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  one


  ‘Now I must tell you of a wonderful sight. North of Six-hundred-li Lake, on Han River, lie the Twin Cities of Nancheng and Fouzhou, staring at one another across wide waters. A hundred years ago Prefect Fu Mu-ei was granted a vision of joining these two cities in a dream, though three whole li of flowing river divided them. Many doughty posts were driven into the riverbed and boulders piled round them to form resolute islands. By this means a Floating Bridge was constructed, with a roadway of planks laid across a hundred flat-bottomed boats, chained one to another. So the name Twin Cities is as apt as yin and yang.’


  from Dream Pool Essays by Shen Kua


  



  Nancheng, Central China. Summer 1266.


  Summer was seldom a pleasant time for Dr Shih. Monsoon and breathless heat encouraged all manner of disease, not least of the spirit. On humid nights the temporary oblivion of sleep often eluded him until dawn. So the persistent banging at his gate did not take him quite by surprise.


  He lay awake beside his wife, Cao, who always slept well.


  Tiny beads of sweat prickled his forehead and upper lip.


  Thoughts far from the city, far from agreeable, made amidnight summons oddly welcome. Besides, he was used to night callers, generally fetching him to attend a difficult birth –or death.


  He rose and hurried down a long, dark corridor to the medicine shop. From beneath a cheap woodcut print of the Yellow Emperor he took up a burning lamp and unbarred the door.


  The man before him wore a high official’s vermilion silk robes and was accompanied by lantern-bearing servants, as well as several soldiers leaning on tasselled halberds. Such callers were unusual in any part of town, but especially here.


  Dr Shih’s shop stood in Water Basin Ward, one of the city’s poorer districts. His wealthiest patients were artisans and their families. He bowed respectfully and waited for the official to speak.


  ‘Are you Yun Shih?’ demanded his visitor.


  He sensed movement behind him and turned to see Cao entering the room, her long hair in disarray. Alarm crossed her soft, plump face as she recognised the man’s uniform. Shih motioned her out of sight.


  ‘I am Yun Shih, sir,’ he said, sounding confident for Cao’s sake. He could sense her apprehension and felt enough of his own.


  Official eyes narrowed, looking him up and down.


  ‘You are a doctor?’


  ‘I believe so, sir.’


  Still the official did not seem satisfied.


  ‘You are younger than I expected.’


  Indeed Shih did appear younger than three decades deserved.


  There was something restless and youthful in the frank gaze of his gentle brown eyes. Yet his dark, straight eyebrows suggested an unusually determined nature.


  The official wiped his moist brow with a trailing silk sleeve.


  ‘May I assume I am not in trouble?’ asked Shih.


  The official shook his head.


  ‘His Excellency Wang Ting-bo requires you. Be ready soon.’


  Dr Shih flinched slightly, then turned to where his wife hovered behind the tall maple counter of their shop.



  ‘Go back to bed. I shall be home before dawn.’


  He knew she would sit up all night sipping cup after cup of tea, waiting for him to return to Apricot Corner Court.


  Once the apprentice, Chung, was roused and dressed, Dr Shih joined the official in the street. It was cooler out here than indoors.


  ‘Who is sick, sir?’ he asked.


  Raucous singing and clapping drifted across the canal from Ping’s Floating Oriole House. A group of neighbours, fanning themselves at a stall selling cordials, called out a polite greeting. The official silenced them with a haughty stare.


  ‘Your patient is Wang Ting-bo’s son,’ he said, quietly. ‘They say he is unlikely to outlive the dawn.’


  Dr Shih was glad Cao had not heard that. It hardly boded well to be summoned to a sick dragon’s bedside. Or even the only son of a dragon.


  Nancheng city stewed in its own amusements. Dense crowds slowed the small party hurrying through the night. On Vermilion Bird Way a night market was reaching its climax before the City Watchmen ordered all sober citizens to bed by beating the drum eight hundred times.


  Many had no intention of heeding the command. They passed stalls where the scents of fish fried with Sichuan spices pricked one’s nostrils; tea stalls surrounded by chess players; taverns raucous with fragile fellowship. Beggars and quick-handed urchins melted into the crowd at the sight of the stern official and his armed escort. Chung, Dr Shih’s portly apprentice, puffed along behind.


  They reached the foot of Peacock Hill, an ancient palace complex long ago converted into a warren of government bureaux and mansions for high officials. As Dr Shih climbed the hill he surveyed the Han River below, a full three li wide. A sickle moon illuminated the water. On the far shore layFouzhou, sister city to Nancheng, the two cities joined by a huge pontoon bridge constructed upon boats. Shih could see the lanterns of river-craft moving on the dark water like floating stars.


  Soldiers guarded the gatehouse of the Prefectural compound.


  On seeing the official they saluted and stepped aside.


  ‘Sir, what is the nature of the boy’s malady?’ asked Shih, trotting after his guide up a steep flight of marble steps. The official shrugged.


  ‘That is for you to determine.’


  Dr Shih wanted to ask why Wang Ting-bo had sent for him at all. He was a physician of low rank in the city, lacking even a degree from the Imperial Academy.


  ‘Are other doctors treating His Excellency’s son?’ he asked.


  The official seemed not to hear. They hurried through another gatehouse and a series of small courtyards. Shih had no time to admire the splendid pillars and gilt carvings, marble fountains or miniature gardens. They entered a large courtyard guarded by more soldiers leaning on their halberds. Servants scurried past with buckets of water. Moths and night-flies fluttered round lanterns.


  ‘Quick!’ beckoned the official.


  He opened a pair of bright red doors to reveal a well-lit chamber decorated with hunting scenes. A dozen men wearing fine silks muttered in small groups. Women could be heard weeping in a side chamber, their grief brittle and artificial. In his plain clothes, Dr Shih made an awkward addition to such company. Chung was visibly shaking.


  ‘Can these gentlemen really need your services, sir?’ he whispered, in wonder.


  Then the youth flushed, aware of the question’s insolence. Dr Shih smiled and shook his head.


  ‘His Excellency has packed the room with doctors so that if the boy dies one may say everything was done,’ he murmured.


  ‘There is the great Dr Du Mau himself. And over there hisshadow, Dr Fung. Let us make the best of it and consider ourselves honoured.’


  Dr Du Mau, a small gentleman in violet silks, noticed the newcomers and frowned. He inclined his head stiffly. Shih bowed quite low but evidently not low enough for Dr Du Mau, who exclaimed irritably: ‘What? Is one of the servants sick as well?’


  Several of his colleagues chuckled. It was well-known Dr Du Mau opposed allowing unqualified physicians into the guild as full members. Shih’s polite smile stiffened. An official clapped his hands and the room fell silent.


  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said. ‘You have all examined the patient, as well as the astrologer’s report. His Excellency wishes to confer with you. Please accompany me.’


  ‘Wait in the courtyard,’ Dr Shih instructed his apprentice.


  He thought it prudent to take a place at the very rear of the solemn group. This was a moment of high significance for the guild. Wang Ting-bo was the Pacification Commissioner for hundreds of li around, appointed to his noble position by the Son of Heaven himself. Moreover, if his son and heir died early, many calculations and plans for the future would be affected.


  So Dr Shih hardly blamed the good doctors for ignoring his existence – lowliness was infectious as foul air.


  The Hall of Obedient Rectitude had once been a throne room for the Kings of Chu. Dozens of fat candles illuminated the audience chamber; shadows floated across painted ceilings and walls. The assembly of doctors fell to their knees before two elegant wooden chairs. One contained the Pacification Commissioner wearing his most auspicious uniform, as though death was an ambassador he must over-awe. In the other sat his wife, a plain woman past what little beauty she had once possessed.


  The lady immediately gained Dr Shih’s sympathy, for her thick white make-up was stained with tears. She had a double reason for grief: if the boy died, her status as First Wife wouldperish with him. Any concubine who gave the Pacification Commissioner a male heir might supplant her – and Dr Shih had heard rumours he preferred one of his concubines to his official wife.


  Wang Ting-bo inspected the physicians. He seemed unsure what to say and blinked foolishly. Then he cleared his throat.


  ‘Lift your heads. I do not care to talk to your hats.’


  The doctors exchanged glances.


  ‘You have all seen the boy. What is to be done? And who among you is to do it? Dr Du Mau, you are the most senior man present. Explain yourself!’


  Shih became uncomfortably aware that the Pacification Commissioner’s wife was staring at him. Certainly he was out of place, though he could hardly be censured for it. Then he wondered if she was behind his absurd summons.


  ‘Your Excellency,’ said Dr Du Mau. ‘We are of one mind on the matter.’


  His colleagues nodded regretfully. There was great authority in Dr Du Mau’s tone.


  ‘Your heir is beyond the help of earthly medicine. His essential breaths are putrid. Yin and yang fiercely oppose each other. His blood is a whirlpool of contagion. This is a sad report to make, Your Excellency, but only Heaven’s intervention may save him now. I have prepared a list of suitable magicians and holy men well-skilled in such cases.’


  Wang Ting-bo sank back in his chair.


  ‘Beyond help,’ he muttered. ‘Dr Fung, surely you do not agree with Du Mau? And you, Dr Ku-ai? Surely something more may be attempted?’


  However, these gentlemen sighed regretfully.


  ‘Very well,’ said Wang Ting-bo, tears glistening in his eyes.


  Dr Shih rubbed his chin. The guild’s certainty that all was lost surprised him. But, of course, every physician encountered intractable cases. Then the Pacification Commissioner’s wife caught his eye. Her gaze was cold and fierce.


  ‘You at the back!’ she cried, shrilly. ‘You in blue robes! What do you say? You are Dr Yun Shih, are you not?’


  He trembled slightly that she knew his name. There was a rustling of silks as heads turned.


  ‘My Lady must forgive my stupidity,’ he replied. ‘I have not examined your son and so cannot comment.’


  The plain woman leaned sideways in her chair to address her husband.


  ‘Should not this one examine him as well?’


  There was a long silence in the room. Dr Du Mau coughed delicately.


  ‘My Lady, with the utmost respect, although this man is generous with his remedies for the poor, he can hardly be expected to affect a cure when so many distinguished colleagues have spoken. Besides, Dr Shih is used to common people and their maladies. Your son’s noble blood would be quite beyond him.’


  Shih lowered his gaze to the floor. Once, long ago, he had been addressed with respect as a lord’s son. This barely-retained memory, tinged with loss, coloured his cheeks.


  ‘Do not blame Dr Shih for being here, it is I who summoned him,’ said the Pacification Commissioner’s wife. ‘Husband, my maid told me this doctor cured her little brother of the dry coughing sickness – and many, many others in Water Basin Ward. She says he has a great way with sick children. I beg you, let him examine our son.’


  Dr Shih knew it was prudent to agree with Dr Du Mau but the insult he had suffered kept him silent. He was also curious what would happen next. Wang Ting-bo shifted uncomfortably.


  ‘We will consult Dr Du Mau’s list of priests and magicians,’


  he said in a peculiar, flat voice. ‘Only a fool opposes Heaven’s will.’


  ‘Husband, let Dr Shih see our son, at least!’


  Dr Du Mau coughed again.



  ‘Any further disturbance would endanger the boy’s essential breaths,’ he warned. ‘I’m sure Dr Shih concurs. Is that not so?’


  Du Mau fixed his junior colleague with a haughty stare.


  Perhaps Shih was tired of snubs, perhaps the heat made him irritable. Whatever the reason, he replied: ‘It never injured anyone to take their pulse.’


  There were sharp intakes of breath from his colleagues. At once he realised the gravity of his mistake. The slow closing of Dr Du Mau’s hooded eyelids hinted at a lifetime’s enmity.


  ‘There!’ cried the Pacification Commissioner’s wife. ‘What injury can it do?’


  His Excellency Wang Ting-bo nodded. Tears were back in his eyes. He brushed them away angrily.


  ‘Very well. But if harm befalls my son because of this. . . let Dr Shih beware! In the meantime Dr Du Mau must consult such magicians as he sees fit.’


  The great people rose and left the ancient throne room. Shih realised hostile eyes were watching him. He blinked at the flickering candles. An official touched his arm.


  ‘I will take you to the boy.’


  Shih walked through the assembled doctors and, one by one, they showed him their backs.


  *


  He was led to a splendid bedchamber where incense and heat fogged the air. A four-poster divan shrouded by silk curtains stood in the centre from which a child’s plaintive coughing could be heard. In each corner of the room crouched a uniformed servant. Stray lanterns emitted a feeble light, their flames rigid in the breathless air. Tables laid with delicacies stood beside the boy’s bed: roast meat and honey cakes, fruit glazed with sugar. Enough for a large household. Despite its splendour – or because of it – the chamber was a forbidding place.


