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  AT HUA CH’ING SPRINGS


  It was the summer of 2067, that bright, hot summer before the beginning of the American campaign. And it was there, in the green shadow of Li Mountain, in that most ancient of places, Hua Ch’ing Hot Springs, sixty li east of China’s ancient capital, Xi’an, that they met.


  Hua Ch’ing was an ancient place, even by Han standards. A sprawling summer palace, built into the green of the mountainside. First built on by the Chou more than two thousand years before, then followed by the Ch’in and Han, it was a place where Tang Dynasty emperors had once bathed, surrounded by courtiers and concubines, poets and politicians; a place of culture and long history.


  Here the great poet, Tu Fu, had written his reflective poems, thirteen centuries before. Poems which still had the freshness of the dew-touched dawn.


  There in the moon’s pale light on a clear and cloudless evening, beneath the ancient arch of the Fei Hung Ch’iao, ‘the Rainbow Bridge’, Tsao Ch’un floated on his back, naked as a newborn, looking up at the star-filled heavens.


  From where he lay, luxuriating in the warm, sulphur-scented water, he could see the Kuei Fei, the baths of the imperial concubines, and beyond them the Lung Yin waterside pavilion. The great Ko Ming emperor Mao had come here once, it was said, to speak with his arch enemy, Chiang Kai-shek, whom he had captured. Since which time, history had passed this haven by.


  Guards stood like dark statues beneath the locust trees that flanked the Springs, while in a chair nearby, on the platform of the Chess Pavilion, sat the great man’s friend and advisor, Chao Ni Tsu.


  This was Chao’s first visit to the Springs. He had spent the long afternoon dozing beside the pale green waters, in the shade of a silk umbrella, while Tsao Ch’un had climbed the steps that led up steeply through the trees, to visit the ancient temples that were hidden in the great tangle of green that was Mount Li.


  It was more than fifty years since Tsao had come here last, as an adolescent, back when his parents had been alive. Then it had been packed with tourists, endless specimens of ‘Old Hundred Names’ who had crowded into this place designed for emperors, for calm and contemplation. The common man, smoking a cigarette and hawking up phlegm. There, six deep wherever you turned, smelling of sweat and cheap cologne. How he had loathed coming here back then. Hated the crowds, the endless gap-toothed peasants. But today…


  Chao Ni Tsu smiled at the memory of Tsao Ch’un’s face as he had looked about him earlier, his eyes drinking in the simple peacefulness, the pure, unchanged beauty of the place. Yes, and the emptiness. The lack of ‘Old Mud Legs’, spoiling things just by being there.


  He had ordered his guards to form a cordon about the place for the duration, then like Ming Huang himself, had pulled on his dragon robes and gone inside, like the great emperors of old.


  A long silence had fallen between the two, as if the gravity of what they had been discussing had become too weighty for further discussion. But now that silence was broken, not by the man who floated beneath the ancient bridge, like a sleeping tiger, but from the one who was prone to speak but scantly in normal circumstances. Scantly and hesitantly, afraid to commit his thoughts to utterance. Only now he did, leaning towards the dark shape in the water just below him.


  ‘It is as you said, Tsao Ch’un. Our response must be dramatic and immediate and… lasting.’


  Tsao Ch’un grunted. ‘You think I am right then, Brother Chao? You think we should nuke them and have done with it?’


  ‘I think…’ Chao hesitated. ‘I think they have made it very hard for you to follow any other path. I think… well, to be candid, I think we have two choices: To destroy them entirely, root and branch; or to license their religion. To allow it into our City in a milder, sanctioned form.’


  ‘Allow it!’ Tsao Ch’un roared, the water about him growing agitated as he turned to face his old companion. ‘No, Chao Ni Tsu! Mao was right. Religion’s a disease, a malaise of the brain. It makes madmen of us all! If only we could cure it, neh? Give the bastards a pill and flush it from their minds!’ He sighed. ‘The gods help us, Master Chao! If only they’d be reasonable.’


  Chao chuckled. ‘Reasonable?’


  Tsao Ch’un reached out, grasping the carved marble edge of the steps beside the bridge.


  ‘You know what I mean. You’d think they’d see what was happening. That they’d recognize where the tide of history is taking us. See it and adapt, not fight it tooth and nail. You’d think…’


  Chao Ni Tsu shook his head. ‘Think what? That they’d realize that you’re more powerful than them and that they cannot prevail? They know that, and it makes not a blind bit of difference. They would fight you to the last man anyway. Barbarians, that’s what they are. Next to them we are enlightenment itself. Besides, that’s not the reason why they’ve declared Holy War against you, Tsao Ch’un.’


  ‘No? Then what is?’


  ‘They do not think you have the nerve to nuke them.’


  Tsao Ch’un laughed. ‘Didn’t they hear?’


  ‘About Japan? No, old friend. And even if they did, they’d think it but a rumour. What, after all, would they have seen of it? No… they think that God is on their side. Allah, Jehovah… call him what you will… they truly believe in him. Insane, I know, but no amount of logical argument will free them from their madness. It is God’s will, so they say.’


  ‘God’s will…’ Tsao Ch’un spat angrily. ‘And meanwhile they send their suicide bombers against our outposts!’ He snorted. ‘I should just do it. Get it over with and move on. Only…’


  ‘Only what? Are you worried about the fallout?’


  ‘Is that a joke, Chao Ni Tsu?’


  Master Chao smiled in the darkness where he sat. ‘You must understand one thing, Tsao Ch’un. You cannot play games with these people. You might use words, trying to get through to them, but their answer is always a bullet or a bomb. They have no time for reason. Their passion is for gesture. For martyrdom.’


  ‘And ours?’


  ‘Is often the same, I agree. Only where we differ is that we want the world to move forward, not backwards. We want a world at peace, where all men might be given their chance. A world without conflict. And theirs? No, Tsao Ch’un. They would have us live in ancient times, by ancient laws. And ridiculously stupid laws at that! Laws formulated by tribes of desert nomads to suit their way of life. As for how they see us… well, we’re the heretics, as far as they’re concerned!’


  Tsao Ch’un was quiet a moment. Then, deciding to get out, he hauled himself up out of the silvered water in one swift movement and stood there naked beneath the moonlight, the water streaming from him.


  ‘Do you remember, Ni Tsu, back in the early days? Back in forty-four, when the long campaign had just began? When we first sent the Brigades out to do our work? How exciting it all was. How exhilarating. Now… well, I grow jaded, Chao Ni Tsu. I grow…’ He sighed, then drew his fingers through his long dark hair, combing it back. ‘I guess what I’m trying to say is that nuking them would feel like a failure, somehow. Oh, I know the arguments how many lives it would save. I know all that. But this… it seems much too facile an answer.’


  He turned as he said it, looking directly at Chao Ni Tsu.


  Master Chao shrugged. But he remembered it well. 2044… Those had been hard times, difficult times; times when it could all quite easily have gone wrong. Back then, only skill and cunning had kept them ahead of their enemies.


  Yes, and an untiring, unrelenting watchfulness.


  My skill and his cunning, he thought, fascinated by the physical creature that stood before him. Another would have called for a towel and clothes, but he did neither. He was content to be as he was: an animal that thought. Being such gave him an edge that others simply did not have.


  ‘I’ve asked Shepherd to come,’ Tsao Ch’un said, seeing how Chao was watching him, but not minding. ‘We’re meeting him in the old city, later this evening. We can decide then, neh?’


  And there it was, put off again for another hour or two. But they would have to make the decision soon. Before the great Jihad got under way. Then again, Shepherd would know what to do. He always did, unfailingly.


  ‘Are you hungry?’ Tsao Ch’un asked, his voice strangely softer now that they had decided not to decide. Not to destroy the Middle East in one big blinding flash.


  Chao Ni Tsu nodded, then slowly hauled himself up out of his chair. He was getting old. His every movement told him as much. ‘You know what?’ he said. ‘I could murder a haunch of gammon. With rice and cinnamon and…’


  He smiled, seeing how Tsao Ch’un’s face had lit up at the suggestion.


  ‘No wonder you’ve put on weight, Brother Chao. Not that you were ever slim.’


  ‘I can’t help it, Brother Tsao. I like my food. It was my mother’s fault. She fed me too well.’


  ‘The gods bless her souls.’


  ‘Are you not cold, Tsao Ch’un?’


  ‘Not at all, Chao Ni Tsu. The night air’s warm. You should try it. To have nothing between one and the world. To feel the air on one’s skin. There is no greater delight… unless it’s a woman.’


  ‘Or a plate of gammon and rice and cinnamon…’


  Two hours later, drowsy from too much food and definitely too much wine, Chao Ni Tsu settled in the corner of the chamber while Tsao Ch’un took his nightly reports.


  He did this every night, though not always at the same hour, speaking to his leading commanders in the field, making sure that all was well. Right now he was talking to Marshal Wei, who had set up his command post in Tehran.


  The war in West Asia had reached a strange impasse. Marshal Wei had subdued most of the territory from China to the border of Iraq, but there things had stalled, defying the marshal’s most strenuous efforts to make advances.


  Even so, Tsao Ch’un was pleased with Marshal Wei. He was a brilliant strategist. Without him the campaign would have lasted twice as long, for it was no easy task, fighting in such terrain. For the last six months he had rolled back his enemies mile by mile. Only now had they ground to a halt in the face of fanatical resistance.


  And now there was this small matter of the Jihad.


  Chao Ni Tsu smiled contentedly. It was pleasant to think that one was seated where the great Ming Huang, the Purple Emperor, had once sat. To imagine the Son of Heaven listening, perhaps, as his concubine, Yang Kuei Fei, played the lute for him or sang.


  Or bathed with him.


  He closed his eyes, imagining the sight. The old man and the beautiful younger woman, her flesh like olive perfection.


  ‘Are you good, old friend?’


  He felt Tsao Ch’un’s hand pressed gently but firmly on his shoulder. Half turning, he looked up at him.


  ‘I was thinking of the great emperor, Ming Huang and the beautiful Kuei Fei… Being here I could imagine it... could almost see them…’


  Tsao Ch’un grunted. ‘The old man was mad… to lose his empire over a woman!’


  It was true, Chao thought. To force one’s eldest son to divorce his young wife, then assign her to one’s own harem. And then to promote her family, against the wishes of his court. Only a man bewitched would have followed such a course. And what was the end of it all? He had been forced to have her killed, strangled by his chief eunuch, to pacify his enemies.


  Only it had not been enough to save things. An Lushan, Kuei Fei’s lover and Ming Huang’s general a Manchurian of common birth had finally overthrown him.


  Tsao Ch’un came round, squatting on his haunches just in front of Chao Ni Tsu. He had put on a loose-fitting cloak of midnight blue, and combed back his long, jet-black hair. He had been up all day since dawn, in fact but he did not look the least bit tired.


