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   For Mum and Dad
 
   You taught me right from wrong and how to be a good person. All my successes are down to you… the muck-ups are mine alone! 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Candles lit the vast cavern, small stars in the darkness. Stalactites and stalagmites met in occasional pillars, an illusion of support for the high ceiling. Chanted words meandered through the rising and falling needles. Murmuring echoes of confusion bounced from the cool, smooth walls and skipped across the still lake in the far corner.
 
   In the centre of the cavern a large circle had been drawn in red and surrounded by scribbled symbols. Any eye trying to follow their pattern would soon admit defeat and be lost in the convoluted twists and turns.
 
   Within the circle a large triangle, also drawn in red, pierced the circumference and at each sharp angle stood a figure in long dark robes. Before each, a long wide table with a pile of virgin white paper placed to be reached without effort. To the right of the paper a decorated clay bowl full of the red liquid that had drawn the circle and symbols. In their hands, a brush made from a newborn’s hair and an ivory handle. 
 
   At an unspoken signal the three lifted a sheet of paper, dipped their brush in the liquid and with practised flicks and swoops hand drew a symbol on the page. They threw the paper into the air and started to change, each voice reciting a different phrase, to a different rhythm. The paper rose and the symbols began to smoulder, wisps of grey smoke drifting towards the cavern’s soot-stained roof. Then the paper burst into flames, consuming the inked symbols. Cinders fell in a black snow to lie within the triangle.
 
   From one of the small tunnels that led to and from the cavern, a line of twelve naked men entered to take up position on the perimeter of the circle. Now, the writing, drawing and chanting took on an urgent pace, each robed man throwing paper into the air at shorter and shorter intervals. Three more, and then three more pieces of paper exploded into starbursts.
 
   The twelve men stepped into the circle between the circumference and the triangle, four in each defined section. The robed figures paused then reached into their robes and drew forth a long curved dagger. Exposing their left forearm they made a surgical slice letting the blood flow along their arms and drip into the bowl. Stirring the blood infused liquid with the tip of the knife they made similar slices in the arms of the naked men, catching the new blood in the bowl. The naked men did not flinch or cry out. Their eyes were glazed and fixed on the centre of the circle.
 
   When each man had been cut and the blood collected, the robed men returned to their tables. On four pieces of paper, they made marks and symbols and resumed their chanting. This time, as the paper rose and smouldered it did not erupt into fire but, upon a unified shout from the robed figures, sped across the air to plaster itself on the face of each man. The symbols continued to burn and the air was filled with the smell of cooking meat. The naked men made no sound.
 
   The robed figures took the final piece of paper from the piles on their tables and soaked it in the bowl of mixed blood. Moulding it into a soggy ball they raised it above their heads and began chanting, the same phrase over and over again. Sheens of sweat coated their faces and their breaths became ragged as they maintained the rhythm of the chant. 
 
   For an age it continued and then, with a final grunt of effort, the blood dripping balls of paper were transformed into flaming spheres. Flickers of red, yellow, blue and white danced across the surface of each, sparks of dark fire dripped from the eldritch balls. Raising dagger-sliced arms the figures set the spheres in motion and they dipped, skidded towards the three groups of naked sacrifices.
 
   There was a blinding flash of light and an explosion of noise. Stone creaked, needles toppled and pillars cracked. The robed men fell to their knees. The sacrifices were outlined in red fire, their forms rolling, coiling, and merging into one. Joints popped, bones cracked, tendons snapped, faces melted, and flesh dripped to puddle on the floor. Only now, and very briefly, were there screams of pain from the twelve.  The fiery puddles of flesh on the floor bubbled and hissed. 
 
   From those puddles, new shapes rose.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 1
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Rain fell like tiny hammers on the tiled roof of the school. Inside, the students, who knelt in respectful silence, were trying hard to listen to their tutor. 
 
   “It is not the work of a bureaucrat or diplomat to make policy, just ensure it is followed. This is the lesson that you must learn and absorb; it must become a part of everything that you do. There will be bitter pills to swallow along the way. You may not agree with the policy...” and he paused to meet the eyes of as many students as he could. “...but it is not your place to agree or disagree. You must keep silent on the matter when engaged upon a negotiation. Your words, your heart, everything, must reflect utter confidence in the policy or the orders you have been given.”
 
   The tutor rapped his short oak staff on the floor and began to pace back and forth in front of the students. The hem of his long dark blue robe whispered over the woven mat floor. His slippers were soundless amongst the patter of rain.
 
   “Every action you take or move you make, every look or glance will be read by someone. They will make something of it. They will judge you by it. Doubts of self or others, cannot be allowed during these stages. That is why policy and orders are the hard rock at your centre.” He stopped at one end of his paced route. “Are there any questions so far?”
 
   “Tutor Zhou,” one of the students in the third row raised his hand, “what if you have no orders? What if the negotiation is sudden?”
 
   “Feng, isn’t it?” The student nodded. “Feng, there are never sudden negotiations and you are never without orders. You know the tenets of Wubei Province?
 
   “Yes, Tutor.”
 
   “Then recite them for us?”
 
   “We are strong, stronger than others. We are wise, wiser than others. We are brave, braver than others. We are Wubei, the rightful heirs of the heavens.”
 
   “Does this help you to see that you are never without orders?” Zhou stared at Feng. “We are Wubei, the rightful heirs of heaven. We are wise and brave. We are strong. Do you understand what this means? It means we are right. It means others must recognise this or face the consequences. Our orders come from heaven itself. Through the duke who sets our broad policies, to the Administrators who enact the policy, to your own superiors who give you orders. You are never sent into the field without orders, without an understanding of your position in the grander scheme. To graduate from this course you must recognise these things, they must be a part and the whole of you. If you cannot, Feng, you will fail.”
 
   “Yes, Tutor Zhou.” Feng bowed his head in respect.
 
   “It is true also, Novice Feng, that negotiations, situations, can change without warning. You must be ready to change and be aware when things are changing. For instance, even now, outside the door is something that will change today's lesson. You must learn to listen between the rain drops. A change, when it comes, will step lightly before it kicks like thunder. Hear the light steps and be ready for the thunder. Class dismissed.”
 
   The thirty novices stood, bowed as one and then they filed, on bare feet, through the door. Behind Zhou another door slid open.
 
   “Kicks like thunder, Zhou?” the newcomer said. “When did poetry enter your heart?”
 
   Zhou smiled and small creases appeared around his eyes, “The day that I met your daughter and she agreed to marry me, Honoured Father.”
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘Honoured Father’ routine, Zhou. I know what you say about me behind my back. Luckily, it is no worse than many others say to my face. You just have more manners.” Father was taller, had short grey hair to Zhou’s long black and was clean shaven where his son-in-law sported a neatly trimmed beard. “I am aware that we arranged your marriage before you were five years old but you have changed little in the years since.”
 
   “If a loved son cannot say these things, Father, then who can.” Zhou bowed deeply to his Father-in-law.
 
   “True. Yet I would wish that no-one said them, especially to my face.” Father’s face took on a smile of its own, “Even if I do deserve them.”
 
   “You will take tea with me?” Zhou asked and clapped his hands three times in quick succession. Honoured Father always took tea when he came to visit.
 
   Servants rushed in to set up a small table, placing a hot kettle of tea and two porcelain cups upon it. Zhou and Father sat on the cushions the servants provided. For a minute they sat in silence, then at an unspoken signal Zhou poured two small cups of green tea. Father tapped the table twice with two bent fingers.
 
   “What can I do for you today, Father?” Zhou cupped the tea in his hands, letting the warmth soak into the flesh.
 
   “Today it is what I have done for you.” Father took a small sip of the tea whilst Zhou waited. “You are aware that the Duke of Yaart has proposed a meeting to discuss a peace treaty?”
 
   “I am, Father.” Zhou put his cup down on the table and folded his hands in his lap to hide the small tremors that had begun. “This will be the fourth such proposal since the war began thirty years ago. The previous three have all been unsuccessful. Indeed, the bureaucrats and diplomats assigned to the second meeting returned to us in coffins.”
 
   “A dark day,” Father said. “Yet there is reason to believe, amongst the duke’s advisors, that this proposal will build upon the small successes of the third proposal. I have seen the documents sent and some of Yaart’s demands and concessions. There is much to be commended within it, if still lots to discuss.”
 
   “Father, we can never be conquered. This very city is built up from the rocks of the mountain. There is no way for Yaart to invade. Every battle has been fought on the plains between our two cities. Small villages change sides faster than the seasons. For every advance we make in one season, we fall back in the next.” Zhou’s voice was matter of fact.
 
   “High treason to speak of that in some places.” Zhou bowed in acknowledgement. “However, what you say is mostly true. We are at stalemate in a game of Xiangqi chess and the rules of drawing are not being applied.”
 
   “But we are Wubei, we will not be beaten,” echoing his earlier lecture.
 
   “Indeed, but we will not win either. Not this way.” Father took a longer drink of the tea and sighed. “It is not force of arms or even the new black powder that will win this war. It is words and paper, ink and agreement, discourse and discussion. This is what prompts my visit to you.”
 
   Zhou took the cup in both hands, raised the still warm liquid to his mouth and drank. The slightly bitter tea slipped comfortingly down his throat and into his belly. 
 
   “Like the Xiangqi boards, the Advisors have been meeting the duke within the castle and deciding who their chosen warriors will be for this meeting. I called in a few of the favours owed to me and pushed your name forward for consideration. Teaching, whilst an honourable use of your skills, is not enough for you or for my daughter. I know that you are ambitious for more.”
 
   Zhou bowed once more, “Am I to attend the meeting?”
 
   “I have secured for you the position of Junior Diplomat, assistant to the Senior Diplomat, the Venerable Hsin. It is a great honour.”
 
   “Honourable Father, my thanks to you and the Venerable Hsin. I will not let either of you down.”
 
   “I do not expect you to. My daughter speaks of you with nothing but pride and love. Her judgement I have always found to be reliable and true. You are to meet Hsin tomorrow morning. A carriage will arrive at your house at sunrise to carry you to him. Be ready and follow your orders, Zhou. Our family name depends on your actions.”
 
   “My wife is, indeed, a wise woman. No doubt, she will move in with you whilst I am away. It would not be seemly for her to be on her own. Also, Bei would enjoy spending time with his grandfather. Please do not spoil him too much.” Zhou raised the last of his tea to his forehead and bowed deeply to his father-in-law.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “Again!”
 
   Haung stepped back into first guard position. Sword held in right hand, pointing from waist height towards the sun. Opposite, his opponent took up the same stance. Then Haung skipped forward, sword lunging towards the belly of the other soldier. It was knocked aside with a downward sweep and Haung retreated.
 
   “Better. Again!” The instructor barked.
 
   Time and time again, Haung and his opponent carried out the same lunge and parry drill. The weather was hot and Haung could feel the spring sun burning his bare scalp. Eventually, the order to stop and rest was given.
 
   Haung slid the sword into its scabbard and put this on a clean white sheet. His aching legs carried him across the yard, edging past soldiers still engaged on their own drills, to the water barrel situated in the far corner. He dipped the drinking bowl into the barrel. The water was warm but welcome. He drank some more then poured the rest over his head, adding more moisture to the sweat that dripped down his face and plastered the shirt to his skin.
 
   “Haung!” He returned to his sword and instructor. He bowed low, “Gather up your stuff and report to Commander Weyl at once.”
 
   Haung gave his instructor a startled look.
 
   “Don’t just stand there gaping, boy. You’ve been given an order. Get a move on.” The instructor’s voice was harsh but then softened, “and for the sake of Jade Heaven don’t embarrass me when you get there.”
 
   Haung nodded, folded the white cloth around his sword and at the edge of the practice area turned to bow once more.
 
   Inside the castle, the heat abated though humidity increased. Haung dodged his way through the crowds of people who were moving back and forth, going about their own important business. One soldier amongst them was merely an annoyance, a fly to be swatted.
 
   Commander Weyl’s office was in the Advisors’ section of the castle. For all that the Commander was a soldier, he was also a renowned scholar and gifted historian. Weyl was not one to be kept waiting. Haung, ducking past one scroll laden scholar, collided with and knocked over a servant girl. Her clay jar tumbled from her hands and smashed on the stone floor.
 
   “Sorry,” Haung called back as he moved on.
 
   “You will be, Haung.” The girl’s voice followed him down the corridor.
 
   He slowed as he approached the Advisors’ section of the castle and, regaining his breath, made sure his tunic was properly belted. The two guards who stood outside the entrance stopped him.
 
   “Where are you off to young man?” the first asked.
 
   “I’m Trainee Haung. I have orders from my instructor to see Commander Weyl.” Haung waved the white swaddled sword as evidence of his status.
 
   “We’ll check. But first you’ll need to hand over that sword. No one goes into the Advisors armed,” said the second.
 
   “But we’re told never to give up our swords. They are our responsibility,” Haung answered.
 
   “And we’ll look after it for you. Tell you what,” the guard shared a smile with his colleague, “you can take the cloth in with you and leave the sword with us. That’s half an’ half, a good deal in my books.”
 
   Haung squinted at both guards trying to puzzle out what to do and then, behind the guards, he spied another man marching quickly towards the gate.
 
   “Guards, has Trainee Haung shown up yet? We sent for him ages ago and the Commander is waiting.”
 
   “He’s here, Cai. I'm just getting his sword off him,” said the first guard. 
 
    Cai looked Haung up and down and then spoke, “Hand your sword over, Trainee, we haven’t got time to hang around.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked away.
 
   Haung thrust his bundled sword into the waiting hands of the guards and ran to catch up. Cai didn’t speak to him again on the walk through the castle corridors. Light entered through narrow windows as they passed door after door until they reached the large, iron studded door at the very end. Haung watched as Cai rapped on the door then, without hearing or seeing any response, opened the door wide and gestured that Haung should go first.
 
   The room beyond was empty save for a desk stacked high with piles of paper, a chair and, behind these, a spiral stair case. Cai gave the muddled desk a disapproving look, “Go up the stairs, to the top. Knock on the door and wait to be invited in. Speak when spoken to, do as asked and answer truthfully.” 
 
   Haung, now on his own, did as asked and began to climb the stairs. There were no exits leading off of the stair case as it spiralled upwards and it took much longer than he had expected to reach the promised door at the top. He knocked twice and, after waiting, was about to knock again when it opened. A short man with thinning hair and wire framed glasses balanced on his small nose beckoned him in. Haung bowed before crossing the threshold into the richly decorated room. The room was circular and there were three other doors leading off from it. In the middle of the room, a square table with seven chairs arranged around it. On the table Haung recognised a map depicting the province of Yaart and the surrounding lands. Just like the tactics classes that all trainee soldiers had to attend, there were, dotted around the map, small groups of figurines, each a different colour to represent the General in charge. There were other figurines, all coloured red, denoting the location of enemy troops and some were augmented with a small label giving further details or indicating which report to reference for information. Partly obscuring the corner of the map was a silver tray on which lay a selection of fruit, a slab of cheese and some small slices of bread.
 
   “Trainee Haung is here, Commander,” the small man spoke.
 
   “At last. I am not accustomed to being kept waiting,” the deep voice emanated from the open door to Haung’s left. “Please take the tray but leave the bowl of fruit, Marbu.”
 
   “Of course, Commander. Will you be needing anything else?”
 
   “Not until General Huran arrives, Marbu. Until then, we are not to be disturbed.”
 
   “Of course, Commander.” Marbu bowed, even though Haung could not see the Commander through the open door, and left the room.
 
   Haung stood to attention, hands clasped behind his back and weight centred above his two sturdy legs. He was silent and still, eyes focused on the wall straight ahead. Though immobile, he strained to pick up any clues of the Commander’s movements. Small sounds, scratches and clinks, came from the direction of the door.
 
   “Well, Trainee, at least you can stand to attention properly,” the deep voice Haung had begun to associate with the Commander came from directly behind him. He almost jumped out of his skin in shock. “However, your hearing and situational awareness does need some work. I should never have been able to get this close without you knowing. We will have to work on that.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Haung responded.
 
   “And to put your mind at rest, the noises you hear from the room are wind chimes next to a partially open window and my pet canary in its cage. Simple diversions, I grant, but sometimes the simple ones work best.”
 
   The Commander walked around to stand in front of Haung, “No sword?”
 
   “No, Sir. The guards outside wouldn’t let me in with my sword,” Haung said.
 
   “It is good to see such commendable duty from them. However, didn’t your instructor command you to never be without your sword?”
 
   Haung risked a glance from the far wall to the Commander. Almost as tall as me and with a stocky build that must once have been all muscle, he thought. The clothes, though, were something of a shock. A simple, white tunic with plain black trousers that tucked into ankle height boots. A battered leather belt with a dagger scabbard on the left side and a hook for another scabbard on the right. In the duke’s court such clothing would only be worn by a functionary or low ranking advisor.
 
   “He did, Sir.”
 
   “Then why did you disobey his orders? Have you brought shame upon him for your failing to follow his teachings?” The Commander circled Haung, “Is this how you show your respect?”
 
   “Sir, I meant no disrespect to my teacher.” Haung fought the rising guilt.
 
   “Meant? Perhaps you did not, Trainee Haung, but it is what you have shown. Is it not?” The Commander paused in his circumnavigation.
 
   “Sir, the guards informed me that I would not be permitted into your presence armed with my sword. The administrator who guided me to your door also inferred that this would be the case.”
 
   “So?” the Commander prompted.
 
   “So I made a choice, Sir. I chose to follow the order my teacher gave to me which was to meet with you. This order came, first, from your honourable self through the chain of command to my teacher and then to me. As you are the Commander and higher in rank than my teacher, I decided that your orders superseded his and I had, therefore, no alternative but to give up my sword, Sir.” Haung's voice sounded loud in the room and, to his own ears, there was a tremble of nervousness.
 
   “Interesting.” the Commander sat in one of the chairs at the table. “You are correct, of course, but it is interesting to hear your reasoning. Do the orders of superiors always negate the orders of lower ranked officers?”
 
   “Orders are orders, Sir. I have been taught to follow them to the full,” Haung stated.
 
   “To the full?”
 
   “Whenever possible, Sir.”
 
   “Whenever and possible in the same response. Interesting, Trainee Haung. Not only did you not answer my question but you evaded a direct answer. Why, Trainee?” The Commander picked up a piece of fruit and inspected it.
 
   “Sir, I meant no disrespect. I answered as fully as I am able. My teacher taught me never to tell a falsehood so it was in that manner that I answered.” Haung could feel sweat start to form on his forehead.
 
   “Another thing that you will need to learn, Trainee Haung. Falsehoods are sometimes useful in our line of work. However, you are wise to tell the truth whenever possible and certainly to superior officers. There are times when part of the truth can be more of a lie than a lie itself. You must learn when to use each. A lie can be found out but a partial truth can misdirect and even when discovered has the benefit of honesty about it.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Haung answered.
 
   “Now, Trainee Haung, I have a proposal for you. Feel free to say no.” The Commander drew the dagger from its scabbard and cut into the fruit, carefully dividing it into neat, even sections. “Understand, Trainee Haung, that I cannot order you to do this. It has never been the way of this offer and traditions such as this must be respected.”
 
   “Sir?” Haung quickly wiped the sweat from his forehead as the Commander selected a piece of fruit.
 
   “Reports from your teacher, and the investigations I ordered, revealed some interesting facts about you, Trainee Haung.” The Commander picked up one of the fruit pieces, popped it into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Haung waited, at attention, for him to continue. “Firstly, you are an excellent fencer who, with proper training, could be turned into an excellent fighter.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” Haung spoke into the pause in the Commander’s speech.
 
   “Oh, don’t thank me yet, Trainee Haung. You haven’t heard me out and you need to before you respond.” The Commander turned his gaze on Haung who, for the first time, looked into those piercing green eyes. Unusual for the people of Yaart who were dark-eyed in the main. “Secondly, you have no family that my investigators can discover. It appears you were abandoned at the door of the barracks and raised an orphan. Not unusual in times of war but that we can find no trace of parentage, even with our most experienced investigators, is very strange. Every orphan is checked, Trainee, did you know that? The duty of parents is to raise their children, we take abandonment very seriously. The punishments can be quite severe. Lastly, you are quick witted and intelligent. An unusual trait in soldiers, I find. By your age, we have normally beaten out the propensity for individual thought and reason. We create soldiers to follow orders, not to think.”
 
   Haung’s legs and back, held in a rigid stance and worn out by the morning’s training, were beginning to ache.
 
   “My proposal, then, is simple. I have need, as does the duke, of trained fighters who can think on their feet, who can take orders, follow the chain of command and know when to act on their own. These soldiers work for me alone. They must sever all ties with any past life or family, though this should not be an issue for you. They become my eyes, ears and sword when needed. They report to me, they follow my orders. They cannot marry, unless I say so. They cannot father a child or lay with a woman, unless I say so. They may not live in a house or purchase one, unless I say so. Their life is under my control, totally. However, there is the chance to play a part in the larger world, to act alone on matters of importance, and to be well paid. There are chances for promotion, based solely on merit, not on coin and influence. I am offering you a chance to join the Jiin-Wei, Haung. The choice is yours but I will have your answer before you leave this room.”
 
   Haung dug his fingernails into the palms of his clasped hands. The offer was unexpected, the Jiin-Wei were a mysterious group and though not much was known about them they were called Dog-rats by the common soldier. Dog, because they followed their master wherever he went and lapped up orders like the best milk. Rats, because they scurried about in dark places, sewers and gutters, gnawing away at people, spreading fear and disease. It was said you were never more than six paces from a listening Jiin-Wei, closer if what you had to say wasn’t complimentary towards the duke or the court. Haung had heard enough to know that they were respected and feared but not well liked. Aside from this, the Commander was watching him with calculating eyes and a firm hand on the dagger he had used to cut up the fruit.
 
   “I would be honoured to accept, Commander,” Haung said.
 
   “I was sure you would, Jiin Haung. Your training will begin the moment you leave this room. Your first assignment will follow quickly. These are interesting times in our war with Wubei, interesting times. Marbu has your orders and assigned teacher downstairs. He also has your new Jian sword and black cloth. Follow his orders, as you would mine.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “Don’t thank me Jiin-Wei Haung. You haven’t even begun to understand the true implications of your choice yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   It was still raining.
 
   Zhou looked up to see shades of grey cloud covering the sky. From horizon to horizon there was nothing but the constant fall of rain. Even the birds had decided that it was too wet to fly. All around the horses plodded on down the mountain paths away from the city and towards the great plain. The other diplomat rode in some comfort, he supposed, inside the covered wagon. Being just a Junior Diplomat he was reduced to riding a horse, exposed to the weather. Behind the wagon, soldiers and baggage servants walked, as was right and proper. He wiped the rain from his forehead for the thousandth time and took a renewed grip on the clammy leather reins. 
 
   For five days and nights the rain continued as they made a way through mountain passes and narrow valleys. Along rock strewn and pot-holed tracks, down and out of the mountains onto the plains. Soggy nights in damp tents, freezing cold mornings with food half-warmed over smoky fires. Days of increasingly sore thighs and buttocks from sitting in the saddle. Zhou was not happy. However, he contented himself with thoughts of the upcoming negotiations. There was a chance for peace and he intended to be the one to grasp it. Promotion would be quick in coming once the treaty was signed. 
 
   “Zhou.” The weedy voice carried through the rain, dodging the droplets, before whispering in his ear. “I need you, come to the wagon immediately.”
 
   Zhou knew the voice of Hsin, the Senior Diplomat, by now. He brought his horse to a halt and waited for the wagon to catch up. Then, tying the horse to the wagon he dismounted and climbed the stairs into the large wooden wagon. The small door closed behind him and the warm, humid environment wrapped around him. Almost at once, steam began to rise from his wet clothes.  The wagon was not small, a full twenty paces long it was high enough to walk along with just a slight hunch of the shoulders and neck. There were two beds, one for the Senior Diplomat and the other for the Captain in charge of the troops. The latter spent most of his day outside with the soldiers returning only to dry out and sleep. Zhou hadn’t spoken to him much but he seemed to be a reasonable fellow.
 