  Shih felt a pang of disquiet for the little boy. When he treated the sick children of the poor, goodwill usually surrounded the child’s bed in the form of parents and uncles, aunts and grand-parents. This boy had been abandoned to the care of servants; his silk-curtained divan was an island drifting towards eternity.



  Shih turned to the nearest servant.


  ‘Your name, sir?’ he asked.


  The man had a long scar across his cheek and answered suspiciously: ‘We heard you were coming. I am Third Tutor Hu.’


  Clearly there was to be no sir for Dr Shih.


  ‘What is the boy’s pet name?’ he asked.


  Tutor Hu seemed surprised by the question.


  ‘We call him Little Tortoise. His official title is. . .’


  ‘Never mind it for now. Raise all the curtains, especially the southern window. Open them wide.’


  ‘That is not what the last doctor commanded,’ replied the Third Tutor. ‘He told us the incense must form a dense cloud if it is to trap favourable influences.’


  Shih smiled politely.


  ‘Then it seems I must do it myself.’


  He parted the southern shutters. The direction had been chosen carefully. Already he sensed an excess of yin in the room, whereas a south wind could only encourage much-needed yang.


  As fresh night air cut through the sweet fog of incense, barely audible sighs of relief came from the servants. Lanterns flickered and brightened all round the long room. Dr Shih approached the bed.


  A tall boy for his age, no more than seven years, Little Tortoise was curled up on a horsehair mattress, coughing as though his lungs would drown themselves. Dr Shih immediately recognised symptoms of the dry coughing sickness, a common ailment and one he had learned to counter in all its stages, for it was prevalent in Water Basin Ward where he lived.


  But it was not his way to rush to a diagnosis.


  He sat on the bed and smoothed the lad’s forehead, sticky with sweat. The perspiration on his fingers smelt of excess metal and water.



  ‘Little Tortoise,’ he said. ‘Can you look at me? I’ve come to make you better.’


  Large, anxious eyes regarded him for a moment, then stared into empty air. Shih sensed the boy often looked away from those who addressed him – whether from pride or shyness he could not say.


  ‘How old are you, Little Tortoise?’


  The boy trembled and Shih noted the extent of the shivering.


  ‘How old you are?’


  As the boy tried to speak, Shih bent forward, sniffing his breath. He caught the word ‘seven’.


  ‘What! You are the tallest boy of seven I ever met! We can make a big, tall boy like you better before you know it. Seven, eh? How remarkable.’


  While he talked, Shih took his own pulse, accustoming himself to the balances of yin and yang. Then he rested a practised finger on the boy’s three pulses, not thinking, heeding instinct.


  He immediately judged the state of the disease to be chronic.


  Yet the volume and strength of the pulse were not entirely hopeless. He tested both left and right wrist, breathing in time to the fluttering beneath his finger, noting how the boy gasped to inhale and exhale. A clear picture of the patient’s lungs formed – a mess of rotten and putrid elements, the bargain between the two undecided. He sensed a gathering crisis.


  Though he always tried to be hopeful, Dr Shih’s misgivings were dark.


  ‘Bring a lamp closer,’ he commanded Third Tutor Hu in a soft, distracted voice.


  Under the light, Dr Shih noted white predominating in the boy’s complexion, clearly indicative of yin. Set against that was the boy’s age. Seven denoted summer and the force of yang. He began to sense a possible cure. It must involve heat. The relevant element must be fire. Little Tortoise’s lungs weredrowning in their own humidity, which stood between yin and yang, just as sweet was the central flavour or kung, the cardinal musical note. He must ease the lad towards yang, while retaining those elements of yin likely to strengthen him.


  Dr Shih sniffed the wind. He had noted for several days that it blew from the west. This, too, must be counteracted. He suspected noxious air lay at the heart of the matter.


  Glancing round, he noticed an open doorway on the western side of the chamber and indicated to Tutor Hu it should be closed.


  Then Shih thought deeply, gently massaging the boy’s chest to comfort him. Above all, he felt surprised. Certainly there was a high possibility of death, a grave risk, but the case was not hopeless. Yet Dr Du Mau had stated no more could be attempted. Shih frowned at the only possible explanation – that because a cure was far from certain, Du Mau wished to avoid the Pacification Commissioner’s anger if the boy died. A fine strategy! Should Little Tortoise recover on his own, Dr Du Mau would be commended for advocating the intervention of holy men. Should he die, his judgement would be sadly confirmed. He could not lose either way. The only loser was Little Tortoise.


  His diagnosis complete, Dr Shih stood up and adjusted the silk sheets so they covered Little Tortoise up to the chest. The child blinked up at him and his shivering subsided a little.


  ‘The tallest boy of seven I ever met!’ exclaimed Shih, and he was rewarded with the flicker of a smile.


  Turning round, Shih discovered the Pacification Commissioner’s wife watching from the shadows. She had approached silently and he wondered how long she had been there.


  ‘Well?’ she asked, her eyes red from crying.


  Dr Shih knew he should say Dr Du Mau was right, that nothing more could be done. His whole future depended on such prudence. And he was about to say it, being no hero by nature, when his eye fell on the boy’s pale face. He hadseen that same look of longing for reassurance many times, as one longs for comfort from a parent. The knowledge that someone in this cruel, fickle world will nourish you, keep you safe.


  ‘There is no certain remedy for his illness,’ he said. ‘The pulse has a red appearance and the cough is obstinate. Without doubt, air has gathered in the boy’s heart, and he must not eat until it has been dispelled. The disease has come about through noxious air, we may be sure of that.’


  ‘How would you cure him?’ she asked, eagerly.


  ‘With fire,’ he said. ‘Water will always subjugate fire. In the process of quenching, Little Tortoise’s essential breaths might find a balance and then his qi will grow strong again.’


  The Pacification Commissioner’s wife abruptly swept from the room, banging the door behind her. Dr Shih looked at Third Tutor Hu in alarm.


  ‘She’s seeking Wang Ting-bo’s permission to let you try,’ said the man. ‘And why not?’ he added. ‘Why not, indeed?’


  Half an hour passed. Shih remained by the bedside, massaging the boy’s chest because the lungs are connected with the skin and rule over the heart. He was rewarded by gobbets of mucus when the lad coughed, but noted the secretion was black with stale blood. Too much yin, always with Little Tortoise, too much yin.


  He looked up as Wang Ting-bo entered the room, accompanied by his wife. The Pacification Commissioner seemed angry.


  ‘I hear you wish to attempt a cure,’ he said.


  His eyes avoided his perspiring son, yet were drawn to him against his will. Dr Shih rose and, to the amazement of the servants who were on their knees, led Wang Ting-bo to one side.


  ‘It is perhaps better if Little Tortoise did not hear us discussing him, sir,’ he whispered. ‘It might cause agitation. I will try my best to heal him, if that is your pleasure.’


  ‘My pleasure!’ Wang Ting-bo snorted. ‘I take no pleasure in any of this.’



  Dr Shih bowed respectfully.


  ‘I must tell you, young man, that Dr Du Mau has once more advised against further intervention. I do not know what to do.


  My wife argues for another attempt at a cure but she is a mother and a woman. One would expect that. I do not know what to do. Is that not strange?’


  As he spoke the boy coughed and wheezed.


  ‘Let me be frank, Your Excellency,’ said Shih. ‘Your son may die, indeed it is likely, I cannot pretend otherwise. Yet I have had success with the dry coughing sickness. . .’ He paused before adding, with a wisp of irony: ‘Among humble folk with humble lungs, admittedly.’


  Wang Ting-bo’s gaze was cold.


  ‘Do not fail,’ he said.


  ‘Your Excellency, I may fail,’ replied Shih, patiently. ‘As I have said . . .’


  ‘Do not!’ The Pacification Commissioner had turned red.


  ‘No one makes a monkey of me, young man!’


  He stalked from the room and Dr Shih remembered that the common people often referred to great officials as monkeys in high hats.


  Little Tortoise’s crisis was fast approaching. Under Shih’s orders the incense burners and tables laden with food were carried out. He insisted the mother sit beside her son, though she was reluctant. The lady’s expression indicated she considered herself very brave.


  Apprentice Chung had been sent back to the shop for the ingredients of a herbal draught useful in such cases, as well as the case of needles. But as the boy’s breath whooped and clutched for air, Shih knew there was little time left. They should have called him earlier; now he must resort to desperate measures.


  ‘I am afraid we must cause your son distress,’ he told themother. ‘You will hold both his hands firmly and fix your gaze on his face, saying reassuring things all the while.’


  She nodded miserably, then burst out: ‘There is an evil influence in my house, doctor! She is the cause of all this. But I shall make that fox-fairy trouble us no more! Doctor, I have forced a promise from my husband that if our son recovers he will send her away forever!’


  The Pacification Commissioner’s wife subsided into sniffling.


  Dr Shih frowned. This was hardly the occasion to air such grievances.


  ‘I will apply moxa to Little Tortoise’s back,’ he said. ‘By this means yang shall be restored and his qi stimulated.’


  Dr Shih rummaged in his bag and produced a wooden box decorated with fortunate spells. From this he took a cone of artemisia leaves, placing it on the exact point on the boy’s spine corresponding to the lungs. Taking a glowing taper he lit the dried leaves. They smouldered slowly. As the fire touched nerves, the boy cried out and Shih ordered Third Tutor Hu to hold him steady. Finally, Little Tortoise coughed up a great gobbet of green-black phlegm.


  ‘Good,’ muttered Dr Shih.


  He let the sobbing child rest for a while before applying moxa to another area of skin corresponding to the heart.


  Yet the boy was still slipping, his coughs ever more violent.


  He had reached a point of balance. Nothing more could be done until Chung arrived. Even then it would take half an hour to prepare the medicine.


  Dr Shih leapt up as his apprentice entered the room.


  ‘The ingredients,’ he said, eagerly. ‘I must have them at once.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said the youth, fearfully watching the Pacification Commissioner’s wife.


  ‘Pay attention to me, not Her Ladyship,’ commanded his master.


  ‘Sir, Madam Cao has already prepared the mixture! She heard on the street that the Pacification Commissioner’s sonhas the dry coughing sickness, so she knew what to do. Madam asked me to tell you that she followed your usual instructions exactly.’


  Dr Shih almost laughed with relief. There was so little time!


  And now Cao had anticipated him, as she always did.


  ‘Give it to me.’


  He propped up the boy and made him drink the mixture of herbs in one draught by holding his nose. The medicine took effect almost immediately, Little Tortoise lolling into a drugged doze. Shih knew he would sleep in this way for some time.


  After a while the boy’s mother grew restless and left the bedside to report back to her husband. ‘I have faith in you, Dr Shih,’ she whispered. ‘Save my poor boy!’ Third Tutor Hu held the door open for her as she hurried out.


  ‘Keep a close watch on Little Tortoise,’ Shih told the apprentice, once she had gone. ‘At the slightest change, send for me. I will be outside. I need to empty my head.’


  Dr Shih stepped out into a small garden adjoining the boy’s chamber and took a deep lungful of night air. Stars glittered above the Twin Cities. Dawn was only a few hours away and, with dawn, Little Tortoise would enter a more favourable time of day. Shih’s thoughts circled and tumbled. Had he considered everything? How would he know until it was too late? The boy’s breath was labouring frantically to fill his lungs and exhale, draw a little life into his lungs then breathe out again, lest he drown in his own mucus.


  Dr Shih realised he was no longer alone and turned to discover a man wearing splendid silks in the entranceway. He was sleek and handsome, a decade or so older than Shih.


  Unblinking brown eyes indicated a fierce will and much irony.


  Yet when the stranger spoke his tone was full of concern: ‘Ah, doctor! I have been sent to ascertain how the unfortunate child progresses.’


  Shih shook his head.


  ‘He is by no means safe,’ he said. ‘We will know soon enough.’



  ‘ By no means safe . . . I see.’


  The strange gentleman watched him intently and Shih’s discomfort grew.


  ‘You are a brave fellow,’ remarked the man with a narrow smile. ‘No doubt you are wondering why I call you that? Let me explain. Dr Du Mau says you have over-stepped yourself and his displeasure is sure to have consequences. And, of course, His Excellency will hardly welcome the fact that his heir’s condition has deteriorated. Probably due to your treatment. That is why, doctor, one might call you a brave fellow.’


  Dr Shih felt suitably unnerved.


  ‘Please inform His Excellency the disease is at a point of crisis,’ he said. ‘I shall know very soon whether my cure is effective.’