  Another might have abused his power. Might have spent his days in debauchery. But that was not Tsao Ch’un’s manner. He was no holy man when it came to women. In fact he enjoyed women. But he had never let a woman control him, or manipulate him, or distract him. What he had, he always said, was an itch. And the only thing to do with an itch was to scratch it. Scratch it good and hard.


  ‘Amos has been delayed,’ he said, squeezing the old man’s knee fondly. ‘He’ll be here late morning now.’ Tsao Ch’un smiled. ‘And he reminded me…’


  Chao Ni Tsu frowned. ‘Reminded you?’


  ‘Yes, my humble friend. Reminded me. About your birthday. I’m sorry. I had forgotten. But look…’ He pulled out a bright red silken package from behind his back, like a conjurer presenting a fake bunch of flowers. ‘I have a gift for you!’


  ‘Old friend…’ Chao Ni Tsu sat forward, moved by the gesture, reaching out to take the package. ‘You really shouldn’t have…’


  He opened it, let the silk fall away, then caught his breath.


  ‘Kuan Yin!’


  It was an ancient piece, the size of a woman’s hand; a delicately carved figure of a wei ch’i player just the figure and the board, in pure white marble. Marble that seemed almost soft to the touch.


  Chao Ni Tsu stared and stared. It was beautiful, astonishingly beautiful. Perhaps the most beautiful thing anyone had ever given him. He put a finger to his eye, wiping the tear away.


  ‘Your kindness overwhelms me, brother.’


  ‘Good,’ Tsao Ch’un said, getting to his feet once more. For once, his face was lit with simple pleasure at Chao’s own delight. ‘Then let us get some sleep. Tomorrow is a fateful day, neh?’
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  BENEATH THE YELLOW EARTH


  The Mausoleum was huge, the great semi-transparent roof stretching away in all directions. In the shadows, down there beneath and between the slatted walkways, the life-size figures stood in formation; row after row of grey-black figures, the clay face of each one different, each modelled on the individual they had been, back when they had lived and breathed, twenty-three centuries ago.


  In life the army of the Ch’in had been a million strong, soldiers of the First Emperor, Ch’in Shih Huang-ti. Their terracotta figures had followed their great lord into the realm of the dead, beneath the yellow earth; there, no doubt, to carve out an empire fit for the Son of Heaven.


  Tsao Ch’un grinned, then jumped down, striding between their ranks looking first at this one then at that.


  ‘This one, I think…’


  And, raising the baseball bat he was carrying, he swung. The clay head cracked in half as it tumbled from the body.


  He swung again.


  ‘Do you have to, brother?’ Chao queried, watching from his wheelchair on the walkway high above. ‘It seems… I don’t know… lacking in respect. He was a great man, our King of Ch’in.’


  ‘A great man and a fool,’ Tsao Ch’un answered, taking another swing and removing another clay head. ‘Besides, this is fun. You know how much I like to break things, Chao Ni Tsu! To vandalize them!’


  And he laughed, a great gust of laughter, before he swung again.


  ‘You know what he believed, Chao? He believed he could be immortal. That all he had to do was build a bridge to the Isles of the Immortals, out there to the east, and he could join them, peach and all!’


  Chao knew the tale. ‘It’s just…’


  Tsao Ch’un swung again. ‘Oh, leave off, Chao! Let me have my fun. What are a few clay heads compared to what we will discuss today?’


  It was true. Only it seemed somehow sacrilegious. Ch’in Shih Huang-ti had been a great man. The great unifier of China. And it was lacking in respect. Unless Tsao Ch’un meant something else by the gesture.


  ‘Immortal! I mean to say… When a man is dead, he’s dead. His reputation? Well, that’s different. But the flesh… the flesh decays, brave Chao. Back to dust and clay, as these fellows will testify!’


  And he laughed again. A fierce, belligerent laughter.


  There was a crack as another head fell and then another. He had ‘killed’ a good dozen of them by now.


  ‘You know, Chao… I should have a purge, don’t you think? Shake things up a bit. Stop my people from becoming too complacent. It’s what Ch’in Shih Huang-ti would have done. He had no time for fools, you know… except himself, that is. He got conned, Chao, by a shaman. The man took him for a fortune. Riches enough to fight a great campaign. And what did he buy? A bridge! A fucking non-existent bridge! Well, you won’t find me buying no fucking bridges!’


  He swung. There was the crack of clay, the tumble of broken shards.


  ‘But I do like to break things. I really do. It annoys them, see. All the pompous little nothings. It winds them up. Gives them indigestion. Stomach cramps… And I like that. I like seeing them all discomfited.’


  Another head flew. The floor now was littered with broken pottery.


  ‘You think me ruthless, Chao, I know. But we Han have always been ruthless. In 259 BC in southern Shan-hsi, the army of Chao no relatives of yours, my friend, I should quickly say was starved into surrender by the Ch’in at Ch’ang P’ing. Etiquette demanded that they give up their weapons and go home, only the Ch’in generals executed them, to the last man. Four hundred thousand men. Beheaded, every last one, their heads made into a great pile as a warning to others.’


  Tsao Ch’un paused, narrowing his eyes. ‘You know what? That purge… it’s a good idea, neh? You could compile a list for me, Chao… like in the old days.’


  A list, Chao thought, turning his chair slightly and wishing that Amos were there so they could settle this matter. Another bloody list.


  Back in the old days it had seemed the only way to go about things. To target one’s enemies and ‘reduce’ them. Necessity had forced their hand. But purges. He hated the notion. Weren’t they at peace now?


  Only the truth was that they weren’t. Not yet. Oh, America would fall, eventually. The Middle East question would be resolved, one way or another, but…


  ‘Well, Chao? Will you make me a new list?’


  Chao Ni Tsu looked across to where his old friend stood, baseball bat poised, ready to strike again.


  ‘If that’s what you want.’


  ‘Oh, I do. The more I think of it… Well, imagine. When the executions begin. Think what a panic they’ll be in!’ He laughed, but this time it was barely a laugh. His eyes were serious, looking inward at his thoughts.


  ‘They’ve grown fat and bloated, Chao. Corrupt. Not that I care too much whether they’re corrupt or not, provided I see my share, but… they grow too sure of themselves. And that can’t be good for me, can it now? No. We need to strip them of their power. To make them question whether they are the next to go.’


  Chao nodded. ‘We must make them fear you again, Chieh Hsia.’


  Tsao Ch’un met the old man’s eyes and nodded. ‘Fear me… Yes. You have it perfectly, Chao Ni Tsu. So make a list. A long list, mind you, sparing no sector of society. And then we’ll see, neh?’


  Outside again, Chao let his Master push him, Tsao Ch’un quiet now, quiet and brooding. But Chao knew that quiet of old. Knew that it meant he’d come to a decision.


  ‘Have you made up your mind?’


  Tsao Ch’un spoke to his back. ‘I did… and then I didn’t. Smashing all those heads…’ His voice softened, as if, for a moment, he was talking of something other than the murder of tens of millions.


  ‘It’s no easy thing to decide upon. Japan… well that was easy. There was always an animosity between us. They were always our enemies. And so I did not hesitate. I knew what I had to do. But these others… this strange alliance. I wondered if there wasn’t, perhaps, some better way of dealing with them…’


  A strange alliance indeed, thought Chao. Arab and Jew joining together to fight a Holy War against Tsao Ch’un. It would have been unthinkable only a year ago. But things had changed. No. When things were at their most chaotic, the Arabs and Jews had been at each other’s throats. It had been a fierce and bitter war; one which seemed destined to end in mutual obliteration. Only then they, the Chinese, had arrived with their City and their settlers, and things had changed. With armageddon facing them, the two blood enemies had united, ending a hundred years and more of conflict.


  Two days ago, that had been. Two days since that historic and foolhardy moment.


  Tsao Ch’un slowed the chair, then stopped. ‘Chao Ni Tsu? Was there ever a woman in your life?’


  Chao smiled. ‘There was. But that was long ago.’


  ‘Really? I am surprised. I thought…’


  ‘It was while I was in College. In Ying Kuo. You know, at Cambridge. Before I met you. She was a native, an English girl. A pretty young thing. We went out for a time, but I think she found me too intense, too nervous… yes, and too nerdy.’


  Tsao Ch’un laughed. ‘Nerdy… now there’s a term I haven’t heard for ages.’


  ‘Perhaps you should google it.’


  The two men laughed. Between them they had destroyed that world. Buried it where it could not be found.


  ‘So she left you, Chao?’


  ‘Did I say that? No, Tsao Ch’un. I wrote her a letter. Or rather, an e-mail. You remember e-mails.’


  ‘I’m not senile, Chao. I do remember how things were.’


  ‘Well… it was strange. You’d think I was heartbroken, only I wasn’t. I was relieved. Romance… I was not programmed for romance. But I had to learn that. Had to experience it so I could understand it.’


  ‘And move on?’


  ‘Yes, and move on. But I sometimes think of her. She must be dead now.’


  ‘You think?’


  ‘Oh yes, I looked. In the records. To see if she survived. Only she didn’t.’


  ‘Ah…’ Tsao Ch’un was silent a moment, then he began to push again.


  ‘Coming here, Chao… I didn’t realize it, but it was just what I needed. To get away from court and all of that incestuous nonsense that goes on. No. Let the Seven keep things ticking over. Let them worry and make decrees. I needed a break…’


  ‘Yes, but why here?’


  Tsao Ch’un stopped and gestured towards the horizon. Out there lay the old city with its high walls and its imposing watchtowers. And beyond it and all about, what seemed like a tiny mountain range, but what were in fact the tombs of thirty ancient emperors, dating back to the Chou, three thousand years before.


  ‘I came here, Chao, because this is where it began. China and the dream of unification. Of one single nation ruled by the Son of Heaven. And now that we’re in the endgame… well… I just thought it apt, that’s all. To come and see it all, one last time. Before the game was over. Before we’d placed the last stone on the board.’


  Tsao Ch’un smiled. ‘And to swim, of course, and bash in a few heads and… to eat gammon and sweet chestnuts. And to talk to my oldest, dearest friends. While there was time. Before our days were done.’
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  IN OLD CH’ANG-AN


  Amos, arriving, found them in the old city.


  Xi’an had been abandoned twenty years back. The ancient walled city was one of the places Tsao Ch’un’s Brigades had been forced to subdue, back in 2045. Though it had not yet begun to crumble, there was considerable sign of war damage. Only it was not its present state, but the great sense of history contained within its walls that struck Shepherd as he walked its empty main street, the Nan Ta Chieh, heading for the bell tower.