   The Senior Diplomat was sat at the rear of the wagon interior at a small writing table. Zhou took a deep, controlling, breath and made his way towards him. Even stood at his full height, Hsin would not reach far above five feet. The woollen cap covered a bald head and beneath that a face creased by the wrinkles of age. Hsin’s ears stuck out below the cap giving him the appearance of a tiny wizened monkey. 
 
   “Ah, Zhou, I’m glad you could make it.” Zhou met the beady eyes of the Senior Diplomat and gave a small, just the right side of polite, bow. “Don’t drip on the paper-work.”
 
   “Venerable Hsin, how can I assist you?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Read these reports for me, and then give me a summary. Some fool has written these in a barely legible hand and I can’t be bothered to give myself a headache trying to decipher it.”
 
   Zhou took the papers from Hsin’s hands and moved a comfortable distance away to sit on the cushion covered floor. He sorted through the papers as fast as possible. Every one turned out to be routine, reports of food consumption, water rations, and scouting reports of the terrain ahead. Nothing of much interest and, despite Hsin’s claim, they had been written in a neat, tidy hand. Zhou gave Hsin a sidelong glance, suspecting that the old man’s eyes were failing. Still, at least inside it was warm and out of the rain. Perhaps he would have just enough time to dry out before going back outside to get wet all over again.
 
   Half an hour later, Zhou approached the Senior Diplomat and waited to be acknowledged so that he could deliver his report. The wagon creaked and bumped over the rough track but Hsin did not acknowledge his presence. Zhou gave a small polite cough which also met with no response. Zhou bent down to look into the diplomat’s face.
 
   ‘If the old fool is dead then I will be in charge of the negotiations,’ he thought to himself.
 
   Hsin’s eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. Zhou reached out a slow and careful hand to check for a pulse.
 
   “I’m not dead.” The weedy voice snapped and one eye opened, swivelled in its socket to fix Zhou with a scowl, “I’m thinking.”
 
   “My apologies, Venerable Hsin.” Zhou offered. “I have read the reports and I’m ready to give you the summaries.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Hsin waved an uncaring hand in permission to speak.
 
   For a few minutes, Zhou spoke of each report and gave Hsin the run down on the facts and opinions contained within it. The old man appeared to be focused elsewhere the whole time, however, at the end, he was ready with questions that forced Zhou to re-check his facts. At last, the interview was over and Zhou let the tension out of his shoulders.
 
   “What do you think of this peace mission, Junior Diplomat Zhou?” Hsin asked.
 
   “It is a great opportunity to end the years of war,” Zhou answered.
 
   “Humph,” Hsin responded. “You think so do you?”
 
   “Of course, Venerable Hsin, why else would we be assigned to this duty? Why else would the Duke of Yaart seek a peace treaty?”
 
   “Those questions had also occurred to me, but unlike you, I am not a simpleton to believe whatever I am told.”
 
   “Senior Diplomat?” Zhou frowned, unaccustomed to such insults.
 
   “For over thirty years we have been fighting. Three previous missions like this during that time and no peace found. What makes this one different? Did you never think of this, Zhou?”
 
   “It is rare for one negotiation to resolve a conflict, Sir.” 
 
   “Pah. One negotiation or ten, it wouldn’t matter.” Hsin waggled a finger in front of Zhou’s face, “The poisonous Duke of Yaart can never be trusted. Mark my words, this is a wasted trip.” Hsin threw the paper he was reading down onto the table. “Yaart would not sue for peace unless they stood to gain from it.”
 
   “We all gain from peace, Senior Hsin,” Zhou said.
 
   “Oh, you’ll gain alright. If we secure a peace, your name will be on the treaty alongside mine for all time. You’ll be famous. I would hazard a guess that, after my death, you will become known as the driving force behind the treaty. I might warrant a foot-note in the history books. Your father-in-law, may boils erupt on his buttocks, worked hard to have you assigned to this mission.”
 
   “He did?” Zhou’s voice cracked on the last word.
 
   “Don’t play the naive youngster with me. You’ve been in the diplomat service long enough, though you were just a teacher, to do better than that. Your esteemed Father pulled in every favour and made free with every threat he had. His currency is much diminished by his efforts but should we succeed in securing this peace, his stock will rise again. Our own beloved Duke will have no choice but to listen to his counsel above others, even mine.”
 
   “I had not expected him to do so much,” Zhou said.
 
   “Then you are more of a fool than I gave you credit for.” Hsin spat a gobbet of phlegm into a small cup. “You married his only daughter over his better wishes no doubt, but daughters will always wrap fathers round their little fingers.”
 
   “The marriage was arranged and contract signed before I was five years of age,” Zhou explained.
 
   “Pah, contracts can be lost, changed or annulled. Your own father fell from favour before the marriage, enough reason for him to seek a better match for his daughter. Now he must make the most of the situation. A great risk he takes here, not for you but for himself. I wonder if it will be worth it.” Hsin spoke the last slowly and his brow furrowed.
 
   “Whatever the reasons, we are here to achieve peace.” Zhou tried to keep his voice level and calm though his mind was in confusion.
 
   “That word again, peace. Yaart has attacked our villages, killed our soldiers, raped our wives and daughters for the past generation and you want peace.” Hsin’s whisper came out harsh.
 
   “We cannot always look backwards, the future is the forever ahead of us. To that we must look, to the generations to come.” A picture of his baby son formed in his mind as he spoke. “A peace for them is what we seek.”
 
   “Philosophical drivel, Zhou. We are Wubei and our blood has been spilled. Some of it must be reclaimed if we are to remain strong.” Zhou found it difficult to decipher the expression on Hsin’s face. “Now, make me my tea and then you are dismissed.”
 
   For two more weeks they travelled the plain’s road. The lead soldier and wagon flying the flag of peace. They never stopped in the villages. The battle lines in the war had always been unclear and the villagers changed sides so often that it was impossible to know which side they were on, Wubei, Yaart or their own. There were three tense meetings with Yaart patrols who examined the flag and documents of travel. Each time it was Zhou, and a soldier, who had had to ride away from the protection of the main troop to meet with the enemy soldiers. Thankfully, each time the flag and papers were enough. Should there be a problem the twelve soldiers who accompanied the wagon would not be enough to offer much resistance or defence. The wind and rain of the first week gave way to regular sunshine and dry days. The change in weather lifted Zhou’s spirits and those of the soldiers. Hsin remained a constant; irritable, picky and demanding.
 
   At the end of the third week, a dark smudge appeared through the developing heat haze on the horizon, the city of Yaart. As they came closer to their destination it was possible to pick out more detail. A vast wall encircled the city and tall towers, spaced at regular intervals around it, watched the surrounding land. Rooftops poked up above the wall and pillars of smoke rose even further into the sky.
 
   It wasn’t long before, at the base of the wall, Zhou could make out a collection of tents. Then, before he’d had a chance to work out why they were here, he was amongst them. Far from the pristine white they had seemed from a distance, the tents were dirty and grey. Many had holes in the fabric and some attempts had been made to patch or stitch these up, evidence that the inhabitants were determined to stay.
 
   But it was the smell that Zhou found hardest to deal with. Unwashed bodies, rotting food and faeces, all baked in the warm sun. Zhou raised a handkerchief to his face and tried to take shallow breaths. A few drops from his small store of perfume had little impact on the pervading stench.
 
    The faces of women and children poked out from the entrances of some tents. They darted back under cover when they saw the soldiers and wagons. Zhou felt a tug on his leg and, looking down, saw a small child. So ragged and dirty was the urchin that it was impossible to guess whether it was a boy or girl.
 
   “Food, Master,” said the child. “Any food, Master, please.”
 
   “Get away.” Zhou shook his leg clear and shoved the grubby child.
 
   From up ahead there was the clatter of hooves and all the tent flaps snapped closed, every face vanishing from them.
 
   “Hold.” The command was loud and officious.
 
   Zhou rode forward through the soldiers to see who had issued the command. Blocking the road was a troop of Yaart soldiers each riding a white horse and wearing full armour. Zhou looked around for the Captain and beckoned for him to follow.
 
   “Diplomat Zhou, responding to the Duke of Yaart’s request,” Zhou said to the Captain of the Yaart soldiers. He presented the documents to substantiate the claim.
 
   “Captain Ylem,” the soldier said by way of introduction. “You are expected. Have your troop fall in and follow us. Do not deviate from the path or get left behind.”
 
   With that the soldier turned his horse and rode away. Zhou nodded to his own Captain who issued the orders to follow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Haung nodded as he watched the large wagon and troop of tired looking soldiers enter through the city gates. The late summer sun was beginning to dip and the drawn out evening was just beginning. He looked over the battlements of the city wall and below those the slum of tent-town. The odour crawled up the walls like an invading army and assaulted his nostrils.
 
   He gagged, spat out the sour taste the smell had left in his mouth and turned away from the beauty of the sunset and the ugliness of poverty. Tonight he had a mission to accomplish for the Commander and it would not pay to fail. He had prepared a ruse in the lodgings set aside for the diplomats and soldiers from Wubei. They had not been permitted to stay inside the castle. It was not prudent to let trained enemy soldiers inside your defenses. However, it was the diplomats who were the true concern. Like civil servants the empire over, diplomats had had martial training and would be a match for most of the soldiers. Physical prowess was not their most dangerous weapons, that honour went to their brains and observant eyes. Those weapons though, could be turned against them with the right strategy.
 
   Huang climbed down the steps from the walls to the streets below and took off at a brisk pace in the opposite direction to the Wubei troop. They would take a longer, slower route to their destination and that would give him enough time to get there ahead of them. He wanted to observe their entrance into the city to determine who was in charge and get an impression of their demeanour. The Yaart soldiers had not insisted the inhabitant of the wagon come out and avoided the diplomatic trap laid out for them. The file on Hsin the Commander had directed him to read contained a lot of detail, but seeing the man’s face would have told him more.
 
   As he dodged through the late-afternoon crowds, Haung considered his options. He had several roles in mind, and the costumes to go along with them. One way in was to play the part of a servant but he dismissed it in short order. Servants in their own country would be ignored. Folk would talk around them as if they did not exist, but in a foreign country, a country you were at war with, servants would be, as matter of routine, assumed to be spies or informers. No, he needed a role that the soldiers were comfortable with and could ignore whilst they talked. Hostler, blacksmith, beggar, waiter, tradesman, he had considered and dismissed them all. 
 
   ‘I know just the part to play,’ he thought.
 
   Haung avoided the main door of the tavern and slipped, instead, in through the servants’ door. Hanging on the pegs, next to the door, was the costume he wanted. He changed from quality silks into a shabby cloth tunic, held in at the waist with a soft rope belt, and rough trousers. The silks he placed in the sacks along with his shoes. He pulled on the weather beaten, cracked and patched leather boots wincing as he crammed his toes into the too small. The last touch, pour a little cheap ale over his hands and run these through his dark hair. No longer the short crop of a trainee but now grown out thick and straight. The beer wash made it appear greasy and unkempt with the added bonus of creating the perfume he needed for the role. Slapping ale wetted hands over his new clothes added another layer to the illusion. He would need a good wash before he carried out part two of tonight’s tasks.
 
   Rolling and staggering into the bar, he spied an empty table with a good view of the taproom and slumped into one of the wooden chairs. The waiter brought over a cup of cheap wine which Haung sipped and swished around his mouth before swallowing. He slopped half of the remaining wine on the floor next to him. He let his eyes relax and lose focus, settling into his role and the chair for the evening.
 
   Before too long, the soldiers from Wubei came in via the back door and ordered drinks. They were staying in the inn’s outer building. The diplomats and the Captain would have much richer rooms upstairs. The soldiers took their drinks to a table on the opposite side of the room. There was no chance of Haung hearing their discussions from his seat, but moving closer might make them suspicious. 
 
   After a slow glance around the room to make sure he was not being observed, Haung dipped a finger into the wine and traced a small symbol on the wooden table. The writing flared briefly as he whispered a small chant and a tiny wisp of steam rose from the surface. Now he could hear every word that the soldiers were saying. Much of it was usual barrack room talk; what they would do with a girl if they saw one, how much they could drink, how much they missed their wife or did not miss them. He took another sip of wine and waited, biding his time.
 
   “That Hsin, he’s a miserable git,” Haung heard one of the soldiers say.
 
   “Yeah, never leaves that wagon. You see inside it? Bloody palace on wheels. Comfy bed, little fire, cushioned floor. What do we get? Sleep on the cold ground and freeze the night through,” said another.
 
   “Don’t think the Captain likes him much either. He spent all his time on horseback out in the open with us,” responded the first.
 
   “Don’t think his assistant Zhou is much better. You see the way he kicked that little beggar child outside the city?” chimed in a third voice.
 
   “Only a bloody beggar,” the first again.
 
   “No call to kick a kid though, eh?” the second soldier re-joined the conversation. “Zhou always gives me that look. You know the one, like a ‘who are you to even think you can look at me’ kinda look. Thinks he’s better than us,” said the third soldier.
 
   “He’s better than you, for sure,” laughed the first and they all joined in.
 
   Soon the conversation returned to alcohol, girls and how hard life was for a soldier. Haung waited as long as he could for the three ranking Wubei to make an appearance. He had a good idea who the Captain was, and could remember the face of Zhou, easy to pick out by his lack of soldier’s uniform, but he still wanted to see Hsin. They still had not come down from their rooms when he decided he could not wait any longer and still be on time for his next meeting. Haung lurched upright and stumbled his way out of the front door, round the side of the inn and picked up the sack containing his original clothes.
 
   Once he had turned a few street corners, still in the guise of a worker who had spent all his day’s wages on alcohol, Haung turned the stagger into a fast run through the dark streets back to the castle. In his own rooms he stripped and washed the disguise off of his skin and out of his hair. He pulled on his Jiin-Wei uniform of dark grey and black silk tunic and trousers, belted a dagger to his waist and picked up the scabbarded sword. It felt right in his hands, much better quality than his old sword and the balance was perfect. 
 
   He opened the door to his small room and placed the stinking disguise into the laundry pile. Servants would come along later and move it, either to wash or destroy depending on its condition. Bloody clothes were always destroyed, burnt to ash and thrown to the winds. Haung settled the dagger into a more comfortable position on his hip and made his way through dim corridors towards his second appointment.
 
   “Haung?” it was a girl’s voice. He stopped and turned.
 
   “Do I know you?” He asked of the young, small, serving girl who had been walking along the corridor in the opposite direction to him.
 
   “You should do, you knocked the jar out of my hands last time I saw you. Cost me a day’s wages because the cook said it was my fault.” The girl stepped into the glow of one of the few lanterns in the corridor, put her hands on her hips and gave him a stern stare, “And before that, you’d promised to take me walking one night.”
 
   “Jiao? Is that you?” Haung asked.
 
   “Of course it is, you great ox. How come you don’t come and visit the kitchen anymore? Why don’t you... oh.” She caught her breath when he stepped forward into better light. “My apologies, Jiin-Wei. Please forgive my questions.” She bowed low, then turned and fled along the corridor.
 
   “Jiao,” Haung called as she bolted away from him, and then shook his head a little before resuming his own journey. 
 
   After a few more twists and turns he reached his goal, a thick wooden door with symbols carved into it. His hand tightened around the scabbard, stretching and whitening the skin of his knuckles and he forced himself to relax and remain calm. He traced two of the symbols which glowed faintly as the fingertip passed over. The door swung open on silent hinges and he stepped through. 
 
   The staircase beyond was cut from solid rock and descended as far as he could see. Regular spaced small nooks in the wall housed the glowing orange orbs that lit the way. Behind him, the door closed as silently as it opened and he began to descend, step by step, into the earth. The further down, the hotter it became. At the top, the staircase was wide enough for three broad-shouldered men to walk side by side but it narrowed soon after. The rock walls and ceiling were getting closer and sweat began to drip down his brow.
 
   An eternity later and the stairs ended, opening out into a circular room with three further exits. Choosing one, he continued walking. Faint at first, then increasing in volume, Haung began to discern the pattern of a regular chant. The echoes in the corridor confused the words but drove and enhanced the rhythm. It surged and ebbed like the tide against his mind. He passed doorways that opened out into rooms, some small and others large but none were the source of the chanting. That was still washing down the corridor in front of him. A few moments later, Haung could see the corridor’s end, an archway and beyond that, in the red glow and flickering light was the source of the chant.
 
   There was a multitude of sudden shrieks and sword half-drawn by instinct, Haung crouched, balanced, tense. His quivering sword arm wanted to complete the draw but his mind, shocked by the pain, anguish and utter fear contained in those screams, had frozen. The high-pitched cries continued for an age and then, at last, faded away. Haung took a shaky breath, still crouched and still ready to fight. A shadow filled the open arch, growing larger and larger. It flowed along the floor towards the terrified Jiin-Wei.
 
   “Ah, Haung,” said the shadow, “you are on time. Good. Put that sword away, it will do you no good here.” The shadow chuckled, a hollow, rattling, empty sound. “Come with me, your lessons continue and you have much to learn.” 
 
   Haung took a deep breath which whistled out between tight, pursed lips. He pushed the sword back into the scabbard with a cleansing click and followed the Fang-shi sorcerer.
 
   “Can you cope with more noise, Haung?” said the sorcerer. “We still have much more work to do on our grand plan. You cannot be weak to this. Magic comes from an understanding of the universe and it is cold, dark, and unforgiving. Fear will only get you killed, young Haung. Let it go, accept the darkness and cold of the universe into your heart. Harden it to the screams of others, they are nothing to the universe. It does not care for us or our plans and struggles.” The Fang-shi stopped and stabbed Haung with a penetrating stare from his shimmering golden eyes. “Accept, understand and use that knowledge. Become like the universe, Haung, do not care for the screams of others.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   The negotiations were slow and heavy going. Already a week in and the only agreements reached were the order in which they would speak and the basic agenda.  After the fifth day, Zhou was irritable and impatient for progress to be made. By the seventh, the frustration was giving him headaches.
 
   Zhou stomped through the door of the inn. Apart from a few Wubei soldiers sat at one table playing cards and drinking cups of wine, the tap room was empty. Zhou narrowed his eyes, with them was a man who he did not recognise. He walked to the bar and beckoned over the Innkeeper.
 
   “Who is that man?” Zhou asked whilst nodding his head towards the soldiers’ table.
 
   “That’s Donny Yuen, Sir. He runs an import house in the traders’ quarter. Comes here quite often after work.” The Innkeeper spoke quickly, “Can I get you some wine?”
 
   Zhou looked from the table to the Innkeeper and back again, “Hmmm… what, no thanks.”
 
   He walked past the table, giving the guards a stern stare. They ignored him and carried on playing their game. Gripping the stair bannister rail he paused to glance back at the guards, shook his head, and then climbed the stairs. 
 
   At the top, he went straight to the Captain’s door and knocked twice. His soft soled boot tapped a staccato rhythm on the wooden floorboards as he waited for a response from inside. Eventually, the door opened.
 
   “Captain.” Zhou gave the briefest of bows and brushed past the Captain and into the room. There was a tidy bed, and short cupboard, a bare writing desk, a chest with the stamp of Wubei on its lid and a great padlock sealing it shut. The Captain wore his dagger and there was a sword resting against the chair. 
 
   “Diplomat Zhou, how can I help you?” The Captain returned the bow to the exact angle that Zhou had delivered. “I am very busy.”
 
   Zhou gave the desk a pointed look, “Captain, are you aware that your men are, as we speak, downstairs playing cards and drinking with the enemy?”
 
   “Enemy? I thought we were here to make peace.” The Captain responded.
 
   “Until there is peace, they remain the enemy. Who knows what secrets your men are giving away in their cups.” Zhou said in clipped tones.
 
   “My men are trustworthy and know their jobs, Diplomat.” The Captain took a step towards Zhou, “If you would care to look properly, you’ll note that though they are playing cards they are drinking heavily watered wine that they take slowly for appearance sake. Also, the man they are playing, Yuen, we have checked out. Two of my men followed him back to his house and business last night. They spoke with the neighbours and other businesses, enquiring after goods and trade opportunities. There is nothing suspicious about Yuen, nor are we giving our secrets away. Indeed, we checked with the Venerable Hsin and our factors within the city to ascertain that Yuen’s import house has, in the past, been a trustworthy trading partner.”
 
   “So you say.” He saw the look in the Captain’s eyes. “So your men say, but we must be careful. I want you to order your men not to speak to the locals.”
 
   “Diplomat,” and Zhou was sure that it was meant as an insult rather than an honour, “you do your job and I will see to my men and their work.”
 
   “Captain,” Zhou tried to mimic the Captain’s tone, “I think that you...”
 
   He was stopped by the Captain’s raised hand, “I think and I follow orders. Perhaps you should consider that before you come to me with demands again. Now, as long as we understand each other, I will bid you good night.”
 
   The Captain placed a firm hand on Zhou’s elbow and another in the small of his back guiding Zhou out of the room and closing the door. Zhou raised his hand to knock again but instead let it fall back to his side. He spun about and headed further down the corridor to the Senior Diplomat’s room. Swallowing his anger, he knocked on Hsin’s door and entered when the weedy voice from inside gave him permission.
 
   “Senior Hsin,” he began. “Are you aware that our soldiers are downstairs, drinking and speaking with a local tradesman?”
 
   “Yes,” said Hsin without looking up from the paper he was reading.
 
   “Aren’t you going to stop it?” Zhou asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?” Zhou moved across the room to stand before the Senior Diplomat.
 
   “You are in my light,” Hsin hissed and Zhou shifted a little, letting more light from the window reach the beady-eyed old man. “Am I to answer all your questions? Am I to do as you say? Is that what you teach at the Academy?”
 
   “No, but…” Zhou began.
 
   “Good,” Hsin interrupted. “For a moment, I thought the teaching was not to the standard it should be. You understand your role here?”
 
   “Yes, but…” he tried again.
 
   “Good. Then you’ll be aware that I am in charge of this negotiation and all the factors that pertain to it.” Hsin turned the page and continued reading.
 
   “Yes.” Zhou let some of his frustration seep into his voice.
 
   “Do not,” Hsin’s voice rose above its usual sibilant whisper to a tone of command, “let your next word be a ‘but’.”
 
   “Of course, Venerable Hsin.” Zhou bowed low, as a subordinate should.
 
   “I am tired, Zhou. Tired of the length of the days here, tired of the war we have been fighting for most of the good years of my life, and very, very tired of explaining everything I do, especially to people who should know better. However,” Hsin put down the final page of the report, “I can see that you have an issue with the soldiers’ actions. I take it you have spoken with the Captain. Ah, I can see from your eyes that you have. He is a good man, he knows when to follow orders and when to keep his mouth closed. You could learn a lot from him. The soldiers are operating under my orders. The man they are talking to, a Donny Yuen I believe, is known around the city as an honest tradesman. We had word on the road that he may be able to give us information about the Yaart situation. I take it you saw the tents at the entrance?” Hsin paused, “Good. There is hope for you yet. We do not know what prompted this overture for peace. The war has been in stalemate for the past five years. Something must have changed. We need to know what that is if we are to get the best terms for the peace treaty. Yuen may be one piece in that answer. There you go, a long explanation but you can see now, I hope, the reason for the fraternisation you saw.”
 
   “Yes, Senior Hsin.” Zhou bowed low again, “My apologies for disturbing you.”
 
   “I will explain no more to you. You are young, inexperienced and only here because of your father-in-law. If you are to be of any use, keep your mouth closed and your eyes and ears open. If you challenge me again, I will have you sent home in disgrace. You are dismissed.” Hsin picked up a new sheaf of papers and began reading again. He didn’t look up as Zhou backed his way to the door and out of the room.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou slept fitfully that night and woke too early. He had a quick wash and breakfast before following Hsin’s wagon to the castle. Once Hsin had dismounted, a slow affair with lots of cursing, they were guided, as they were every morning, to the meeting room. Zhou helped Hsin settle onto the cushions and organise his papers. A few minutes later servants brought hot tea and then the Yaart negotiators filed in, arms laden down with scrolls. As they sat themselves down, Hsin turned to Zhou.
 