  ‘From your expression, I fear the worst,’ remarked the man.


  ‘It seems Dr Du Mau was right.’


  ‘I did not say that, sir,’ replied Shih.


  Now the strange gentleman smiled again.


  ‘You do not recognise me, do you?’ he said. ‘If you did you’d be on your knees. Yet I am sure the name of Wang Bai is familiar to you. Oh, now you know me! And I know you.


  Good night, Dr Yun Shih. No, don’t bother to kneel. It is rather late for that.’


  The man left as suddenly as he had come. Shih realised he had been conversing with the most powerful man in Nancheng after Wang Ting-bo. The Honourable Wang Bai was the Pacification Commissioner’s nephew and Second Heir. As the Prefect of the Twin Cities, Wang Bai was responsible for all civil concerns. Worse, Shih realised that neglecting to fall to his knees, as was proper before so high an official, was generally punishable by harsh strokes of the bamboo.


  Dr Shih sniffed the air. The breeze, little as it was, had turned to the east, yang’s foremost direction.


  Back at Little Tortoise’s divan, he found Chung drooping.


  ‘Is the breath more even?’ asked Shih.


  Chung yawned and shrugged.


  ‘I cannot be sure, Master.’


  ‘You must pay closer attention,’ chided Dr Shih, still unsettled by Wang Bai’s warning. ‘I will attend the patient until dawn. Make sure the case of needles is to hand. We may need them at short notice.’


  A gong in the palace was ringing the third hour of night when Little Tortoise awoke. At once he retched bile and phlegm into the bowl Shih held out. The doctor praised each foul-smelling globule of mucus, calling him a strong boy and making up silly rhymes about tortoises, so that the child laughed even at the height of his misery. Shih listened frequently to his little, heaving chest, afraid the draining was less than he had expected.


  The hour before dawn brought the final onset. Shih had prepared his needles in readiness and applied them at once. With each inhalation he inserted, twisted, and extracted in time to the next exhalation. Little Tortoise’s breathing was so uneven, a series of wild gasps, that Shih struggled to anticipate the out-breath.


  Then, almost unexpectedly, it was over. The boy’s breath grew more regular, chest rattle lessened. When Shih took the pulse it swelled with yang. As dawn brought soft light to the bedchamber Little Tortoise fell asleep and the doctor half-dozed beside him.


  Third Tutor Hu snuffed out all the lanterns except one and glanced severely at the other servants, who were struggling to stay awake.


  ‘Prepare a fine breakfast for Dr Shih and Apprentice Chung,’


  whispered the Third Tutor. ‘A breakfast worthy of a prince.’


  Day took possession of the room. Shih slept lightly, dreaming of his twin brother, Guang, in far off Wei Valley. As ever when he imagined Guang, emotions contended – just as the shadows of leaves dance in bright sunlight, alternating betweendark and light. Yet this time a greater darkness seemed to swallow Guang whole, extinguishing all his brightness, and Shih cried out in fear. Then his dream turned to Cao, sipping tea in their shop at dawn, awaiting his return to Apricot Corner Court, her thoughts reaching out to embrace him so that he felt comforted and dreamed no more.


  Little Tortoise curled himself into a tight ball beneath the silk sheets, his burned and punctured body gaining strength with each dear breath.


  *


  Dr Shih woke with a start. Light reached through the open windows of Little Tortoise’s bedchamber. A faint breeze was still blowing from the east, trailing scents of morning. Birds twittered and flitted around the eaves of the Pacification Commissioner’s mansion.


  His eyes instinctively sought unwelcome signs in his patient, but Little Tortoise slept as babies sleep, small fingers clenched, breath bubbly with life. Dr Shih detected a faint rattle of lungs, nothing much, only what one might expect.


  He rose and was surprised to find Third Tutor Hu still crouching in his corner, watching intently. The other servants were asleep. Even for those accustomed to dutiful waiting, it had been a long night.


  ‘Do you have a message for His Excellency? Or Honoured First Wife?’ asked Third Tutor Hu.


  ‘Tell them their son is recovering rapidly. One should never underestimate how the young bend and spring back.’


  ‘Like green bamboo,’ added Tutor Hu, smiling faintly.


  Dr Shih bowed in acknowledgement, for the words came from one of his Great-grandfather Yun Cai’s most famous poems, the long one about the lotus.


  The servant left and Dr Yun Shih stepped outside into the enclosed garden. He listened to the sounds of the palace – a drone of gossip as two servants passed down an adjoiningcorridor believing themselves unheard. A vague hum from the city surrounding Peacock Hill.


  Then he was disturbed by two voices arguing in a nearby apartment. Their words were indistinct; not so the fierceness on either side. The voices belonged to the Pacification Commissioner and his wife. Shih felt an irrational, childish desire to hide and remembered his father and mother arguing bitterly one rainy, monsoon afternoon when he was Little Tortoise’s age. At once he felt dejected and weary. Third Tutor Hu stepped into the garden.


  ‘Doctor! You look faint, sir! You must eat.’


  The servants were bringing in breakfast. Shih watched in amazement as dozens of delicate green bowls with an exquisitely distressed glaze were laid out: rice-balls flavoured with sesame and anise; strips of roasted pork wrapped in wafers; piquant prawns fried in batter; cups of the weak wine known in the city as dawn-dew, and more of the stronger brew called dusk-dew.


  As he ate, Dr Shih’s mood lifted. Still he kept an eye on the boy. Surely he had earned an absurd fee – and not just from the Pacification Commissioner! That was the least of it. Word would circulate how he had healed the great Wang Ting-bo’s son. Patients would besiege his humble shop in Apricot Corner Court. With the better sort, he could double – no, triple his usual fee.


  If only Cao were here now, to witness this moment! He would buy her new silks and lacquered furniture to replace all that had been scuffed and dulled by years of hardship. Oddly, the prospect of her pleasure made him restless. Soon his thoughts drifted another way.


  It seemed he had also made an enemy of Dr Du Mau. The Pacification Commissioner’s own nephew had said as much. As head of the guild Du Mau possessed a great capacity for mischief.


  Dr Shih had laboured over many years to establish a Relief Bureau intended to assist the destitute and those withoutfamily. In return he received a pittance from the city authorities and Cao sometimes complained his work there kept them as poor as the patients. Shih’s fear was that Dr Du Mau might seek to appoint someone else to manage the Relief Bureau, a prospect he could not bear.


  Still he ate the delicacies set before him, making sure Chung received a share. The lad was determined to taste every dish –a banquet like this was worth a thousand boasts among the other apprentices in Water Basin Ward.


  Third Tutor Hu was gone a long while. He returned with the Pacification Commissioner and his wife, accompanied by a dozen secretaries and officials. Among them was Wang Ting-bo’s handsome nephew, Wang Bai.


  At the sight of Little Tortoise, the couple’s stern expressions melted. Husband and wife tentatively approached the bedside.


  Shih noticed their hands touch as they gazed down at their son.


  Tears were back in Wang Ting-bo’s eyes. He reached out and brushed the boy’s forehead, marvelling at its coolness. The Pacification Commissioner’s wife also bent over the boy and then looked up to smile at Dr Shih with fierce gratitude.


  ‘Doctor,’ said Wang Ting-bo softly, so as not to wake the boy. ‘Do appearances tell lies?’


  Dr Shih bowed respectfully.


  ‘I think we might call Little Tortoise safe, Your Excellency,’he said. ‘From this malady at least. Though, as the proverb says, one step at a time is good walking.’


  Wang Ting-bo nodded stiffly.


  ‘Perhaps I had too little faith in you. In my position one is confronted by so many incompetent and self-seeking men. . .


  You will receive an auspicious reward.’


  ‘When your son wakes and eats an appropriate meal, I shall feel myself rewarded,’ said Shih. ‘It is crucial the boy is not stuffed with too much rich food.’ He added hastily: ‘Your Excellency.’


  The Pacification Commissioner chuckled.


  ‘What is your name again, doctor?’



  ‘Yun Shih, sir.’


  ‘Good. Carry on.’


  As they left he noticed the Pacification Commissioner’s wife whispering urgently to her husband, who silenced her with a curt gesture. Wang Bai was the last of the great people to leave.


  He stepped to the bedside and examined Little Tortoise coldly for a moment. The boy murmured anxiously in his sleep.


  ‘Ah,’ he said, looking over at Dr Shih. ‘Do not forget our little conversation.’


  Then he strolled out after his noble uncle.


  While Shih waited for Little Tortoise to awake, Third Tutor Hu slipped from the room. An hour later he was back, looking troubled.


  ‘Dr Shih,’ he said. ‘May I speak with you alone?’


  Tutor Hu led him to the garden and they sat on a long bench.


  The sun was beyond its zenith. Shih was glad of the warmth on his face.


  ‘I must tell you,’ said Hu. ‘That an embassy from the Physician’s Guild has begged yet another audience with His Excellency. Dr Du Mau, in particular, is most vexed. He claims that under his instructions magicians were busy all night and that their spells are the only reason for the boy’s recovery.


  He is concerned your meddling will undo his good work.’


  ‘Dr Du Mau is claiming to have cured Little Tortoise?’


  ‘His Excellency sent him away curtly. Indeed I do not think Dr Du Mau will be returning to Peacock Hill. All his fees here are at an end. I wish you to know this, so you might be prepared.’


  Shih sighed.


  ‘His anger will pass. He has many other patients.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ replied Tutor Hu. ‘I must also tell you that others are displeased by the boy’s recovery. You know Little Tortoise is His Excellency’s heir?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘If he had died, the new heir would have been Wang Bai, as His Excellency’s nephew. You should know this as well. Wang Bai’s wife is distantly connected to Dr Du Mau by marriage and the Du clan own much property in Fouzhou. So you see, there is more to this than meets the eye. If Wang Bai had become heir, it would have enhanced the Du clan’s position inestimably.’



  Dr Shih concealed his hands in his sleeves.


  ‘I am a simple man. What has any of this to do with me?’


  ‘Surely that is obvious,’ said Tutor Hu, severely.


  Weariness crept through Shih. His deepest longing was to be back home, away from Peacock Hill.


  ‘Since we speak in confidence,’ he said. ‘This morning I overheard the Pacification Commissioner and his wife arguing.’


  Third Tutor Hu regarded him shrewdly.


  ‘When a man like His Excellency reaches the end of middle age, he becomes susceptible to influences. You see, good doctor, our household is not a happy one. And all for the sake of a mere woman!’


  He nodded significantly and leaned a little closer, so that Dr Shih smelt onion on his breath.


  ‘The Pacification Commissioner has grown too fond of his concubine, Lu Ying, and surely she is a remarkable girl. But she is foolish. Not only has Lu Ying offended His Excellency’s wife, but she argued against some advice of Wang Bai, who is not a man to forgive opposition. I fear our household will never be at peace while Lu Ying holds her current station.’


  ‘If Little Tortoise had died,’ said Shih. ‘This concubine might have provided the Pacification Commissioner with another heir. After all, his official wife is almost past child-bearing age.’


  ‘I see you understand politics,’ observed Third Tutor Hu. ‘I have told you these things as a warning. The rest is up to you.’


  It was late afternoon. Shih stood beside the sick child’s divan, watching him eat wheat cakes and shreds of roast duck, dipped in a vinegary sauce, all conducive to yang. Shih was surprised by the boy’s appetite.


  ‘Well, Little Tortoise,’ he said. ‘Are you feeling stronger?’



  The boy examined him coldly. There was much of the father in the son’s haughty demeanour. Yet he was still a child, un -


  corrupted by the excesses of flattery and ambition, and his grave expression melted into a sudden giggle.


  ‘You made up a rhyme about my name when I was sick. That was funny!’


  ‘Yes, it was. But now I have a riddle for you.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘My back is a shield,’ said Shih. ‘But I walk slowly. What am I?’


  ‘Why, a tortoise, of course,’ replied the boy, scornfully.


  ‘But you are a little tortoise! Well then, let’s see if you can walk slowly.’


  He helped the boy upright. The servants stirred anxiously.


  ‘You can,’ said Shih, gently.


  Holding Little Tortoise’s arm, they walked up and down, until the boy grew tired. Third Tutor Hu joyfully clapped his hands three times.


  *


  At dusk Dr Shih found himself on his knees before the Pacification Commissioner of Nancheng Province. He had expected Wang Ting-bo to be happy but the great man’s face bore an ugly flush. As always, his nephew Wang Bai stood silently to one side.


  ‘Ah, Dr Shih,’ said Wang Ting-bo. ‘I hear from Third Tutor Hu that our son is walking round his chamber.’


  ‘He is, Your Excellency.’