  The Panp’o had first settled here on the banks of the Wei Ho, a branch of the Yellow River, back in the Neolithic period, almost seven thousand years past. Their villages were scattered all about this region. But it was the Chou who had first built a city, here at the end of the Silk Road, thirteen great dynasties ruling the surrounding lands from Ch’ang-an, their capital. They lasted from 1046 through to 771 BC, when they were swept away in their turn. Their successors were the Ch’in, who, after 260 years of striving against their neighbouring states, finally unified their great land; their young king, later known as Ch’in Shih Huang-ti, defeating their opponents one by one. The Han in 230 BC, the Chao in 228 BC, the Ch’i in 226 BC, and then the Wei in 225 BC. The Ch’u were defeated in 223 BC and finally the Yen in 222 BC.


  Two hundred and sixty years of warfare. It seemed an implausibly long time. Yet so it had been. The ‘Warring States’ period, had been the last time China had been divided for any great length of time, and from its chaos had come the determination to unify the land; one that every successive emperor strove to achieve. There was of course, the San-kuo period, the ‘Three Kingdoms’ as it was known, and the Wu Tai, the ‘Five Dynasties’, but those had been mere blips forty-four years and fifty-three respectively since which time there had been the Tsin, the Sui, the T’ang, the Sung, the Kin and Southern Sung, the Yüan, the Ming and the Ch’ing, not to mention the Ko Ming under Mao and Deng. Dynasties that lasted centuries, and then fell, to be replaced by other dynasties in an endless progression.


  And was that pattern broken?


  Shepherd stopped, looking about him. Before its latest troubles, this had been a thriving city of ten million souls. Why, even back in the second century BC, it was said that more than a million inhabited its mighty walls a figure, Shepherd mused, that was larger than his own country’s population at that time. China had, indeed, a long and great history. He could understand just why, in its dealings with such as the Americans, it looked on them as uncultured children and their land as ‘the land without ghosts’. No wonder the Chinese thought of them as soulless barbarians.


  The thought amused him. He had met many Americans in the last year or two, and knew that the Chinese view of them was mistaken. Jiang Lei knew it too. But Tsao Ch’un persisted in that view. He had no time for them.


  It was Tsao Ch’un’s zealots, his Pu Shou or ‘radicals’, who had kept America down these past twenty years, snipping off the green shoots of recovery as they appeared. Reducing the once mighty American empire to a gaggle of contesting kingdoms. Only now those quarrelling nations were uniting. At the very last they had begun to show some fighting spirit. Some spunk, as they liked to call it!


  It was that which had delayed him. That which, he knew, he would have to raise with Tsao Ch’un before he went from here. Raise and resolve. Because, if he was right, then America was about to become a problem.


  The bell tower was directly above him now, its massive walls dominating the centre of the ancient city, pushing up into the sky. If any single structure spoke of ancient China’s might, it was this. This and the city’s massive walls.


  It spoke of a power and magnificence unmatched in history. Why, you could run a marathon around those forty-foot-high walls, perhaps stopping at each of the great watchtowers that studded its length. Or at one of the four massive gatehouses set at the four directions of the compass, that soared into the blue, like the bell tower.


  Only now, with spectacular incongruence, a dozen and more high-rise Western hotels broke up that skyline. As if here and here only, the future had collided with the past.


  ‘Amos! Up here!’


  Shepherd looked up, shielding his eyes against the early morning sun. It was Tsao Ch’un, leaning out from the upper balcony of the tower.


  ‘Wait there! I’ll come up!’


  Climbing up, he wondered why Tsao Ch’un had summoned him today. And why here, where modern China Chung Kuo had begun? Was this meant to be some kind of lesson? Or, maybe more to the point, an explanation of events a setting of things in their historical context. Flying in, he had found himself impressed by the great mounds of the emperors’ tombs that filled the valley to the north of the city. Were they to excavate them all, he had been told, it would take a thousand years.


  He smiled. It was just like the Han to exaggerate and round their figures off – ‘Ten Thousand Years!’ they’d cry. Only this once he was sure that they were right. This was Egypt and Rome, Troy and Constantinople, rolled into one. And then some.


  Tsao Ch’un was waiting at the top of the steps, Chao Ni Tsu in his chair just beyond him, out in the open. And, at a distance, four guards. Part of Tsao Ch’un’s hand-picked elite.


  ‘Well?’ Tsao Ch’un asked, grinning fiercely. ‘What do you think of our little town? A monument to impermanence, neh?’


  Shepherd smiled, then grasped his hands. ‘I am impressed, old friend. Such a vast weight of history… one but rarely encounters something like this.’


  ‘Which is why I let it be. Let the air get to it. Call me sentimental, but…’


  Shepherd laughed. ‘Sentimental? You, Tsao Ch’un?’


  ‘Oh yes. I came here as a child. My parents brought me. We had a meal near here, at the Te Fa Ch’ang restaurant, in the shadow of the tower. Dumplings. Such magnificent, mouth-watering dumplings, based on genuine recipes from the T’ang court. I have tasted nothing like them since.’


  Shepherd stared at him, surprised. He had never, in all the time he’d known him, seen this side of Tsao Ch’un. This softer side.


  He looked about him. The red lacquer of the pillars and shutters was overpowering. And everywhere one looked there was elaborate decoration in the Han style, with dragons and lucky pictograms, all of them picked out in golden lettering.


  Chao Ni Tsu, he saw, was dozing. As ever these days, Shepherd thought, walking across and then crouching in front of him.


  ‘Master Chao…’


  Chao Ni Tsu opened his eyes. ‘Oh, Amos… You’ve come.’


  ‘Fresh from the front,’ he said, and smiling, reached out to take Chao’s hands. Those clever, subtle hands that even he considered brilliant. They and the mind that lay behind them.


  He released Chao’s hands and stood. ‘Well… we are assembled.’ He looked to Tsao Ch’un. ‘I saw the news. On my way here. It seems they have a death wish, neh?’


  Tsao Ch’un nodded. ‘I sent an envoy to them, do you know that? One of my best negotiators. And do you know what they did?’


  Shepherd shrugged.


  ‘They killed him, that’s what they did. And sent him back to me. Slit open and filled with sand, then sewn up again.’


  ‘So what did you do?’


  ‘I sent them another. A bit of a bully this time. He was under strict instructions to let them know their options.’


  ‘Which were?’


  ‘To surrender or die.’


  ‘Fine choices. And how did they respond?’


  ‘They sent him back.’


  ‘Slit open and sewn up?’


  Tsao Ch’un nodded.


  ‘I see.’


  Amos was silent for a time, then he smiled. ‘So what have we to discuss? It seems to me they’ve pared their options down to a single choice.’


  ‘Maybe. And maybe not. But I wanted your counsel, Amos. I wanted to hear what you had to say before… well, before anything, really.’


  Again, that was unlike Tsao Ch’un. To be so hesitant. So untrusting of his own instincts. Only it was a big decision. To destroy whole peoples. That was not something one did without reflection.


  ‘I was wondering,’ Tsao Ch’un said, staring away thoughtfully, ‘how the future would see me. Whether, in better times than these more liberal times they would understand. All of the death, the suffering I’ve caused. You would have thought that I enjoyed such things. Only there is no other way. The path of blood… we must follow it, gritting our teeth, bearing the worst, knowing that what lies ahead will be much better.’


  He paused, looking back at Shepherd. ‘The West was weak. We all know that. Spoiled and self-indulgent. Not to speak of the waste. As for their insolence! It was quite breathtaking, don’t you think? What had they, after all? A mere thousand years of history at most… and as for America, that was but an infant society. Three hundred years… it’s as long as one single dynasty. Whereas China has a history that goes back three thousand years. Think of it! Three thousand years of unbroken culture. Three thousand years of sound government and law-making. Why, when Europe was struggling to get up off its hands and knees, still suffering the long dark ages that followed the fall of Ta Ch’in, the great Roman empire, this one city alone could boast a population of a million and a half souls. Imagine it. How far ahead of them we were. And they dare to call us backward!’


  Tsao Ch’un turned, looking to Chao Ni Tsu.


  ‘Master Chao… When you met them, these Westerners… did you like them? Were you at ease among them? And I don’t mean our friend Amos here. His nature makes him an exception to the norm.’


  Chao Ni Tsu smiled. ‘The Hung Mao… they were okay. I always felt we could accommodate them in the world we planned. But as for the others…’


  ‘So what should I do? How ruthless ought I to be?’


  ‘As ruthless as you must,’ Amos said, interrupting. ‘Concede an inch and it will start unravelling. Deep down you know that, Tsao Ch’un. There is no other choice. You must crush all opposition, and not just in the Middle East.’


  ‘Maybe so, but what will stop the people from rebelling? For they will rebel, given time. History teaches us that much. And besides, I won’t live forever. What happens when I’m dead? Who will I find that is even one part as ruthless as I?’


  ‘Then you must create a system that works. That polices itself. You have some of the ingredients already, Tsao Ch’un, in the Seven and the Thousand Eyes. But you must take it further. If it’s stability you want, then you must crack down on change itself. Control is the key, and anything less than total control… Well, that way lies disaster.’


  ‘It is so, Tsao Ch’un,’ Chao Ni Tsu added, sitting forward. ‘It is not enough to conquer the world. We must control it. Only, if we are to do so, then we must lock all of the doors that lead back to the past. Bolt them up and brick them over.’


  Shepherd saw how Tsao Ch’un nodded at that. At his core, for all he’d done, the great man hated change. Hated the very instability he’d caused, as much as he hated drugs and their insidious effect. And insects. And the ‘disease’ as he called it of progress, which he believed was no progress at all, morally.


  ‘Flying out here,’ Amos said, ‘I saw such scenes of devastation. Such chaos and destruction. Oh, I know it will all come good. That one day, not so long from now, people will look back on these years and say “It had to be”. Only… some days, I have to admit, I fear for my soul.’


  Tsao Ch’un locked eyes with him. ‘Do you regret what we have done, Amos?’


  ‘No, old friend. How could I? It had to be done. But I would not be a man if I did not sometimes feel for those whose lives I’ve damaged.’


  ‘We have been responsible for much, neh?’ Tsao Ch’un said, not flinching at the admission. ‘But it is true what you say, dear friend. It had to be. For the world to go forward, it had to be unified. The only other option was racial suicide, “total annihilation”, as Einstein saw it. And who is to argue with such a great man?’


  ‘Not I,’ Chao said, and all three of them laughed.


  Tsao Ch’un looked down. ‘As I see it, our friends in the Middle East do not want the Western world, any more than we did. They are like us in that


  they do not like a world they can’t control. A world where the individual self has been elevated beyond the group, and where civic duty has shrivelled up and died. You’d have thought that it would have brought us together. Only… beyond those things, what do we have in common?’