   “I don’t need you today. Please wait outside until this session is complete. You are dismissed.” Hsin turned back, slowly, to face the other negotiators and raised his tea in a gesture of welcome.
 
   Zhou felt the blood rush to his face and ducked his head to focus his gaze on the scrolls in front of him, certain that everyone in the room was staring at him. The humiliation at being publicly chastised in front of the enemy set his heart beating loudly in his ears. The raised veins on his clenched hands pulsed in time with his heartbeat. He jerked, bowed to all in the room and left. He made sure not to slam the door; Hsin was not going to have the satisfaction. Outside, Zhou slumped against the wall. The heat drained from his face and his skin became cold.
 
   “Old fool. Negotiations are going nowhere fast and he reckons he can do it all on his own. And, he’ll take all the credit,” he muttered.
 
   There was a plain wooden chair outside the door which he collapsed into. As he sat there he dwelt on the insult that had just been delivered. ‘That must have been because of last night. I have to ask questions, that’s my job, to make the Senior Diplomat sure of his actions. I have to know what is going on. If he dies, I take over. He’s made it clear he doesn’t want me but these meetings can’t happen without two diplomats, it is not protocol. How long does he actually expect me to sit here? An hour, two, four. Bloody old fool.’
 
   The guard passed Zhou on a regular patrol every six minutes. He started counting the seconds after the first three passes but by the tenth go round he was bored. The anger was still there but it was just smouldering embers now. On the eleventh patrol, Zhou stood up and walked off down the corridor.
 
   “Sir?” the guard spoke.
 
   “Yes?” Zhou turned back to answer.
 
   “You are not allowed to leave the meeting area without a guard, Sir.”
 
   “Well,” and Zhou resumed his walk, “come on then.” From behind, he could hear the creak of leather and metallic clinking of armour as the guard ran to catch up. “I need some air, where can we go?”
 
   “There is the courtyard, Sir, or the ornamental gardens,” said the guard.
 
   “Let’s go to the gardens,” Zhou ordered and followed the guard as he indicated the right direction. The corridors twisted, turned and then they were out in the bright sunshine.
 
   “Round here, Sir,” said the guard.
 
   The gardens were stunning. Even Zhou, who left his wife to tend their garden, was left with few words to say. The air was perfumed by herbs, spices and sweet flowers. Every breath was a decadent luxury. The flowers were in full bloom with every colour conceivable on display, each flowing into the next as if it was always meant to be that way. A rainbow looked plain in comparison.
 
   The guard followed Zhou as he walked slowly amongst the flowers, stopping to inhale their fragrance and picking the herbs to rub between his fingers and taste. The garden his wife spent so long attending had some of the same herbs but none of the flowers. They would just not grow in the thin mountain air and the growing season was too short. As they approached one of the hedges that bordered the garden, the guard spoke.
 
   “We are not allowed through there, my Lord.” The guard pointed to an arch in the tall hedgerow.
 
   “Why not?” Zhou asked.
 
   “I have my orders, Sir.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to break them and see.” Zhou began to walk towards the arch when he felt a firm hand on his shoulder. Looking over his shoulder, he could see it was the guard that held him, “If you want a diplomatic incident that derails the negotiations your Duke wanted, you just keep pulling me back. If you don’t, let go. Now.”
 
   “But, Sir, we…” the guard began.
 
   “You can guard me as I go in, or you can run off and tell someone who’ll probably want to know why you aren’t guarding me.” Zhou said, “Orders are orders. Which one are you going to follow?” He shrugged the now limp hand away and continued through the hedge arch.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander, I am sure that he saw them. Acting as the worried guard, I was careful to guide him around the outside of the area but there was enough room to see,” the grey and black dressed Jiin-Wei said.
 
   “Good, good.” Commander Weyl turned to Haung, “It all goes well. If the younger negotiator has seen enough then we can surely bet he is on his way to tell the old man now. Haung, I want you to take over tomorrow, be ready to act when the situation is right. This is the critical step. Get this right and the plan is sure to succeed.”
 
   Haung bowed in response and, with the other Jiin-Wei, left the Commander’s office.
 
   “Did he get a good enough look? I’m not sure how observant these Wubei are and he seems to be the worst of the lot,” Haung asked.
 
   “Oh yes, he saw it all right.” The Jiin-Wei smiled, “He thinks he is so clever but with only a lowly guard like me there he doesn’t even bother to hide his reactions. As soon as he saw the ground around them his hands began twitching and his pace quickened. He didn’t even eat any more flowers on the way out of the garden.”
 
   Haung laughed, “Where did he go?”
 
   “Back to the chair outside the meeting room.” Haung watched the grin widen on his comrade’s face. “I carried on patrolling for the rest of the shift. Every time I went past, I could see his feet tapping away. He kept looking at the door too. I’ve no idea why he didn’t just go straight in, he looked ready to leap off that chair at any second.”
 
   Haung returned the smile, “He had a falling out with the old one. The negotiators said it was enjoyable to watch the arrogant one get put in his place. Tomorrow is the test, then.”
 
   They said good night and Haung hurried back to his small room to make sure he had everything ready. The room had been cleaned whilst he had been out, and no doubt searched too. They had warned him that it would be  checked on a regular basis to ensure that no contraband or other materials that had not been officially cleared were present. He certainly had no intention of being caught with anything. The hidden niche behind the cupboard was empty. The fact that it was there when he moved in suggested that it was probably known about or been cut to tempt the unwary. For that reason he had, very carefully, cut a small section out of the ceiling. Haung had even beveled the edges so the very weight of the stone section closed the gaps and cracks that might betray its presence. Even though he knew it was there, he found it hard to find sometimes. 
 
   Ensuring the door was closed, he stood on his bed to reach up towards the hidden section. He rested his fingertips against the stone section and took a deep breath. The next step needed complete calm and concentration. Gently lifting the stone section, he focused on keeping the stone level. With his other hand he raised a lit candle to see if his trap was still in place. It was. The trap had been difficult to set and had required a few specialist tools that had to be smuggled out of the training rooms. 
 
   ‘So, they haven’t found it,’ he grinned.
 
   He lowered the stone back into place and contemplated the game he played here. The void behind the stone was empty. The trap was set to encourage, and yet discourage, the searchers. If they found the hiding place, they would set off the trap and there was little chance they had the right tools on them to reset it. They would also find nothing and he would be in the clear. However, it also provided a hidden space should he ever need it. The intensive training he had undergone had taught him to be careful and cynical. Always plan for everything was one of the mantras his teachers had recited again and again.
 
   There was soft knock at the door. Haung looked at the ceiling, rechecking his work then stood from the bed, took the few necessary steps to the door and opened it.  
 
   “Haung,” said Jiao.
 
   He stepped forward and checked up and down the corridor. Seeing no-one he pulled Jiao into the room. “What are you doing here, Jiao?”
 
   “I came to see you. You don’t visit anymore, and we never had that walk,” she said.
 
   “Jiao, don’t you understand what a Jiin-Wei is? My old life is over. I have other things to do now. I’m not a soldier anymore,” Haung whispered. “You can’t come here.”
 
   He stared at her, willing the urgency he felt to be understood. Her dark almond shaped eyes looked back into his. She was an innocent, he could see that in her gaze but she was also very beautiful. That’s what had drawn him to her in the first place, back when he was a trainee soldier. The sneaking into the kitchens to spend five minutes with her, talking to her, being close to her was exciting. Even now, with his new cynicism he could feel that same emotion stirring. He turned away from her, gaining distance but more importantly, breaking that look.
 
   He felt a lightness in his stomach as if all his breath was rising like a summer morning’s sun, his heart was beating a fast tempo in his ears. “Jiao, you cannot be here.”
 
   “I had to ask around the castle to find you and you don’t want me.” Her voice pushed exquisite fish hooks into his thumping heart, tugging him towards her and he had to battle hard to stay still, and keep his back to her.
 
   “Jiao, you have put us both at risk. You should not have come here and you should not have asked about me.” He took a deep breath and forced the words out, “You are not part of my life anymore. We had nothing before and we have less than nothing now. Do not come back. I will not see you again.”
 
   He heard the door open then slam shut but didn’t turn around until he was sure she was long gone from the room.  Haung sat down on the bed, his head fall into his hands and let the adrenalin flow out of his body. When his limbs stopped trembling he slid down off the bed and onto the floor, sitting cross legged. His arms fell to his lap, palms resting lightly on one another and he started to slow his breathing. He could feel himself sinking further and further into the meditation and calm darkness of his mind. Just like he did with the Fang-shi, he could sense the darkness begin to absorb his outer shell and leave only the spirit core.
 
   The banging knock on the door shattered the meditation and he fell out of it, sprawling on the floor in shock. He could taste blood in his mouth and investigating, with his tongue, he could feel the tear where he had bitten into his cheek. Pushing himself up onto his feet he stepped over to the door for the second time this evening.
 
   “Listen, Jiao...” he came to fluttering halt. “Secretary Marbu, what can I do for the Commander tonight?”
 
   Marbu scrutinised him and Haung felt like a fish being inspected by a picky housewife, ensuring it was as fresh as the fishmonger promised.
 
   “Did she do that to you?” Marbu asked.
 
   Haung prodded the inside of his mouth with his tongue once again and wiped the blood from his lips with the palm of his hand.
 
   “No, Secretary. I was meditating when you announced your presence,” Haung answered and saw Marbu’s eyes narrow in response.
 
   “You would be wise not to see her again. It would not be good for you, or her.” Marbu’s eyes narrowed even further and his tone chilled Haung.
 
   “I have told her so, Secretary. I am sure she understands the situation,” Haung responded and threw in a respectful dip of the head at the same time.
 
   “She is not wise, this Jiao, to ask all over the castle about the whereabouts of a Jiin-Wei. Perhaps, I will arrange for her to be spoken to. Just to ensure that she understands the situation as you have explained it to her.” Haung didn’t like the small smile that formed on the secretary’s face. He could feel those fish hooks in his heart tug again. He forced himself to stay still, though he so wanted to wipe that grin off of his visitor’s face.
 
   “It is not needed. I assure you honourable Secretary, she understands. I was firm with her. I think that she, in all probability, now hates me,” Haung said in a calm tone.
 
   “Perhaps, Jiin-Wei, perhaps. Still, let us remember that it is an option, should the need arise. And now, I will bid you a good night. Do not forget your task tomorrow, nor let your mind stray from it.” Marbu dipped in his own little bow then turned and walked away.
 
   Haung closed the door and rested his back against it. Meditation was far from his thoughts. He stripped off and climbed into bed, checking that the small dagger was there, under his pillow, and that his spare sword was underneath the bed. Reassured by this, he fell asleep but his dreams were filled with images of Jiao. Sweet memories of meetings in the kitchen, stolen whispers in the corridor, distracted practices in the training yard. But the visions twisted and darkened, Jiao’s broken body lying at the bottom of the castle walls, blood pooling around her head, arms and legs at unnatural angles, sharp shards of white bone erupting from smooth flesh, sightless eyes. The sweat drenched bed covers caught and snared him as he rolled and turned, trying to escape the scenes his sleeping mind was conjuring. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   “Peace can only be realised when the Duke of Yaart releases control of the high plains that he, illegally, invaded twenty seven years ago. The Wubei people there cry out against the yoke of tyranny he has brought upon them,” Hsin said.
 
   “The people of the Shinxi marshes feel the oppression of the Duke of Wubei also,” responded the Yaart negotiator. “Perhaps we can come to some agreement on these areas?”
 
   “The marshes do provide excellent access to the Green River and thence to the sea. It has been a trade route of ours for many years.” Hsin dipped his brush into a small bowl of ink and painted words on the paper as he spoke.
 
   “And the high plains provide some excellent grazing land for the farmers of Yaart.” The Yaart negotiator made notes on his own paper.
 
   “It is good to see we understand each other, Honoured Cheng. Our list for the day is nearly at an end. We should congratulate ourselves with some more tea, perhaps?” Hsin’s face carried an open smile which Zhou found, for some reason, troubling.
 
   “An excellent idea, Honoured Hsin,” and Cheng waved to a servant who bowed and left the room.
 
   “We are getting nowhere at all,” Zhou hissed quietly to Hsin.
 
   “You think so? I am finding out quite a lot about Yaart and its situation.” Hsin whispered back. “You still do not see? Even after yesterday?”
 
   “See what? We mention an area, they offer a counter, and we both note it down for further discussion. Nothing is ever agreed; round and around it goes.” Zhou checked to make sure that Cheng was in discussion with his own team of diplomats.
 
   “Zhou, so many things are beginning to make sense. If you cannot see, then think carefully about all you have seen and heard.” Hsin’s smile turned malicious, “If even this simple thing is beyond you, your father-in-law will have made a serious mistake in backing you. Now, be quiet and pay attention.”
 
   Cheng turned from his conference. “Is the Esteemed Zhou all right, Honoured Hsin? He seems to be pre-occupied with something.”
 
   “The spicy food, dear Cheng. The delicious fare the Yaart chefs have placed before us each day does not sit well in his belly,” Hsin explained. “The youth of today are not well travelled nor their stomachs strong enough to cope with changing food. Give him time and he will come to enjoy it as much as I do.”
 
   “My apologies, Diplomat Zhou, I was unaware of this.” Cheng turned his concerned face from Zhou and addressed Hsin again, “I can instruct the chefs prepare some blander food if required. It would not do for a guest in our city to fall ill if there were something we could do to prevent it.” Cheng looked concerned.
 
   “No, no. He will be fine, dear Cheng. If he is to follow his chosen career he must open his mind, and belly, to new experiences. It is all good learning for him,” Hsin chuckled as he waved away the concern.
 
   Zhou looked back and forth between the two, certain some un-spoken joke was taking place, one he had not been let in on. There was a knock at the door and servants entered placing fresh, steaming tea on the low table and clearing away the old.
 
   “Perhaps, the tea will calm the storm in his stomach, Hsin?” Cheng said as he poured and against all protocol, handed the first cup to Zhou, who turned to look at Hsin, awaiting the explosion. The Senior Diplomat nodded as he received his own cup.
 
   “Ah,” Hsin gave a deep sigh of satisfaction as he sipped the scaldingly hot beverage. “The tea is excellent, Honoured Cheng.”
 
   “Thank you. The leaves are picked only in the evening when the sap is at its height, and then only the very tips of the youngest leaves. The drying process is very quick in the mountains where it grows. It was explained to me why this is but I must confess I did not understand very much. All I needed to know is that the tea is good and worthy of guests. The duke drinks the very same tea and, I have heard, even the emperor, blessed be him in Jade Heaven, has a supply of his own from the mountain.”
 
   “Then we are in good company,” Hsin turned a sly glance on Zhou. “I hope everyone appreciates your care as much as I do.”
 
   Zhou took a breath to respond but when no suitable words came to mind he settled for silence and slight bow towards the Yaart negotiator.
 
   “If I may,” Hsin began, “I have never had the pleasure of visiting your lovely city before. The current difficulties have always precluded that possibility. Would it be possible for myself and my aide,” he nodded towards Zhou, who could say nothing about his sudden demotion, “to have a small tour. I am sure you have many wonders to see.”
 
   “Do we not have more on the list for the day?” Cheng picked up his papers and started to sort through them.
 
   “We do, however, I am willing to waive our claim on the Shinxi marshes in any treaty we construct between our two nations.” Hsin took another sip of his tea.
 
   Zhou almost spat his tea out across the room. The marshes were the best way to the Green River and from there the backbone of trade for Wubei. Being in the mountains was good for defence and mining, the largest money earner for the province, but not so good for trade. Giving up the marshes and easy access to the river would cost Wubei dearly in the long run.
 
   Cheng’s eyes narrowed and he made a few jerky scratches on his papers, “That would be most agreeable.”
 
   “Good, then it is settled. Our discussions for the day are done and we have time for a tour.” Hsin clapped his hands together softly in pleasure. “This has been a good day.”
 
   “Of course, Honoured Hsin. Let me just speak to the guards and ensure we have everything we need. Then we can begin the tour.” As Cheng stood he threw a few glances at Zhou, who returned a neutral face. Cheng opened the door and went outside, closing it behind him.
 
   “Are you mad?” Zhou spat out the words like poison towards Hsin.
 
   “Take care with your tongue, Zhou. You could still be going home in disgrace.” Hsin, for once, displayed none of the anger he usually did. Zhou craned his neck around to look carefully at Hsin’s face.
 
   “You’re up to something, Venerable Hsin,” he said in accusation.
 
   “By venerable, you mean old. You know what else it says, it says experience, cunning, thought and guile. It comes with age and after many negotiations. If this afternoon works as it should, then we will have this war sewn up before evening.” Zhou saw Hsin’s face take on a much more cunning look, “Then Yaart will pay dearly for starting the war and for killing our people.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” Zhou forced the admission out between gritted teeth.
 
   “Thirty years of war, Zhou. Thirty years of deaths, village raids, of our young men going off to fight.” Zhou, looking directly into Hsin’s eyes, saw them mist over. “So many dead. Every family has lost someone, even yours Zhou, but some have lost much more. For them we must strike a hard peace, a punishing peace to ensure that it can never happen again. We must forge a peace that lasts a thousand generations and to do that we must weaken Yaart.”
 
   Hsin paused and Zhou waited as the Senior Diplomat brought his face back to the calm, professional visage it had worn throughout the negotiations so far. “I was sent to petition the emperor in the first years of the war, did you know that? We wanted his diplomats to resolve a peace between Wubei and Yaart. The emperor would not see me or any of our group. His aide said the emperor would not get involved in a small border dispute between two of his Dukes. Well, this small dispute has lasted thirty years. Today we can end it.”
 
   Zhou was struck by the passion in the whispered voice but there was something much harder and colder riding underneath it. He worried over it and the only word that came to mind was retribution.
 
   Before he could answer, the door swung open and Cheng walked back in accompanied by two guards. Zhou recognised the first guard as the one who had given him the brief tour yesterday and, though there was something vaguely familiar about him, he didn’t recognise the second guard.
 
   “Honoured Guests, these two Guardsman.” Cheng waved a hand in their general direction. “Feng, whom I believe you have already met, and Kang, will accompany us on our tour. Both have lived in the city and castle for more years than I and may be able to answer some of your questions if I am unable.”
 
   “Also, because of stray arrows?” Hsin asked with a smile, he raised his hand before Cheng could speak, “I would do exactly same in your place, Cheng. I count it as an honour.” Hsin bowed low to Cheng.
 
   “Shall we go?” Cheng asked with a small chuckle.
 
   The guards led them from the room and through the castle corridors, up a flight of stairs and on to the roof of the central keep. The view was incredible. In the mountains the view of the horizon was generally restricted by close proximity of yet more mountains, limiting the scope of vision. At the edge of the parapet, he placed his hands on the stone and lent forward, letting his eyes wash across the vista before him. On the far horizon, a slight grey smudge that hinted at the mountains of his home but, before it and all around the city walls, as far as he could see, were the flat grassland plains of Yaart. If they had been a uniform green the sight would have been pleasant enough but, instead, there were shades of green, browns and yellows. Here and there, small woods rose above the grass and from some, wisps of smoke rose towards the blue skies, little hints of habitation. Roads stretched away from Yaart in the four cardinal directions. 
 
   Zhou knew that the road he had followed to get here petered out as it reached the disputed plains. It had once run all the way to Yaart, but when the war began both sides had destroyed it to prevent the other from moving heavy concentrations of troops easily. Wubei had gone even further, using black powder they had caused avalanches to block the major pathways and passes through the mountains to their city from here. The only path out, the one they had taken to get here, was wide enough for a single wagon and no more. There were guard posts and traps set all along it. The city and its surrounding area were as much a jail as an impregnable fortress for Wubei. But here, with his vision not constrained by mountain crags and steep valleys, he could see and feel the freedom of the plains. He felt dizzy and had to steady himself on the defensive wall of the Yaart castle.
 
   “Perhaps we have seen enough from up here?” Cheng enquired politely.
 
   “Indeed, most impressive,” Hsin replied.
 
   “Incredible,” whispered Zhou.
 
   They returned to the stairs and began to descend. The guards leading, then Cheng, followed by Hsin with Zhou last. He found it hard to tear himself away from the view but forced himself into the tunnel of stairs. Immediately, he felt trapped and saddened.
 
   “You were looking in the wrong direction,” Hsin sent back up to him in hushed tones. Zhou puzzled over that comment as they descended. What had he missed?
 
   “Let us show you the troop training yard. I imagine it is similar to your own but, for some reason, tours for visiting dignitaries must always include the more martial aspects of a castle.” Cheng apologised with a smile. “Though, if you prefer, the duke does have a fine collection of paintings that he is happy to have you view.”
 
   “Honoured Cheng,” Hsin said as they walked. “I was interested, as we came to your great city, in the tents and people just outside. Has that always been there? Our old records mentioned nothing of it when I prepared to make the journey here.”
 
   “It is... a relatively recent addition to our city,” Cheng answered, though Zhou was certain the pause had not been on purpose.
 
   “Really? That is sad. Still, I suppose every city has its poor. It is strange to see them outside the walls,” Hsin said lightly. Zhou tried but could not detect any tone that might give a clue to the line of conversation the Senior Diplomat was taking. “A beautiful day though. I am glad we had a chance to get outside. May we see the gardens?”
 
   Hsin, without warning, took a different corridor from the guards at the next junction. Zhou, surprised, almost walked into Cheng’s back as everyone came to halt and hurried to re-adjust their path. Zhou turned first and already, Hsin was striding quickly away. Much more quickly than he had ever moved in the whole time Zhou had known him. Cheng and the guards, in a whisper of slippered feet and jangle of armour, caught up then passed Zhou. By then it was too late, Hsin was already through the door and out in the gardens.
 
   “This way, I believe.” Hsin turned again and headed off towards the hedge arch that Zhou had visited yesterday.
 
   “Sir?” said the new guard, his voice sounding concerned to Zhou’s ears.
 
   “I know, Kang, but what can be done. A guest is honoured and protected, above all. Such is the law of the emperor and our traditions.” Cheng passed the guards and rushed to catch up with the still accelerating Hsin.
 
   “Honoured Hsin, if you could tell me what it is you want to see then I can guide you by the shortest route,” Cheng spoke politely but firmly.
 
   “No need, I know the way,” Hsin responded.
 
   No matter how the guards and Cheng sought to catch up, Hsin was always a few steps ahead. The hedge arch came into view and then was gone as Hsin passed through as fast as a runaway horse. Beyond, the gardens opened up from pathways, hedges and planted beds to reveal a small open field bordered by a wooden fence and, surrounding that, a tall hedge. The only entrance was the arch they had passed through. In the centre of the fenced area were three cattle. Three unremarkable, head down, cattle chewing grass.
 
   “You needed to see our sacred cattle, Hsin?” Cheng asked, out of breath.
 
   “Indeed, I did. Magnificent beasts. I had no idea that cattle were sacred to Yaart,” Hsin replied.
 
   “We are a nation of the plains, we are cattle farmers by history and tradition. It makes sense, no?” Cheng said calmly, though his eyes darted around the field.
 
   “I will tell you what makes sense and maybe Zhou will finally learn something.” Hsin turned to Cheng and the guards, “Your nation is in trouble. The tent city at the gates is full of refugees, starving ones at that. The first ones to reach the city were housed inside the walls but more and more came. If I had to guess, then I would say there was a disaster in the north, perhaps a flood of the Blue River. It is not unheard of. Indeed it is mentioned quite often in the histories and has always had implications for regions further away from the flood itself. The refugees need food and you have little left to feed them. They also brought with disease and illness them. The graveyards contain many fresh graves, my sources tell me. That is why you came to us for peace. You need time to secure your northern borders and you need troops to do it. Banditry and lawlessness will follow any crisis.”
 
   Cheng looked shocked and fought to find words, “I... there is no... what I mean is...”
 
   “Do not bother, Cheng. You have been outmanoeuvred here. Before we came, we sent our traders out by the long roads to gather knowledge and intelligence on the situation.” Hsin was taking to his task with undisguised glee. Zhou could see that the old man was enjoying his triumph. “They found out something interesting too. They found out that somehow, for some reason, you were buying up all the wheat and flour you could find at extortionate prices, even from the eastern kingdoms. Why were you doing that, and more to the point, how could you afford it, hmm?”
 