  ‘I am grateful to you,’ he said, glancing at his wife. ‘You have brought a painful episode to a close and now we can return to normal. I shall offer thanks at the ancestral altar and everything shall be exactly as it was before.’


  Shih stayed on his knees. He sensed the great people in the room were too preoccupied by matters of their own to notice him.


  The Pacification Commissioner’s wife said quickly:



  ‘Husband, may I remind you that all cannot return to its former condition. What of the girl? You promised before the tablet of your father that if our son lived, she would be sent away as a sacrifice to Heaven. Let it be done at once or the Jade Emperor will surely punish us.’


  Wang Ting-bo shook his head.


  ‘She can hardly be blamed for noxious air leading to a common disease,’ he replied.


  An uncomfortable silence settled. The Pacification Commissioner’s nephew stepped forward.


  ‘Honoured Uncle, hear me out,’ he said. ‘Examine the matter clearly, I beg you. In any case, you have already decided. All that remains is for you to tell us how she should be sent away.


  You have concluded Lu Ying is a source of great disquiet in your household and we all honour your judgement. That is one thing. For the sake of the girl’s feelings, do not prolong her uncertainty. Send her away at once! She may then accustom herself to her changed situation all the sooner.’


  Wang Ting-bo squeezed the arms of his chair.


  ‘It is true that I spoke rash words, fearing for my son’s life, but that does not mean. . .’


  ‘Of course, Uncle!’ urged Wang Bai. ‘Of course your oath has no less validity. I return to the issue at hand. Where is she to be sent?’


  Wang Ting-bo’s eyes flicked to a side door. Dr Shih sensed the girl in question was standing behind it, listening as her fate was thrown back and forth like a wooden ball.


  ‘You know she has no family to return to,’ said the Pacification Commissioner. ‘She is an orphan. Perhaps I should give her a small mansion adjoining Peacock Hill.’


  Wang Ting-bo’s wife and nephew exchanged hurried glances.


  ‘I fear that might give the wrong impression,’ said Wang Bai.


  ‘Your solemn oath was to send her away forever.’


  Dr Shih crouched silently on the audience chamber floor. He was not the only one in this awkward position. Third Tutor Huknelt beside him, as did an astrologer and various intimate household officials. If only they would dismiss him to the comforts of Apricot Corner Court! He became aware Wang Bai’s glance had fallen on him. A thoughtful look crossed the sleek Prefect’s face.


  ‘Honoured Uncle,’ he said. ‘She should be sent into the care of a kind man, a good man, who will treat her as she deserves.’


  ‘That is one solution,’ conceded Wang Ting-bo.


  ‘I know just such a man,’ said Wang Bai. ‘Everyone would applaud your noble wisdom. The Twin Cities will ring with your praise!’


  Wang Ting-bo shifted in his chair uncomfortably.


  ‘I suppose that would be the best thing. But where could one find such an unfortunate fellow? In any case, is it really necessary?’


  ‘Think of it,’ continued his nephew, as though musing aloud.


  ‘The girl is of lowly origin. It might confuse her to enter another noble household after living here. If nothing else, people would gossip that she preferred her new master to the old. That is unthinkable.’


  ‘Someone respectable then,’ said Wang Ting-bo. ‘But not too high. Perhaps I will keep her here and never see her.’


  He was like a fish flapping on the hook. Dr Shih kept his eyes downcast. When the powerful grow distressed they often seek relief in punishment.


  ‘I know just the person,’ said Wang Bai. ‘I beg you to trust my judgement, Uncle. Heaven itself has arranged his presence here. Who better than the saviour of your son? I mean, Dr Yun Shih.’


  There was a shocked silence in the room. Wang Ting-bo examined the kneeling doctor.


  ‘You mock me,’ he said, angrily. ‘From me to him. That is not possible.’


  ‘Husband,’ said the Pacification Commissioner’s wife, genuinely distressed. ‘Dr Shih saved our son. . . If nothing else,think of the expense for him! Lu Ying’s wardrobe alone would bankrupt a small town.’


  Wang Bai held up a long finger. His well-proportioned mouth puckered with concern.


  ‘I must disagree, Honoured Aunty,’ he said. ‘Dr Shih deserves a great reward for saving His Excellency’s heir. I, for one, cannot imagine a greater honour. Besides, I have been informed by Dr Du Mau that Dr Shih’s wife is barren. And he is not of high birth, so no comparison with the Pacification Commissioner is possible. Most important of all, he is assuredly kind and patient.’


  Dr Shih looked in amazement between the aristocrats. What exactly were they proposing? He could barely follow their argument.


  ‘I will not allow it.’ spluttered Wang Ting-bo.


  Wang Bai shook his head sadly.


  ‘Then I tremble, sir. To have made so public an oath to Heaven . . . I know your feelings for the girl, but honour is as brittle as the petals of a frozen rose! And your enemies at the Imperial court are full of spite. They will seize on anything.’


  The Pacification Commissioner stared at the floor miserably.


  ‘I must not risk my honour,’ he said.


  ‘Whereas your inner struggle is a sign of great integrity,’


  added Wang Bai, smoothly. ‘Everyone will know you put duty before inclination.’


  All eyes were on the Pacification Commissioner. His Excellency glanced at Shih with suspicion and outrage.


  ‘Very well,’ he said, finally. ‘Let it be as you advise.’


  An involuntary gasp of surprise escaped from many of his servants. He turned to face the tablets on the wall depicting his ancestors, thereby indicating he had nothing further to add.


  Wang Bai blinked rapidly, then looked grave and solemn.


  Still Dr Shih dared not speak. Did they expect him to maintain the girl as a guest? Yet they had talked about conceiving a child. Was she to be his concubine, then? In either case, who would pay for her clothes and perfumes, the other necessities ofa fine lady? It was all nonsense, and he waited for his chance to refuse the great honour they offered.


  ‘Bring us Lu Ying,’ ordered Wang Bai hurriedly, before the Pacification Commissioner could change his mind. A servant returned with a slim young lady of exceptional beauty. Her silks glowed in the soft light of dusk, the corals in her hairpins caught the declining sun. Her oval face was perfect in its symmetry. Her bound feet, though a little large, were alluring enough to attract the attention of any man. Indeed, Dr Shih found himself gazing at them, then at her perfect figure. He had never seen such a woman. More striking still were her eyes of willow green, flecked with amber, copper and gold. There was something dangerous about such beauty, reminiscent of the madness for a concubine that had brought down Emperors and entire dynasties.


  In that moment of astonishment Shih lost his opportunity to protest against Wang Ting-bo’s reward, for His Excellency rose from his chair and rapidly left the room. Casting a mournful look of apology at the saviour of her son, his wife followed.


  Once they had gone, Wang Bai addressed the young woman sharply.


  ‘Lu Ying, His Excellency has determined that you must accompany this man to his home and pleasure him in any way he requires. Your concubinage here is ended.’


  The girl moaned, her hand flying to her mouth.


  ‘I take it you agree to His Excellency’s decision,’ said Wang Bai. ‘Of course you do. You can hardly refuse.’


  Lu Ying bowed her head in assent. She seemed about to speak but thought better of it.


  ‘By the way, Dr Shih,’ said Wang Bai with a smile. ‘Knowing Lu Ying as I do, I am quite certain your reward will bring nothing but joy. Rest assured, suitable financial arrangements shall be made. A small monthly stipend for food and other necessities. As for luxuries, well, you must hope Lu Ying decides all her former extravagances are at an end.’


  Still smiling, Wang Bai strolled from the room. Dr Shih wasleft on his knees, staring at the beautiful girl beside him. She did not notice. For her, he hardly existed. He became aware of a disturbing fragrance in the air and realised it came from her person – a musk, deep and beguiling. He quite forgot Cao waiting for his return to Apricot Corner Court. He even forgot his twin brother, Guang, facing Heaven’s judgement in Wei Valley hundreds of li to the west – in lands occupied by the Mongol invaders.


  



  


  



  two


  ‘All reasonable men agree Heaven has surrendered the entire world into the Great Khubilai Khan’s keeping. All that is below Heaven belongs to him – and those he appoints to rule on his behalf. . .’


  from Court Memoranda by Yeh-lu Ch’u-tso


  Wei Valley, Western China. Summer 1266.


  Yun Guang entered Wei as the first light of dawn filtered through the mountains. The valley was strangely deserted, no peasants about the lord’s business as one might expect. Even the gibbons were quiet. He reached his hiding place, a cave on a hillside above the thatched rooftops of the village, just as the first people below began to stir.


  The cave was a haunt from childhood. Here he had fled Father’s moods, crawling beneath an overhanging boulder bearded with moss and lichen. Beyond lay a low-roofed, narrow space lit by cracks in the stone, reeking of damp earth and mould. Once, only ten years old, he had experimented with tinder and candles, singeing his hand to test how much pain he could endure. Then he had tried to melt the stone – his first lesson: that fire cannot consume everything.


  From the cave one could spy on the village like an Immortal, seeing while safely unseen. What he saw as the light thickened brought no pleasure.



  The reports were true. Wei Village and its surrounding fields, laboriously reclaimed from forest and hillside, were being transformed. The sunny side of the valley had been set aside as pasture for the enemy’s herds of horses. How quickly the patient work of a dozen generations could revert to waste!


  As the sun climbed he witnessed more changes. On fields of millet turned over to coarse grass, they had constructed a dozen circular tents, swarming with women and children, as well as tethered beasts – ewes, long-horned buffalo, goats, even a few camels. Guang imagined the barbarians’ breakfast of rancid sheep milk and barely-cooked meat. These were creatures who despised the five virtuous grains.


  Gradually men emerged bare-chested from the tents. It was rumoured that monsoon weather discomforted their kind. Let them sweat! Nevertheless, they found enough energy to gallop up and down, loosing arrows at wooden posts and cheering whenever they hit. A few villagers also applauded and this grieved the man watching from the hillside.


  It was three years since the Mongols had seized Wei Valley, killing Guang’s parents, occupying Three-Step-House, his ancestral home. After the death of his father, Lord Yun, a Mongol commander had been granted the Lordship of Wei Valley by the Great Khan. Yet Guang had devised a way to inspect what belonged to his family by perpetual right and, above all, to visit the shrine of his ancestors. Surely Heaven favoured such an enterprise. The constant flutter in his gut was not fear, merely a reminder he must be cautious. The Mongols would seize him if he failed, dragging him behind their horses.


  Then their triumph over his family would be complete.


  Later that morning a fat warrior rode into the village on his shaggy pony, dragging two prisoners behind, their arms and necks bound by ropes and branches shaped into yokes. Formerneighbours for all Guang knew. Certainly their clothes suggested quality.


  Guang turned his attention to the village. Most of the low houses seemed intact, smoke rising from the hearths. Scores of peasants were at work in the remaining fields, tilling or tending the irrigation wheels. On the far side of the valley above the village, Three-Step-House stood as always, its elegance un-diminished. This was the hardest sight, proof of right turned wrong. He examined the distant figures of servants and tried to identify them. They were too far away, in time as well as distance.


  No one disturbed him in the tiny cave as the hours passed.


  When he awoke, he ate the last of his rice-cakes and checked his equipment. Cautiously, before darkness fell he struck flint and tinder, aware how sound travelled in strange ways through the valley. Then he lit a small fire-pot attached to his belt.


  Taking his monk’s staff, part of an elaborate disguise that had served him well on his journey through the occupied lands, he attached an iron cylinder to the end of the bamboo pole, binding it with twisted cords of hemp.


  Scents of evening entered the cave. Birdsong faded.


  Unexpectedly the valley’s monkeys, silent all day, began to cavort and scream. He took it as a favourable omen. Sliding his pack and staff through the overhanging entrance to the cave, he wriggled out, emerging on the ridge above Wei.


  Fires glowed round the cluster of tents, but the village itself was silent beneath its curfew. There had been no curfew when Father was Lord. Surely that time would come again! Guang’s enterprise at the shrine could only bring it closer. Heaven loved the filial, and the scroll in his pouch was a crossbow loaded with piety. He padded into the night, a shadow moving between pine and pawlonia trees and stands of rustling bamboo.


  *


  Crossing the valley proved simple. Perhaps too simple. Were they were waiting for him to reveal himself? One could take nochances with demons. It was well-known their shamans used human bones and spells to detect enemies. Yet finding the old, familiar paths proved easy. He circled round Three-Step-House where fires flickered in the courtyard and drunken men squatted and jabbered, stealing through the darkness to a grove on the hillside above the house.


  Silence of night, glow of fire-flies. Heaven’s constellations lent significance to every movement. His had been a harsh, disappointed life, yet now Guang felt powerful as though destiny guided his steps.