  ‘Nothing…’


  Tsao Ch’un met Shepherd’s eyes and nodded. ‘They are a troublesome, problematic race of people, neh? Disorderly. Not at all like the Han. The Han know how to behave, how to fit in. Whereas they…’ He made a dismissive gesture. ‘Do you remember the question I asked you years ago, Chao Ni Tsu, when we began this venture?’


  ‘I do, my Lord. How does one take the world without destroying it?’


  ‘Precisely. For we knew what was to come, you and I.’ He smiled. ‘Oh, and you too, Amos, though you chose in your own peculiar fashion to turn it all into a game. Collapse was inevitable. We saw that. Saw that as a species we might become extinct, bones in the ground, just another evolutionary dead end. Unless we acted. Unless we tore it all down and built it up again, stronger than before.’


  Tsao Ch’un paused. ‘If I doubted for a moment what we have done. If I…’


  He paused again, shaking his head. ‘No. Doubt is a luxury I cannot afford. I must be fearless, uncompromising. I would be failing my people were I not so. To be a helmsman… few men can fulfil that role. To carry such a weight upon one’s shoulders… I do not have to tell you, my friends… some days it can be intolerable…’


  He laughed; sudden, unexpected laughter. ‘They should fete me… they really should. Saviour of the human race, that’s what I am! Only I don’t delude myself. They’ll call me tyrant, megalomaniac, the world’s greatest sociopath. Only think. What if I had not done what I have done? What would the consequences have been? Dust, that’s what. It would all have turned to dust.’


  Shepherd nodded. ‘So what is it to be?’


  Tsao Ch’un smiled. ‘It is done.’


  ‘Done?’


  ‘I gave the order an hour back. Before you came.’


  ‘Then why… ?’


  ‘I wanted to know you were still with me, my friend. Wanted… confirmation, I guess you’d call it.’


  ‘But the Middle East?’


  ‘Is ashes.’ He looked into the distance, as if he could see it, then glanced back at Shepherd. His voice was suddenly quiet.


  ‘They sent a team. Did you know that, Amos? Last night. Mossad it was. Six of their best men. Only what chance did they really have? Just getting through the screening process was impossible.’ He laughed. ‘Well, when did you last see a Chinese Jew?’


  They were silent a moment, then Shepherd spoke up again.


  ‘Have you considered my report?’


  Tsao Ch’un nodded. ‘I’ve looked at it. Why?’


  ‘I just thought… maybe it was time. Before they get any stronger.’


  Tsao Ch’un was emanating calm. ‘That, too, is done. I am to see the Seven next week, to discuss the matter with them. But Amos…’


  ‘Yes, brother?’


  ‘Let us not waste any more time pacifying the Americans. Let’s go for the jugular this time, neh? Let’s nail the bastards, and bugger the cost!’


  PART FOURBlack Hole Sun


  SUMMER 2067


  When the East Wind blows


  Frost ripens in the fields


  Cold penetrates the thinnest of summer silks


  More spider’s web than cloth.


  When the East Wind blows


  The sickle rusts


  Rain falls like an old man’s tears


  On hearing of an ancient lover’s death.


  When the East Wind blows


  A castle shimmers into dust


  Lives vanish with the dawn


  Like mist on water meadows.


  When the East Wind blows


  Memory burns in the ovens


  Flares bright before it blackens


  Each sweet recollection given up to ash


  When the East Wind blows.


  —Nai Liu, ‘Homage to Su Tung-p’o’, 2067
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  Chapter 12


  AN INTERVIEW WITH THE DRAGON


  Two years had passed and Jiang Lei was returning home.


  It was only now, looking out across that endless, geometric whiteness, that he understood how staggeringly vast Tsao Ch’un’s city had become. Operating at the very edge of things – at the breaking crest of the great wave of resettlement – he had been too close to see it. But now that he did, he grasped how different in kind it was, how transformational the idea behind it. Compared to it, all of the cities of the past had been but mud and daub. For this was The City, and he was returning to meet its creator.


  As his craft banked to the left, Jiang saw before him the massive hexagonal gap in that otherwise unblemished surface. Down there, in the deep gloom, at the bottom of a massive well five li across and two li deep, was what remained of China’s past.


  The Forbidden City.


  For 800 years this had been the heart of China, of Chung Kuo, the Middle Kingdom. Tsao Ch’un had made it his capital, once he had wrested power from the Politburo, taking on the mantle of the emperors and naming himself Son of Heaven in the ancient style.


  It was here, beneath the Dragon Throne, that Jiang Lei was to meet the great man at noon tomorrow.


  The craft descended slowly to the landing pad. From the way the banners tore at their moorings, Jiang Lei could see that a strong wind was blowing.


  Welcome back to Pei Ching, where the sky is full of yellow dust.


  They set down with a hiss and a shudder, the engines dying with a descending whine.


  On the flight, Jiang had been reading a collection of poetry from the Sung dynasty. It was not a period he knew well and the poems of Su Tung-p’o had, before now, passed him by. But after reading them he was intrigued, both by the poems and the man. Like Jiang Lei, Su Tung-p’o, under his birth name of Su Shih, had been a government official, a conservative by nature, upholding the Confucian ideals. Unlike Jiang, however, it seemed that Su Shih had spent time imprisoned and in exile for his beliefs – mainly for criticizing government policy in his poems.


  Jiang set the book down and looked across the narrow cabin. Steward Ho was sitting just across from him, staring out the window. Ho had begged to be brought along. He had been willing to pledge eternal loyalty if Jiang would but let him have a single glimpse of the ancient imperial city, and there it was, stretched out all about them, its steep tiled roofs and massive white marble stairways celebrating the grandeur and power of this most ancient of cultures.


  ‘Master…?’


  ‘Yes, Ho?’


  ‘Am I to accompany you to the rehearsals later on?’


  ‘It is certainly my intention.’


  Ho smiled.


  Much had changed since Jiang had last been here, among them this curious reversion to ancient imperial rituals. Which was why, before he was allowed to see Tsao Ch’un, he was to be tutored in court etiquette; taught how to behave and what to say in the great man’s presence.


  That troubled Jiang. Tsao Ch’un had not been like this in the old days.


  But word was that Tsao Ch’un had changed. Grown more brittle with the years. Responsibility could do that to a man, even one as great – and as unpredictable in his moods – as Tsao Ch’un.


  While Ho saw to his bags, Jiang Lei stepped out onto the landing pad.


  A small group of officials – clearly some kind of welcoming committee – waited by the entrance to the airlock, shivering in their thin silks.


  Jiang narrowed his eyes. This too was different. They could have stepped straight out of a historical drama, because no one had worn silks of this fashion for centuries. Not since the last emperor, P’u-i, had stood down.


  Raising his chin proudly, Jiang walked towards them, seeing how they fanned out and allowed him room to pass between them, their heads lowered respectfully.


  As indeed they should, Jiang thought. After all, am I not a general in Tsao Ch’un’s Eighteenth Banner Army?


  Only Jiang could not fool himself. He found this business loathsome. All this bowing and scraping. Oh, he would abase himself before Tsao Ch’un, but that was different. Whatever one thought of him, Tsao Ch’un was a great man. Was, without doubt, his Master.


  Inside, still damp from the fine, disinfecting mist, Jiang took his leave of the nameless men. He knew none of them, had been introduced to none of them. Whoever they were, they were simply there to greet each new visitor.


  Steward Ho appeared, minutes later, dripping wet and accompanied by a small, fussy man in a bright scarlet silk, the Chinese character San – three – embroidered in black on a pale cream background in a big square of silk in the middle of his chest.


  ‘Number Three’ bowed low to Jiang Lei, smiling an obsequious smile.


  ‘General Jiang… I am Ts’ao P’i. Our Master has asked me to show you to your quarters.’


  Ts’ao P’i… Jiang almost smiled at that. Ts’ao P’i, otherwise known as Emperor Wen of the Wei dynasty, had been a famous poet. Indeed, he was a better poet than a governor, if the ancient histories could be trusted.


  Jiang followed, walking alongside Ts’ao P’i. Ho trailed a little way behind, struggling to carry Jiang’s things, his head bowed so deeply that his chin almost touched his chest.


  After a while Jiang noticed it. He stopped. ‘Ho… walk straight. Lift your chin. Ts’ao P’i understands that he has your respect.’


  And with this, Jiang looked to Ts’ao P’i and gave him the barest nod of his head, as if to thank him for indulging his servant.


  But Ts’ao P’i’s expression had changed. ‘Forgive me, General,’ he began hesitantly, ‘but out of kindness I should warn you. The court has changed since you were last here, and such formalities as existed then have been greatly extended. It is… how should I put it… a matter of great sensitivity.’


  ‘Are we are talking of a man’s status, Ts’ao P’i? Of his face?’


  Ts’ao P’i nodded, his face stern now.


  ‘Precisely. Speaking for myself, it does not trouble me should your servant not show me his respect, but there are others who… well, let us say that to forget the outward signs of respect might be to tempt fate, even to win oneself enemies.’


  Jiang took this in, then bowed to the other man. ‘I thank you deeply for your advice, Ts’ao P’i.’


  He turned to Steward Ho, who had witnessed this exchange about himself with open-mouthed astonishment, and smiled. ‘I am afraid, Steward Ho, that you must be as you were.’


  ‘Master…’


  Ho’s chin went down again.


  Jiang Lei turned, looking back to his guide. ‘Lead on, Ts’ao P’i. And thank you. I’ll not forget your kindness.’


  But before the other man looked away, Jiang saw in his eyes; the calculation there behind the smile. He wondered what deeper game Ts’ao P’i was playing and who, out of all his possible friends and enemies, he reported back to.


  Court intrigues, he thought, walking on swiftly, half distracted by the beauty of the ancient architecture through which he walked. It makes such exile as I’ve suffered seem almost welcome.


  At last the officials had departed.


  Jiang sprawled out in the chair and summoned his steward.


  ‘Ho! A cup of wine! Quick now!’


  He let out a deep, heartfelt groan of anguish. Was this what it had all come down to? This ghastly pretence, this hellish puppet show?


  Jiang Lei shook his head exaggeratedly. He would do it all. Of course he would. What choice had he? But just what was the point?


  When they had said in his orders that he would be tutored in court rituals, he had thought it a small matter of which etiquettes to follow. But this…


  How to stand, what to say, who to look at and bow to, who not to look at, when to speak, when not to speak, which way to face, how often to bow, when to prostrate oneself…


  Thinking about it, Jiang Lei laughed. It was like joining a theatrical troupe. And maybe that was not so poor an analogy. Maybe he would write a poem, ostensibly about such a troupe, whereas in fact…


  ‘Master?’ Ho stood there, head bowed, holding out a silver bowl filled to the brim with Jiang’s favourite red sorghum wine.