   The guards looked at Cheng, worry was clear on their faces and Zhou could feel his heart beat faster. This would not end well, he thought. A tragic accident, two diplomats killed in a fall somewhere, apologies would be sent and the duke would send two more to fill their places. Peace was a great prize after thirty years. Neither the guards nor Cheng spoke.
 
   “How could you afford it?” Hsin repeated, “Now we come to the most intriguing piece of the puzzle. War bankrupts countries, even after thirty years we are both struggling to pay for the conflict but now you, more than we, need money. I would imagine you are close to complete collapse, to total starvation and riots. Once that happens, we could just sweep in and take what we wanted. Where do you get the money?” Hsin began pacing, “And then, of all people, it is the blind idiot Zhou here that stumbles over it. These cattle, these sacred cattle. I don’t know what they are, a gift from the emperor’s sorcerers? An alchemist’s success? A freak of nature perhaps? The last remnants of the Jade herd? It doesn’t matter really. All that matters is that they are not normal beasts. Even though you have cleaned them up, and the field that they graze, you can see how heavy they are. How far their feet sink into the ground? Even now, there is evidence of their gifts to you.” Hsin pointed to the cattle.
 
   Zhou struggled to see what Hsin was on about then, like the goose that laid the golden egg, one of the cattle excreted a hot, spitting, hissing, yellow syrup that puddled and pooled on the grass. There was total silence as the mess cooled and solidified into a misshapen golden lump.
 
   Hsin’s face was a manic grin of victory and there was a look of desperation on Cheng’s. Strange as it seemed, and shocking, these magical cattle were alchemical factories turning grass into gold. An unlimited supply.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Haung stood sweating in his guard uniform. Life as a Jiin-Wei had made him forget how heavy and uncomfortable all the armour was. The old diplomat, Hsin, was gloating over his discovery and Cheng was suitably shocked at it all.
 
   “Honourable Hsin,” Cheng stammered, “I do not know what you hope to gain by these wild theories of yours.”
 
   “Theories, pah.” The little diplomat from Wubei was grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “Theories indeed. I assure you that there is nothing wrong with our northern borders or our food supply. The duke has simply decided that our conflict had reached a stalemate and was in danger of dragging on for many more years without resolution. It was a situation he felt was unacceptable and contacted the emperor for permission to sue for peace. That permission was given.”
 
   “You are hiding behind words, my dear Cheng. The evidence is there for all to see. Even your own people have told us what is going on.” Hsin waved away Cheng’s words.
 
   Haung stepped forward, judging this to be the right time, “Your eminence, I did warn you that these men were not permitted to come here and that they should be stopped.”
 
   Cheng turned to him with a face creased in anger, “Guardsman Kang, you will be silent. I will handle this situation. You overstep your position.”
 
   “Your guards knew we shouldn’t have seen this. It is the last piece in the puzzle, it tells me all I wish to know. When we meet to tomorrow, you will include these fantastical cattle in the negotiations. Wubei will have them or there will be no peace and Yaart can suffocate under the weight of its refugee crisis.” Hsin beckoned the younger diplomat to follow. 
 
   Haung watched them go. The younger one seemed to be arguing with the older. It looked quite heated. They had not gone far out of earshot when they stopped. Haung saw Hsin wave an angry finger at his aide, resulting in the aid stepping back and giving a forced, deep bow. Haung let a small smile pass across his face.
 
   “It goes to plan then?” Cheng said with a slight tremor in his voice. “I did a good job of this?”
 
   “Yes. You are performing admirably. I will inform the Commander of such. You have no need to concern yourself,” Haung said in response, he turned to his fellow Jiin-Wei. “Follow, don’t be seen, but make sure they get back safely.”
 
   “I’m not worried for me, Jiin-Wei,” Cheng spoke harshly.
 
   Haung turned a puzzled look on him, “I’m sorry?”
 
   “When will the Commander let me see my wife again?” Cheng’s tone turned pleading and the words rushed out of his mouth in a torrent, “Is she ok? Has she given birth yet? Do I have a son or a daughter? She is due any day now. Please, can you tell me?”
 
   Haung turned away from the cracks appearing in Cheng’s normally professional demeanour. Cheng grabbed his arm and Haung had to shake himself free. “I do not know. I will report your concerns to the Commander.”
 
   He walked away quickly, fighting the urge to gag, sickened by Cheng’s actions and words. Back in his room, he stripped off the armour, grabbing a towel and a change of clothes he made his way to the bathing rooms. Even before he reached them, he could smell the incense and spices that the servants burnt on the sauna coals and he felt the knots in his shoulders loosen.
 
   He chose the steam sauna room, the constant mist would hide him from view and the relaxing heat did not encourage conversation. He didn’t want to talk to anyone at the moment. Sat in the ceramic tiled chairs, he let the heat invade every pore and each scented breath that inflated his lungs warmed his blood and his heart. Soon the cares of the day were forgotten and expunged with the sweat that began to roll off his body.
 
   # # #
 
   Two days after he submitted his written report, Haung was summoned to the Commander’s office. 
 
   “Haung, I have read the report. You have done a good job. The duke is pleased with the service the Jiin-Wei are providing for him.” The Commander smiled at him. “We should be nearing the end of this phase of our plan.”
 
   “I am glad to have fulfilled my tasks, Commander,” Haung said, but held back the questions he wanted to ask.
 
   “As you should be, as you should be.” The Commander picked up a small cup of wine and took a sip. “Now we have but small parts to play, Cheng will assist the Wubei closing the jaws around themselves. Tomorrow, I want you to meet the duke and escort him to the negotiating room. His appearance should seal the treaty. Dress in the guard uniform. Your presence should give that wizened devil Hsin all the backbone he needs. You are dismissed.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Haung bowed and then before he knew it followed up with, “About Cheng, Sir.”
 
   The Commander, who had already returned to his reading, looked up. “Yes, what about him?”
 
   “Sir.” Haung was searching through his mind for the right words to use. “After the Wubei left us in the garden he mentioned something, Sir.”
 
   “Did he? You made only a brief reference in your report, Haung. Is it something we should know or worry about?” the Commander gave Haung a cold, blank stare.
 
   “Well,” Haung could feel his confidence wriggling away from him like a slimy fish fresh from the river, “I only reported the facts, Sir.”
 
   “Good, that is the way it should be. The negotiations are at a critical stage and Cheng is playing his part masterfully, your own report says so. I will repeat myself, just once, is there anything you want to tell me?” Haung detected a heavy emphasis on the word ‘want’ that tore the hook from the fishes mouth and sent it flapping across the ground towards the safety of the fast flowing river.
 
   “No, Sir.” Haung bowed deeply whilst cursing himself for even mentioning anything.
 
   “Good. Your training is paying off in many surprising ways, Haung. You are dismissed.” The Commander returned to his reading, one hand resting on the cup of wine.
 
   # # #
 
   As ordered, the next morning Haung arrived at the duke’s residence to be met by Marbu and Commander Weyl. They were coming out of the duke’s rooms with the Duke of Yaart himself. Haung had never been this close to the man in all the years he lived in the city and castle. Rising to over six feet in height, which was way above average for the people of Yaart, and dressed in deep blue silk with white fur trim, the duke was an imposing figure. Around his waist, a thick leather belt drew in the robe, emphasising his strong physique. A jewel hilted dagger rested in a sheath on the belt and both hands had a full complement of gemstone embedded rings. The last ornament was the thin gold circlet that prevented the Duke’s long dark hair from obscuring his face. 
 
   But more than that, there was an aura that reached out to Haung. At first, he felt it as a chill touch creeping across the skin of his arms and face, then as a sense of warmth and affection. He felt his eyes drawn to the duke’s, who was talking in quiet tones to the commander. Both Weyl and Marbu seemed to be similarly drawn to the ruler of Yaart. Their faces, normally cold, calculating and professional, were alive with warmth. Even Marbu was smiling as the duke spoke. Haung found it disquieting. 
 
   Mentally, he shook himself and ran through a few of the calming mantras the Fang-shi had taught him at the beginning of his Jiin-Wei training. As the duke approached, Haung built up a wall in his mind against his emotions, holding them back and keeping them under control. As he did so, the feelings of warmth and affection ebbed away.
 
   “And this is Jiin-Wei Haung, your Lordship,” Weyl indicated. “Although just finishing his training, he has already proven to be a good and loyal asset.”
 
   “I am glad.” The duke looked at Haung, into his eyes.
 
   Haung could feel that something was expected of him and bowed deeply, as custom and politeness demanded. He spoke from the bowed position, “It is my honour to serve.”
 
   “Commander Weyl tells me that you are to escort me to the negotiations and be part of the final act that seals the treaty we need so badly.” The duke’s voice was rich and warm. It flowed like warm honey over the walls that Haung had built and he could almost taste their sweet sincerity. He focused again on the walls he had built. “Rise, Jiin-Wei Haung.”
 
   “Thank you, your Lordship,” Haung responded.
 
   “Well, Commander, you seem to have chosen an interesting agent for this task. Most interesting,” the duke said.
 
   “He will not let you down, your Lordship,” Weyl replied whilst, from the corner of his eye, Haung saw Marbu direct a sneer towards him.
 
   Haung accompanied the duke to the negotiating room. They paused outside the door.
 
   “Haung, I know Jiin-Wei are instructed in the hidden arts. Could you make it so that we can hear the discussion taking place? Putting cups to walls is very childish and lacks a certain flair.” The duke smiled at him.
 
   Haung dipped a finger into the small jar of oil he carried on his belt and traced two symbols on the door and then, chanting quietly, touched himself and then the duke, respectfully, on their right ears.
 
   “I will not budge.” Haung recognised Hsin’s weedy voice. “The cattle must be delivered to Wubei or no peace will be had. In a year’s time, by my reckoning, we will simply march in over the famine that is sure to follow.”
 
   “Honoured Hsin,” Cheng’s stronger voice came through, “if it is as you say, then without our golden cattle we cannot hope to feed the people of Yaart. We gain nothing by giving them to you. Peace itself would not be enough. I am sure you can see that.”
 
   “Master Hsin,” Haung took a moment to place the voice, it was the younger diplomat, “the cattle are not needed. We have enough for peace, which is our mission here. You threaten it with these demands. Cheng has outlined the duke’s position clearly. Please, Master.”
 
   “Zhou, be quiet.” Hsin’s voice was waspish. “Haven’t you learnt your place yet.”
 
   “Please, listen to him Venerable Hsin, we can have peace. All you need do is sign the treaty and the war can end. Both nations can rebuild.” Cheng’s voice again.
 
   “Master, please. This is what we came here for. The terms are good and reasonable.” Zhou’s voice was pleading.
 
   “Not a moment too soon or late.” The duke smiled and put a hand out to stop the Jiin-Wei from opening the door. “Patience, a few more turns of the screw, I think.”
 
   “Zhou, you are a disgrace to Wubei and your family. We will have peace but on my, on our, terms. Cheng, include the cattle, they become Wubei property and you have your needed peace.” Hsin’s voice was now full of venom.
 
   “Hsin, I cannot. I regret that we cannot have peace but, if that is to be then it is to be.” Cheng sounded resigned to fate.
 
   “Don’t try that with me, Dishonourable Cheng,” Hsin cackled. “Such an obvious trick. Maybe Zhou here would fall for it but not I. You know I have studied the Yaart over the decades of this war. I wanted to find the weakness and now I have. Your country is doomed unless we have a treaty of peace, ratified by the emperor, only then can you be sure that we will not interfere with your re-building or your efforts to assist the victims of the disaster. The coming famine will be your end. Give me the cattle.”
 
   “Hsin...” Haung heard both Cheng and the young Wubei diplomat speak at the same time.
 
   “No. Zhou, you’ve lived a sheltered life. You haven’t lived with this war and felt its effects on the people. Your family have looked after you, bought you the training and education, the position you now hold. I had to work for it. Thirty years ago, I lived in one of those villages on the plain. A farmer, with a wife and child. And then, they came, riding behind clouds of dust and destroyed it all. I had to crawl from the wreckage and make my way to the city.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but,” the young diplomat began.
 
   “I don’t need your sorry or your pity, Zhou. I need those cattle, Cheng.” Hsin’s voice cracked on the last words.
 
   “Hsin, I do not have the power to release those cattle.” Cheng tried to explain over the splutterings of the Senior Diplomat of Wubei. “They were never part of my remit to negotiate. Only the duke can make such a decision.”
 
   “Then get him here.” Hsin’s clipped tones brought a smile to the duke’s face.
 
   “Now, I think,” he said to Haung and waved him forward.
 
   The door swung open and Haung walked into the room. All three negotiators froze in place, fingers raised in anger, mouths open, heated words on their tongues, and turned to look at the guard who had entered.
 
   “My Lords, the Duke of Yaart,” Haung introduced.
 
   The duke strode into the room and Haung watched him paint a look of shock and surprise on his face.
 
   “What is this?” The duke spoke calmly and again Haung felt warmth and generosity flow from the duke. He rebuilt the calm wall in his mind and the feeling washed against it like a gentle river. “Gentlemen, I thought that you had reached an agreement on peace.”
 
   “My Lord,” Cheng started, “we had. The agreements were all in place. All that is required is the signature of the representative of Wubei. But, I am sad to report that there is a problem.”
 
   “Really?” responded the duke. “Surely one that can be easily overcome. Thirty years of war is a waste of our young men’s talents and lives. We must have peace.”
 
   “Peace,” sneered Hsin, “you do not want peace, truly. You want time to rebuild. I know all about the disaster and coming famine. You cannot stop it, nor buy your way out of it. Give me what I want, the stone cattle who produce gold from grass, and I will guarantee food aid from Wubei and its trading partners.”
 
   “The traders?” the duke asked in a helpless tone and his shoulders slumped.
 
   “Yes, the traders. The best source of information out there. You hoped to have this done and signed before we found out. Hence, the sudden proposal of peace, the giving away of land so easily. We found out and now, I know, you need peace much more than we do.”
 
   The Duke moved slowly, looking years older than when he had walked in, to sit down on the cushions. The calm, warm river that had brushed against Haung’s mind turned deep and sorrowful. It tugged on the walls of his constructed dam, seducing him into drowning in its depths. He stood firm and plugged the gaps and cracks that were appearing along the protective barrier. He could see that, whatever power the duke had was working on the other three men in the room.
 
   “It’s true, Cheng. Not common knowledge amongst everyone at court but you’ve seen the town of tents outside our walls. You’ve seen the stream of newcomers increase in number. My scouts tell me more and more are on the way. My Geographers and Historians can recite times past when such disasters happened and almost destroyed Yaart. Why do you think we have the Jade Cattle? My ancestors have always had them, hidden away in different parts of the country, providing the wealth my family used to build and control Yaart in the first place. The first emperor, Qin-Quay, divided his Herd of Jade Heaven between his loyal supporters. As far as I know, these are the last still alive. The others lost or killed in squabbles over land and wealth.” 
 
   “Your Lordship, why did you keep this from me?” Cheng asked, moving to kneel before his Lord.
 
   “Because you would not be able to negotiate as I know you can with this weight of knowledge hanging over your head, only the slender thread of time keeping it from crushing you. We have no choices left. If Wubei want the cattle then give them. You have my permission. If they will aid us in the coming crisis then we stand a chance. If we delay much longer then it will be too late and all the wealth in the empire will not save the people or the city. As the diplomat has said, Wubei could ride in, just a year or two from now, and pick over the ruins of Yaart. Give them the cattle in return for aid.”
 
   “My Lord.” Cheng bowed in obedience.
 
   “Honoured Hsin, my reports on you were correct,” the duke said slowly. “You are a tough negotiator, though my sources underrated your intelligence. Looking back, I could wish that Wubei had sent someone else but the past cannot concern me now, only the future of my people.”
 
   “You have made a wise decision, Duke Yaart,” Hsin said, satisfaction and glee bubbled under his words. “Your people will thank you. Aid will be on its way as soon as the cattle reach Wubei.”
 
   “We may need it sooner than that. You understand the problem of moving the cattle, don’t you?” The Duke’s tone and face were now concerned. “They are not like cows or sheep in the field. They need constant feeding to survive but also, and more importantly for Wubei, they weigh hundreds of tons each. The track between Yaart and Wubei, especially in the mountains will not be enough to support them. One misstep or crumbling trial and they could be lost.”
 
   “Then we will build a road, a strong road to take the cattle and bring your aid. I will speak on your behalf to my Duke. Aid may come sooner than the cattle but we must be assured that they are coming.” Hsin’s voice had returned to its normal whisper.
 
   “I will have the treaty ratified by the emperor as soon as it is signed. I will use our fastest horses and best riders. We could have a response inside a week or two. Also, we will begin work on the road from our end before you leave the city, Honourable Hsin. That should assure you and your Duke of our sincerity. In truth, you know we have no choices left to us but to do this thing. Even to give up two thousand years of my family’s history. It must be done and quickly.” The duke looked at Hsin and waited for a response.
 
   “As you say, Lord of Yaart. It shall be so. We will leave for Wubei as soon as the emperor’s seal is upon the treaty.” Hsin bowed to the duke who then left the room. 
 
   Haung followed his lord out and then respectfully closed the doors. His last sight of the room was of Hsin rubbing his greedy hands together in expectation and joy. The doors closed with a solid clunk.
 
   “It all goes to plan,” the duke said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 2
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Zhou surveyed the scene. The road, a full 40 paces wide, was nearing the foothills of Wubei province. The winter storm was howling off the mountains and the workers were huddled, cold, around the orange coals of the braziers. No more work would be completed this day, which was fine with Zhou as he was just as exhausted as the builders.
 
   Hsin had returned in triumph to Wubei. The Duke, after seeing the treaty and the emperor’s seal, had promoted Hsin to be the head of the diplomatic service. Hsin’s first act in charge was to demote Zhou from diplomat to bureaucrat. Despite his father-in-law’s pleas and his campaigning of other government officials the decision could not be overturned. Hsin’s rising power was too great. The building of the road had begun and Zhou had been shipped out to manage and account for the work of the advance crew.
 
   “Why did you argue with him?” His wife had asked again and again. Zhou could not muster a defence. He was broken.
 
   The small paunch that Zhou had developed during his teaching career had dwindled to nothing during the weeks on the road. Zhou returned to his tent and sat heavily on the wooden framed bunk. The only other furniture was a small chest that doubled as a writing desk and a stove that provided a meagre heat through the night -  it was more than many of the workers had. He dipped a hand under his pillow and unfolded the artist’s drawing of his son he had commissioned before he left. The little round face, dark almond eyes and innocent smile had been captured perfectly and Zhou gazed at them, sighed, and placed it back. He patted the pillow.
 
   He took the map from the cylindrical case he always carried now. Flattening it out on the bed he traced the route of the road from Wubei to the Yaart capital. His finger rested on Yaart, it was supposed to be the place where he realised his true worth and potential but it had, instead, been the site of his downfall. Angrily, he shook his head and returned his finger to the point on the map the road had reached. A few more weeks in the foothills and then it would be out onto the plains. The winter weather was spreading colds and illness amongst the men of the road crew, work was getting slower and days were being lost. There was no doubt that the final build would be behind schedule unless more men came to help the advance crew out. 
 
   Zhou moved over to the writing desk and put a fresh piece of paper on top of the pile. Dipping the brush pen into the inkwell he began to form the characters of a letter. His lines were clean and graceful, each character formed to perfection but the message half-hearted. When he had finished, he placed the brush back onto its lacquered stand and held the letter up to the light to read it back. His eyes moved up and down the columns, ensuring the meaning was clear. Satisfied that it was correct he screwed it up into a ball and threw it into the corner to land alongside the other three he had written today. All of them asking for more men and resources, pointing out the troubles of building in winter and the need to get the foundations of the road completed on time. The road surface laying crew were bound to catch up his advance crew somewhere in the plains and then he would have failed again. There was little point in sending the letters though. All the others he had written and sent had been returned with notes of refusal and exhortations to get on with it. The letter writing was now more a method to work out his own stress than any actual attempt to reason with the bureaucrats above him, each of whom reported to Hsin.
 
   He left his tent and headed to the mess tent. It had become his evening ritual. Write a letter, throw it or, on occasion watch it burn in the little stove, and then head off to get some food. As usual, at this time, the mess contained a good number of builders getting their evening meal before they stumbled off to bed. None of them waved, spoke or in any way acknowledged his presence. He was pushing them hard, he knew it, but they were paid to work, it was their livelihood and they should think themselves lucky not to be pressed into service for a pittance of pay. At least here, they were getting reasonable pay for a hard day’s work. 
 
   The crew’s cook, Zhou would never call him a chef, handed over a bowl of steamed rice and waved laconically at the selection of meat sauces. Choosing the lesser of two evils, Zhou watched without expression as it was spooned over his plain white rice, the dark juice searching out the gaps between the grains and sinking quickly. A tiny amount of stringy meat and wrinkled vegetables were left, marooned on the top, like survivors of a particularly vicious shipwreck. Picking up some rough cut chopsticks from the bin, he scanned the room for a place to sit and spotted a likely place not far from the door.
 
   As he sat down, the two other men at the table got up, chucked their bowls in the wash bin and left. They didn’t say a word to him. Sighing, he gripped the largest of the ugly looking vegetables and raising it to his mouth, took a bite. He fought hard not to gag as he chewed and then swallowed. The first bite was always the worst, from then on the taste buds seemed to shut down in self-defence. He forced himself to choke the bowlful of the food down. He had to set a good example, he told himself.
 
   “Zhou,” the rough force came from behind him, “you got us any more men yet. This road is never going to get done in time if you don’t. It can't build itself.”
 
   The bench shook as the heavy and scruffy looking foreman sat down. He had his own bowl of foul food in front of him which he tucked into with relish. Zhou watched him shovel the food into his mouth and chew it with twisted, black and broken teeth. Regarding his own empty bowl, Zhou felt his stomach roil and he pushed it away.
 
   “Wang,” a name that just didn’t fit the foreman, there was nothing kingly about him, “we have no choices left to us. We are not getting any more men but it is clear from all my communications that the road must be finished on time.”
 
   Wang snorted, little bullets of juice-soaked rice flew out from between the gaps in his teeth, “Can’t be done. Won’t be done. My boys are working their guts out to get the foundations properly set but there ain’t no more they can do.”
 
   “They’re paid a good wage to do more. The illnesses will pass and we’ll be back at full strength soon. Good food and hard work will bolster their strength.”
 
   “Yeah, well, we certainly got one out of the two sorted ain’t we.” Wang shovelled another heap of rice into his mouth. Zhou looked away, disgusted by the man and his manners.
 
   “Wang, we do what we are expected to do. We have peace and most of your boys will have a chance to get married and have a family. A little more effort now won’t kill them.” He cursed his choice of words as they left his mouth.
 
   “Tell that to the nineteen we lost bolstering the mountain path. They won’t be having no kids now will they.” Wang spat the words out along with more rice.
 
   Zhou knew the number who had died changing the mountain track into a road wide enough and strong enough to take the weight of what was coming. The accident with the black powder had been investigated by junior bureaucrats sent down by Hsin. Zhou had submitted himself to their insulting questions, their prying and probing into every inch of the camp and the storage of the powder. There was nothing to find or discover apart from simple human stupidity. Anyone who smokes a tobacco pipe when handling the powder deserves to get blown to pieces, Zhou thought, it was just a shame he had to take the other eighteen with him. Once the investigation was complete, the report written and submitted, Zhou had sat down for a day and written individually to the families, as tradition demanded. Also, for tradition’s sake, he included a full three months’ wages in the letters, though he was not convinced it would make it past the mail checkers in the main camp.
 
   “Wang, we have to face facts. We are not getting any more men to complete this job. The track has to be cleared and the foundations laid. That is our duty and we are expected to perform it. No excuses will be granted or accepted. You think anything else and you’re wrong. So,” Zhou paused and gathered his courage, “you will push the men as hard as you can to get it done. As soon as a man recovers enough to work, I want them out there with the others. I want the tally of workers brought to me every day. I want to know of any man who is off work for more than three days, on the fourth day I will stop their pay until they're back out there putting their full strength into it. I hope this is clear to you.”
 