  In this mood he found the ancestral shrine built by Great-great-grandfather – a famous hero of the struggles against the Kin barbarians a century earlier – to celebrate his ennoblement.


  Here Great-grandfather Yun Cai also rested, a poet still honoured throughout the Empire though sixty years dead.


  After him little glory had been added to the Yun family name.


  He remembered Grandfather as a shrewd but kindly man, well-respected by the peasants.


  As for Father. . . Lord Yun had been woven from a coarser yarn. For all the old man’s failings, it still sickened Guang to think he did not sleep among their ancestors. No one knew where the old man’s bones lay.


  After the first exhilaration of arrival he examined the shrine.


  Grass grew high round the walls and the door hung askew on its hinges. Broad leaves from the pawlonia trees and old pine needles littered the flat roof. Something glinted in the starlight and he stooped. A sliver of carved jade, broken but recognisable: the tablet of Great-grandfather’s daughter, Little Peony, who had died long ago in infancy. The Mongols had defiled her spirit’s eternal resting place for a little sport. Unaccustomed tears clouded his eyes. How low his family had fallen! They had been debased. Anger confused shame and guilt. Yet he had a remedy.


  Pushing aside the broken door to the shrine he bowed and entered.


  The darkness was absolute. Here past and future met. Hecould not bear such darkness. Fumbling in his pack, he found a candle and lit it from the fire-pot at his belt. He leant his staff against the wall, well away from the flame. The low room danced with uncertain light.


  A survey of the Yun clan’s mausoleum made Guang’s breath hiss. The heart of all he was, all he might ever be, had been despoiled! The tablets of the dead lay in shards on the damp earth. Beside them lay dried-out human excrement.


  The candle flickered. Trembling, he extracted the scroll from his pouch and unrolled it in the dim light. Here was why he had undertaken this terrible journey, the weeks of fear as he travelled on foot from town to town through lands still stricken by war. Once he had been forced to hide amidst the submerged shoots of a paddy field, only his nose and mouth above water while a Mongol patrol searched for him, prodding the water with lances and sticks.


  Guang lifted the candle and closed his eyes, remembering far away Nancheng.


  Four months earlier a different candle had flickered in his twin brother’s medicine shop. It revealed two unusually tall men, almost identical in appearance except that one was slim and delicate, the other swollen with muscle. One possessed an officer’s tufty beard and extravagant long hair while his counter part was clean-shaven. This slim man wore a doctor’s robes.


  The other’s faded silks were cut in a military style.


  It had been midnight. Empty flasks of cheap wine stood on the table between them, arranged into a neat lotus pattern by Shih. They were wild with wine, beyond all sense. At least, one of them had been.


  ‘We should deliver a letter to our ancestors, asking for guidance!’ Guang had roared at Shih. ‘Everyone is doing it!


  Now Father is dead we have no one to intercede on our behalf with Heaven. They say such a letter should be read aloud to the tablets of one’s ancestors. Ensign Liu did it last month. He was promoted within days!’


  Shih sipped his wine.



  ‘Of course that is impossible for us,’ he had replied, patiently. ‘Our ancestral shrine lies deep within lands held by the enemy.’


  ‘Impossible? Nothing is impossible for a man of spirit! I’ll do it myself. My present commission is ended. Why shouldn’t I?’


  Shih had smiled.


  ‘Because a hundred thousand Mongols stand between you and Wei Valley.’


  ‘By my honour, Shih, write this letter and I’ll deliver it! That is my oath. I will prove to Father’s ghost that I am worthy.’


  ‘We should sleep and hope the Jade Emperor forgets your rash words.’


  ‘No, I swear! What should such a letter say?’


  Then his brother had laughed as though at a bitter joke and declared: ‘Let us ask Heaven why it chose to deny Father’s heir his inheritance.’


  ‘Fetch paper!’ cried Guang. ‘As Eldest Son I desire my inheritance above everything. Write it down.’


  ‘You are drunk.’


  ‘Write it down, I say!’


  Finally Shih had mixed ink and taken up a brush, not expecting what would follow. Guang hated to judge his only brother harshly, but as an officer he had learned it was dangerous to flinch from painful truths concerning a subordinate’s character.


  And though he found much kindness in his twin brother, there was something irresolute about Shih, some inner weakness Guang could not name, yet distrusted.


  As dawn crept through the silent streets of Nancheng, brushing closed eyelids and paper curtains, slipping through the windows of Dr Shih’s surgery, the letter urging their ancestors to restore the Yun clan’s lost prosperity was completed.


  ‘This is a poor drinking game,’ said Shih, laying aside his brush. ‘We would have done better to compose verses.’


  But the letter had been written. Even when drunk, Shih’s writing was eloquent and precise.


  ‘I will deliver this to Wei Valley personally,’ Guang had vowed. ‘Then they will take notice!’



  ‘Go to bed,’ urged Shih.


  ‘I have given my oath,’ he declared, half-afraid of its enormity. ‘For Father’s sake.’


  Then Shih had shocked him.


  ‘Our letter is addressed to empty air,’ he said, so very sadly and quietly that Guang had not known how to reply. ‘Father wasn’t worth your oath. If you want guidance, step outside and pour a bucket of cold water over your head.’


  Guang’s thoughts swam with wine. How dare Shih tell him what to do? Authority from a younger brother bordered on insolence. If he chose, as family head, he could force his younger brother to kneel before him – that was the law. Yet anger swirled into quite another mood. He felt like weeping.


  All he wanted was that Shih, so long estranged, so stupidly a stranger, should love him and forget the folly that had kept them apart most of their lives.


  So, as a joke, Guang had followed Shih’s advice, pouring not one but ten buckets of water over his head until the occupants of Apricot Corner Court laughed and cheered him on. Even Cao forgave him for keeping her husband awake all night with his rumpus. Yet he had remembered his vow. A reckless desire to prove himself better than other men lent him purpose.


  ‘Do not be so foolish!’ urged Shih, over and over. ‘If the Mongols capture you, they will surely execute you as a spy.


  Father would weep to see his favourite son killed.’


  Guang had ignored the warning. He enjoyed preparing for his journey to the West, devising tools to deceive the enemy, boasting to friends in the taverns of Nancheng of the honour he would win. After so many boasts there could be no turning back.


  Now, in the mausoleum of his ancestors, Guang unrolled the scroll with trembling hands. Suddenly he felt foolish. Surely Shih was right: silence would greet their message to the dead.


  Yet the darkness was full of watchful eyes, he could sense them.



  And they were waiting. Clearing his throat, he peered at the characters on the scroll, illumined by the flickering candlelight.


  ‘I, Yun Guang, head of our clan, bring you most respectful greetings, so that you might report our welfare to the Jade Emperor’s secretary.’


  Nothing stirred. No sign he was heard. He cleared his throat again.


  ‘Although our home has fallen to the barbarians, we still strive to emulate your illustrious example. We beg forgiveness that we have no sons. Did you benefit from our sacrifices for your souls over the last year? We fear that because they took place so far from Wei, they are ineffectual. Did you come to take the offerings we made at morning and evening on the first and fifteenth days of each month? If they displeased you, we beg forgiveness.’


  He paused. Listened. It occurred to him that any enemies on the prowl outside must hear his droning voice.


  ‘Honoured ancestors, I come to the purpose of this letter. We supplicate that you assist your family still alive in the Middle Kingdom. Let me, Yun Guang, gain the promotion merited by my labours in the Emperor’s service. Arrange a fresh commission for me, I beg you, by interceding with the ancestral spirits of those who promote and demote. Your other descendent, Yun Shih, asks only for sons so the family rites may continue, or failing that, a daughter. If you agree to these requests, we entreat that you show your goodwill without delay.’


  He lowered the letter, rolled it tightly, and placed it solemnly in an alcove choked by cobwebs. Then he waited for a sign. His heart beat anxiously. Oh, they had heard him, he was sure of it! Why did they not speak? Had he risked his life for no reward? Moments lengthened. The look of deference he had worn while reading the letter hardened into a frown, then an ugly scowl. So this was their verdict! That he and Shih were unworthy. Well, they were wrong, a thousand times wrong!


  Guang drew himself up proudly as he had before hostile superiors when opposing their decisions.



  ‘You are fools to scorn us!’ he said, haughtily. ‘We are your only hope.’


  Then he froze. Instinctively snuffed the candle. There were voices outside. Groping in the dark, he reached out for his thick bamboo staff and held it tight, listening to the night.


  *


  One of the voices was drunk, slurring words in a barbarous language. The other, a girl with a Wei accent, protested fearfully.


  ‘No! Please, not here!’


  So this was his ancestors’ reply: a reminder of their wretched shame. Abruptly, his mood became cruel and cold. He restrained an urge to dash outside and set about them. It was clear from the girl’s cries and the Mongol’s chuckling grunts what was going on. As he waited in the dark Guang’s mouth twitched like a cat’s tail.


  Now he could hear heavy, laboured breaths. The wall of the mausoleum received rhythmic thuds, mirrored by the girl’s squeals. Dust drifted from the ceiling. Guang knew that he should wait until they went away. That was the safest thing.


  Instead, as the thudding reached a climax, he twisted the rope handle in the middle of his staff and there was a quiet creaking noise. Inch by inch, something sharp and smeared with black paste emerged from the very tip of the bamboo pole. He checked the metal canister and fuse lashed onto the side of the end section of the staff. Then he pulled up a scarf to cover his face, crept to the doorway and slipped out.


  The Mongol had the girl pinned against the wall of the family shrine. Guang recognised her as one of the old bailiff’s daughters. In the starlight he glimpsed her ravisher’s hairy, muscular legs.


  The man was tall for one of them, dressed in expensive silks.


  He possessed the shaved tonsure and pigtails customary among their kind; the usual flat, ugly nose and cold, narrow eyes beneath heavy, brooding lids. The girl’s own eyes opened wide as she saw Guang. The Mongol was chuckling again, cooing affectionate words. For a strange moment Guang felt he was somehow wrong to interrupt their love-game.



  Then he cleared his throat with exaggerated delicacy. The Mongol paused, turning to see who had interrupted him.


  The speed of his next movement surprised Guang. The barbarian leapt straight at him. He barely had time to swing the spear and twist the poisoned blade.


  When the girl stopped weeping he questioned her. She gazed up at him fearfully, glancing frequently at the dead Mongol as though afraid he might come to life. Guang resisted an urge to reassure her. Perhaps she was grieving for her lover. If so, she deserved only scorn. He shook her hard by the arm.


  ‘Does anyone know you are here?’


  ‘No!’


  ‘Don’t you recognise me?’ he demanded, lowering the scarf that concealed his face.


  She stared at him in disbelief for a moment, then began to shiver.


  ‘They said the old lord’s family were all dead! We thought you were dead!’


  The questions he meant to ask faded.


  ‘Tell the villagers,’ he whispered, ‘that I will return one day and Three-Step-House shall be as it was when Lord Yun was alive.’


  She seemed puzzled. ‘Is that why you have come, sir? Have his sufferings ended at last?’


  ‘Of course, stupid girl! He has been dead three years. The enemy killed him when they seized our home.’


  She shrank back. ‘No, sir!’


  He shook her hard again.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Lord Yun is still in Whale Rock Monastery,’ she squealed.



  ‘At least he was a few days ago. My father secretly sent him rice.’


  He gripped her arm so it would hurt.


  ‘Alive?’


  ‘Yes, sir! Please!’


  ‘We were told he had perished. And my mother alongside him.’


  ‘No, sir! Khan Bayke – our new lord – let them live. He said the old man wasn’t worth killing and whipped him away to the roads. The monks at Whale Rock Monastery took him in, sir, on account of Lord Yun’s generosity to them over the years.


  Did you not know these things?’


  Finally Guang understood what his ancestors wanted. How they had chosen to answer the letter. He felt dizzy with pride.


  They must have boundless confidence in him! He realised the girl was weeping again.


  ‘Be silent!’


  ‘You must go now. You have killed Khan Bayke’s eldest son, Arike. Oh, what will they do to me? They will say I betrayed Arike,’ she sobbed.


  He barely heard her. Father, alive! Alive!


  Then he realised the girl was staring past him in terror. They were no longer alone. Two burly Mongols stood at the entrance to the glade, fumbling with swords at their belts. Keeping hold of the girl, he gripped his bamboo spear.


  In lectures at the Western Military Academy Guang had learned the Theory of War. If the enemy opens a door, storm in, clutch what he holds precious and secretly contrive a favourable encounter. The ground where simply surviving calls for a desperate fight, where we perish without a perilous fight, is called Dying Ground. He had learned the commentaries, too.