  Jiang stood and, taking the cup from Ho, took a long sip from it. Setting it down, he looked to Ho with a mischievous grin on his face, turned and gave a bow. Then a deeper bow. Then put his hand to his mouth, as if he’d spoken when he ought not to have.


  Ho, terrified, feeling his Master must have lost his mind, grimaced and pointed to the camera.


  ‘But Master…’


  The reminder sobered Jiang.


  ‘Forgive me, Ho,’ he said, ‘only… those men. Those monkeys in silk… aiya!’


  He sat again and reached for his wine, drained it at a go, then held the empty cup out to be refilled.


  ‘Master…?’


  Jiang shook the cup. ‘Quick, Ho! More wine!’


  But Ho shook his head. ‘No, Master. You cannot…’


  Jiang sat round, staring at his steward as if he’d now lost his mind. ‘Cannot?’


  ‘No, Master. You have visitors. They have been waiting this past hour…’


  Jiang Lei stood, surprised. Visitors?


  ‘Very aristocratic-looking gentlemen,’ Ho went on. ‘Real ch’un tzu.’


  Jiang frowned. Aristocratic? He didn’t know anyone aristocratic.Not these days.


  ‘You wish me to show them in, Master?’


  ‘Have you no names for these… these ch’un tzu?’


  Ho looked puzzled at that. ‘Names, Master? They seemed to know you very well, so I thought… One has too little hair, the other…’


  ‘… too much.’ Jiang Lei laughed. Now he knew whom Ho was talking about. ‘Send them in, Steward Ho. And bring more wine. I have not seen my good friends these past fifteen years and more!’


  Ho grinned then did as he was bid. Less than a minute later, two men stepped into the room. One was small and completely bald, the other tall, with a great lion’s mane of hair that ended halfway down his back. Both were Han, and both looked decidedly aristocratic with their colourful silks and long fingernails.


  Jiang rushed towards them, delighted to see them after all this time.


  ‘Pan Tsung-yen! Hsü Jung! How wonderful to see you!’


  Jiang embraced one and then the other. By the look of them, they were every bit as glad to see him.


  He bade them sit, then had Steward Ho serve wine. Only then did he ask what he was burning to know.


  ‘How is Ching Su? I thought, perhaps…’


  ‘Ching Su is dead, Jiang Lei,’ Hsü Jung said in a low, mournful voice. ‘He died ten years ago. He was exiled…’


  ‘Was he?’ Jiang said, but he was still suffering from the shock of that awful news. Once the four of them had been inseparable. They had sat their exams together and, afterwards, joined Tsao Ch’un’s ‘Brigade’ together. They had shown their poetry to one another, drunk wine on endless moonlit evenings, and sung – tunelessly in Pan Tsung-yen’s case, drunkenly in theirs – a thousand romantic songs.


  As Hsü Jung told the story of Ching Su’s sad fate, Jiang found himself remembering moments from his past; seeing Ching Su vividly in his mind laughing and sharing a joke with them all. They had all been much younger then, of course, barely in their twenties. Before life had turned serious.


  ‘Ten years,’ he murmured, and shook his head sadly. Ten years ago Ching Su had died. And no one had thought to tell him.


  As the wine flowed, so the talk became less sombre, more ‘upbeat’ as the Hung Mao called it. Jiang had picked up a smattering of such terms and phrases from his time on the Western Isle – in fact, he had started a notebook to try to capture them before they disappeared.


  As they will, he thought. Now that we Han are in control.


  ‘I read your last collection,’ Pan Tsung-yen said, butting his bald head forward as he spoke, in the old familiar manner. Like a boxer, Jiang thought. He uses words like punches. Not that Pan Tsung-yen was physically belligerent.


  ‘It was good,’ Hsü Jung joined in. ‘Very good. I must have read each poem a hundred times, Nai Liu. Only…’


  Jiang smiled at the hesitation. Again, like Pan Tsung-yen, Hsü Jung may have aged, but he hadn’t changed. Not in essence. He spoke his thoughts in parts, bringing each new aspect to the discussion like it was a parcel, especially wrapped.


  ‘Only?’ Jiang coaxed.


  ‘Only it is four years since it was published. I had hoped… well… I had hoped you would have kept on writing.’


  Jiang sat back, smiling. ‘I did. In fact, that’s one of the reasons why I’m here. To see my publisher. I have a new collection – Thoughts At Twilight – that’s just the working title. I’m sure to come up with something much better, only…’


  Only I can’t use my preferred title, The Vanishing World. It wouldn’t get past the censors.


  They talked for hours after that, catching up on what each of them had been doing, throwing in whatever they knew of old friends and acquaintances. Towards the end, however, it seemed to Jiang that they were holding something back. There was something they wanted to say, but felt they couldn’t. Was it something about his wife, Chun Hua?


  Finally, Pan Tsung-yen seemed to lick at his lips as if they were dry. Then, with a brief, revealing glance at the camera, he spoke out.


  ‘It has been good to see you, Jiang Lei. It is pleasing to know that the years have enhanced our friendship. But there was a reason for us coming here tonight, and though we may get ourselves in trouble for saying so, it would have been a betrayal of our friendship to have neglected saying it.’


  Pan Tsung-yen paused. ‘We think you are in danger here, Jiang Lei. Things have changed. You may even have sensed it yourself. Various of our friends, whom we dare not mention by name, have died.’


  ‘Victims of court intrigues?’ Jiang asked.


  ‘Who knows…’ Pan Tsung-yen answered. ‘Yet they are dead.’


  Hsü Jung sat forward suddenly, anger in his face. ‘It is a viper’s nest, Jiang Lei. A foul, oppressive place. And the spies…’


  Spies? Jiang Lei narrowed his eyes at the word. ‘And you think I might be subject to these… intrigues?’


  ‘The Han are Han,’ Pan Tsung-yen said, nodding to himself. ‘A nation of gatekeepers and opportunists. Corruption is rife, Jiang Lei. As to whom you can trust…’


  ‘Trust no one,’ Hsü Jung said.


  ‘Not even you?’ Jiang asked.


  Hsü Jung shrugged, then smiled at the paradox. ‘Least of all us… after tonight.’


  Pan Tsung-yen stood. ‘Come. We have said enough. We’d best leave you now, dear friend, dear Nai Liu.’


  When they were gone, Jiang went and sat at his portable comset.


  Who knew who was watching him? All that was certain was that someone was. Maybe even Tsao Ch’un himself. But, whoever it was, they would know he had been warned.


  Unfolding the keyboard, Jiang typed in ‘Su Tung-p’o’ and sat back.


  At once a face appeared. It looked like a photograph, but it couldn’t be. Su Tung-p’o had died in 1101.


  A list of options appeared. He selected BIOGRAPHY.


  ‘Text or spoken word,’ the machine asked, in its light, anodyne tone.


  ‘Text.’


  The truth was he couldn’t stand that voice. Would have changed it, had it been allowed. Only it wasn’t.


  Su Tung-p’o had, it seemed, not been alone in his calling. Both his father and his younger brothers had been poets of some note. Su had taken his exams in 1057, at the age of twenty-one, and done brilliantly – so well that his papers were copied and circulated among students. However, before he could be appointed to a government office, his mother had died. Being a good son, he returned home to spend the next twenty-seven months in mourning for her, as was strict Confucian practice. It was thus not until 1061 that he had taken up his appointment as an assistant magistrate in Shen-hsi Province.


  All might have been well, for Su Tung-p’o was a distinguished official, but he was sympathetic to the plight of the common people. Through his poetry, he made clear his opposition to the policies of Wang An-Shih, a fellow poet who was the architect of the government’s plan to enforce the centralized control of the Chinese economy.


  Despite various banishments and exile, Su had a long and distinguished career, including being secretary to the emperor from 1086 to 1089, but his political enemies finally triumphed. Even so, Su Tung-p’o lived on, through his beautifully crafted poems and his writings, the clarity and simplicity of which meant that they were copied many times and thus survived down to the present day.


  Generally acknowledged to be the finest poet of the Northern Sung period, Su wrote in both the shih and tz’u styles, with a fine eye for descriptive detail.


  A very fine eye…


  Jiang Lei sat back, stroking his beard thoughtfully. Reaching across he took his book and opened it at his favourite piece. It was only four lines; even so, it was probably the most evocative of all Su Tung-p’o’s works. He read it aloud.


  ‘Spring night – one hour worth a thousand gold coins;


  clear scent of flowers, shadowy moon.


  Songs and flutes upstairs – threads of sound;


  In the garden, a swing, where night is deep and still.’


  Jiang closed his eyes, savouring the lucidity of the poem; how it pushed aside the cloak of years and spoke to now. He himself struggled endlessly for such uncluttered beauty in his poems, and here it was. He particularly liked the way it spoke to all the senses, and then, at the very end, to mystery itself: ‘where night is deep and still’.


  Reading that part again, he gave a little shiver.


  I toast you, brother, he said in his thoughts, reaching for his wine bowl and lifting it to the air. Across the long centuries I salute you.


  ‘Master?’


  He turned. Steward Ho was standing there in the doorway, Jiang’s night clothes over one arm.


  ‘It is late, Master. I thought…’


  Jiang smiled. ‘I know. I should get some sleep. I have an important day tomorrow, neh?’


  Only an hour before his audience, Jiang Lei was told, by the appropriate official in the correct and most formal manner, that Tsao Ch’un was otherwise engaged. Their ‘meeting’ was to be delayed until a time suitable for both.


  Having stood there for the best part of two hours, in the unfamiliarly heavy cloth of his dress uniform, Jiang Lei could have been forgiven if he groaned. He had come so close – through six different doorways and six entirely different ‘ceremonies’ until he stood before the ‘dragon gate’. His Master, Tsao Ch’un, sat there behind it, on his massive throne on the far side of the great hall. And now it was to be delayed.


  But Jiang Lei did not groan. Nor did he show the smallest sign of impatience or disappointment. Instead, he bowed low to Tsao Ch’un’s messenger and, gripping the heavy scroll which contained the papers of his appointment as general tightly against his chest, turned about and marched crisply back the way he’d come. His eyes stared ahead, passing back through the imposing doorways, past the endless uniformed lackeys and stiff-mannered officials until he was outside again, on the white marble steps, breathing in the cool morning air.


  Was it a snub? If so, why summon him halfway round the world to deliver it?


  No. The more he thought about it, the more he felt it genuine. Something had come up. Something more urgent than a meeting with one of his lowly generals.