   Zhou watched the blood rush into Wang’s face. The veins on the big man’s neck pulsed and his eyelids twitched but Zhou refused to look away or back down. The stare lasted until Wang broke it, smashing his chopsticks down on the table.
 
   “You ever wonder why you eat alone every night?” Wang asked as he stood and loomed over Zhou, “It’s because you’re an arsehole.”
 
   Zhou watched the overweight giant stomp out of the tent then turned back to the other men in the tent, all of whom had stopped eating to stare. 
 
   “Can I help you at all?” Zhou asked them and getting no responses continued, “Then I suggest you finish your food and get to bed. I expect you all to be back on the line at sun up, no excuses.”
 
   Zhou picked up his bowl and went for a second helping, forcing the food past his lips. He was the last one out of the tent and to bed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “Again.”
 
   Haung watched as the trainee soldier raised his sword and then swung it in one smooth motion at his sparring partner. The stroke was met with parry and the two moved into a fast moving and fluid dance. It lasted for almost a full minute before the first soldier scored a decisive hit on his partner. They parted and bowed respectfully to each other.
 
   “Well,” Haung began, “it was very pretty. I’ll grant you that, but not much use on the battle field. You, try that again but against me this time.”
 
   The second soldier moved out of the sparring ring. Haung took the padded wooden sword off of him and placed himself in the centre of the ring. He bowed to his opponent who returned the gesture of respect. Raising their swords, they stared into each other’s eyes, the battle of wills before that of the swords.
 
   Then, with only a slight flicker of his eyes betraying his intention, the soldier struck with a high, looping, overhand attack. It was beautiful to watch the sword rise into the air, slicing the sun in two, and then descend in its graceful arc to strike where Haung had stood less than a second before. The soldier stumbled forward when the expected, and trained for, parry didn’t come. Instead, Haung’s sword thumped, hard, into his ribs and sent him crashing down to the floor, struggling for breath. Haung threw his borrowed sword back to its original owner.
 
   “Sword fighting is not a dance, not in battle. You save all that showing off for the duels if you want to. In battle, when you kill, kill quickly, and be ready for the next enemy to come at you. One strike should be all it takes. It’s all you’ll get,” Haung spoke harshly to both trainee soldiers. The one still standing sketched out a quick, shaky bow. The one on the floor was still gasping like a fish fresh from the river.
 
   Haung walked away from the fallen soldier in search of a drink. The training yard was still warm, even in a Yaart winter. Through the halls and corridors he passed servants who all moved out of his way, some giving a short bow. He paid them no mind. In the soldiers’ mess hall, he dipped a bowl into the dark red soup that was bubbling over the fire pit and took a deep drink.
 
   “Since when have you been in a proper battle?” a laughing voice asked.
 
   Haung looked around to see a fellow Jiin-Wei enter the hall and he returned a smile, “But they don’t know that do they? And, if it keeps them alive when it comes, they never need to know.”
 
   “True,” his friend said as he took his own bowl and filled it with soup, “still I’ll never understand why you go back to the yard. Once I was made Jiin-Wei, I never wanted to see that place again.”
 
   “Spent my whole youth there and it still feels a bit like home. I can see myself in a lot of those trainees. Hell, they aren’t more than a year or three younger than me.” Haung finished his soup, dipped his bowl in the warm water near the fire to clean it and placed it back on the pile.
 
   “That crack you gave him, I remember getting a lot of those when I started out. They can ache for weeks. He won’t thank you, you know.”
 
   “He’ll get over it and perhaps he’ll stop that fancy sword work. I'd bet a private tutor taught him that a few years back when his family were rich.”  Haung dismissed the comment.
 
   “Probably,” agreed the other Jiin-Wei. “Anyway, I didn’t come here for idle chatter about training soldiers. The Commander wants to see you right away.”
 
   “And you wait this long to tell me?” Haung gasped. Two weeks without an assignment was a long time for a Jiin-Wei but keeping the Commander waiting was not a good thing to do.
 
   # # #
 
   The Commander’s office was almost unchanged since his first visit, the central room with three doors leading off from it. He had never found out where they led to. Curiosity and questioning were good traits for a Jiin-Wei but it had to be appropriate. 
 
   “Haung, the time has come for us to move forward with our plan.” The Commander was bent over the central table, tracing his finger around the map. “Reports show that the road builders of Wubei are bogged down in the foothills of their mountain home. Our own builders have already completed the first section of the road. Come the spring, we should be at the agreed meeting point in the plains. The number of refugees from the north is increasing as the winter deepens there. All the able bodied men who have turned up at the gate have been drafted into the army or into the road crews.”
 
   “I have seen some of their training today, Sir. To be honest, there are some good men in amongst them but very many who barely recognise which end of the sword to hold,” Haung said.
 
   “To be expected. The northern towns have never been rich and we have worked hard to keep them in their place. In times past, rebellions have been known to start in those towns. We have a permanent garrison there to keep the locals in line. They’re farmers mostly, a few noblemen’s sons, and the occasional miner searching the rivers for specks of gold, usually in vain. However, as I said, it remains a problem area. They are easily excitable and prone to rash actions.”
 
   “We do need troops to bolster our army, and the men can send their wages back to their families. You’d think they’d be grateful,” Haung responded.
 
   “Yes, well, perhaps some are. However, it leaves us with a problem. Not only are there likely to be a few disruptive elements amongst the recruits but I fully expect Wubei to try and sneak a few spies into the groups. Just to check up on us.” The Commander looked up from his contemplation of the map. “Which is where you come in. I want you to take charge of the training of the new troops. You’ll work with the Fang-shi apprentices to search out any spies, and you can deal with the malcontents in whatever way you see fit.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Haung said, relishing the idea of getting back to the comfort of regular training for a while. “Am I to report to you?”
 
   “No. Fang-shi Long will be in charge of the apprentices and take over should any spies be discovered. The troops are yours, though. Here,” Commander Weyl handed Haung a rolled up parchment sealed with a red ribbon and a blob of wax, “this is your letter of promotion to Captain in the Duke of Yaart’s army. Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Haung bowed as he accepted the parchment.
 
   “Now, just because you are back in the army for a bit, don’t forget where your true loyalty lies. Long will be reporting to me on a regular basis. Captain you are, but Jiin-Wei you will always remain. Draw your uniform from the stores. Dismissed.”
 
   Haung bowed again and left the office.
 
   Three days later, dressed in a comfortable cotton robe over the silk shirt of his Captain’s uniform, Haung stood in front of the latest one hundred men pressed into the army by the promise of good pay, food, and more than likely some threats of physical violence. Beside him stood an apprentice Fang-shi who carried a short staff in his hands and a satchel, hanging by its strap from his shoulders.
 
   “Right, this is how it is going to work. In single file, you will approach the quartermaster,” Haung indicated the apprentice by his side, “and receive your coin of commission. You will sign your name, or make you mark, on the paper he provides as a record of your oath to the Duke of Yaart. Be warned, the ink you use is magical and your oath will be binding. If you carry falsehoods in your heart, the ink will know and it will signal us. The punishment for a false oath will be harsh, I assure you.”
 
   Haung paused to give the troops a hard stare and then he waved the first one forward, watching as the man approached the sorcerer's apprentice who stood behind the desk. The apprentice placed a pre-prepared sheet of paper in front of the man and handed him the brush pen. With a trembling hand, the man dipped the brush into the ink bowl and shakily signed his name. The ink stayed as ink and there was an audible sigh, echoed by the other recruits, from the man.
 
   Four more times this happened. When the fifth shaking and nervous man approached, he took the brush, dipped it into the ink and drew the character for his name. As he handed the brush back the ink on the page hissed and bubbled giving off an acrid blue smoke. Guards grabbed the man and dragged him, kicking, screaming and pleading his innocence into the dark room behind the desk. There was more shouted pleading and then a chilling, bone grating, scream erupted from the doorway followed by silence. The guards re-appeared, wiping their daggers with sword-cloth and replacing them in their belt scabbards. 
 
   Haung inspected the recruits from behind an impassive face. Three or four were retching and at least one had painted the training yard floor with their meagre breakfast. He stood there watching as man after man approached the ink with dread, white faces and shaking limbs. By the time they were halfway through a soldier, dressed in the uniform of a corporal approached Haung and bowed.
 
   “How was I, Captain?” The soldier smiled at Haung.
 
   “Four were sick at least. The scream was very well done,” Haung smiled at his fellow Jiin-Wei. “Very convincing.”
 
   “Good. The bloody make up was tough to get off. Things we do, eh?” the fake corporal said.
 
   “True. Did you pick up anything whilst you’ve been amongst them?” Haung asked.
 
   “Not too much. Certainly they like to complain about their lot and why they should train to fight when they have come here just to survive. But, that’s pretty normal for soldiers. I don’t think that any have true intentions of causing any difficulty beyond the normal trainee stuff. However, there is one amongst them who's a little bit quiet for my liking. He turned up in tent-town on his own. One morning he was just there. I couldn’t find out much about him from the others but he seems to get along with them all. You know, he joins in the complaining but never goes too far, talks about his family but never very much about them. More a listener than a talker and, as far as I can gauge, that isn’t the way the northerners do things.”
 
   “A Wubei spy?” Haung asked.
 
   “I’m not sure, it’s possible. I’ll keep an eye on him through the training. None of the men I spoke to are trained to the sword so, if he is better than he should be, I think we can safely say he is a spy.”
 
   “Well, I suppose that might be one give away,” Haung said. “Has he been through yet?”
 
   The corporal scanned the fifty or so men still left to go through, “That’s him, right down near the end, about four in from the last man.”
 
   Haung took a careful look at the possible spy. “You think he has had any special training in the art?”
 
   “If he is anything like us, then probably. Much as I hate the arrogant bastards of Wubei, I can’t see any good reason not to pick and train their own Jiin-Wei the way we do.”
 
   “I was thinking the same. Tell the apprentice to be careful of that one, use enough to make him feel it, if he can, but don’t push it. If we have him marked, perhaps we can use him at a later date.” Haung rolled his shoulders and gave a little chuckle, “I thought that a little soldiering would be a relief from the intrigue and secrets.”
 
   “Haung, if you were just a soldier you’d be safe from it but you’re not. You’re a Jiin-Wei and an officer. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get on with it, you know you enjoy it. Now, I’d better see to this apprentice before he blows someone up.” The corporal gave the appropriate bow to a superior and then moved over to speak to the Fang-shi.
 
   Haung did not move or relax his stern visage as the last of the men went through the signing process. The suspect spy confidently made his mark on the paper and moved off to collect his kit along with the other trainees. Haung rubbed his chin with his right hand, his left thumb tucked into his belt close to his sword, and pondered the situation. Was he too confident when he signed or was he just unconcerned because he had nothing to hide. In the end, he couldn’t decide which one it was so settled for keeping a very close eye on the man as the training progressed.
 
   He turned away from the kitting out process and headed off the training field to get some food and rest. A flicker of motion seen from the corner of his eye caused him to turn his head sharply. On the balcony above the yard he could see the long dark hair of a girl moving away and though he couldn’t see her face, he knew she had been watching him. He shook his head, more secrets and intrigue. More things he didn’t need and, worst of all, he had a good idea who had been watching him and it was a distraction that could lead to disaster.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   “I assure you, the road is coming through here. Now, it can be with your assistance and you’ll be recompensed for the land you've lost. Or it can be the other way and they will see the smoke for miles.” Zhou forced his voice to stay cold and purposeful though every word tasted rotten in his mouth.
 
   The village leader, a tall scrawny man with a rather too large mouth, stared back into Zhou’s eyes, “Your surveyors had prettier words but we understood them all the same and we’ll give you the same answer as we gave them. This is our land, it’s been fought over more times than even the oldest of us can recall. We’ve always farmed it. You won’t be no different, but we are not moving. This is our village.”
 
   “I wish you would see it differently. The road is our route to peace and after thirty years of war neither side is going to let a small village get in the way. This is the last chance to choose your own destiny. The road will be here within three weeks and either you will have moved aside or you will be swept away. For what it is worth, I am sorry it must be this way.”
 
   “You can shove your sorry’s right up your...” the wide mouthed leader began.
 
   “Yes, I thought you would see it that way.” Zhou gave the villager a sad smile then raised his voice to address the other villagers, “You have three weeks to gather up your belongings, and be gone. Do this and you will receive compensation to start anew elsewhere. It is your choice, just don’t let others make the wrong one for you.”
 
   Zhou swept his gaze across the crowd, meeting the eyes of as many villagers as he could. Then he turned, climbed astride his horse and led the troops he had brought with him on a slow paced walk out of the village. There was every chance that he, or one of the troops, would feel an arrow in the back. If they were lucky it would just be a shouted insult or a hastily found pebble instead.
 
   # # #
 
   The winter slush was fading from the road but the soil was still soggy and the horse’s hooves sank into the soft earth. He dragged leather gloves out from his belt and pulled them on over numb fingers. He inspected the gloves wistfully, the last gift his wife had given him before he had to leave for the road. The stitching was beginning to fray and the palms were wearing thin under the constant chafing of the reins but he had resisted the temptation to replace them.
 
   A few hours later, Zhou and the troops reached the construction camp at the furthest extent of the road foundations. At the camp margins, he dismissed the troops and dismounted from his horse. The ground here was slippery and keeping his balance was difficult. Holding onto the bridle for safety, he led the horse through the crew’s tented area and to the corral of horses where he handed control over to the horse-master.
 
   “You shouldn't have banned riding in the camp. The mud is ruining your expensive boots.” Wang’s voice was loud behind him. “You get anywhere with those stiff-necked idiot farmers?”
 
   “For a loud, brute of a man, Wang, you move more subtly than a whore's fingers into a priest's purse.” Zhou turned to see Wang’s gap toothed smile, it wasn’t a pleasant sight. “But, to answer you, with some I think and nowhere with others. Anything happen whilst I was gone?”
 
   “Nothing much. The men have worked hard all day, reports and tallies are on your desk for signing.” Wang had mellowed since the winter started to warm towards spring. The site was safer and they hadn’t lost any more men to disaster or illness. “Had a visit from the road crew chief who reckons he's less than a week behind us now and catching fast. I think he’s liar and a cheat, but I don’t reckon he’s much further away than he says. Now we're coming onto the plains proper we can get back to full speed, long as there is no more snow. Three months more work, I’d say, till we’re at the meeting point.”
 
   “And if they catch us up, they can bloody well help with the foundations and clearing,” Zhou said as he slid and slipped through the tents towards his own.
 
   “Won’t happen.” Wang’s voice was full of confidence.
 
   “They won’t catch us?” Zhou had to grab at the guide rope of a tent to prevent him falling into the dirt. 
 
   “Oh, they’ll catch us. Winter saw to that but I reckon it won’t be for two months, two and half if we’re lucky. No, when they catch us up they won’t help. They’ll pitch camp near us and no doubt bring chairs and drinks out to watch us work. It’s what I’d do.” Wang chuckled to himself.
 
   “I’ll speak to the Bureaucrat in charge. We’ll work something out,” Zhou said as he moved the flap of his tent aside and entered.
 
   “You don’t know then?” It was clearly a rhetorical question and Zhou raised an eyebrow. “Hsin’s nephew has been put in charge. Think they are all for catching you up and rubbing it in.”
 
   Zhou slumped onto the bed and dragged his boots off, throwing them into the empty corner. The only chance he had of getting some position back was to finish the road foundations on time and ahead of the second crew. His father-in-law, whose position in the government had taken a big knock over the mission to Yaart, would not be happy if he failed in this.
 
   “We can’t let them catch up. Wang, whatever work can be done by lantern will be done. Double the shifts and increase the pay by a quarter in recompense. We will not be caught.” Zhou held his feet up to the stove and steam began to rise from the socks he wore. “Anything else?”
 
   “Well, we got hit by another bandit raid early on today. No one seriously hurt but they cost us half a day. These raids continue and even if you made the men work every hour of every day we wouldn’t stand a chance of making the meeting point on time.”
 
   Zhou looked away from the comfort of the stove flame and focused on his travel chest. “Get reports from the men attacked. I want to know everything, numbers, direction they rode in from and rode out to, what weapons they had, armour, state of horses, what they said. Anything the men can recall. I’ll ride perimeter with the troops tomorrow but by evening I want that information. We are going to do something about those bandits, and keep doing something until they’re either all dead or smart enough to stay clear.”
 
   When Wang had gone, Zhou opened the chest and took out, from underneath a pile of dry clothes, his armour. Dark green leather, stiffened by hard boiling and lacquer insets, held together with bronze studs and soft leather strapping. Reverentially, he hung each piece on the clothes stand. The feel and smell brought back memories of his early days training as a diplomat. A diplomat that couldn’t defend himself was a dead diplomat, his teacher had said, not everyone wants to be negotiated with. Some people preferred to let their swords do their wheeling and dealing.
 
   # # #
 
   The following morning dawned misty and cold but at least there had been no fresh snow. Zhou pulled on a double layer of cotton shirts and trousers, the latter he tucked into thick socks. Taking a deep breath and exhaling a resigned sigh, he began strapping on the armour. The leather creaked with underuse but it was well made and fit him as well as it had done when he’d had it made just before leaving for Yaart the first time. Last of all, a heavy woollen cloak which he draped across his shoulders and fastened at the front with a soldier’s clasp, designed to be strong enough to withstand the wind but if tugged hard enough, would give way leaving the enemy soldier holding the heavy cloak whilst he rode to safety, or cut the soldier down, whichever was most appropriate at the time. 
 
    As he left the tent heading for his horse, he finished tying his belt and securing his dagger in place. In his right hand he held the diplomat's weapon, a thin but stout staff of wood about four feet in length and capped at either end with iron. It could double as a walking stick but that was just a cover for its real purpose.
 
   “Horse-master, saddle my horse and get rations for two days.” Zhou waited in the cold air, breath turning to steam in front of his face.
 
   It was a short walk to the troop’s tents where he met the corporal in charge of the small contingent the road builders had to guard them. After a quick conference, they mounted their horses and rode away from the camp with the troops in tow. 
 
   All morning they patrolled a semi-circular perimeter about three miles out from the camp. Even though they were on the plains it was not entirely flat and the undulating terrain made it entirely possible that enemies were never far away, hidden just below the low hills. So, every so often Zhou and the rest of the patrol would double back on their tracks or canter a zigzag route to ensure they covered all the ground possible and they would not be surprised.
 
   As the sun burnt off the mist they could see further and further. Around midday, the range of their vision had expanded to a mile in all directions. Too little for the telescope Zhou had brought along to be any use, “Corporal, I think it is time we stopped for food.”
 
   “Of course, Sir.” The corporal reined in his horse and signalled the rest of the soldiers.
 
    Zhou dismounted and staggered to the small fire over which the troops had started to warm their food. He winced at each step, an ache racing up and down the inside of his thigh, a feeling that someone had driven an iron spike into both hips. Probably a blunt one at that, he thought. Worse than the pain in his legs was the numbness between his legs and he had a quick check to make sure everything was still there.
 
   “Don’t sit down, Sir,” one of the soldiers near the fire said, “Best bet is to keep moving, get the blood flowing again to parts that haven’t seen it in a while.”
 
   Zhou winced again, “You sure?”
 
   “Oh, aye, Sir. If you ain’t been on a horse for a while it can take your body and... um... bits a little time to get used to it. If you sit down, everything will just lock up and when you go to move its gonna hurt a hell of a lot more than seven lashes. Well, either that or you won’t be able to move at all.” The soldier spoke through grey stubble, “I've been doing this a long time, Sir.”
 
   “Then I’ll take your advice. Thanks.” For a moment, Zhou felt that he belonged and shared something with the commonest of men. He shook himself mentally, probably didn’t want me to share their fire, he thought. Zhou kept moving, accepting a bowl of watery stew from a different soldier and limping across the grass to stand near his horse to eat. 
 
   He was spooning the gravy into his mouth with a rough cut wooden spoon when they came over the low hill, looking as surprised as he was that anyone was out here. Their hesitation did not last long. They screamed and charged down the rise towards the troops. The troops from Wubei leapt to their feet, drew swords and formed a short line to meet the charge.
 
   Zhou was the slowest to react. He chucked his bowl of food away and as the first of the bandits closed on the troops, he dragged himself into the saddle of his horse kicking it into a run towards the edge of the Wubei line. His troops were outnumbered, it was clear. But even through fearful eyes, he could see that the bandits were not trained warriors. They did not fight as one unit as they broke against the Wubei wall. 
 
   Raising his short staff in one hand, he clung onto the reins with the other and ploughed into the bandits. The combat trained horse did not flinch as it ran down the first man in its path. In slow motion, Zhou watched the man’s face turn from anger to panic and then to pain as the horse rode over him. He followed the path of the body under the horse’s hooves, saw the chest cave in and blood burst from the mouth. The carcass was spewed out the other end like a lump of half-chewed gristle.
 
   The second bandit jumped out of the horse's path and aimed a sword slash at its legs. The horse squealed in agony and buckled. Zhou was thrown clear, landing belly down on the soggy ground and continuing to slide across the mud before coming to a dazed halt. He spat out mud as he scrambled to his feet, casting a quick glance around to see where he stood in the battle.
 
   The bandit who had killed the horse was advancing on him now. Straight, double edged, sword weaving back and forth in front of a face that was familiar, the grinning mouth was just a little too wide.
 
   “Well, well,” the farmer-bandit began, “look who it is. The little bureaucrat man. You know, about ten years ago, Yaart owned our village and they pressed all the men into service, trained them to fight. Three years I fought for them against the Wubei. I still have my sword. Come on, take a closer look.”
 
   Zhou looked around for help but each of his soldiers were hard pressed fighting the remaining bandits. He wiped mucky hands down his cloak and took a two handed grip on his staff.
 
   The bandit’s first swipe was too short but it forced Zhou to jump backward. His back foot slipped on the mud. The bandit advanced, sword extended in front of him, stabbing at Zhou’s belly. Turning his left hand and letting his right slide down the staff to meet it, Zhou took a swordsman’s grip on the staff and parried the bandit's attack. He returned a swing of his own which, being off balance lacked power, thumped into the bicep of his enemy with a satisfyingly meaty sound.
 
   The bandit backed off a step, rubbing his upper arm, as Zhou regained his balance. The next attack was more cautious, a series of jabs and thrusts which Zhou avoided. He continued to back away from the sword, his eyes fixed on those of the bandit who was beginning to smile again. The thrusts changed to slashes, shoulder to hip, hip to hip, and Zhou was forced to parry and deflect them away. The tip of the sharp sword finally broke through his defence and bit into his upper arm, between the leather plates.
 
   “You’ll bleed a lot more before...” the bandit’s words ended in a grunt and he pitched forward to rest, face down, in the churned mud.
 
   The corporal stood behind the fallen bandit with his own bloody sword in his hand, “Never talk when you’re fighting. Kill your enemy and move on. Idiot.”
 
   “Thank you, Corporal,” Zhou said, as his hands began to shake. He turned abruptly and added his breakfast to the bloodied mud.
 
   “Pleasure, Sir. First time in proper combat?” the corporal asked and Zhou grunted in response. “You did fine, Sir. Might want to get a sword for next time, or practise a little more with the staff. Still, least you aren’t dead. I’ll see to your horse.”
 
   From his kneeling position on the floor, Zhou watched the corporal rest a soothing hand on the horse’s neck, stroking it tenderly with one hand, whilst cutting its throat with a dagger held in the other. Zhou threw up again.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Haung sat astride his white horse and faced the closed gates of the city. Behind him, the three stone cattle and their caretakers, plus five hundred troops and all the wagons needed to supply them on the road. His captain's uniform was not the only one amongst the band, there were two others, but his was decorated with the Lion insignia - the troops were his to command. The other Captains had roles to play in supplying his troops and looking after the cattle on the road. But, he was not in charge of the whole operation. Next to him, on a grey horse, rode Fang-shi Biao. Dressed in deep grey robes and carrying a long symbol scribed staff, it was hard to miss his presence amongst the army. To Haung, there was also the constant pressure of the man’s presence, his Qi, the energy that powered his magic. Haung’s training as a Jiin-Wei had made him sensitive to this energy and he usually felt comfortable and calmed in its presence. However, the Qi extending from Biao was disquieting. It grated on his own and set his teeth on edge.
 
