ll be back before the blossoms fall,’ she vowed.

Wei Ming turned away, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs. He clutched the edge of the table, knuckles white. ‘And what if you don’t return? What if the bandits find you? Or the illness that took my brother? What will I do then? Do you expect me to live out the rest of my life without you?’

Lian Hua stepped forward, placing her hands on his shoulders. ‘I will return. No bandit, no illness will keep me from coming back to you.’

He looked up at her, his eyes searching her face for any hint of uncertainty. Finding none, he nodded slowly. ‘Then go. Do what you must. But...’

‘What is it?’

Wei Ming averted his face and bit his lower lip. ‘We’ve been married for three years and still do not have a child. If anything happens to you...’

He didn’t finish the sentence, but Lian Hua understood the implication.

She smiled and took his hand. ‘It’s getting late. We don’t have a lot of time.’

Blushing, Wei Ming let his wife lead him to their bed, the candles now burning low, casting an amber glow over the simple furnishings. The servants had left the paper windows open, allowing the cool evening breeze to stir the silken curtains. The moon, a slender crescent, offered a soft luminescence.

With gentle, hesitant hands, Wei Ming began to undress his wife – it was the first time he ever took the initiative in the bedroom – his fingers deftly working the knots of her belt.

Lian Hua returned his caresses, her hands steady as she undid the intricate knot of his silk robe. The fabric slid off Wei Ming’s shoulders, baring his smooth skin. She traced the curves of his body with a mixture of reverence and longing, committing every inch to memory.

Lian Hua ran her fingers through Wei Ming’s tousled hair, relishing the feel of its silkiness. Her hands then trailed down his broad shoulders, mapping the contours of his muscular frame. With each touch, she claimed him as her own, marking her territory with unspoken possessiveness.

Wei Ming, his breath ragged, returned her caresses with equal fervour. His hands glided over her smooth skin. He traced the delicate lines of her collarbone, the softness of her breasts, and the curve of her waist. His touch was both gentle and demanding.

Their lips met in a hungry kiss. Lian Hua’s hands glided lower, exploring the contours of Wei Ming’s back, the dip of his spine, and the hard planes of his buttocks.

Her senses inflamed, Lian Hua gently urged Wei Ming back onto the bed. His black hair fanned out across the silk pillows, a stark contrast to his porcelain skin. Lian Hua hovered over him, her eyes dark with desire, drinking in the sight of his naked body, offered to her like a sacrifice to the gods.

With slow, deliberate movements, she entered him, feeling the warmth and wetness that welcomed her. Wei Ming arched his back, his body opening to receive her, his hands gripping her shoulders as if to pull her deeper into his soul. The sensation was electric, a fusion of their beings that transcended the physical realm.

Their rhythm began as a gentle undulation, a sensual dance that built slowly, steadily. Wei Ming met her thrusts with equal passion, his body moving in perfect harmony with hers. The silk sheets tangled around their limbs. The air was thick with the scent of their arousal, a heady fragrance that clouded their minds and spurred them on.

Lian Hua’s hands roamed over Wei Ming’s body, brushing over his nipples, then trailing down to grasp his hips, guiding their movements. Wei Ming’s fingers dug into her back, his nails scratching her skin, marking her as his. Their mouths sought each other again, kisses deep and urgent, tasting, exploring, devouring.

The tempo of their union increased, their bodies moving as one, driven by a force beyond their control. Wei Ming’s breath quickened, his moans mingling with Lian Hua’s grunts of pleasure. The bed creaked in rhythm with their passionate dance, the only sound in the otherwise silent room. The candles flickered wildly, as if in applause.

As they approached the pinnacle of their pleasure, their movements became frenzied. Wei Ming’s body tensed, every muscle taut as he teetered on the edge of release. Lian Hua, sensing his impending climax, quickened her pace, driving them both towards the precipice. With a final, powerful thrust, they tumbled over the edge together, their cries echoing through the night.

As their hearts slowed and their breathing steadied, they remained entwined, reluctant to part. Wei Ming’s head rested on Lian Hua’s chest, listening to the steady beat of her heart, a comforting rhythm that lured him towards sleep. Lian Hua, her arms wrapped protectively around him, savoured the feel of his body against her, wishing she could freeze time and keep him safe within her embrace forever.
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Chapter 2 Goodbye

[image: ]


The cold light of dawn seeped through the thin papered windows, casting a pale glow over the room.

Lian Hua stirred first, her movements careful not to wake her husband. She rose with a slow deliberation, as if the act of getting up could somehow delay the inevitable.

‘Must you leave at dawn?’ Wei Ming’s hoarse voice broke through the haze of sleep. His eyes were swollen from hours of crying.

‘Early departure is best,’ Lian Hua replied. ‘I want to avoid the crowds and get a head start. The road to Guangdong is long and uncertain.’

Wei Ming nodded and watched her move about the room with a forlorn gaze. The jewels and valuables of her family’s heritage lay packed away in a secure chest, now entrusted to his care.

‘You’ve got everything?’ he asked. ‘The parcel looks small.’

‘Just the necessities,’ she answered. ‘Money for expenses, account books, and personal clothing. And gifts for those I must visit. I’ve left the older housekeeper to help you. The younger one will accompany me.’ She turned to face him. ‘Will you be okay with just one housekeeper tending to your needs?’

Wei Ming sighed, his hands wringing the edges of his robe. ‘I’ll manage,’ he said, though his eyes betrayed his uncertainty. ‘And the servants?’

‘Yunyun and Xuexue will stay close. They know their duties and will look after you.’

As the last of her belongings were neatly packed away, Lian Hua kissed her husband
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