  So what now? How long would it be until his audience was rescheduled? He had heard that Tsao Ch’un would sometimes keep a supplicant waiting for months, even years, before he’d see them. And then only for the briefest moment. But those were supplicants. Rich men who needed a favour from their Master, the Son of Heaven. He, Jiang Lei, was not here for favours. Not that he really knew quite why he had been summoned, only that it was not at his instigation. Tsao Ch’un wanted to see him. He would not waste his time otherwise.


  So why not make a few visits?


  Jiang tried to keep calm, but his heart was racing suddenly at the thought that had come into his head. He did not even know whether it would be allowed. But surely he had to try – while he was here?


  He would visit Chun Hua. Would go to see her and his daughters. If it could be arranged.


  Jiang stroked his beard, considering the problem. This was not something Steward Ho could do. Ho was of too low a status; far more crucially, he was too inexperienced to handle this. Then whom?


  The answer came at once. Hsü Jung. Hadn’t Hsü always been the organizer among them – the one who had arranged things? Then why not ask him? If he couldn’t do it personally, then surely Hsü would know someone who could?


  Back at his quarters, Jiang went straight to his desk, not even bothering to change. If this was to be done, it must be done now, before the second summons came.


  Hsü Jung had left his contact number. Jiang typed it in then waited. The screen pulsed and then a face appeared, that of a young male Han, probably from Hsü’s household.


  ‘Forgive me, but could I speak to Hsü Jung?’


  The face, expressionless but for the hint of a scowl, answered him.


  ‘I am afraid no one may talk with Master Hsü. He is currently under house arrest. But if you would leave a message…’


  Jiang cut connection. Little good that that would do. They would have a trace on it for certain.


  House arrest… It could be no coincidence. Indeed, it might explain the cancellation of the audience.


  Jiang stood, pacing about, wondering what to do.


  Just then Steward Ho came out and, surprised to see his Master there, gave a small gasp.


  ‘Ah… Ho… I have a problem…’


  ‘But Master, you should be…’


  ‘The audience was rescheduled. I am to see Tsao Ch’un another time. No, my problem is this. I wish to see my wife…’


  ‘But that is forbidden, Master.’


  ‘No, not forbidden… but I must get permission… and, well… I do not know who to approach or how to go about it.’


  At that Steward Ho beamed. ‘Then you can leave it with me, Master.’


  ‘Leave it with you?’


  Ho nodded enthusiastically. ‘I am your servant, neh? Then let me deal with such tiresome details. When do you wish to see her?’


  ‘This afternoon?’


  ‘I shall see what can be done.’


  And with that Ho left the room. Jiang listened, heard a door on the far side of the suite of rooms bang shut.


  He sat again, slumping in the chair. Hsü Jung arrested. That did not bode well. And Pan Tsung-yen?


  He contacted Pan Tsung-yen’s number. As the screen lit and the same stranger’s face appeared, he cut at once.


  Pan, too, then. Both under house arrest for seeing him.


  Jiang sighed. If they had been arrested, then why not he also? What were they waiting for? Or were they on their way over right this moment?


  He stood, agitated now. There was no doubt he was being watched. But at what level? Had Tsao Ch’un cancelled their meeting because of something he had said last night? Something he had overheard?


  He could not think of anything seditious he had said, and the only things his friends had uttered that could be construed in that fashion were their final comments; their bitter warning to him to take care.


  But what if this had nothing to do with Tsao Ch’un? What if this was the work of some officious minister, furthering some personal scheme at their expense? They had said it was a viper’s nest, after all, and you could be sure that not everything that happened in the court emanated from Tsao Ch’un.


  Besides, why would Tsao Ch’un say he would reschedule if he did not mean it? There was no reason for the great man to make excuses. If Tsao Ch’un had suspected him of treachery, he’d have been in a cell by now, a hot brand searing his testicles, making him gibber like a monkey.


  And house arrest… it wasn’t exactly being led off in chains.


  No. But what worried him was the coincidence of events. He did not trust coincidence.


  He went to the window and looked out. There were guards out there, their faces masked, anonymous. Two men – senior officials from their powder-blue gowns – walked slowly, deep in conversation.


  Pei Ching. North City. The last time he’d been here had been the last time he had seen Chun Hua. Four years ago. Ch’iao-chieh had been nine then, San-chieh five.


  He looked down, saying in his mind the mantra that always gave him strength, that lifted him above his weakness.


  The trouble was, he didn’t know what Ho could do. Very little, probably. Who did he know here, after all? And even if he did have contacts, how in heaven’s name would he arrange things? If he, Jiang Lei, a general in the Eighteenth Banner could not exert sufficient influence, how could lowly Ho?


  No, he was mad even to think it might work.


  Jiang Lei went through and poured himself a cup of wine. It was too early in the day for drink, but for once he felt the need. It wasn’t every day his friends were arrested.


  He had finished his drink and poured himself a second when the comset buzzed and the screen lit up. Jiang hurried across.


  It was Ho. Seeing his Master, he bowed low and then launched in, smiling as he told Jiang what he had arranged.


  As he finished and the screen blanked, Jiang sat back, laughing with delight.


  Steward Ho, it seems, had a cousin who knew a servant in the royal household. That servant had a friend – a very close friend, let it be understood – who looked after the needs of the junior minister in charge of a certain government department. A contact of the friend in that department had a brother who, at a price, would place Jiang’s request before another junior minister. While that junior minister was unable himself to give the requisite written permission for a visit, he might, for a ‘small’ consideration, place the matter urgently before his Master, the minister himself.


  In short, four small, discreet payments and it would be done. He would get to see Chun Hua.


  ‘Ho,’ he said quietly, speaking to the air, ‘you are a genius.’


  Maybe. But first he had to arrange these payments.


  Ho returned a half an hour later, flushed at his success. Jiang greeted him, then handed him the four red packets, each marked with a different symbol, as Ho had asked.


  Ho bowed low. ‘It is a great deal of money, Master. Are you sure…?’


  Jiang nodded. ‘To see Chun Hua… I would pay ten times as much. But don’t tell them that, Ho. They would only raise their price.’


  Thus it was that, an hour later, Jiang Lei slid down from inside the litter. Handing his documentation to the gate guard, he waited to be passed through.


  He wanted it to be a surprise, so he had not notified Chun Hua of his coming. He wanted to see the joy on her face, hear his daughters squeal with delight as they saw him enter the room.


  ‘Is there something wrong?’


  The gate guard had turned away and was talking into his handset, in a low murmur that Jiang was clearly not meant to hear.


  The guard turned, gave him a contemptuous look, then turned away again.


  ‘Soldier!’


  Jiang’s bark caught the guard totally unprepared. He turned back and, noticing the dress uniform for the first time, came to attention.


  Jiang held himself straight, his full authority in his manner. ‘Are you going to let me go inside, or are you going to keep me out here all afternoon!’


  The guard bowed again. ‘Forgive me, General, only I…’


  At that moment there was a slamming of doors and, a moment later, the noise of several men shuffling quickly along on slippered feet. As Jiang looked past the guard, he saw five men – all Han, all wearing identical pale green pau – hurrying towards him down the broad, high-ceilinged corridor.


  As the guard stepped aside, four of the five formed up behind the eldest, a greybeard – the number on his chest badge said ‘Number One’ – as if to block Jiang’s way.


  ‘What do you want?’ Number One bellowed, his face sneering and ugly, clearly angry at being disturbed.


  Jiang looked to the guard. ‘Give him the permission.’


  The gate guard handed it across, then stepped back. The look on his face seemed to suggest he was pleased to hand this over to another; that he had done his bit in stalling the stranger.


  Jiang knew what this was. One last shake-down. Number One was yet another doorkeeper. He would say that the permission had not been properly verified and that it would cost a hundred yuan, maybe, to fix that.


  Jiang dug his hand into his pocket. At once Number One stepped back, as if Jiang had drawn a gun. He yelled at Jiang.


  ‘What are you doing?’


  Jiang winced. Was their whole conversation to be nothing but a shouting match?


  ‘I have come to see Chun Hua,’ he said, trying to remain calm, not to let himself be drawn down to this other’s level. ‘That in your hand is the minister’s permission. As you’ll see, it has his chop…’


  ‘His chop? Fuck his chop!’ the man said and tore the permission in half.


  Jiang stared at him, shocked. ‘But you can’t…’


  Jiang stopped. Maybe he could. That was, if he was Tsao Ch’un’s man, answerable to him alone. And that did make a kind of sense. Maybe Steward Ho had got it wrong. Maybe all that money had been spent for nothing.


  Jiang took a long breath, then began again.


  ‘Forgive me, Steward…?’


  ‘Shao Shu… I am First Steward here. You want to see someone, you get my permission, understand?’


  ‘Forgive me, First Steward Shao. It is my misunderstanding. Only I wish to see Chun Hua.’


  ‘Chun Hua?’ The man’s face had a faint flicker of mockery in it that Jiang found troubling. He stroked his beard, as if considering. ‘Well, I don’t know, I…’


  ‘Is there a problem? She is here, I take it?’


  ‘Ah yes… only…’


  How much? he wanted to ask; only he knew he could not be that direct. Men like Shao liked to wrap their corruption up in the guise of necessity.


  ‘I understand,’ Jiang said. ‘There are expenses, neh? The preparation of the rooms… the attendance fee for your clerks…’


  First Steward Shao smiled. ‘I am glad you understand, General. I will have my assistant draft an agreement.’


  ‘Oh…’ Jiang Lei frowned. ‘I thought maybe…’


  ‘We have your details, General. You have only to authorize the payment.’


  Jiang blinked. The bastard was tipped off. He knew I was coming.


  But what could he do? Turn about and march away from there? Leave the odious little prick without his ‘fee’ ? But that would mean he’d not get to see Chun Hua, and that was worth a great deal to him right now.


  He waited. Five minutes passed. Long, wordless minutes that stretched his patience, and then finally the clerk appeared.


  As one of the younger servants knelt, his head bowed, to make a back for the document to be rested on for signature, Jiang looked to Shao Shu again. Shao was watching him intently now, to see how he’d react.


  Even forewarned by that, the figure written on the sheet shocked Jiang Lei.


  Fifty thousand yuan!


  The involuntary intake of breath he took betrayed him. Even so, he kept his face blank, signing his name in both Mandarin and English, then appending his thumb print over Shao Shu’s chop.


  Another of the First Steward’s men took the document at once and whisked it away. He was gone in a moment.


  It was a full month’s salary. And though he could afford it, even though he was willing to pay twice that to see his beloved wife and daughters, Jiang was angry now. It was a clear abuse of Shao’s position.


  The junior stewards stepped back to allow Jiang passage, while First Steward Shao, all charm and smiles now that he’d been paid, bowed low and put out an arm, indicating to Jiang that he was to step through.