   “We are ready, Master Biao,” Haung said in calm tones.
 
   “Then let’s go and begin to make an end to all of this.” Biao raised his staff above his head and the gates swung open on their heavy chains. The pre-arranged signal gave a mystical air to the proceedings. Appearances were everything, Haung’s Fang-Shi teacher had told him at the beginning of his training.
 
   Haung and Biao led the assemblage of man and beast along the avenue, lined by locals, towards the now open gates. Haung sat, stiff backed, head held high, as the horse slowly trotted forward. The uniform, horse and man making an appealing spectacle to people of the city, inspiring confidence in the treaty signed the previous year. Appearances, again. 
 
   As he neared the gates, Haung noticed a slight figure dressed in a plain green robe, belted at the waist with a thin yellow sash, standing on his side of the road. She was smaller than the other adults around her but when she looked up at him, she towered above them all. He found it impossible to tear his eyes away, memories locking his gaze in place. In his ears, the blood echoed the sound of restless seas, each crashing wave a beat of his heart. He could feel himself being swept away into those dark eyes. His breath caught in his throat as she smiled shyly at him. He wanted to say something but nothing came to mind. Then she released him from her hold by turning back into the crowd and vanishing from sight. He wouldn’t let her go so easily and rose in his stirrups, craned his neck to try and catch another glimpse of Jiao.
 
   “A problem, Captain?” Biao asked. 
 
   “No problem, Master Biao, just someone I recognised is all. I haven’t seen them in some time,” Haung responded in a calm voice at odds with his racing pulse and tumbling stomach, his Jiin-Wei training taking over. He looked straight into Biao’s eyes and gave a covering, embarrassed smile, “It may not even have been them.”
 
   Biao’s stare back lasted just a little too long, “No, I think it was. Interesting.”
 
   Neither man said any more as the procession left the city and headed down the old road surface toward the new at a sedate pace.
 
   # # #
 
   Moving an army, even a small one, was slow and never an easy task. So many things had to come together and work smoothly for the march to be bearable, let alone successful. Luckily for Haung, the Quartermaster Captain was very experienced and each evening he organised the picketing and setting of the camp. He ensured everyone was fed, sheltered and packed away in the morning, ready to move on at the appointed time. After the first day on the road, Biao retired to ride in his wagon with the two apprentices he had brought with him. Haung continued to ride at the head of the column, sending scouts into the countryside to ensure that firstly, the march was known by all the villages, and secondly, that there were no threats or Wubei troops who might attempt to steal the cattle. He was not too worried about bandits, five hundred men was plenty to tackle any threat. A Wubei attempt was also unlikely. The emperor’s seal would prevent them from taking any hostile action but old habits die hard.
 
   Haung’s role consisted mainly of keeping order in the ranks, not easy when you had created the force from a mix of experienced veterans and the newly, pressed into service, trained troops. The veterans gave them backbone for the long marches and created confidence amongst the new men but they would not put up with any moaning from the new soldiers. Haung could see their point. Who were these upstarts, who’d never faced real Wubei troops in combat to complain about a soldier’s lot?
 
   By the end of the third day of the march, there had been a few fist fights as the veterans taught the youngsters, even if they weren’t young, who was really in charge. Haung turned a blind eye to these but when one of the soldiers had been beaten so badly that his arm had been broken he had to take action. That evening he set up a military court in his tent. Biao was there, as were the other two captains, to hear the case. After the veteran had given his speech Haung was sure of the way it was going to go, but form and procedure had to be followed.
 
   “So, we have heard from Shen what happened. An honest account, perhaps, but now we must hear from the complainant, Solider Wen,” Haung said to the court and the assembled soldiers. The side of his tent had been removed to provide all who wanted a view of the proceedings. It also served to ensure that everything was open, honest and that lessons would be learned.
 
   Wen was helped forward by another soldier and it took Haung a second to recognise him, the suspected spy from the troops first day. He wrote a quick note with his brush pen which he passed to Biao. The response was a slight nod of the head.
 
   “Soldier Wen,” Haung said to the pale faced man who stood before him, arm in a sling. “The Doctor has vouched for the veracity of your injury and has stated you will make a full recovery given time. However, there are two issues we must be take into account in this trial. Firstly, that to wound a fellow soldier is an offence. Secondly, and more seriously, to cause injury to a fellow soldier whilst on campaign is punishable, at the maximum extent, by death by hanging, should the soldier who dealt the injury survive the battle. Other outcomes are possible and the court is given great latitude in deciding how justice must be served. To this end, this court, and the assembled witness, will hear your account and that of any who you would have speak on your behalf. The friend who led you to the stand, for instance.”
 
   The friend turned a surprised look towards Haung and the other judges, then turned to face Wen. Haung could see Wen’s mouth move but the friend just shook his head and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   “So, Soldier Wen, perhaps you could begin?”
 
   Haung and the other judges listened as the soldier stumbled through his account of the incident. He called upon three other soldiers, all new troops, to back up his account and heap blame upon the veteran. Haung thanked him at the end and then the judges huddled together to discuss a fit outcome. It did not take too long.
 
   “Bring Soldiers Wen and Shen to stand before this court,” he instructed the troops acting as bailiffs.
 
   “Now, we have heard the testimony of both sides in this matter and sundry other witnesses called to provide evidence of the incident. It is clear that Soldier Shen did strike Soldier Wen and, in the course of the altercation, did break Wen’s arm thereby weakening a unit on campaign. Soldier Shen is well aware of the regulations regarding this and Wen has been advised of his rights in this matter. However, this court is aware of other incidents between the established soldiers and the newer recruits. Further, it appears that this incident is the result of previous conflicts. As such, it cannot be taken in isolation.”
 
   Haung paused whilst a ripple of whispers went around the court and crowd. He let them continue and swell for a few moments. The torches and lanterns flicked dancing shadows across the assembled troops.
 
   “We, of Yaart, are at crucial time in the peace process. Nothing can be allowed to derail it. We have too much to lose.” Haung stood from his seat and walked out in front of the two soldiers on trial to address them and the onlookers beyond. “You all know, by now, of the disaster in the north and the flood of refugees that is inundating the city of Yaart. You know we are struggling to care for them all in this horrible time. Peace with Wubei, and accepting their assistance, is the only way we can survive this disaster and, even then, it will take many years to regain our previous strength.”
 
   He swept his arm in a broad arc before their attentive faces, and though he spoke in low, passionate tones his voice was clearly heard, even at the back, “We are the first to cross this new road that links Wubei to our own great city. Surely, this will become a great artery bringing much needed help and aid in our desperate hours. We cannot let petty squabbles disrupt our mission. Too much is at stake.”
 
   He let his arm fall and began to pick out individual soldiers with his eyes, holding their gaze, speaking directly to them. “Our homes, our wives, our children depend on us completing this mission. We will bring back such good news that our names will take their place on the honour scrolls alongside the greatest heroes in Jade Heaven. Nothing can be allowed to cause us to fail. Our failure would become Yaart’s and all of our loved ones would suffer.”
 
   Then he found the face he was looking for, Wen’s friend, the possible spy, “We have fought wars with Wubei for thirty years and we've fought with honour. Even now, their spies search us for weakness of purpose, seeking any excuse to put the emperor’s sealed peace aside. It is they, I am convinced, that cause consternation in the camp, in the city, and amongst the refugees. It cannot be allowed. It will be rooted out and dealt with harshly. We will keep the treaty, we will have peace, and Yaart, your Yaart, will survive.”
 
   He calculated his point to be made and raised both arms slightly, palms up, a pleading gesture, “Division cannot weaken us, it cannot be allowed. We are all complicit in the events of Wen and Shen. All of us have rooted for one side or the other. We have all stood on the side-lines, willing there to be a fight. Even as their fists flew, ours were with them, feeling the impact and the joy of anger released. But we were weak. Now, we must have renewed strength and purpose. We are not each other’s enemy. We are our families, our loved ones, our children born and unborn, salvation.”
 
   He lowered his voice, but still the magic carried it to every man's ear, “The court has decreed that every man here is as guilty as Wen and Shen, even to the judges, and as such will suffer the same punishment. This to be held in abeyance until the mission is complete and we can submit ourselves to the duke for his final judgement.”
 
   There was silence from the crowd as Haung turned back to the desk and raised his sword and banged it, pommel down, on the wood, “Court is adjourned, and may the emperor judge our souls.” 
 
   The crowd of soldiers muttered as they filed away. Wen and Shen shared a confused look before their friends emerged from the crowd to drag them away.
 
   “Very good,” said Biao, “do you think your spy got the message?”
 
   “We’ll know in the morning, won’t we. The Quartermasters have been instructed to pass out an increased ration of wine tonight and the guards all know their roles. The morning will tell.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “You finally made it then.” Not a question, a statement, and one Zhou could have cheerfully heard if it had not been accompanied by a sour look and worse smell.
 
   “We are here, on time. The surfacing crew will complete the work within two days,” Zhou said to the Yaart foreman who had been waiting for him where the two roads joined.
 
   “Ours is done. Been done over a week.” The Foreman spat a globule of phlegm onto the uncovered foundations.
 
   “You didn’t come out of the mountains with winter storms at your back,” Zhou said, quite proud of his turn of phrase.
 
   “That’s true, but then we didn’t choose to live holed-up in a cold, wet and windy wasteland.” The Foreman smiled at Zhou, an evil little grin that made Zhou’s hand move involuntarily towards his dagger. “Just words, friend. Don’t take them to heart. You Wubei are a touchy lot, ain’t you.”
 
   “We lost men in the mountains, and more to bandits on the way here. I’d ask you to respect the sacrifice those men made,” Zhou said stiffly.
 
   “I’m sure you would.” The foreman ferreted away at his armpit and gave a satisfied sigh as he found the source of his itch, “The bureaucrat in charge would like me to invite you and your officers to dine with us this evening. Then, we can wait for your surfacing crew before we have a proper joining up party.”
 
   “We would be honoured,” Zhou said and he took the parchment the foreman offered him.
 
   “That’ll give you the details and is also the pass to get into the camp. I wouldn’t be bringing any swords in. The men get kinda twitchy around them.” The Foreman bowed and then headed back up the Yaart road towards his camp.
 
   “A charmer ain’t he,” Wang said whilst idly scratching the back of his neck.
 
   Zhou gave him a look and shake of the head.
 
   “What?” Wang said.
 
   “You own anything nice to wear?” Zhou said, “You’re coming along tonight. If they start talking building and engineering, I want you there. And, try to look intelligent.”
 
   Wang gave a short bark of laughter, “I’ll see what I can dig up.”
 
   Zhou walked away, hoping that it was a metaphorical comment. They had beaten the surfacing crew by a short margin thanks to an unexpectedly fortuitous outbreak of diarrhoea amongst that crew. The fact that Wang and a few other builders had visited them just two days before hand, Zhou put down to a coincidence rather than order an investigation. Still, no one died and that was good news.
 
   Over the next two days, the Wubei crew dwindled as Zhou sent contingents of men back towards the home city to collect their pay and see their families. They couldn’t do anything else just sitting around. He remained in the camp with a few of the builders, some troops to guard the road and to be watchful of the Yaart, and, of course, Wang, to await the surfacing crew.
 
   # # #
 
   On the morning of the third day, a troop of riders were seen ambling along the road towards the Wubei camp. Zhou dressed in his second best set of clothes and went to meet them.
 
   “Honoured Chung,” Zhou bowed, “it is good to see you.”
 
   “Bureaucrat Zhou,” Chung looked down from his horse, the sun directly over his shoulder causing Zhou to blink and raise a hand to shield his eyes, “your builders have completed their task on time. I will note that in the record.”
 
   “As was promised,” Zhou responded.
 
   “Indeed.” Chung looked down the unsurfaced road towards the direction of the Yaart camp. “Take me to the Yaart crew.”
 
   Zhou led Chung and his followers to the camp where he spoke briefly to the guards on duty. They fetched the foreman who, in turn, promptly fetched the bureaucrat in charge. He waddled towards them dressed in a fine red silk robe with a graceful stork embroidered upon it. The effect ruined by the robe's struggles to contain his girth.
 
   “Ah, you are from the surfacing crew?” the fat bureaucrat said.
 
   “I am Chung, Chief Bureaucrat for the engineers of Wubei who constructed the road.” Chung climbed off of his horse to introduce himself. Zhou watched him bow, as if to an equal, and the gesture was returned by the Yaart in red.
 
   “Good, good. I am Peng, Diplomat to the Duke of Yaart. It is my pleasure to invite your officers to a banquet to celebrate the joining of the roads, a mighty task in itself, but also the beginning of a peace that will benefit both provinces.” The diplomat absently rubbed his belly. “I can promise you the best food and drink.”
 
   “That is kind and we would be honoured to accept,” Chung said.
 
   “We also have food and drink enough for your crew and ours, a gift from the duke to celebrate this auspicious day. Though I would suggest we lock all the weapons away. You know what rough houses these builders can be when they have a sniff of alcohol.” Peng smiled and chuckled at his own humour.
 
   “A wise precaution.” Chung smiled also. “Until this evening then.”
 
   They both bowed to each other, Peng returned to the confines of the Yaart camp and Chung remounted his horse. Zhou hurried to catch up.
 
   “Zhou, organise your men, what’s left of them. I want my tent pitched and hot water prepared for my bath,” Chung said as his horse clip-clopped down the surface of the Yaart road.
 
   “Of course.” Zhou bit down on the urge to say more.
 
   # # #
 
   As evening came, slower now that spring was in full bloom, Zhou oiled his hair and dressed himself in his best clothes. In the pockets, he made sure he had placed a perfumed cloth to scent his hands and face should he sweat or handle spicy food. Against his better judgement, he left his dagger in the chest and carried only the short staff of his office with him to the meal.
 
   He left his own tent and paced the ground outside of Chung’s tent waiting for him to appear. His superior would lead the way into the feast and Zhou, after all the months in charge, would be relegated in position and importance again. Eventually, Chung brushed the tent's fabric door to one side and stepped outside wearing an opulent silk robe with silver and gold embroidery that depicted a scene from the story of the Jade Heaven. Zhou’s robe, pale green and decorated only with a small cherry blossom tree embroidered on the chest, looked cheap against it. He filtered into the procession amongst the rest of Chung’s followers as they made their way towards the Yaart camp where, it was clear, a party was already in progress. On the way, several wagon loads of food and drink passed them going in the opposite direction.
 
   Passing through the camp, the Wubei men could see the soldiers and road builders of Yaart enjoying themselves. They were singing songs, drinking wine and tearing hunks of meat off of spit roasted pigs. Soon, Zhou expected, the same would be happening in the Wubei camp. The Yaart diplomat's tent was larger even than the one Zhou’s men had put together for Chung that afternoon. Two guards at the entrance pulled the heavy fabric tent flap open and bowed as Zhou entered. Once inside it appeared, if anything, even bigger. The floor was covered with woven rugs upon which embroidered dragons meandered their way around the skies and water in the scenes. A long low table ran down the middle of the tent that was already covered in bowls, cups, pitchers and plates full of fruit, meat, rice and dishes that Zhou could not identify.
 
   The men of Yaart took up station on one side of the table and those of Wubei took the other. Zhou was relegated to fourth position, left of Chung and far enough away that it would be difficult to hear, let alone become involved in, any important conversation. The man across from him smiled as he sank, cross legged, onto the cushions set there for the feast. As the last of the dinner guests sat, servants entered from a different set of tent flaps carrying bowls of warm scented water which the guests used to wash the dirt from their hands. Hot towels were handed round for the guests to dry their hands and servants poured a healthy measure of rice wine into each man's drinking bowl.
 
   “To you of Wubei, may the peace we have forged last forever,” Peng said raising his bowl and everyone drank to the toast.
 
   “To you of Yaart, may your people be blessed with long life,” Chung returned the toast and they all drank again.
 
   “So, Honoured Chung, how did you find the process of road building?” Peng opened the conversation with a suitably neutral subject.
 
   As the meal got under way, conversation loosened up and they talked of many things. Zhou found the Yaart sat opposite to be a trader, though currently acting as the Quartermaster readying the supplies for the cattle and honour guard that were to follow.
 
   “How did you find the villagers of the plains when you were securing the needed supplies?” Zhou asked.
 
   “I think they liked me better than the builders.” The man laughed a deep throaty chuckle. “But, then, I was paying them for the food and crops. And what could the builders offer them? To demolish their houses for free, I'd wager is all.”
 
   “Your builders had problems then?” Zhou enquired.
 
   “Oh, nothing too extraordinary. The usual complaints and the odd old granny who refused to move out when the builders turned up.” The man took a drink from his wine bowl, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “Strange lot, the villagers out here. Over the decades they have changed sides so many times that I don’t think they know who is in charge any more. I don't think some of them care. They are, kind of, a separate nation in some ways. With all the chopping and changing they’ve done, you know, I doubt they have paid much in tax to anyone. I expect they thought the road and the peace would just be another here today, gone tomorrow, event for them. All this must have come as a bit of shock.”
 
   “No bandits?” Zhou held his own bowl of wine in his hand but did not drink.
 
   “Not that I know of,” the Quartermaster replied, “though I left that side of things to the troop captain. You had difficulties in that direction?”
 
   “Nothing too serious,” Zhou said as he inspected the dishes in front of him. 
 
   The night wore on slowly, time being marked by the melting candles and all the different courses of food that were brought out by the servants. There was a quiet lull in the conversational noise and Zhou could hear Chung and Peng talking.
 
   “The road was completed on time but then there were no mountains for us to traverse,” Peng was saying.
 
   “True, our forward crew were a little slow through the mountains and I had to push them quite hard to pull their fingers out and do the work they were paid to do,” Chung responded and Zhou almost choked on the morsel of food he had just popped into his mouth. “But, finally, they got there. I know that the council in Wubei are happy with the work I have done. We didn’t desire the embarrassment of making you wait for us.”
 
   “More than embarrassment. My province is depending upon this road, and the treaty, to survive the refugee crisis we find ourselves in. If your forward team had been too slow it could have cost many thousands of lives. The aid your Duke has already sent has been most welcome but the opening of the road will greatly increase the flow and save many more lives.”
 
   “Speaking, as we are, of the treaty, I understand that the cattle are already on their way?” Chung said as he dabbed his mouth with a napkin. Zhou, like every other member of Wubei party, turned to listen to the answer.
 
   “Indeed, where did you hear such news?” Peng asked with equal nonchalance.
 
   “A man stopped by our camp, a week ago or so. He said that he had come from Yaart way and seen a large force of men making their slow way down the completed section of road. Told me that this force of men seemed to be escorting three extraordinarily large cattle.” Chung picked at the wide bowl of steaming vegetables in front of him with his chopsticks and transferred a few select ones to his own eating bowl. An act so controlled and normal, that Zhou wondered whether Chung knew that every ear in the place was focused in his direction.
 
   “A man told you?” Peng asked with a smile on his face. “Do you know his name? Perhaps our troops met him?”
 
   “I don’t, isn’t that a strange thing.” Chung squeezed a vegetable between his chopsticks, raised it to mouth and taking a slow bite.
 
   “Indeed, very strange.” Peng had not lost his smile, “Still, he was correct. The cattle are on their way as per the treaty agreed and sealed by the emperor. The duke is focused on ensuring that all the terms of the treaty are carried out to the letter and as quickly as possible. Also, I am told that the cattle do not move quickly and caring for them is time consuming, so an early start made a lot of sense. It was to be a glorious surprise and gift.”
 
   “That is good news. When will they reach us here?” Chung asked, crunching on the rest of the vegetable.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Peng said simply and the resulting silence sucked the air from Zhou’s lungs.
 
   “Surely this calls for another toast, Honoured Peng,” and Chung raised his wine bowl to the other man. They both laughed. A laughter which spread to the rest of the table and Zhou did his best to join in as the wine started flowing in earnest.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou woke the next morning with a headache that began somewhere in the region of his toes and sped up through his legs, body, shoulders and neck to pound into his skull again and again like a battering ram against a city gate. The back of his throat was dry and his tongue felt swollen in his mouth. He worked his gums and lips, trying to summon enough moisture to lubricate his throat. His belly was turning somersaults and he could feel gas building up in the pit of his stomach. There was no point fighting it and he let his muscles relax, the resulting smell was sulphurous and sent his stomach into more gymnastic flips.
 
   He turned on his side and swung his legs over the edge of his bed. A few minutes of sitting very still gave him the confidence to stand and shamble over to the chest. He dipped his hands into the bowl of cold water and washed his face and neck. Using a small towel he dried himself and wondered why the water was cold. Always before, his servant had brought him warm water for his morning ablutions. Creeping in silently and going about his business without waking Zhou. He shrugged, probably hung over like me, he thought. The camp was still celebrating the completion of the road when he had curled up under his covers last night. Just this once, Zhou would forgive him.
 
   Zhou dragged out his fourth-best set of clothes, stripped off his sleeping trousers and dressed himself. He picked up his leather bag and shoved a telescope into it, wanting to get the first glimpse of the cattle and their guard. Though the treaty had cost him and his family dear, he couldn’t help but feel that today was special. 
 
   He threw the tent flap back and strode out into the misty morning. The camp was quiet and there was evidence of last night’s revelry to be seen everywhere. Bones from meat, broken bowls, chopsticks and other detritus littered the floor that Zhou stumbled over. Moving through the camp, he cast looks left and right, expecting to see others moving towards the mess tent in search of a breakfast meal to settle their stomachs but no one else seemed to be stirring. The mist obscured the sun and though he peered upward, seeking any clue of the time, he couldn’t be more exact than it was still morning. Probably.
 
   As he closed in on the mess tent, he could hear the first voices of the morning and gave a sigh of relief. The mess tent flap was closed, and he fancied he could hear the sounds of cooking, the clinking and clanking of metal, hisses of steam, from inside. His belly rolled again at the thought of food but he steeled himself, reached out a hand, lifted the flap, and stepped inside.
 
   The inside was empty of life but it was full of death. Bodies of Wubei men lay where they had collapsed dotted all around the interior. The smell of loosened bowels and vomit violated the sanctity of Zhou’s nose causing him to heave and retch. When he had regained control he forced himself to examine the scene, to make sense of it. There was food still on the table and open barrels of wine around the place but no sign of blood or struggle. 
 
   Turning over a body, he was confronted by the face of the troop corporal. The body flopped and the compression of its ribs, as it turned, forced a wheeze of air to escape its lips which flapped in response. Zhou stumbled backwards in disgust and then, after a calming breath, gingerly returned to run his hands over the body seeking a stab wound, bruise, something, anything that would give a reason for the corporal's death. There was nothing.
 
   “What killed you all?” Zhou breathed in despair. He looked into the corporal’s sightless eyes but there was no response. Then he looked closer, around the corpse's pupils was a ring of red. Blood. He checked the poor man's temples and skin around the eyes but there were no tears or wounds. Peering closer he could only surmise that the blood vessels had burst. Zhou forced open the mouth and saw a similar pattern in the gums. Checking one man and then another, he discovered that they all showed the same injuries. Disease or poison, Zhou’s panicked thoughts examined both possibilities and settled on the latter. No disease could kill this quickly.
 
   Then he heard voices and footsteps coming towards the tent. He rushed towards the tent flap and opened his mouth to shout for help but held back the call. Through the flap he could make out soldiers, in the uniform of Yaart, moving through the mist obscured camp. The lead solider looked familiar but Zhou could not place him. They were too close for him to dart out and make a run for it. He scanned the tent, looking for a way out or a place to hide.
 
   Stepping over the bodies of his recent comrades, he moved into the centre of the room and lay down, pulling the limbs of the closest murdered over him. He turned his face down into the earthen floor and held his breath. The material of the tent swished and footsteps entered the tent.
 