  That to be in Dying Ground is like clinging to a leaky boat, like curling up in a burning house. How might we find advantage in such a plight? The answer – disguise your potential andassault the enemy on both sides at once, roaring and beating the drums.


  Between lectures they had conducted lengthy rites in honour of the Academy’s heroes and those deities who favoured soldiers. Mostly they had drilled with sword, bow and halberd.


  And in all these things Guang had excelled. Now on Dying Ground, his training met instinct. He acted without thought.


  First Guang pretended to panic and hid behind the girl, so that she formed an obstacle between himself and the two Mongols. Their swords were drawn, they were advancing slowly.


  Then he pulled the cord of smouldering hemp from his fire-pot. The match glowed as the breeze caught it.


  He thrust the girl to safety. They were almost upon him.


  He lifted the bamboo staff as though about to surrender, then lit the fuse protruding from the metal canister tied onto the side of its end section. The Mongols were sure of him now, rushing in close. There was a sudden flash as the fuse lit. Guang pointed the staff and flames shot out a mixture of noxious lime, arsenic and pellets of gravel straight into the face of the nearest enemy. He wasted no more time on the wretch. In the moment of surprise he stabbed the second Mongol, who had leapt back, lowering his guard. The man fell. Then he turned to the first, who was on his knees, blinded by the fire lance’s blast.


  Despite the precariousness of his situation – at any moment more of the barbarians might appear – Guang circled the wounded man. He was crying pitifully, scrabbling at the place where his eyes and half his face had once been. Guang silenced him with a kick.


  Then he listened. Dogs were barking furiously in the Mongol camp. The whoosh of the fire lance and sounds of fighting could not have gone undetected. He stepped round the sobbing girl and melted into the darkness, hurrying towards Whale Rock Monastery.


  Was it weak of him not to kill the girl? After interrogating her, Khan Bayke would soon guess his destination. But Guangshrank from such cruel prudence. Now he must move swiftly.


  Dawn promised more than the certainty of a new day. They would hunt him like a deer until they dragged him down – and everyone knew how the Mongols loved a hunt.


  *


  At dawn Guang reached the narrow valley where Whale Rock Monastery nestled beside a series of waterfalls. The journey of thirty li along twisting mountain paths had depleted much of the nervous energy sustaining him. Yet he could afford a brief rest.


  Guang slumped against a broad maple trunk and closed his eyes. When he awoke his error became obvious. A single glance at the sun told him the morning was well-advanced. Smoke rose lazily from a cooking fire in the monastery below. He could hear distant voices.


  Guang leapt to his feet, senses alert. Banks of grey cloud were scudding west – there would be rain later. Birdsong all along the valley, just as he remembered from boyhood. Then came the low clanging of a gong. It was summoning him to Father.


  Although impatient to descend to the monastery, Guang opened his pack and removed a thick leather bag with a narrow neck. He fashioned a crude funnel from paper and inserted it into the neck of the bag. Collecting numerous sharp pebbles cost further time. As he worked Guang cast fearful glances at the road winding in the direction of Wei Valley. If Khan Bayke had ridden out with his men at dawn, it would take at least half a day to reach the Whale Rock, even if they rode hard. The footpaths Guang had taken, though steep, were direct; horsemen would be forced to take a tedious detour before they could even join the road to the monastery.


  Guang filled a third of the bag with gravel. Then he opened a hidden compartment at the bottom of his pack and gingerly ladled out black powder, using the paper funnel. When theleather sack had been sealed with hand-moulded wax, a crude thunderclap bomb was ready. Guang knew from experiments he had conducted in Nancheng that the design possessed virtue.


  Finally, he lit the slow-burning match in his little fire-pot and attached it to his belt.


  Staff in hand, he hurried through the trees, jumping the lime-stone steps of waterfalls until he reached the gates of Whale Rock Monastery. The bronze-hinged doors inscribed with prayers were closed. Guang hesitated. He was well-known here, but in days like these who could guess the monks’ true loyalties?


  Guang had first approached these gates at the age of nine, a year after Shih’s banishment from Three-Step-House to a destination no one would reveal and for reasons no one dared mention. It had been around the same time kindly Aunt Qin vanished in the middle of the night.


  Shortly after her disappearance it was discovered that he, not Shih, was Eldest Son and therefore the true heir to Three-Step-House. Father never explained how such a mistake had come about, other than to mutter terse remarks about fox-fairies and confusion at birth. After all, he and Shih were mirror images of each other.


  At nine years of age the separation from his twin brother formed a deep, hidden wound. A wound that bled inwardly, even to this day. Guang had not complained but spent more and more time alone. Often he sat in the tiny cave above Wei Village until hunger drove him home. At last, Father grew angry, shouting that he was ungrateful, that everyone was ungrateful, and Guang was sent away to live in Whale Rock Monastery so that he might learn to read and write.


  Guang didn’t care to dwell in the past. Weaklings are obsessed with what was. Bamboo feeds on the wind. But the monks had been kind – one especially, a young novice, had taken particular care of him, encouraging him to join the other children in their games. Sometimes he caught Novice Jianwatching as he staged elaborate battles with stick-swords and imaginary enemies, pretending to be Great-great-grandfather saving the illustrious General Yueh Fei, or Great-grandfather Yun Cai freeing his noble friend Second Chancellor P’ei Ti and beheading a hundred rebels. One day he had grown self-conscious and asked the monk: ‘Master Jian, why do you pity me?’


  Jian had pursed his lips.


  ‘Do I pity you?’


  ‘I am the heir to Three-Step-House and will inherit property for a hundred li around,’ Guang had declared haughtily. ‘I am my Father’s heir!’


  Jian scratched his shaven head.


  ‘Perhaps that is why I pity you. None of those things will earn you a favourable rebirth.’


  ‘Father gives a present of silver to the monastery each year,’


  said Guang. ‘To buy a good reincarnation in his next life.’


  At first Jian would not reply, then he said: ‘One can only purchase virtue through good deeds and meditation, otherwise there is no avoiding hell and karma. Go! Play with the other children. You spend too much time alone.’


  An oriole had landed on the wall above where the monk and earnest boy sat. Guang had thought, in the strange way children imagine things, the bird was Shih visiting him. Then he had wept uncontrollably and, when pressed, dared not explain why in case Father learned of it. Later that day he picked a fight with a boy several years older and received a sound beating. It was as though he wished to bring a punishment down on himself, as though he, Guang, was in some way to blame for Shih’s banishment.


  Guang rapped on the doors of Whale Rock Monastery with his bamboo staff. The sound echoed briefly, drowned by the constant splash and murmur of the waterfalls. At last there came a scraping of bolts. Guang might have laughed out loud if he hadn’t felt so grim, for there, as though summoned by hismemory, stood Brother Jian, his face coarsened and lined by twenty years of contemplating the nothingness of this illusory world.


  Guang bowed and the monk, after his initial surprise, looked round anxiously.


  ‘You have finally come,’ said Jian, in wonder. ‘Quickly, enter.


  Before you are seen.’


  Guang slipped inside and waited as the doors were barred.


  The monastery was silent. In the courtyard tall grass grew between paving stones where weekly markets had been held when he was a boy. An aged monk observed them from a doorway.


  ‘What has happened here?’ he asked. ‘Where are my Mother and Father?’


  ‘Come with me,’ said Jian. ‘We must be circumspect. It would be dangerous if Khan Bayke heard you were here.’


  Guang followed, wary of mentioning what had happened in Wei Valley.


  The monastery had supported twenty monks and as many servants when he was a boy, now the prayer cubicles and cells were empty. A smell of mildew and decay hung in the air.


  ‘What has happened here?’ he repeated.


  Jian paused. They were by the entrance to the temple; all the prayer wheels were silent.


  ‘I am Abbot now,’ he said. ‘Why did you take so long to come? Had you returned earlier you would know that Khan Bayke seized all our lands. We have no income. It is not as it was when men like your father supported us. Many of the monks have been forced onto the roads. Plague carried away most of the others.


  Guang asked eagerly: ‘How is Mother? And Father?’


  ‘You will see.’


  Jian led him deeper into the monastery, down corridors painted with scenes of transcendence and eternal torment.


  ‘Last night I killed Khan Bayke’s son,’ said Guang, as though challenging the monk to disapprove. ‘And two of his men – atleast, I blinded one of them. I did not know Lord Yun was still alive until last night or I would have come sooner.’


  The monk offered no reply. They arrived at a closed door.


  ‘We have tried to bring him back,’ said Abbot Jian. ‘But the Beyond is so very dark. . . I fear his karma has unravelled early.


  Do not be distressed by what you see.’


  Guang laid a hand on the Abbot’s arm. His mouth tasted bitter as before a fight. He was trembling.


  ‘Stay with me,’ he begged. ‘Tell him I am here . . . the shock.’


  Jian sighed through his nose and turned away.


  ‘It would change nothing.’


  Guang slowly opened the door. A small room lay beyond, its single window covered by frayed paper blinds. In the gloom, he could make out a low bed and table. On the floor stood a large bowl. Cobwebs hung from the rafters. Guang understood the room’s history most clearly through his nose. It stank, as though its occupant had repeatedly soiled himself. There was sweat, too, stale and acrid, like the fox-smell of foreigners.


  Father squatted on the floor, gazing into a wide, flat bowl of circling goldfish. His long, straggling hair was matted and unkempt. Food stains covered his threadbare clothes. The old man did not look up as Guang entered.


  ‘Father,’ he muttered.


  Was this Lord Yun, once so particular about every silk he wore? Famous for his good looks and elegant manners? Lord Yun, who had turned the ladies’ heads whenever he rode through the streets of Chunming on a horse glittering with silver ornaments? Guang fell to his knees and banged his head on the floor three times, tears trickling down his unshaven cheeks. Still the old man stared at the fishes.


  ‘Father! I have come to set you free.’


  At last Lord Yun looked up, fixing Guang with a scornful, red-rimmed stare. A strange noise, half-giggle, half-sob, shook his chest.


  ‘When I needed you,’ said the old man. ‘You were not there.


  When Lady Yun died, she called out for you. But you were not there.’



  Guang fearfully brushed at his tears.


  ‘Forgive me, Father! Is Mother dead, then?’


  ‘I will never forgive you! I am almost a ghost!’


  Guang began to shake. Such words were a curse, they would echo forever. He became aware Abbot Jian stood beside him, wagging a reproachful finger.


  ‘Come now, Lord Yun,’ said the monk, sternly. ‘The demons are speaking through you again.’


  The old man glowered.


  ‘I know what I am saying. Useless boy!’


  Then, as swiftly as a cloud covers the sun, Lord Yun was sobbing.


  ‘Poor little fishes! No one will set them free. If they could fly instead of swim they would be free! They would fly to my pond in Three-Step-House and be free forever!’


  Abbot Jian touched Guang’s shoulder and he rose reluctantly.


  ‘You see how it is,’ whispered the monk. ‘Possessed by a minor demon. We have tried exorcism many times but without success. He refuses to wash or leave his room. His only companions are those fish.’


  Outside the guest room, Guang struggled to compose himself. Unworthiness licked his soul like a cruel flame. Although Abbot Jian murmured that his mother died quite contentedly, having insisted she be removed to a chamber on the opposite side of the monastery to Lord Yun, Guang did not listen.


  ‘I must take Father back to my brother,’ he said. ‘Shih will know how to cure him.’


  Jian started at the name.


  ‘Your twin is still alive? The one Lord Yun disowned?’


  ‘Yes, he is a doctor in Nancheng.’


  ‘I see. A healer. Nancheng is a long way to go. Is your father fit for such a journey? Especially through lands occupied by the Mongols. If I could advise you, I would suggest that Lord Yunstay here. After all, he is half in the next life already. You are young, Guang, and your future lies before you.’


  They were interrupted by an old monk hurrying towards them, his stick clicking on the floor.


  ‘Abbot Jian! Khan Bayke is at the gate with twenty men.


  They demand admittance. They say they have come for Lord Yun.’


  At the Western Military Academy, Guang was taught the following: ‘Swiftness is the soul of War. Abuse the enemy’s lack of preparation; assault him when he feels safe; pursue an unexpected route.’ In the decade of soldiering that followed his training to be an officer, he learned that a man prepared to die will always defeat one who values life.


  Guang did not hesitate. Indeed action came as a kind of release.


  ‘Tell them I forced you to take me to Father!’ he hissed to Jian.


  Recollecting the girl he had abandoned in Wei Valley, he said, ‘This should convince them,’ and punched the monk hard in the nose with all his force, so that there was a spurt of blood and splintering of bone. Abbot Jian fell unconscious to the floor.