  Inside, beyond the security gate, five whole levels at the very top of the stack – First Level as it was known – were occupied by a massive three-storey mansion built in the northern style. Its steeply sloping red tile roof was lit from overhead by panels that resembled the open sky. That was an illusion, of course, but it was a striking one, strengthened as it was by the call of birds in a nearby copse of trees, the branches of which swayed gently in the artificial wind.


  Jiang caught his breath. The house and its surrounding gardens were beautiful. He could imagine Chun Hua and the girls enjoying life here.


  ‘Come,’ Shao said, walking towards a doorway to their right, which was accessible by a short flight of pale grey steps. ‘I will have them brought to you.’


  Inside it was opulent, with an elegant, almost luxurious decor. The high-ceilinged rooms – all of them in a traditional Han style – had a spotless look to them.


  ‘Through here,’ Shao said, steering Jiang through a doorway framed with black lacquer, and into a small suite of rooms that were slightly more informal than those he had just passed through. ‘Take a seat,’ the First Steward said. ‘We will attend you shortly.’


  As Jiang sat, he frowned, noticing how the furniture in these rooms had a much less elegant, more worn look to it than elsewhere. The massive rugs seemed frayed, the wall hangings older, dowdier, cheaper than outside.


  His heart was beating fast now, his palms damp. He sat, then stood again, needing to pace, rehearsing in his head what he would say. Only he knew that the mere sight of her would make him wordless. It always had. And he the poet of his age.


  As the door at the far end of the room creaked open, he started forward, then took a step back as six dark-cloaked Han – scribes or clerics of some kind – entered the room and, without acknowledging his presence in any way, took their seats on either side of the room.


  Jiang looked down. So this was how it was to be. Everything tightly scrutinized and written down. Every word and gesture copied into a report.


  Fifty thousand yuan, and he was not even to be allowed a private audience. Jiang swallowed bitterly. So this was the new China!


  It was First Steward Shao who appeared first, backing into the room and speaking as he did, his voice a rapid murmur which had the slightest edge of annoyance to it.


  Shao turned, looking to Jiang, and smiled. ‘General… your wife, Chun Hua…’


  The look of shock on Chun Hua’s face could not have been faked. She stared at Jiang in disbelief, then put her hand to her mouth, stifling a cry.


  As for Jiang, he stood rooted there, unable to take his eyes from her, his mouth dry, a pain in his chest at the sight of her.


  Oh, how she had aged. Like twenty years had passed, not four. But she was still his beloved Chun Hua. Still the woman he loved beyond all words.


  Yet even as he put his hands out to her, even as he took a step towards her, so he was aware of his daughters in the shadows just behind her, a stern-faced female murmuring to them before pushing them forward.


  Jiang caught his breath. They had seemed so young the last time he had seen them. Now the eldest, Ch’iao-chieh, was a young woman of thirteen, and her sister San-chieh was nine, almost ten. Seeing their father they began to run to him, meaning to rush into his arms, but even as they made to, Steward Shao called them back.


  ‘Girls! You will approach your father sedately now…’


  The girls stopped and, lowering their heads, did as they were told.


  Jiang watched them come to him, the moment strangely dreamlike and unreal. As the two stopped just before him and made to bow, so Jiang’s restraint broke. Stepping towards them, he bent down and embraced his daughters to him, hugging them tightly, ignoring the frown on Shao Shu’s face.


  ‘My darling girls… my pretty ones…’


  Tears were in his eyes now, and as he looked up past them at their mother, he saw that she too was crying, sobbing like a child even as her eyes drank in the sight of him; eyes that were filled with an undiminished longing.


  Chun Hua, he mouthed. My darling girl. My love.


  To either side the clerks wrote furiously. Steward Shao, watching from the corner of the room, gave a scowl and turned away, shaking his head,.


  Steward Shao had insisted that they sat facing one another formally, like at a proper audience, on hardwood benches placed a good ten ch’i or more apart. Chun Hua sat centrally, her daughters to either side. A forlorn sight it was, for now that he saw them clearly he saw how their dresses were also frayed and worn. It made Jiang wonder what had happened to all the presents he had sent them over the years. ‘Well?’ he said, smiling determinedly. ‘Do you want to show me your rooms?’


  Chun Hua looked down, as if ashamed. ‘These are our rooms.’


  ‘But I thought…’ He looked about him again, and as he did, so understanding filled him. His girls were prisoners here, given this shabby little suite of rooms while First Steward Shao – and all his extended family, no doubt – had the run of the place.


  ‘And the gardens…?’


  San-chieh, his youngest, made to answer. ‘Sometimes we—’


  Shao Shu interrupted her harshly. ‘You will not speak! Chun Hua… you will tell your daughter…’


  Chun’s head went down. ‘San-chieh,’ she said quietly, ‘it would be best if you did not speak.’


  Jiang Lei turned, glaring at Shao Shu, stirred to anger once more. He could see it now. See how they were bullied, day in, day out; how miserable an existence they were leading.


  ‘Steward Shao…’ he began, standing, meaning to confront the man. But even as he did, he saw how Chun Hua looked at him, pleading with him not to make a scene. He sat again, furious and frustrated, his anger making a muscle in his cheek twitch violently.


  Jiang bit his lip, drawing blood, knowing he could do nothing. After all, this must be Tsao Ch’un’s bidding.


  Maybe so. Only did Tsao Ch’un know what Shao Shu was up to?


  It was a stupid question. Tsao Ch’un knew everything. Shao Shu would not have dared act in this fashion unless he had his Master’s blessing. Only what did Tsao Ch’un mean by treating his guests, his hostages this way? And why had Chun Hua not said?


  The last was easy to answer. They would have censored every letter she wrote to him; maybe even destroyed most of them. But now he knew. Now he had seen with his own eyes.


  In that regard it was 50,000 well spent.


  As they parted, he held Chun Hua’s hands, smoothing the backs of her palms with his thumbs. Steward Shao had warned him not to kiss her. Such contact had not been agreed in their contract. But it did not matter. Just seeing her again, just holding her hands was enough. Knowing she loved him still. It gave him the strength to go on.


  As he bowed to his daughters and they bowed back to him, Jiang Lei saw it all clearly. It was his path to suffer. To be in exile. Even here, where he was loved the most, there was a vast distance about him.


  Later, standing there in the lift, descending, the first line of a poem came to him. Crisp and clear, its simple, elegant shape suggesting a second. By the time he stepped out into the great hallway where his litter waited, he had it all, complete in his head. A poem about emptiness and loneliness and fear. A poem that burned with indignation. A poem he could never possibly set down on paper.


  That evening, Jiang Lei sat at his desk and cried.


  What started it he could not say. He had thought himself inured against it. But how could he be? How could any man who called himself a man escape unscathed from such an ordeal? To have one’s heart ripped out through one’s eyes – it was not possible that such a thing would not affect you!


  And so he cried, sobbing his heart out for the lost years and for what he’d seen that afternoon. For his daughters’ anguish and his wife’s tragic bravery.


  To be the subject of one such as Steward Shao. Jiang Lei could not imagine it. It would have driven him mad. Or to murder.


  All these years he had borne it. Had counted it the cost he had to pay, thinking that he alone was suffering. But now he knew.


  He had it easy. He could see that now.


  Not that he’d abused his so-called ‘freedom’. He might have had any number of women in his bed, keeping him warm at night, but he had chosen not to. He had been faithful to his darling Chun.


  At his lowest ebb he had even thought of suicide, but even death was no escape, for Tsao Ch’un had made it plain that the family of a suicide would share his fate – to the third generation. No. The only real escape was to die in Tsao Ch’un’s service.


  Jiang Lei wiped his eyes. It was true what they said – that crying did no good. And yet a man needed to cry sometimes, to purge himself.


  Or so he told himself. Because he did not feel purged. What he felt now was unclean. How could he criticize others when he acted as he did? Wouldn’t a truer, more honest man defy his Master?


  Perhaps. But it would make that man the murderer of those he loved. And no amount of shifting blame to he who organized it thus – Tsao Ch’un, whom many called a tyrant – could make it otherwise. No. It was simple. To defy the great man would mean the death of Chun Hua and his darling girls. And only a pedant would say that he, Jiang Lei, was not to blame.


  What was the phrase the long-noses used? Ah yes… It was a ‘devil’s bargain’.


  ‘Master?’


  Steward Ho stood in the doorway, a bowl of steaming soup resting on the tray he held.


  ‘Come…’ Jiang said, beckoning him over.


  Halfway across, Ho slowed, his face showing surprise.


  ‘Master? Are you all right?’


  Jiang nodded. ‘I am fine now, Ho. Just that the meeting…’


  Ho gave the faintest bow, as if he understood perfectly, then set the tray down next to Jiang.


  ‘And thank you, Ho. You will find your Master grateful for your arrangements.’


  Ho kept his head lowered, but he was smiling now. ‘It went well, then, Master?’


  ‘As smooth as silk. The mansion was… well, everything I imagined it would be.’


  ‘That is good, Master.’


  Ho waited a moment longer. ‘Is there… anything else?’


  ‘No. You can retire now, Ho. I have a few things to do, then I’ll see to myself.’ He paused, then: ‘If there’s any message from the court…’


  ‘I will wake you at once, Master.’


  Jiang smiled. ‘Good. Then go. And again, thank you, Ho.’


  ‘I am my Master’s hands…’


  Surprisingly he slept well, waking late, to find he had a visitor.


  As he dressed hurriedly, Jiang scolded Ho for once. ‘Why did you not wake me, Ho?’


  ‘Forgive me, Master, but your visitor expressly forbade me to. He was most insistent that you got your sleep. He said he was more than happy to wait.’


  ‘And where is he now?’


  ‘Waiting, Master. Pacing in the garden, I do believe.’


  Jiang finished dressing, then hurried out to greet his guest, wondering who on earth it might be.


  And stopped dead, astonished once again.


  ‘Hsü Jung! I thought…’


  Hsü Jung came across and embraced him, then stood back, holding his old friend at arm’s length and looking into his face.


  ‘But you were under house arrest!’


  ‘I was,’ Hsü said, his deep voice resonating, ‘but now, it seems, I’m not.’


  ‘And Pan Tsung-yen?’


  ‘He too, it seems, is free.’


  ‘Have they explained why?’


  Hsü Jung laughed dryly. ‘You are clearly a stranger to Pei Ching, dear friend. If I had any inkling whatsoever who “they” were, I might begin to understand why. Besides, power does not explain, power simply acts.’


  ‘But surely you must know who your enemies are?’


  ‘Must I?’ Hsü Jung smiled a smile of infinite tolerance. ‘Do you know how many factions are at war, here at the centre of it all?’


  ‘At war?’ Jiang laughed. ‘Your words are surely too extreme, brother Hsü.’