   “Many of them died here, Captain. The poison was fast acting. We kept the first barrels clean so that they would feel confident but the later ones all contained enough to kill a regiment of soldiers. Once activated by the Fang-shi apprentices it swept through the camp like a plague of locusts,” one voice was saying.
 
   “You’ve checked all the tents, even those of the guests last night?” said another. Likely the Captain, Zhou thought as he let the held breath seep out between his lips.
 
   “Yes, Sir. We only have a few to go but, so far, we have found no one alive,” said a third voice, “Made me wary of them damn Fang-shi’s though. Look what they did with just a bit of preparation and a few words. Scary.”
 
   “Bring more men back here, gather the bodies up and burn them. Burn the wine, the food, the tables and chairs, anything you can find. Show me the Wubei soldiers quarters, there might be some useful documents. Also, the bureaucrat-in-charge’s tent too. Do we have a name for him?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Chung was the chief bureaucrat. We’ve recovered his body and documents already. The forward crew was led by a man named...” There was a pause and Zhou could hear the rustling of paper. It sounded incredibly loud in his ears as did his heartbeat and every shallow breath he took. “Name was Zhou, Captain.”
 
   “Zhou, really?” the Captain said. “That is a coincidence. Take me to his tent first.”
 
   The Yaart soldiers left and Zhou didn't move. For a few minutes he lay still and listened. There were no more footsteps or voices and he decided to move, not wanting to wait too long and run into the Yaart clean-up crew. It was clear that he had to get away and back to Wubei, similarly it was clear that Yaart were not on their way with gifts of peace. You don't murder a whole crew and just say sorry, he thought.
 
   He pushed off the arms and legs of the dead he had used as his disguise so that he could stand and in doing so looked down at the bodies of his countrymen. He looked down and met Wang’s blank stare.
 
   “Thank you,” were the only words he could find.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Haung ducked into the tent owned by the forward crew chief but there was no body there. There should have been a body, either in the bed or close by. He let his eyes take in the interior of the tent trying to sense if anything was missing or discover a clue to the location of the crew chief. The first thing he noticed was the bed; it was unmade and looked slept in. The covers were thrown back, there was a depression in the centre of the pillow and the sheets were ruffled. Near the chest there were spots of damp, and the hook on the centre pole had a smooth surface indicating it was well used but nothing was hanging there. The chest was open and it looked like something, clothes probably, had been roughly pulled out disturbing the things on top.
 
   “Tell me, did you find the body?” Haung asked as his eyes continued to pan around.
 
   “No, Captain. Not yet,” replied one of the guards.
 
   “You are sure you haven’t missed it in the search? You know what he looks like?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Jiin-Wei Peng made sure that all the assigned searchers got a good look at the Wubei officers. We wouldn’t have missed him,” the guard assured him.
 
   “Then, I would guess, he is alive and confused. Search the camp again, check all the bodies again, make sure he is not hiding amongst them or in another's tent,” Haung ordered one guard and then turned to the other. “Round up a small number of scout trained troops and complete a spiral search out from the camp, about a mile or so for now. Send a rider once you find his tracks.”
 
   Both guards bowed to Haung and left to complete their tasks. Haung moved to the stove and rested his hand upon it, the metal was still warm enough to feel through his thin gloves. His other hand absently rubbed the smooth surface of the central pole’s hook as his eyes drifted once again around the room. Suddenly, he took a step and crouched down to pick up a long box from the floor. Flipping the lid open he looked at the hollow in the velvet inlay. It was long, thin and had a rounded base. A telescope, he thought, as he turned and stalked out of the tent, back towards the Yaart camp.
 
   At the entrance he summoned a servant, “Find Fang-shi Biao and Jiin-Wei Peng, ask them to join me in my tent.”
 
   Inside his own tent, he stripped off the gloves he had worn, despite the warmth of the spring morning, to keep a distance between the poisoned dead and his own flesh. He set a small, black iron kettle onto the stove to heat up the water for tea. He looked at the hook on his central tent pole. From this hung a shoulder strap pack, it was not big but had room enough to hold a telescope and a few other daily necessities.
 
   “Haung, what is the problem?” Peng asked as he entered the tent closely followed by Biao.
 
   “We have a missing Wubei officer,” Haung said as he picked up the water and poured it into three separate bowls, each had a few tea leaves in the bottom. The rising steam carried with it the smell of life and home. Haung breathed in deeply, cleansing his lungs of the smell of death.
 
   “Probably got missed in the search,” Peng said. “Not much to worry about, surely.”
 
   “The guards assure me they didn’t miss him.” Haung gave each bowl a single stir with a wooden spoon. “I have ordered a re-check and also detailed a few scouts to search the surrounding area to see if they pick up any traces.”
 
   “One officer, even if he is alive, cannot damage us,” Biao joined the conversation.
 
   “I’m not so sure,” Haung said as he offered each man a bowl of tea. “The missing officer is Zhou, one of the original negotiators. He is something of an arrogant fool but he was against the treaty for the cattle and the road. I understand his stance cost him, and his family, dearly. Commander Weyl had the Jiin-Wei do some more digging into his background, just in case. He comes from an important family in Wubei and, though he is in disgrace, some may listen. And that might jeopardise the plan. He’s a loose end that I want tied up.” 
 
   “If he is in the camp, alive or dead, I can find him. If he is outside of the camp, then I might be able to find him, as long as he isn’t too far away. You have something of his I can use,” Biao said as he sipped his tea.
 
   They cleared a small place on Haung’s table and Biao set his bowl of tea down in the empty area. Haung stood back as Biao took paper and a small stick of charcoal from his pockets. Placing them down next to the bowl, Biao then extracted a metal pin from another pocket and set this floating on the surface of the tea. Haung and Peng took a further step away, it was always best to give a sorcerer room to work.
 
   “Give me the object of his,” Biao said. 
 
   Haung put the telescope case in Biao’s outstretched hand and backed away again. Focusing on the floating pin, Haung could, from the corner of his eyes, see Biao scribbling words and symbols on the paper. The pin began to spin as Biao chanted. The paper caught aflame and was slowly consumed as the chanting continued. The pin made several slow revolutions before coming to rest pointing, as far as Haung could guess, towards the city of Yaart.
 
   “Hrmm...” Biao pondered, “I don’t think the case was enough. Not personal enough, I mean. Either that or he is out of my range which, at least, tells us he isn’t in the camp but somewhere else.”
 
   “Dammit. So, it’s down to the scouts now,” Haung cursed.
 
   “One man. That’s all, Haung,” Peng said. “The poison is untried on numbers like this. Bound to be one or two that got away, we knew that.”
 
   “Yes, but why this man? Any other could have been dismissed as a deserter or lunatic.” Haung started to pace the small tent.
 
   “We’ll deal with it should any problems come. For now, we carry on as planned. The men are changing into the Wubei uniforms and we have sent a rider to their city with the good news that Chung is bringing the cattle, in triumph and fulfilment of the treaty. It goes to plan.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Haung answered Peng. “I’m glad they knew about our imminent arrival though, it means that part worked perfectly. No reason the next bit of that strand shouldn’t.”
 
   “That’s better,” Biao said as he finished his tea and smacked his lips. Haung, and Peng, looked at him, “Sorry? I wasn’t listening much. The plan goes ahead. My apprentices are gathering objects from each of the Wubei dead to fashion the masks the troops will wear alongside the uniforms.”
 
   “Then we’d best get moving. Peng, make sure the men get changed and stow their gear properly. Biao, I’ll ask the other Captains to organise the troops, ready for the illusion. First though, I have to look to the cattle. We’ll be moving by the morning.”
 
   The three left the tent and went their separate ways. Haung headed to the edge of the camp and the cattle enclosure there. They had learnt, early on the road, that it was best to keep the cattle away from the rowdy men. The cattle were unsettled by the noise and the flickering of so many camp fires and torches. The last thing they wanted was one of the heavy beasts getting terrified and stampeding out onto the plains. They might move slowly, but they would be difficult to recapture. Keep them calm and docile.
 
   The sun rose higher into the sky and the morning mist burnt off, giving clear views across the rolling hills of the plains. In the short distance, he could see the Wubei camp and above it a circling column of carrion birds. Haung spat on the floor, his lips curled in disgust and his hand closed about the hilt of the dagger at his waist. It was not just the birds that disgusted him but the use of poison to kill the Wubei men. Not honourable, he thought and shook his head. He took a deep breath and resumed his walk.
 
   “Feng,” he called as he neared the enclosure.
 
   “Hello, Haung. Glad you could come. We have a problem with one of the cattle,” Feng, once a fake-guard but always a Jiin-Wei, said.
 
   “Please, no more problems today.” Haung clapped his friend on the shoulder.
 
   “This one is serious. You need to come and have a look. The Fang-shi isn’t sure what is wrong. He’s been casting spells and reading his books all morning. But all the cattle does is lie down on its side and moan,” Feng said as he led Haung to the Sorcerer.
 
   In the enclosure, the scene was much as Feng had described. Two cattle were standing, sharing a bale of hay, but the third was on its side, unmoving.
 
   “What’s wrong with it?” Haung asked the Fang-shi, who looked up at him from his study of books.
 
   “I’m not really sure,” was the reply.
 
   “Well, if you’re not, who can be?” Haung asked and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I think the march is more arduous than we expected. For all their size and weight they are a lot more fragile than you could know. And, once they were outside the aura we maintain around Yaart, their link to the source was stretched. That's why we have set further beacons of the source up along the road, and why we carry more with us.”
 
   “But two are fine, why that one?” Haung pointed to the downed beast.
 
   “They’re all different. Fang-shi Long explained all this to you, I’m sure. The Qi used to maintain them and keep them satisfied is being used up at varying rates. We constantly need to rebalance their Qi.”
 
   “So, what has changed with that one?” Haung asked again.
 
   “Near as I can guess, the activation spell used last night wasn’t directional. It went everywhere, like the ripple from a stone.  Out over our camp to cover the Wubei one. So it would have flowed over, and through, the beasts.” The sorcerer pointed to a diagram in the book he was studying. “I’m guessing it had an impact on that one but I don’t know why.”
 
   “Can they still produce gold?” Haung asked.
 
   “If we feed them, yes, I believe so,” the Fang-shi answered. “We are keeping them fuelled up with hay and the other minerals contained in the guide. There is no reason to suspect that they are unable to function.”
 
   Suddenly, there was a loud crack from the enclosure and they all turned to see where it had come from. The downed cattle’s skin was pulsing and rippling. There were several more cracks as the skin split. Red and purple light spilled out.
 
   “Get the other cattle away,” screamed the Fang-shi at the herders and servants. He ran into help them.
 
   “Haung...” Feng began but the rest of his words were drowned out by the shouting of the men and increasing number of bangs, crackles and cracks coming from the stricken cattle.
 
   As the second and third beasts were pushed out of the enclosure, the first began to come apart. The light increased in intensity forcing Haung to shield his eyes. The dying beast began to melt, twist and contort into a variety of forms before settling into four vaguely man-shaped lumps of glowing and rippling light. The man-shapes writhed in agony, mouths open impossibly wide, more intense light spewing forth. Their arms were raised to clasp heads or wrap around bellies.
 
   There was a sudden, further increase in the red and purple light. Haung’s eyes stung and began to tear, he had to turn away. In the distance, through stinging eyes he could see a star twinkling at ground level. He ground the heels of his hands into his eyes, more sparks and stars spiralled across the inside of his eyelids. The light dimmed and he turned back to the beast. Four jet black man-shaped statues now decorated the enclosure’s grass.
 
   “Fuck. One beast down,” Haung said.
 
   “Not good, but we still have two. It will be enough to convince them. We did warn them that they couldn’t be moved far and fast without risk,” Kang placated.
 
   “Perhaps. The treaty makes allowances but we can’t risk another. Get a message to the rest of the Fang-shi, no more magic near the cattle, or in their direction.” Haung lent his arms on the fence, gazed at the statues, sighed, “Fuck.”
 
   Haung turned his head, remembering and seeking the ground level star. What could cause that, a sudden thought had come, perhaps the reflection off of a telescope lens.
 
    “Bugger.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Zhou pushed the telescope shut and shoved it back into his small bag. The glowing light that had surrounded the cattle enclosure had meant it was difficult to see what was happening but he had kept the scope to his eye throughout. Now he sat back on his haunches and pondered the events that he had been able to make out. It was clear that the cattle had reduced in number from three to two and that might be a problem for the treaty. Not insurmountable, by his memory, but on its own might be enough to dent the power that Hsin now wielded over the process and over Wubei.
 
   Idiot, Zhou thought, the cattle are nothing compared to the murder of everyone here.
 
   Even at this distance he could make out a commotion in the camp and he retrieved the telescope, raising it to his eye. Focusing intently on the scene, he let his brain put together the likely action from the indistinct blurred motions he observed. There were shapes moving back and forth, smaller shapes of men, larger ones of horses and then larger still, men on horseback. It took barely a second for him to realise that this was not good news. 
 
   Stuffing the telescope, for a second time, into his bag, he jumped to his feet and took off at a fast run away from the camp and towards the foothills. His feet pounded down the slope and he did his best to stay on the lower ground away from the sky line. The last thing he needed to do was to give his location away to his pursuers. The grass was slippery under his thin leather soles and he stumbled to the ground, changing the colour of his trousered knees from pale cream to green. His heart thudded in his chest, so loud that he mistook it for hoof beats and glanced over his shoulder in panic, causing him to stumble yet again.
 
   The foothills, and their cover of low scrub, would not be in reach by the time the sun set on the plains. But in the dark, he figured, he could move as fast as the troops from Yaart who had not yet seen him but was sure he was following. If he could just stay undetected until the last rays of the sun sank below the horizon he had a chance.
 
   The small bag slapped against his side as he ran and he had to use one hand to hold it steady. The further and longer he ran, the heavier the bag strap seemed as it dragged at his neck and cut into his shoulder. The ache in his legs, as muscles screamed for oxygen, became his gauge to measure the miles. As he ran on and on, the lack of a good breakfast became more and more apparent as his stomach rumbled and legs trembled. 
 
   Each breath rasped down his dry throat and into lungs wearying of their task. He had to stop, his legs couldn’t carry him much further without rest. Yet he drove himself on, step after step, stumbling and staggering until, finally, he collapsed onto all fours. Despite every ounce of willpower his limbs would not obey his commands to rise and run on.
 
   They’ll find me soon, he despaired, and I hope they make it a quick end.
 
   His warm body drew moisture up through the damp earth to soak his robe. He lay, panting, staring up into the blue skies. The constant bright blue, with no point of focus, strained his eyes, causing them to dance back and forth, seeking that one object to lock their gaze onto. Eventually, the thumping of his heart returned to a regular, quieter rhythm, the rushing rivers of blood in his ears settled to a quiet ocean, and the fire in his limbs cooled to a delicate warmth. 
 
   He rolled over and ever so slowly crawled his way to the top of a low hill. Using the telescope, he scanned his surroundings. There, in the far distance, he could see the chasing party and he breathed a sigh of relief, they were heading away from him. He watched them for a while, careful to keep the lens of the telescope in the shadows. Once sure they were not doubling back, he let his forehead rest upon the grass. Then, sliding back down the slope he drew himself into a seated position and investigated the contents of the bag. A small rag-like towel, the telescope, a brush, sealed bottle of ink, some dried fruit and meat jerky. Not a great haul, but enough for three days, if he didn’t mind going hungry. 
 
   Eating a sliver of the dried fruit, he stood and started off, once again, towards the foothills. All afternoon he sweated in the hot sun and realised that whilst he may have enough to eat, water might be a problem. The plains were renowned for their abundance of springs or rivers. As evening fell, he ate some more dried fruit, trying to summon enough moisture into his mouth to dull the serrated edges in his throat. Tomorrow, at some point, Zhou was pretty sure he could find a village. The map in his tent, which he had studied in great detail during the building of the road, had shown villages in this direction. The map, and his memory, was not too good with scale, distance and, more worryingly, to whom the villages owed their allegiance. Hope was his best friend through the cold, fireless, night.
 
   # # #
 
   The sun rose, ending a sleepless night of shivering, and he set off again. The road was the only way back to the city but it was out of reach at present. The Yaart murderers would be marching down it and, no doubt, they would have some advance scouts looking for any evidence of his passage. He held one advantage, he had built the road, knew its path and needed no map. During the build they had to follow the flattest, easiest, route, and that meant it was not a straight path. It wandered left and right through the foothills, following the low land and that, he knew, meant that there were short-cuts. Especially for one man, one desperate man, racing killers on horseback and a cohort of troops escorting slow cattle.
 
   # # #
 
                 The small village, really just a few huts, a small pond and some shoddily fenced in fields was a welcome sight as the sun climbed towards midday. Zhou limped into the village, wincing with every step as the boots rubbed and chaffed the backs of his heels.
 
   “Hello, the village,” he called and waited for an answer. When none came he called again. “Hello?”
 
   There was silence for a second time. Zhou stood still and looked around the village, seeking signs of habitation. The huts were standing, though it was quite clear they were in need of repair.  Not unlike the other villages he had visited whilst building the road. The pond was covered in a green scum of algae and the grass in the fields looked too long to be have been recently grazed by livestock.
 
   “Hello,” he tried once more. “Can anybody hear me? Is anyone here?”
 
   There was no response, so he sat down and pulled off his boots. His heels did not look pretty. Blood flowed freely from his right whilst the left was blistered and a clear liquid ran across his fingers when he tore the white skin with a dirty finger nail. 
 
   He staggered over to the pond and brushed some algae aside, creating a clear pool within the layer of green. Dipping a cupped hand, he raised a small puddle of water to his lips and tasted it. Brackish, rotten and disgusting, he spat it back out quickly. He bent over the still water and stared at his reflection in that tiny, rippling, mirror. A dark smudge of two days’ growth mingled with the dirt on his chin and cheeks, obscuring the normally smooth and perfectly cared for olive skin. His dark eyes looked dull and his hair was ragged, sticking out, un-oiled and un-styled. 
 
   He checked on the huts. Of the few, only one was truly habitable. It had a small, rickety, pallet on the floor for a bed and fire pit in the centre. Grass and weeds were growing through the hard packed clay floor and though there were one or two unbroken pots there was no food anywhere. He sat on the bed and considered his options. The stone cattle were slow, the scouts could not get too far ahead of the main body of troops and the road went quite a distance out of its way to avoid the worst of the foothills. The short-cut would save him a few days of travel, though the slopes were likely to take their toll on his legs and feet. All in all, he reckoned, he could spend a day resting before he had to move on.
 
   Decision made, he grabbed the biggest surviving pot and dragged it to the pond, filling it with water after clearing more algae away. He salvaged dry wood from the other buildings and built a small fire in his hovel he had chosen. Hanging the water filled pot above the fire he left it to boil away and, leaving his boots behind, went to search the fields. Not far from one of the houses he found a vegetable garden and though it looked like it had not been tended for quite some time he was able to dig up a few small tubers and onions from amongst the weeds.
 
   He placed them near the fire and unhooked the water pot. Transferring some steaming water to a simple clay bowl pot and, rehanging the boiled water, he patiently waited for the decanted water to cool. He cleaned the dirt from the vegetables using the still warm water and then threw them into the boiling water to cook. With the last of the cooling water he washed his feet, broke the forming scabs and let the blood run freely for a time. Lastly he washed away the fresh blood and with it, he hoped, any infection.
 
   The wait for vegetables to cook was an eternity left alone with his thoughts. His patience wore thin and he used a splinter of wood to stab the vegetables as they bubbled to the surface and took a bite. They were green, bitter and the most disgusting vegetables he had ever tasted but he forced them all down. He drank the left over stock, then dragged the pot again to the pond to refill it and boil some more. He fell asleep, on the pallet, as that second pot of water cooled. The fire danced in front of his eyes, illusions of home flicked and played in the flames, enticements and invitations to dream.
 
   The day after, he set off again. The small bag contained his supplies, a meagre collection of cooked vegetables and a leather water bottle that he had scavenged from the ruins of one hut, full to bursting with cooled but still brackish water. He carried his boots, there would be time for his blisters to heal properly before he would need to wear them again in the mountains. It was going to be a long walk but he was satisfied he had supplies enough to reach the next village.
 
   # # #
 
   “This is your third pathetic attempt to de-rail the peace process, Zhou, and you have been back in the city for week,” Hsin said with venom and Zhou watched the diplomat's arrogant gaze sweep the assembled council. “One of my spies spent weeks with the army, he trained with them, he listened to them, soldiers and commanders alike. All the talk was of peace, and the need to complete the treaty. We have, all here, heard his evidence and yet you persist with this fiction, no doubt to cover up your own failings. Must I remind you, and this honourable council, that my nephew's reports detail your behaviour during the meeting with the Yaart? He had no choice but to dispense with your services and send you home in disgrace. Yet here you are, attempting to tarnish his honour, and cause us to doubt the success of the treaty that I negotiated with the Yaart, with wild stories of a slaughter. Oh, and let us not forget the exciting story of your own escape and survival against the odds. Pathetic.” Hsin pointed a finger to the ceiling, “Even today, a rider brought word from Chung, who accompanies the Yaart honour guard, that within a few days he will be delivering the promised cattle to us. Wubei will be rich and powerful, a force within the wider empire.”
 
   Hsin sat down and folded his arms across his chest and glared at him. Zhou moved to stand, anger granting strength to weary legs, but a firm hand grabbed his arm and stopped him.
 
   “Don’t,” his Father-in-law said. “You’ve given your evidence, such as it is, and we can sink no lower in their eyes. All our tiles have been played in this game. There is no more we can do.”
 
   Zhou turned to the older man and opened his mouth to speak but there were no words to be found.
 
   “Zhou, you’ve never been quite the son-in-law I imagined you could have been but in this, I believe you. They do not. It is time to leave.” His Father-in-law stood slowly, gave an absent-minded bow to the council and left. Zhou followed meekly behind.
 
   Out of the wooden building, but shaded by the covered walkway, the two men walked past other bureaucrats and administrative staff who were bustling about. The walkway formed a large square around an ornamental and exquisite garden. Father-in-law stepped onto the cut grass and moved to an empty bench. Zhou paced back and forth.
 
   “Our family star has fallen far, Zhou,” Father-in-law spoke just above a whisper. “Not so low that we have no friends or power but we are weakened. It is my fault, pushing for a place on the diplomatic mission and yours, for not following orders. We have both been remiss in our duties to our ancestors. However, you have given us fair warning, the treaty is a blind to Yaart’s true intent. You do not murder officers of the province you are making peace with.”
 
   “Then why don’t they listen?” Zhou stopped and turned to face the old man.
 
   “They listen but only to Hsin. His star has risen so high that his family may soon be joined to the duke’s. Another nephew of Hsin, my contacts reliably inform me, is to be promised to the duke’s granddaughter. We cannot compete at the moment, and perhaps, not for many years to come.”
 
   “Father-in-law, there must be something that can be done. Hsin’s actions are going to endanger the whole city. The army must be prepared, the militia called up. We built a road, a jade dammed road, to our city that is strong enough and wide enough to march an army along.”
 
   “Hsin doesn’t see because he does not look. His gaze is inward to the city and upward to the heights of royal position. All the others follow his eyes. There is nothing to be done, you must get your family ready to depart. Take them to safety. Go, we will talk tomorrow before you leave.”
 
   Zhou looked into the old man’s eyes and read the truth. The family's position was too low to exert influence and Wubei would likely be attacked within a few days, if the false reports Hsin was receiving indicated the true position of the cattle.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou awoke next to his wife as the morning sun slipped into the room between the gaps in the wooden shutter. He contemplated going back to sleep but today was not one for relaxing. There was so much to do before they left. He shifted around and snuggled against his wife, his arms enfolding her slight frame and pulling her in close. Breathing in the smell of her hair, he luxuriated in the warmth of her skin. He could stay there forever but there was only one road in and out of the city that carriage could traverse and with the Yaart troops on the way his family needed to be gone from Wubei today.
 