  Rushing into Father’s room, Guang tore a strip from his own robe and brutally gagged the old man. Then he scooped him up along with his staff and pack and staggered down the corridors of the monastery. Already he could hear shouts as the barbarians searched the building, room by room. But Guang knew the ground better than Bayke. Emerging from a side-door, he followed the outer wall and deposited his father in a convenient rubbish tip. Then he peered round a corner at the front gate.


  As he had expected, the enemy’s horses were tethered outside the entrance. Now luck was on his side. In his eagerness for revenge, Bayke had entrusted the horses to two skinny youths.


  The boys were struggling to settle the steppe ponies, still excited by their mad gallop to Whale Rock Monastery.


  Removing the leather bag of burning powder and stones from his pack, Guang checked the fire-pot at his belt. Its slow-burning match had gone out! Frantically, Guang retraced his steps, aware prayer candles were kept burning in a small shrine along the corridor they had just taken. His luck held. The Mongols were still searching the far side of the monastery. It took a precious moment to relight the match in his fire-pot.



  When he returned to the rubbish tip where Lord Yun stood uncertainly, tugging at the gag with feeble fingers, Guang readied his weapons. Then, leaning on his staff like a crippled monk, he hobbled round the corner and approached the youths. One noticed him at once, shouting a warning. Guang kept going. Ten feet from the youth, he twisted the handle of his staff. Nothing happened. The spear-head had stuck!


  Undaunted, he rushed forward and smashed the iron-clad butt of his staff against the youth’s forehead. The second boy screamed to Heaven, before fleeing into the monastery.


  Guang ran back and dragged Lord Yun to a horse. There was no more time. Already he could hear Bayke’s men returning to the gatehouse. He took a bullwhip from one of the saddles and threw his father over the seat, nimbly tying the squirming old man into place with the braided leather rope.


  He spent precious moments loosening the remaining horses’reins. At last he climbed onto the finest beast there: from the silver tracery on its saddle, he suspected it was Bayke’s own.


  But opportunity had run through his fingers. Although he and Father were now mounted, the enemy were rushing through the gatehouse. As a hammer seems to hover before it falls, all present paused. The Mongols wore lamellar armour, bows and swords in their hands. Bayke carried a heavy mace, which he pointed, roaring a command.


  Snatching the match from his fire-pot, Guang lit the short fuse protruding from his makeshift thunder-clap bomb. It flared. Casting down the swollen leather bag into the midst of the Mongol horses, he dragged Lord Yun’s mount forwardby the reins. Shouts rose behind them. Soon they were cantering. Guang’s back itched in anticipation of an arrow, even as he crouched low over the saddle. Why had they not struck him down? The Mongols were capable of shooting birds on the wing. Unless, of course, Khan Bayke had ordered that his son’s killer must be taken alive.


  A moment later the thunderclap bomb exploded with a roar that echoed round the valley. Birds flew screeching from the trees. Horses whinnied in pain and terror. As he glanced back, Guang saw all Bayke’s horses scattering through a cloud of dust and smoke, their hooves drumming the stony ground. One limped outlandishly, fell on its side, tried to struggle up, then flopped on the road.


  There would be no pursuit for a while.


  *


  As he galloped away from Whale Rock Monastery, Guang knew he had gained only an hour’s lead at the very most. The Mongols would eventually gather their horses and thunder after them. He and Father were tied to a fraying rope above jagged stones.


  After several li he halted, for the horses were too exhausted to go further. When he removed Father’s gag the old man coughed and spluttered. Guang recalled that on trapped ground one should devise stratagems. As long as they stayed on the Chunming High Road they were certainly trapped. He glanced at Lord Yun who was muttering to himself, complaining about the loss of his fish.


  ‘I have decided, Father,’ he said. ‘We shall not ride straight to Chunming but double back to Five Willows Ford, though it takes us deeper into enemy territory. That way, we shall be near water and you might find more little fishes to set free.’


  He might have added, ‘and you can wash there.’ The old man’s fox-smell was overwhelming. A look of obvious slyness crossed Father’s face and Guang felt a stab of revulsion,followed by guilt. He resolved to never demean Father by mentioning fishes again.


  ‘I like their fragrance, their scent,’ said the old man, as though reading his thought. ‘They remind me of something else.’


  Then he chuckled, his face becoming a mask.


  It was early afternoon when they left the road, hiding their tracks by following the course of a deep, fast-flowing stream until they reached a forest track. Sunbeams slanted between the pine trees. By dusk they had crossed two precipitous valleys and still Five Willows Ford lay several li distant. He heard no sound of pursuit. It seemed his stratagem had worked, yet Guang was not foolish enough to expect Khan Bayke to gallop all the way to Chunming. Sooner or later he would turn back.


  There would be men among Bayke’s retinue skilful at reading hoof-prints.


  Five Willows Ford appeared as a glow through the trees.


  Guang halted at the forest edge and examined the village below.


  Coloured lanterns lit a few stalls and he heard drifting music.


  A notorious tavern stood in the village square, a haunt of out-laws and bandits. Half the goods traded at Five Willows Ford mocked the law, if only by ignoring taxes. Here the Mongols’curfew went unheeded.


  ‘Father,’ he said. ‘We will tether the horses at the outskirts of the village and I will find food. You must not wander off or Bayke will seize you. Do you understand, Father? Bayke will tie you to a wooden yoke and drag you behind his horse!’


  That prospect made Lord Yun cringe and mutter in alarm to someone invisible. Guang felt ashamed for them both.


  In the village square, he approached an affable butcher and led him back to the horses. It took little persuasion to sell them for a tenth of their value.


  ‘I won’t ask where they came from,’ said the man, winking, as well he might at such a bargain.


  ‘Make sure they are out of the village within the hour,’ said Guang, quite as pleasantly. The prospect of Bayke’s splendidwarhorse being sliced into strips and eaten by hungry peasants gratified him hugely.


  Now they had several strings of the Great Khan’s new-minted cash. Guang hoped it would be enough. He bought noodles and fried belly-pork. Lord Yun ate the meal in silence, dabbing his lips afterwards on his son’s coat, which lay on the ground between them. Guang was pleased to see the return of his father’s former dainty manners. The food seemed to make him strangely lucid: ‘Guang,’ he said. ‘Where are you taking me?’


  His son stopped chewing. After so much madness he found the transformation oddly disturbing.


  ‘To safety, Father. You will live with. . .’ He felt reluctant to utter Shih’s name, so long unmentionable in their family.


  ‘. . . with your Youngest Son, should we get that far.’


  The old man visibly trembled.


  ‘Shih is dead!’ he exclaimed, in a baffled tone. ‘I cannot live with the dead. No, I must live with you, Guang, for you are my only son! Your pretty little wife, my pretty Daughter-in-law, will attend to my needs. She is pretty, eh?’


  Though he possessed neither home nor wife, Guang knew Lord Yun must be kept calm.


  ‘It shall be as you say, Father,’ he muttered.


  Yet Lord Yun remained downcast and afraid.


  At the waterfront they found several small river craft bound for Chunming. One was due to leave before dawn, carrying a cargo of spruce logs. Its captain regarded him suspiciously, demanding most of their Mongol coins in exchange for passage.


  ‘Sleep in the bottom of the boat,’ said the surly waterman.


  ‘Stay there until we leave.’


  In the hour before dawn, Guang perched on the stern and gazed at the river. Father lay asleep at his feet. He struggled to make sense of their situation. It seemed he was the parent now and Father was the child. A wholly unnatural state of affairs.


  Of course he had heard of such things before and was sure Shihwould know how to exorcise the old man’s demon. Besides, Heaven must approve of his actions. Why else would the Jade Emperor have returned Father to him? If he demonstrated filial piety a greater reward from Heaven must follow – a Captain’s commission at the very least, maybe even a Commander’s, preferably with the Imperial Guard.


  Guang considered these matters as the river reflected approaching day. The dull black stream turned glossy; ripples formed serpents of fiery sunrise; the water carried a sweet tang of summer plants. On the far shore he noticed a crane stepping gingerly through the shallows, its curved beak poised.


  At daybreak they departed for Chunming, the boatmen poling their ship into the centre of the stream. Guang kept Lord Yun hidden amidst stacks of resin-scented timber. As Five Willow Ford fell behind he saw twenty horsemen gallop into the square. Their leader stood in his stirrups and gazed after the dwindling boat. Did Khan Bayke sense they were aboard? The river turned a corner and Five Willows Ford vanished from sight.


  *


  When Guang was a boy he often heard tales of how Great-grandfather Yun Cai freed his old comrade, the illustrious Second Chancellor P’ei Ti, from gaol in Chunming. Indeed, a stirring romance had been written on the subject. Guang often dreamed of adding honour to the family name, like Yun Cai, and always awoke to a sense of inadequacy. Now Heaven had granted him an opportunity.


  On arrival in Chunming he abandoned his monk’s disguise, trading black robes for the threadbare clothes of an itinerant labourer. No such precautions had been necessary for Father, who already wore filthy rags. Nevertheless, Guang looked too sleek and muscular for a peasant weakened by toil and meagre rations; even with his beard and long hair shaved he possessed an air of distinction. If Chunming had not been awash withrefugees from the wars they would have been taken within hours. Yet a destitute old man and his son were a common sight in the city, and Guang made a point of sitting among the hordes of landless peasants.


  Guang’s first objective was a river passage east. The borders of the Empire were tantalisingly close – a few hundred li at most. But no one would carry them without a substantial payment and Guang had observed officials on the waterfront, questioning the most innocent-looking of travellers. He had even seen Khan Bayke riding through the streets with a dozen retainers, staring this way and that like a ravenous hawk.


  That was two days ago. Since then Guang had grown increasingly desperate.


  Notices had appeared on street corners that morning to announce a foul murder in Wei District and describe the wanted men in some detail. As usual, the authorities provided crude pictures of the felons. The hired woodcut-artist had portrayed Guang as a bushy-bearded hero of old and Father as a wise Immortal. Guang detected a hidden act of subversion behind the flattering portraits.


  Certainly the authorities could hardly expect public outrage.


  He overheard excited whispers at one tea stall about the revenge taken upon Khan Bayke by the great poet Yun Cai’s descendents. Rescuing Father had caught the imagination of a people cowed into silence, eager for weakness in their new masters.


  Guang squatted beneath an awning in the East Market and watched for a sign how to proceed. Rain fell with dreary intensity – a fresh wave of the monsoon, likely to last for days.


  Nearly all their cash was gone. He examined Father suspiciously. The old man was following the progress of a gaggle of perfumed and powdered singing girls. They giggled fetchingly beneath tasselled umbrellas as they shuffled round puddles on tiny feet. Father’s were not the only eyes drawn to the girls, but staring so intently might attract notice.


  ‘Father, remember our situation,’ he pleaded.


  The old man puffed out wizened cheeks.



  ‘I will buy the lot of them,’ he declared, scornfully.


  The girls made their way to a small stage covered by garish curtains and awnings. So they were actresses rather than singing girls. It all amounted to the same thing: quails who sell their feathers. Guang fell back to moodily watching the crowd.


  ‘There will be a performance when the rain pauses,’ he observed.


  The actors were gathered round the stage, drinking tea and joking.


  ‘We should find somewhere else to sit when the play starts.


  The Mongols like a play.’


  Indeed, it was strange how they loved the theatre. Guang had heard that when they massacred cities honourable enough to resist them, they spared only artisans, craftsmen and actors.


  The rain continued to fall. Tomorrow he and Lord Yun must risk leaving the city or starve where they crouched. Father stared hungrily at the stage where the girls could be seen moving about. Wearied beyond all reason, Guang fell into a doze.


  When he opened his eyes the sky had cleared. Lord Yun was still watching the temporary theatre, now lit with candles and flickering torches, though the curtain stayed shut. Hundreds of townsfolk had gathered for the show. Guang’s bowels ached and he cursed inwardly; a diet of cheap scraps was affecting him badly. Lord Yun, used to poor rations, seemed quite at ease.


  ‘Father, wait here,’ he hissed. ‘I must relieve myself.’


  When he returned from the nearest back alley he looked round in alarm. All the panic of a parent who has lost his child in a dense throng possessed him, for Father had vanished.


  Guang pushed deep into the crowd. The audience laughed and talked while loud music prepared them for the drama –cymbals clashing, flutes trilling mournfully. He surveyed the excited people. How could they behave as if their land was notoccupied? A group of Mongol officers elbowed to the front, accompanied by North Chinese interpreters. Other barbarian warriors watched from the side, perched on their horses for a good view.