  ‘Oh no, Jiang… quite literally at war. Assassination is a courtly art, much practised in these parts. In the light of which… well… a mere house arrest… What’s that? It might even have been a friend. Someone who wished to see us protected overnight. To make sure some other faction did not do away with us.’


  ‘But why should they wish that? What possible harm could you or I do them?’


  ‘I would have said none… yesterday… but someone clearly thinks you important enough to have you watched closely. And not just Tsao Ch’un. Whoever those guards belonged to, they weren’t Tsao Ch’un’s, nor were they from the Ministry.’


  ‘Which leaves…?’


  Hsü Jung smiled. ‘Too many options to consider. A minor family prince, maybe. Or some rival of yours?’


  ‘A rival? I have no rivals!’


  ‘Not that you know of.’


  Jiang sighed. ‘This makes no sense, Hsü Jung. No sense at all. It’s all a chasing after shadows…’


  ‘So it might seem, but consider how much power is concentrated here, at the court. More than half the world is ruled from here. All those people. All that wealth. And everyone wants a share.’


  ‘I can easily believe. But what has that to do with me? I am but a humble general in Tsao Ch’un’s service. I have no influence upon events whatsoever. I can’t even influence the fate of my own family.’


  ‘And yet your presence here at court has set alarm bells ringing. However mistaken they might be, someone considers you important.’


  ‘Perhaps Tsao Ch’un needs a poet?’


  ‘Perhaps…’


  Jiang Lei hesitated a moment, then: ‘Hsü Jung… could I ask you a favour?’


  ‘My dearest friend. Of course. Whatever I can do, I shall.’


  ‘There is a man, the First Steward at the mansion where my wife is being held. His name is Shao Shu. I wondered… is it possible to find out more about this man? Where he comes from? Who he is allied to? What kind of man he is?’


  Hsü Jung frowned. ‘I take it he is Tsao Ch’un’s man?’


  ‘He reports to him, yes.’


  ‘Then it might be difficult. To make such enquiries… it could not be done without alerting someone.’


  ‘Then leave it… if it’s too dangerous. I just thought…’


  Hsü Jung smiled. ‘I did not say too dangerous, Jiang Lei. Only difficult. But not impossible. I have a friend… well… enough said… Leave it with me, neh?’


  Jiang was about to thank his friend, but right at that moment Steward Ho appeared, breathless from having run from one end of the suite to the other.


  ‘Master… You are summoned! Tsao Ch’un has sent his craft!’


  ‘His craft?’


  ‘Yes, Master. You must pack at once. It seems that you are going to Tongjiang.’


  *


  Tongjiang was 2300 li south-west of Pei Ching – 1160 kilometres by the old measure – in Sichuan Province.


  In the very middle of nowhere, the grey, heavily misted mountains of the Ta Pa Shan dominating the skyline, was an ancient palace. It was the home of Li Chao Ch’in, advisor to Tsao Ch’un and one of his Council of Seven, whose task it was to enforce Tsao Ch’un’s decrees throughout his great City.


  Touching down on the massive hexagonal pad, Jiang Lei felt a shiver of anxiety pass through him. What was he doing here? This place was both elegant and brutal, the very thickness of its walls exuding power and privilege. Some ancient warlord must have had this built for him against his enemies.


  But beautiful as well, the aesthete in him acknowledged. Truly the epitome of Han style.


  Servants met him, bowing low, showing him the utmost respect. From their midst, and slightly out of breath, stepped an elegantly dressed five-year-old. In the sweetest, high-pitched voice, he introduced himself as Li Peng, Li Chao Ch’in’s eldest son.


  ‘Master Jiang,’ he said whilst bowing low, the oversized sleeves of his pale blue silken robes sweeping the flagged floor, ‘you are most welcome. If you would follow me… my father awaits you.’


  Jiang smiled broadly, delighted by the boy, then followed him down the steps and across the formal garden. There, on the far side of a huge ornamental pond, two servants waited. As the visitors approached, the servants put their shoulders to the massive slatted door, sliding it back on its runners.


  Inside Tsao Ch’un awaited, his arms folded across his bull-like chest. He was standing beside a massive table, upon which was the biggest map Jiang Lei had ever seen. A map of the North American continent.


  Standing about that table were seven others, dressed in splendid silks, all of them in their late forties or early fifties.


  These were Tsao Ch’un’s most trusted men. The Seven. It was said by some – if quietly – that the great man would not have been able to function without them. If Tsao Ch’un was the head, these were his hands, and looking from face to face, Jiang Lei found himself impressed by the strength and experience he saw in their eyes.


  As Li Peng withdrew, facing Tsao Ch’un all the while, his head bowed low. Li Chao Ch’in stepped forward, welcoming Jiang Lei formally to his house. As he did so, Tsao Ch’un looked on silently, his black, hawk-like eyes taking in everything.


  Tsao Ch’un was, as Jiang had observed before, a small man. He had the look of a street fighter; of a man who had long lived off his wits to survive. Only standing there, surrounded by seven of the most impressive men on the planet, he nonetheless dominated the room. Was somehow more alive than they.


  Intelligent as he was, Tsao Ch’un was also brutal, elemental, visceral. Where others might have been measured and calculating, Tsao Ch’un was direct. He trusted his instincts and did what others would not have dared to do. Hence his success. Only he was no administrator. Others could consolidate what he had won. And those ‘others’ were the Seven.


  The formal welcome complete, Li Chao Ch’in stepped aside. Only then did Tsao Ch’un step forward and, standing before Jiang Lei, put out his right hand with its great black iron ring – token of his power – resting below the thick knuckle of the forefinger.


  At once Jiang Lei knelt, bowing his head, and took the offered ring, kissing it in fealty.


  ‘Jiang Lei,’ Tsao Ch’un said warmly, taking his arm and steering him towards the map, as if they were old friends. ‘We have been debating all morning how best to go about the task. The new campaign, I mean, against the North Americans. Tsu here thinks we should bomb them flat, as we did the Middle East, then wait for the radiation to die down. But I’m an impatient man. I can’t wait a hundred years for things to cool off. That said, a straightforward invasion might prove costly. It might easily lose us ten million men.’


  Tsao Ch’un paused and smiled. ‘The question is, Jiang Lei, how would you go about it?’


  Two hours later, Jiang stepped back, away from the map, conscious that the mood in the room had changed.


  Surprised as he’d been by Tsao Ch’un’s request, he had done as he’d been asked and given his considered answer to all the questions thrown at him. As Jiang turned to Tsao Ch’un again, he saw how the great man looked about him, meeting the eyes of his advisors one by one, each giving him a single nod.


  ‘Then it is done,’ he said, looking to Jiang once more. ‘You, Jiang Lei, will organize and lead the campaign.’


  Jiang stared back at him, shocked. He had, in that instant, been promoted to marshal.


  He fell to his knees, touching his forehead to the floor before Tsao Ch’un. ‘But Chieh Hsia… I am not a soldier. I am but a humble poet.’


  ‘That may be so,’ Tsao Ch’un answered him, grinning now and enjoying Jiang’s surprise, ‘but you will have guidance in the task. I am giving you an advisor.’


  Jiang Lei looked up, puzzled. Tsao Ch’un was clearly not talking of the Seven.


  ‘Shepherd,’ Tsao Ch’un said, then laughed, his laughter taken up by the others. ‘You will go and see him, Jiang Lei. He is expecting you. But first you will stay here for a day or two. Li Chao Ch’in needs to brief you. And besides, there are things I wish to discuss…’


  Jiang bowed again, but he was shocked. A mere hour ago he had been but an unimportant general. One of hundreds in Tsao Ch’un’s service. Now he was confidant to the Son of Heaven and leader of a campaign to conquer the territories of the old American empire. And it had happened in an instant.


  ‘Forgive me,’ he said, conscious of the others listening, ‘but why me?’


  Later that evening, finally alone with Tsao Ch’un, he got his answer.


  ‘I have had my eye on you for some while, Jiang Lei,’ he said, handing Jiang a large glass of the finest French brandy. ‘I have long been impressed by you… by your integrity and your staunch refusal to use your position for personal gain.’


  Tsao Ch’un raised his glass, saluting Jiang, then laughed. ‘You are by far my poorest general, Jiang Lei. But that is no criticism. On the contrary. Such a trait is almost unique among my servants, and there are many of them. Like the ancient Greek, Diogenes, I have been searching a long, fruitless time for an honest man. But now I have found one.’


  Jiang sipped from his glass, then nervously asked, ‘Are you sure I am up to such a task, Chieh Hsia?’


  The instinct to get up from his seat and abase himself was overpowering. Tsao Ch’un had insisted on informality, but to be informal with such a one as he… it was impossible. It was like being informal with Genghis Khan.


  Tsao Ch’un smiled, then drained his drink. ‘I have no doubt of it at all, Jiang Lei. In fact, it reassures me to have you in charge. But tell me… how many Banner armies will you need for the task?’


  Jiang thought a moment. ‘Ten… maybe fifteen?’


  ‘Then you shall have thirty.’


  Again Jiang Lei was astonished. A single Banner was half a million men. At a stroke Tsao Ch’un had put him in command of fifteen million troops. It was very different from the 10,000 he had commanded as a general.


  Jiang shook his head, then, aware that he had Tsao Ch’un’s ear, ‘And my family?’


  Those dark, bottomless eyes stared back at him.


  ‘You want them with you?’


  Jiang swallowed, then nodded.


  Tsao Ch’un studied him a moment, then smiled.


  ‘Then so it shall be.’


  Early that next morning, as the sun slowly edged its way above the distant peaks, a craft set down on the pad at Tongjiang. As its engines shut down and the door hissed open, a man in the uniform of a marshal stepped forward, out of the shadows.


  Seeing the stranger in his imposing outfit, Chun Hua and the two girls began to kneel and bow their heads. But even as they did so, the great man spoke, bidding them get to their feet again.


  At the sound of that voice, all three of them jerked their heads up, a look of sheer astonishment lighting their faces.


  ‘Jiang Lei?’ Chun Hua said, not sure whether she was dreaming.


  He stepped closer, catching her in his arms and lifting her up, embracing her, then setting her down as the girls crowded about him, tearful now.


  ‘My pretty darlings… gods how I’ve missed you…’


  From a window high above, Tsao Ch’un looked on coldly. It was a touching scene, if one were of that disposition. But he was not. He had not become great through sentiment. Even so, he felt a certain satisfaction at the sight. It was as he’d thought. Jiang Lei was steadfast in both loyalty and love.


  He spoke up, talking to someone in the shadows just beyond him.


  ‘Stay close to him, Hung. Be his shadow. I trust him… for now… but even those I’ve trusted have proved false, and power can corrupt a man… even a good man like Jiang Lei.’


  There was the briefest pause and then the shadows answered.


  ‘It shall be done.’
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