  Guang’s forehead was damp with sweat. A few onlookers protested as he shoved past. Then he understood where the old man must be. At the front, the place he had always taken when Lord of Wei. In his confused mind he was still that Lord.


  The curtain opened with a roll of drums and Guang concealed himself behind a tall merchant. He could see Father near the stage, gazing with rapt intensity, his mouth half-open. A dozen people formed a barrier between them.


  An actor in splendid blue silks strode on stage. The crowd gasped and he examined the people haughtily. His face was fierce with red make-up and he wore an extravagant wig and false beard. In his hand was a huge scroll, tightly rolled.


  ‘I am Chang Xi!’ he declared. ‘Sent through all corners of the land on the Emperor’s orders to find a girl, a truly virtuous and beautiful girl, who appeared to my great master in a dream.


  See, here is her picture! Has anyone seen her?’


  Despite himself, Guang bent forward with the eager crowd, as Chang Xi unrolled a huge picture of an elegant maiden. The Mongol officers were craning like entranced children. For an odd moment, Guang glimpsed something shared between conquered and conquerer, that the enemy were men, not immune to softer feelings. He blinked. Shook his head. The thought confused him. A traitor’s thought.


  At the appearance of the picture Father half-rose. One of the Mongols had noticed Lord Yun, and was nudging a companion to point out the ridiculous old fellow.


  Once more Chang Xi declaimed, lamenting the impossibility of his quest in a land where all are debased by corruption and greed, unmindful of their filial duties. How could he find such a girl? He stamped his feet. Glared at the crowd.


  ‘Impossible!’ he cried. Knowing glances were exchanged among the audience. The actor’s hidden message was clear,but not to the Mongols, who roared at the actor’s eloquence.


  The music resumed. Louder, wilder. Drums and clashing chimes. Flutes and strummed pi-pa. Dancers cart-wheeled onto the stage – the very same beauties who had captivated Lord Yun earlier on the street. Chang Xi marched up and down, pretending to assess each girl, before rejecting her as unworthy.


  Thunderous applause allowed Guang to slip closer to his father.


  Lord Yun was on his feet now, staring at the dancers like one possessed by fox-fairies. It seemed he might rush forward, causing a scandal that could only end in arrest. Surely every eye in the crowd must be upon him! Someone might even recognise the former Lord of Wei.


  Guang gently took the old man’s arm. The tumult on stage was beginning to settle. Now was the time to slip away, while attention was focused on the actors. Yet he dared not manhandle Father, who would certainly protest. So he stood beside him and awaited the worst.


  Yet a strange thing happened. As Chang Xi addressed the crowd once more, bewailing his failure to find a virtuous maiden, his glance fell upon Guang and the painted man blinked in surprise. The actor’s hesitation was momentary, but the fugitive’s stomach tightened. Had they been recognised?


  Perhaps the posters were more accurate than he supposed. The actor hurried into the wings.


  A beautiful lady entered the stage. Her silks and make-up were perfect. The Mongol officers exchanged sly remarks, no doubt recollecting their own hairy women and itchy, yak-skin couches.


  ‘I am Shu Qian,’ she announced, in a shrill, nasal voice. ‘My father is so poor he has arranged an auction of my virtue. . .’


  A commotion at the edge of the crowd made Guang turn.


  Then he knew they were truly lost.


  Khan Bayke and his retinue were pushing their horses straight into the ranks of people, examining faces in the crowd.


  In a moment they would cry out in recognition, riding down any who got in their way.


  Someone was tugging at his arm. He turned to find a fat lady at his side. Closer inspection revealed a eunuch dressed in women’s clothes.



  ‘Quick!’ he hissed. ‘Follow me.’


  The crowd was applauding again as the beautiful Shu Qian began to sing. Guang enveloped his Father in strong arms and carried him after the fat he-woman, who hustled them to the side of the stage, out of sight. Yet as Guang placed his hand over Lord Yun’s mouth, the old man’s jaws closed tight and Guang cried out in pain. When, in the safety of an alleyway crowded with actors waiting to go on stage, he pried open Lord Yun’s clamped jaws, a bloody half-circle of tooth marks dis figured his hand, scars he would carry to his grave.


  *


  They were led to a room at the rear of a cheap tavern. The eunuch bowed very low.


  ‘Wait here,’ he said, examining the two fugitives curiously.


  ‘My master will join you as soon as the performance ends.’


  Before Guang could demand more information the man had gone. Father squatted on the floor, just as he had in Whale Rock Monastery, alternately weeping and staring into space.


  Sometimes he muttered incoherent words. Guang did not wish to know what haunted so troubled a mind. Lord Yun’s lack of dignity revolted him. His instinct was to flee into the streets of Chunming but he held back. After all, the actors could have betrayed them while they stood in the crowd.


  Guang furiously twisted the stubborn spear blade from the end of his bamboo pole. Taking a small pot from his bag he smeared thick black paste on the sharp tip. Whatever happened tonight, he would not meet the Infernal Judges alone. Father must not fall into Bayke’s hands. If the need arose, he would protect the old man from further shame – forever.


  An hour later there was a gentle tap on the door. Guangstepped to one side of the entrance, balancing on the balls of his feet, spear ready to stab.


  ‘Enter!’ he called.


  The actor playing the role of Chang Xi stepped inside, looking round eagerly. When he noticed the poisoned spear point hovering beside his throat he went very still and licked his lips.


  ‘Close the door, my friend,’ said Guang. ‘But softly.’


  ‘I recognised you, sir,’ said the actor with a gulp. Thick make-up caked his plump young face. Guang moved the spear tip a fraction closer to the actor’s fluttering windpipe.


  ‘Let me introduce myself,’ gasped the man.


  ‘Please do,’ said Guang.


  A fanciful tale followed, throughout which the spear did not waver. The actor was a good talker. He claimed to be in the occupied lands on a delicate mission and that his real name was Chen Song.


  ‘I am a scholar,’ he said. ‘But that is not why I helped you.’


  Still Guang kept silent. Chen Song spoke in an eager rush:


  ‘Many have heard the tale of how you rescued Lord Yun! And killed a dozen of Khan Bayke’s men! Such filial piety! When I see Lord Yun’s – how can I put it – unfortunate condition, I honour you all the more! Of course, I felt obliged to help. You see, we have met before, though you do not recognise me.’


  ‘When was that?’ demanded Guang.


  Yet as he examined the fellow’s face in the soft lamplight, there was certainly a likeness to one he had known.


  ‘Do you not remember my brother, Chen Su, your comrade at the Western Military Academy, who you stood beside at the Battle of Lu Shan? He perished in the last campaign, before the Traitor’s Peace. I saw you together when I was just a boy.


  My brother often told me how you saved his life.’


  ‘He would have done the same for me,’ said Guang.


  Then he lowered his weapon and settled heavily in a chair.


  He was exhausted beyond further precaution.


  ‘Father has not eaten for a whole day,’ he said. ‘And neither have I.’


  Chen Song took the hint at once, ordering a banquet of five grains, five meats, and five wets to honour the fugitives. It seemed he could not do enough for them.



  *


  Two days passed in the small room. Chen Song visited briefly but he was busy with performances all round the city, including the Mongol governor’s residence.


  Guang ensured Lord Yun did not venture out even to relieve himself. No one disturbed them, except to bring large meals twice a day and replace the chamber pots. Beyond the bamboo curtain, which he dared not lift, rain murmured and splashed.


  Father slumped on the bed, occasionally sighing or chuckling.


  Sometimes Guang tried to engage Lord Yun in conversation but every word felt strained and false. Perhaps Abbot Jian was right – Father’s two souls, his hun and po, had been possessed by demons and there the matter ended. Yet one might find amulets or spells to oppose even the strongest devils. Shih would know what to do. Above all, they must keep Father’s condition secret. Otherwise shame would taint the family name.


  ‘Father,’ he said. ‘I must learn more about this Khan Bayke.


  He is our deepest enemy now. Tell me what happened when the Mongols first came to Wei. Did no one fight?’


  He recognised the unspoken accusation in his voice and added more softly: ‘Tell me, please.’


  The old man turned to meet his eye. For once the steady wind of his madness slackened.


  ‘I was never in good health like you,’ said the old man, full of self-pity. ‘My essential breaths were afflicted by the women.


  They drain one’s life force, Guang! You must keep away from them, the temptresses!’


  ‘What happened, Father? If only I had been there! I was on the coastal frontier, thousands of li away.’


  The old man was mumbling: ‘When I was young I was thehandsomest man in our district. No, in our province! In the whole of Chunming Province! When I rode to visit the Prefect, everyone stared and admired my fine figure. So noble on my horse! I had whatever I wanted. And then spring passed.


  And in autumn Bayke came.’


  Guang almost wept. In all the years he had known him, Father had never spoken so frankly. He didn’t like it. He preferred him mocking and distant, ineffably cold.


  ‘Everything I wanted was mine by right!’ cried the old man, growing agitated. ‘Everything! How dare your mother hint otherwise? She betrayed my wishes like the others.’


  He turned to face the wall and Guang attempted no further conversation. Who might these others be? It seemed better to think about plans for escape; that, at least, brought a kind of relief.


  Each time Chen Song visited, Guang learned more about the actor’s delicate position. His troupe consisted of a dozen performers and musicians, as well as porters to set up the stage.


  The company’s previous owner had sold the entire business to Chen Song, who assumed the role of manager. None of the actors knew government funds had hired them. Neither did they know the true reason for their tour of the occupied lands, believing it was for mutual profit, and indeed they were making plenty of money.


  On his next visit, Chen Song revealed that although the Empire and the Khanate were officially at peace, various spies had been sent into the Mongol territories. Given the free passage accorded to actors, Chen Song had been instructed to travel and observe, noting the enemy’s weaknesses and strengths. He came from a family of notable scholars in Sichuan, but the ancestral estates had been seized by the enemy.


  His grudge was much like Guang’s own.


  ‘We shall go no further west than Chunming,’ said Chen Song. ‘I have learned enough for a full report.’


  ‘What have you learned?’ asked Guang.


  It was their third night among the actors. Now they shared wine like old comrades.



  ‘That the people are fickle,’ said Chen Song, bitterly. ‘Many place their necks under the yoke for an easy life. I tell you we must extinguish the Mongols or find our ancient ways snuffed out forever. Then we will live in darkness. When war resumes, as surely it must, I will no longer skulk as a spy but seek a good commander to serve!’


  Guang nodded approvingly.


  ‘I long to be such a commander,’ he said. ‘It is my fate.’


  He glanced at Father, who was snoring on the bed.


  ‘Perhaps I may help in a small way,’ said Chen Song. ‘When we reach Nancheng, I shall inform the authorities of your valiant conduct.’


  Guang looked downcast and poured more wine.


  ‘You would speak in vain, my friend. I lost my last commission for criticising a superior officer’s timidity. In short, I have been branded a hot-head.’


  His new friend snorted contemptuously.


  ‘When the temporary peace ends we shall need bold officers.


  Consider the indecision of the court! The Chief Minister veers between appeasing the Mongols and arresting their ambassadors. We must be decisive! They respect only force.


  And Guang, consider how you have proved your courage! I have made enquiries about this Khan Bayke – who, by the way, is still scouring Chunming for you. He is only a minor commander, yet news of your revenge has been sent to the Great Khan’s court.’


  Guang did not like this news.


  ‘How shall we escape if they are searching for us high and low?’


  Chen Song spread his hands.


  ‘Tomorrow we shall board a boat I have chartered to take us east, performing in cities on the way. Your filial piety will be a guarantee of divine favour!’


  The young man’s enthusiasm made Guang smile. It was bothpleasing and novel to be treated with such respect. After Chen Song left he paced up and down the small room, thinking himself a splendid fellow indeed.


  Father, who had been supplied a bowl of goldfish, took no notice. At intervals he reached into the bowl and tried to stroke the fish as they circled.


  They boarded the chartered craft without incident and sailed down the rain-choked river. Guang sensed Bayke’s vengeance drawing close and glanced back uneasily. But the other boats were unremarkable, simple merchant vessels like their own.


  By evening the river ahead began to roar and froth; soon they were riding rapids at night, white water churning in the starlight. The actresses screamed and the musicians begged the Immortal Lan Ts’ai-Ho for assistance, while Chen Song feverishly clutched a jade amulet. Only the boatmen seemed unconcerned, intent on steering and poling. Guang caught a glimpse of Lord Yun’s terrified face and sat beside him to steady his nerves. Beyond the rapids lay narrow gorges and darkness. Another three hundred li of hostile lands before they reached the Empire – assuming Bayke did not trap them first.
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