   Zhou kissed her bare shoulder to wake her gently and she murmured in her sleep. “We need to get up,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   She grasped his enfolding arms and, for a few moments, drew them tighter around her body, “I know.”
 
   They busied themselves, packing trunks with clothes and heirlooms that could not be left behind. Despite their quiet preparations, Zhou’s young son awoke. With a patter of feet the small, dark haired boy barrelled into the room and demanded attention. Zhou picked him up and gave him a strong, affectionate cuddle. The small boy patted him on the back in emulation of Zhou’s own hug.
 
   “We’re going on an adventure today,” Zhou knelt in front of his boy, “you need to be a good boy and help Mummy and Daddy. Can you do that?”
 
   The small boy looked earnestly into his father’s face and gave a determined nod.
 
   “Good boy.” Zhou ruffled his son’s hair.
 
   Zhou and his wife bustled around the house and even with the help of their son, they were not too far behind schedule when the packing was finally complete. Each trunk was strapped onto a two horse cart and then they were ready to leave. 
 
   Zhou locked the outer gate and gave the family home a last look of farewell then climbed aboard the cart. Settling onto the cushioned drive board between his son and his wife, he picked up the reins. The little boy was bouncing with excitement, at odds with Zhou’s sombre mood. He tried to smile as his son squealed and squirmed.
 
   The streets were busy with people setting up bunting and decorations. As the carriage passed by, the family received many strange looks from people carrying coloured banners, food, drink, chairs and other items all fit for the big welcoming celebration that Hsin had ordered for the day of arrival. The talk of the whole city was the news that the cattle, and the successful Wubei troops, were almost here. The peace treaty was to be fulfilled and after thirty years there could be a return to prosperity, stability and security.
 
   Then news, like a tsunami, spread through the city washing over everyone in a tumbling, dancing, and cavorting whisper. The cattle were here, they were early and the streets swelled with people rushing towards the city walls. Zhou brought the cart to halt in the midst of it all and hung his head.
 
   “Husband, don’t stop we can still make it out,” his wife pleaded.
 
   “We can’t, my love. On this cart, we need half a day to reach the fork in the road. The Yaart are already past that. The news would not have come this early if they were not.” Zhou looked at his wife, tears in his eyes. “Take him home. Lock the doors. Get into the cellar and lock that too. I had it stocked with food and water, enough for a few days. Stay there. I’ll come for you when I can.”
 
   “Where are you going?” She gave him a panicked look.
 
   “To do what I can.” He reached under the waterproof cover behind the seat and drew out his armoured jacket, a short bow, quiver and short staff. He hugged his wife and son, squeezing for all he was worth. Then he climbed down from the cart, “I love you.”
 
   He grabbed the horse’s bridles and dragged them forward through the still moving crowds, down the road and then turned the cart down a side street. He stood aside as his wife guided the cart past him, her eyes never leaving his. 
 
   “I’ll come back, when there is time. Do all that I say. It will be alright, I promise you,” but he could not look in her eyes.
 
   “Daddy,” his son smiled at him.
 
   “Look after your mother,” he replied.
 
   The cart trundled down the street to the next intersection then turned out of sight. He let out a quavering breath, pulled the armour over his head and cinched the belt tight. The bow he placed in the quiver, now strapped to his back, and carrying the staff he ploughed through the crowds to the city walls.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Haung led the army around the final curve in the road and crested the rise to see the city of Wubei before him. A high stone wall surrounded the front and sides. Behind those, the mountains the city was built against pierced the clouds.
 
   “Corporal, send back the word, we have reached Wubei. Bring up the cattle and the special troops.” He sat on his horse as the corporal rode back through the lines of men who had come to halt behind him.
 
   Haung watched the city walls. The gate, a tiny brown smudge against the shades of grey, looked closed but it was impossible to be sure. He took a drink of water from the skin hooked over his saddle bow and waited. The sun, even as summer approached, was not as warm as it had been on the plains and he felt a chill creep its way across his skin.
 
   “So that’s Wubei, is it?” Biao said from beside him.
 
   “Apparently so,” Haung answered. “It has been a long time coming.”
 
   “But it will soon be over.” Biao gave a short bark of laughter.
 
   Around Haung and the Fang-shi, troops began to move aside as the cattle were brought to the fore. Their carers were with them, as were troops in the colour of Yaart and others in the uniform of Wubei.
 
   “What if Zhou told them?” Haung asked Biao.
 
   “He may have done, we don’t know,” Biao turned to look at Haung. “But does it really matter now? If he has, they will be ready. If he hasn’t, they won’t be. It is that simple.”
 
   “I suppose if he has, and they believed him, they would have an army to hold the walls. Or, attacked us on the road where we would have been a much easier target,” Haung put some confidence into his voice.
 
   “That too,” Biao chuckled, “stop being so glum. Thirty years of war will be at an end within thirty days. Be happy at that.”
 
   “Captain Haung,” said the soldier wearing Chung’s face, the body being clothed in the finest silks to be found in the tent of the Chief Bureaucrat. “We are ready.”
 
   “The voice isn’t right,” Haung said to Chung’s face.
 
   “My apologies, Captain, I was using my own, not his,” said the face.
 
   “Don’t slip now, apprentice,” Biao snapped, “not this close. Always in character, always. Think of Chung, keep his image and voice in your mind, the spell will stay strong that way. They may have Fang-shi of their own, or even just a talented Wu, who could see through it. One more day and it will be enough. Do not fail me. The punishment, I assure you, will be most harsh.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” Chung bowed to Biao.
 
   “Don’t bow so low,” Haung’s voice whipped out and slapped the apprentice wearing Chung’s face. “You are a senior officer of Wubei. One of Hsin’s most powerful supporters. You are not a servant.”
 
   “Go command your troops, Chung,” Biao stressed the last word. “Haung, good luck.”
 
   Haung nodded in return and rode his horse to the head of Yaart troops. Fake Chung took his position at the head of the cohort of Wubei uniformed soldiers. The cattle had their heads down, chewing on the sparse grass that poked up by the edges of the road.
 
   “Let’s move out,” Haung commanded and they set out towards the city in the distance. He looked back over the heads of the troops to see Biao turn his horse away and ride down the slope.
 
   At the cattle’s slow pace it took almost an hour for the city to grow, bit by bit, in his sights. The smudge of grey took on form and shape. The greys became distinct blocks. The doors were closed. Their massive timbers and metal work gathered definition and, atop the walls, he could begin to discern movement and his heart stuttered for a moment as he caught glimpses of sunlight reflecting off of metal. Each glint and sparkle, a sharp edge or armour plate. His hands tightened around the reins and, despite the relative chill, he began to feel beads of sweat drip down his forehead, chest and back. Fear was starting to worm its way into his heart, he recognised the symptoms and relied on his training to overcome it. The same wall of emotions he used when in the duke’s company now rose against his own fear and kept it at bay. In his mind, it looked just like the walls he was approaching now. Step by step.
 
   Chung brought the convoy to a halt before the closed gates of the city. Far enough away so that they could be seen from the top of the walls. Above the gate a wooden, covered, balcony hung out beyond the wall and Haung could see many people dressed in fine clothes. Amongst them, he spied Hsin.
 
   “Honoured Uncle,” the fake Chung called out, “I am here with the Jade Cattle. The offering of Yaart, under the terms of the most magnificent treaty that you, and you alone, were wise enough to negotiate. With these cattle and the seal of the emperor, we may have peace for the first time in thirty years.”
 
   “Honoured Chung.” Hsin was speaking into the ear of another who shouted the words out. “Nephew, I am glad to see you have made my treaty a reality. We marvelled at the tales of your leadership in successfully completing the road despite the incompetence of others. Truly, this is an auspicious day for the whole province of Wubei. Peace is a gift we had never thought to receive again. Yet here we are, by the efforts of our family, in a position to give it to two provinces.”
 
   Haung listened to the words as they carried across the cleared space before the city. Though it wasn’t the whispered, sibilant, snake-charmed voice of Hsin himself they were definitely his words. Haung gave a small snort of disgust at his arrogance. Even felt a small measure of sympathy for Zhou who had to deal with the man and his ego.
 
   “Open the gates, Uncle,” Fake Chung called out when the old man had finished, “Let the treaty be completed, for here are the cattle.”
 
   The apprentice waved his hand and the two massive cattle were led forward. Their hooves clicked sparks from the road surface, each step sent a sharp echo resounding from the walls. The muscles of their haunches rippling and writhing under the mottled skin.
 
   “Nephew,” Hsin’s words again, “it is sad that one of these magnificent beasts died on the journey but it was an accepted risk and planned for. We received your message with sadness but equanimity. Peace is worth a sacrifice. You have done a great deed and your name will be honoured throughout the history of Wubei, alongside my own. Indeed, we will open the...”
 
   Haung bored of the self-aggrandisement had let his gaze drift along the city walls and was pondering on the likelihood of a siege succeeding here. They had the necessary tools and resources to construct siege engines, if needed. The Duke had brought them with the rest of the army. But, it was not something that anyone wanted. If Wubei opened the gates and let the cattle in then after tonight’s meals and drinking, Haung and his special troops, the Jiin-Wei, would open the gates to the duke’s army. However, the sudden cessation of the speech caught him by surprise and he snapped his gaze up to the balcony. Raising a hand to shade his eyes, he looked carefully. There seemed to be some commotion up there, arms were being waved and there were hints of raised voices on the air.
 
   Haung spat on his finger and drew a word on the horse’s neck. He whispered phrases and the drawn word glowed. Smoke rose and, with it, the smell of burnt hair. The horse danced a step or two before Haung calmed it down. Closing his eyes he concentrated on the spell he had enacted.
 
   “... away.” Hsin’s sibilance.
 
   “... Chung... not him.” The voice sparked a memory in Haung’s mind, but the spell wasn’t perfect, it could only amplify the words on the wind. If the air did not hang onto to them the spell would do nothing.
 
   “Always... let it be... family...my... honoured.” Hsin’s voice, full of anger.
 
   “No... trap... not right... listen... fooled, by your... arrogance.” Haung placed the dissenting voice, Zhou’s.
 
   “Bugger,” Haung muttered and started to turn his horse’s head towards the Fake Chung.
 
   “Guards... away.” Hsin again.
 
   “... show you.” Zhou’s.
 
   Haung rode towards Chung, not in hurry which would worry the troops and the city, but not too slowly either. All the while, his eyes were locked on the balcony. There was definitely something going on up there, the spell was picking up odd noises, thumps and grunts, then silence.
 
   “Zhou, no.” Hsin’s voice, edged with fear.
 
   Then, from the balcony, a lone arrow arced out, high into the sky. A small black shadow against the blue, a lone hawk seeking its prey, it rose to the apogee and then fell, gathering pace, plummeting towards its target, its sharp beak cutting the air before slicing into flesh.
 
   Haung watched it fall, his eyes tracing its path, down and down towards the soldiers in Wubei uniform. But the shriek that came from its target did not come from a human mouth. Haung’s horse skittered and danced, the spell pulled every ounce of agony from the scream and magnified it a hundred fold in Haung’s ears. He fell forward on to the horse’s neck, grabbing its mane in both hands. He shouted a single word to cancel the spell. 
 
   The scream continued. It was the only noise in the utter silence before the city. Haung pulled himself upright and raced towards the cattle but even as he approached he saw the red and purple light start to streak into the sky like the black powder fireworks of a new year’s celebration. Wherever the light touched, the magic fled. The faces of the Wubei uniformed soldiers started to melt and twist. The apprentices’ illusion of Chung shattered into a thousand sparkling snowflakes even as the fake diplomat tumbled from his the horse.
 
   Haung tried to make himself heard above the scream but it was impossible. The noise and the light scrambled his thoughts. He stood in his stirrups, waving the troops to turn around and retreat from the city walls. As he did so, a few more arrows arced down from the sky to fall amongst the men which heightened their panic even more. It was enough to get the men moving but despite the best efforts of the officers and corporals amongst them the retreat was not orderly.
 
   The last remaining cow started to turn, fleeing the death of its twin. Other arrows from the walls sought it out but all missed. The cattle cared not where it went, or through whom, but once it got moving it was unstoppable and men died under its feet.
 
   Meanwhile the first one was going through its death contortions. Haung found it hard to tear his gaze away. Its form expanded, then shrank and melted before exploding. A sharp crack echoed from the surrounding cliffs. In the crater it left behind, four black obsidian bodies. Statues of men, twisted and malformed, the art work of an evil mind. 
 
   Haung turned his horse and cantered down the road after his men. This meant a siege. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Zhou let the bow fall from his hands as silence descended on the balcony. Every eye traced the arrow that would decide their future. The dying cattle's scream pierced every ear and Zhou could feel tears springing to his eyes. From the stricken animal, beams of purple sprang up towards to the clouds and a great sheet of light flowed over the Wubei and Yaart troops outside the city walls.
 
   Zhou forced himself to move. He grabbed Hsin by the shoulders and dragged him to the edge of the balcony, forcing him to look at the scene unfolding before him.
 
   “Look at it. Look,” Zhou shouted in Hsin’s ears. “I’ve seen one die before. When I was escaping from the Yaart after they slaughtered our troops. The slaughter you told me never happened. It’s painful to watch but you need to see this. Then you'll believe me.”
 
   Hsin grabbed the edge with clawed hands but needed no forcing to stay there, he didn’t seem to be able to look away.
 
   Before the city walls the light was intensifying and now the troops in Wubei uniform were starting to flicker and change, the illusions that created the faces of the dead were beginning to unravel. The horses they rode grew skittish and not far from breaking. Zhou watched the fake Chung’s face vanish to be replaced by another's.
 
   “Look, Hsin,” Zhou snarled, “this is your fault.”
 
   “No.” Hsin’s voice was a desperate whisper.
 
   “I told you, I told you.” Zhou shouted at him, “Look at what you’ve brought us to. No cattle, no gold and a great big bloody road, fit for an invading army, leading the way straight to our gates.”
 
   Hsin turned away from the confusion below and looked at Zhou with a gaze lacking any comprehension. He looked, every inch, an old man lost in the confusion of years and shock. 
 
   More arrows started to fly from the walls towards the men outside. Not many, but enough hit their targets to cause fear amongst the troops. Their horses started pulling at the reins, taking control of their own fate. Zhou watched as the small army broke into a rout as more and more arrows fell amongst them. Above the death scream of the magical beast there were cries of outrage from the city walls.
 
   Then the screams rose into an exquisitely painful crescendo. Hsin clasped his hands to his head and fell to the floor whilst Zhou staggered backwards. All along the wall men fell to their knees, covering their ears. And then, there was quiet. For a second, silence blanketed the city and the mountains before a sharp clap and crump of an explosion shattered it. The blast wave battered the city walls and the mountains echoed the noise. Zhou was the first to pick himself up from the floor where he had thrown himself and he looked over the dust scoured wooden wall. Just like the cattle he had seen destroy itself in the Yaart camp, this one had left behind statues of men in twisted, agonised poses.
 
   “Hsin, we have to act whilst they are distracted.” Zhou grabbed the old man by the shoulders and looked directly into his eyes, there was no recognition. “Hsin, you have to act.”
 
   Zhou shook him and shouted his name another three times but there was no response. In disgust, he dropped the old man who collapsed to the floor. 
 
   “Ignore him,” he shouted to the Commanders, Captains and Nobles that stood on the balcony. “You have to do something.”
 
   “Son,” said the oldest man still standing in a calm, steady voice, “there is nothing we can do.”
 
   “We can attack them now, while they are confused and vulnerable,” Zhou insisted and gesticulated towards the retreating Yaart.
 
   “With what?” The soft spoken man shook his head sadly, “The army isn’t here. We disbanded them and sent them home. Some of them hadn’t seen their families in years, with peace around the corner it seemed the right thing to do. All we have is the city guard, whatever soldiers call Wubei City their home and the small honour guard that Hsin had organised to welcome the cattle.”
 
   Zhou gave the man a shocked look, “Disbanded the whole army?”
 
   The man stroked his grey wispy beard, “All of them. Every report we received, even your own up till they stopped, was full of good news about the road. Yaart has suffered a terrible disaster, they are flooded with refugees. The traders who ply the roads between the plains and the mining towns plus our own sources confirmed it. The emperor sealed the treaty with the 'promise of heaven', there was no reason to think it wasn’t true. The army is gone, back to their homes.”
 
   “But,” Zhou began. He paused, struggled to make sense of the news and then something clicked in his brain. He bowed deeply and addressed the soft voiced man, “my Lord Duke, there must be something we can do?”
 
   “We wait and see what develops. With even the small force they have we are trapped in here.” The Duke moved past Zhou, directing a sad smile at Hsin as he stepped over him, to stand and look across the field before the city. “I would be most surprised if that were their whole force. No, Zhou, we cannot charge out to a glorious victory, we have no choice but to wait and see. In the meantime, I have some instructions to give, a militia to raise, and an emperor to contact.”
 
   Zhou bowed again and struggled to keep his voice level, “Yes, my lord.”
 
   “Hindsight is weapon that is always aimed backwards to destroy your own cause, Zhou. Yes, we should have listened but we didn’t. Your voice was one against many and they had evidence, not just wild stories. This is the position we are in and we must deal with it. Now, I know you don’t like him much but see if you can get Hsin back on his feet and back to some state of understanding. We will need him, he still has a great deal of power in the council and his voice will be needed in the next few days.”
 
   The Duke gave a tiny nod towards Zhou then, gathering up his advisors, he left the balcony and stepped down the stairs calmly. The quiet crowd below parted as the duke’s party approached them. Once the duke was out of range, the crowd started shouting at the soldiers and officers on the walls, demanding to know what was going on. News would spread like the plague, everyone it touched would be changed. Fear would infect every heart, no one would be immune.
 
   # # #
 
   “It is my watch, I must go,” Zhou said, a lump of fear and sadness in his throat. His hand cupped his wife's soft cheek. “Stay indoors and bolt the doors. I will be back later.”
 
   This was the third day since the cattle had shown up and the siege had begun. The second time he had said goodbye to the people he loved most. He picked up his boy and, being careful of the metal plates on his armour, squeezed him tightly.
 
   “Daddy, brave,” said his son.
 
   “Yes, Daddy brave.” He looked over the boy’s head at his wife, “Look after Mummy for me while I am out. I’ll see you later. I love you, both of you.”
 
   He put his son down carefully and, before the tears came, he left the house, closing the door behind him and waiting for the noises that told him she had locked the doors. Sunrise was still an hour to two away as he walked down the dark streets. Wooden buildings that towered above him, imitating the cliffs, looked down upon the city. In the past, this had made him feel protected and safe but now he just felt trapped. He let the cool air dry his eyes and by the time he reached the city walls and climbed to his position there was no evidence of his worries.
 
   “Captain Zhou,” the section sergeant acknowledged him, “changeover is due in thirty minutes. It’s been quiet all night, the Yaart haven’t moved. I haven’t heard any construction noises since midnight.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant.” Zhou returned the brief bow and peered out into the darkness. The Yaart camp was easy to see, marked out by lines of camp fires burning brightly. Beyond those fires, at night, it was difficult to see anything and if you looked too long, you lost your night vision.
 
   “I’ll get one of the men to bring you a tea, Sir,” the sergeant said quietly.
 
   “Appreciated, Sergeant, just make sure you get one yourself,” Zhou spoke in an early morning voice, pitched low to carry.
 
   “Oh no, Sir. Never be able to sleep if I have a tea now,” and there was a smile in sergeant’s voice.
 
   Zhou chuckled in return. The soldiers had shown him respect as soon as he had shown up for duty after his promotion on the first day of the siege. The sergeant had explained that Zhou was the one man who had seen through the Yaart scheme and now the men thought he was a lucky talisman. Zhou did not disabuse them of the notion even though it was based on a lie. Morale was vital right now.
 
   A glimpse of something between the camp fires gave Zhou pause, “Sergeant, don’t bother with the tea. Get the men up, check armour and weapons. See if you can rouse a messenger, we'll need to get a message to the Duke’s Commander. Tell him, they are coming.”
 
   “Bugger,” was the sergeant’s single word of acknowledgement before he marched off to rouse the men. 
 
   All along the walls, in every section, there was commotion and shouting. Zhou was sure he was not the only one who had seen the movement in the enemy camp. He stood still as all around him men bustled about him. The sounds of creaking leather, metal on metal, and gruff, sleepy voices were a strange dawn chorus.
 
   The sun peeked over the mountains and its rays lit first the Yaart camp and then the walls of the city. In between the two and crawling forward in rhythmic lines, the massed army of Yaart. Leading the way were siege engines pulled by teams of horses. Zhou shaded his eyes from the dawn light and saw two covered battering rams, several siege towers and more than ten catapults and stone throwers.
 
   “Sergeant,” Zhou called, “make sure each team has a brazier lit and contained. We may be needing the flame arrows before today is done. When the replacements get here, instruct them and then rotate the tired men out. You make sure you get some rest yourself. It is likely to be a long day.”
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou ducked behind the stone battlement as another stone flew over his head, a few feet too high. There was a crunching noise as it landed somewhere in the city behind him. He did not turn to look where, it was not the first one and it would be far from the last.
 
   “Sergeant,” he called then, spotting the man hunkered down behind his own battlement, crawled over to him. “Looks like they are starting to find their range. Won’t be long till the wall starts to take a beating. Get the men ready to move, no point being on the walls whilst they pound it. Leave a man on top, and rotate him out regularly. Once they start bringing up the towers, rams and men, I want to know. We’ll return to the wall then.”
 
   The sergeant gave Zhou a smile, “Wise move, Sir. Not sure the Commanders will see it that way. In my experience, they usually like someone on the walls for the enemy to aim at.”
 
   “We’ll convey them my apologies, if they survive,” Zhou returned a savage grin.
 
   “Of course, Sir.” Despite their crouched positions the sergeant tried to bow.
 
   In short course, Zhou’s section of wall was cleared of troops. The one left at the top had lain down behind the parapet. The sergeant moved the troops a little away from the wall, hopefully out of range of any falling blocks when, and if, the wall succumbed to the upcoming battering. The men, every able bodied man left in the city, soldiers mixed in with citizens, traders, and administration staff, found room to sit down. A few used the time to dive into their day rations and take the moment’s peace to eat.
 
   A few more heavy stones whistled over to crash into the city, then came the first deafening crack as a stone hit the city walls. The shouts and screams did not come from Zhou’s section but further along the wall. Outside the city walls, a loud cheer carried on the wind. After the first success, the stones found the walls more and more often until it was a rare occurrence for one to miss. 
 
   For two more hours, the stones pounded the walls and Zhou, under the warm noon sun, was fighting a headache. He ground his teeth together on every impact, the muscles of his jaw throbbed.
 
   “Sir, look.” A corporal grabbed Zhou’s sleeve and pointed at the battlements. On top, the lone watcher was signalling to him. The enemy were on the march.
 
   “Sergeant, get the lads up and on the wall. Looks like they got bored with throwing their little stones at our walls,” Zhou shouted, settling the helmet on his head and tightening the straps.
 
   “Put your food away. Check armour and weapons, and when you’ve stopped shitting yourselves, get up on that wall. Time to show them what soldiering is all about.” The sergeant walked amongst the men, clapping them on the back, kicking their legs, nothing in true anger but playing the role perfectly.
 
   The men staggered to their feet and began filing off, back up the stairs onto the walls and resuming their hunkered down positions behind the battlements. There were cries of alarm and orders shouted all along the wall, then the sky darkened with a cloud of arrows. They flew over the battlements and into the houses and businesses behind.
 
   Zhou heard the sergeant bellowing to keep their heads down. It was not advice that Zhou needed but it was expected and comforting for him and the rest of the men. Lying on his back, Zhou attached a small mirror to a thin metal pole which he raised above the battlements. The mirror was angled so that he could see the field before the gates. There, in the distance, and looking incredibly small in the mirror, was a dark line of men marching towards the walls. Those men surrounded tall siege towers and battering rams.
 
   “Any second now, line one,” Zhou whispered to himself as he focused on the image reflected in the mirror.
 
   There was a thump and the wall under Zhou's feet shook. This time it was not from a stone crashing into the wall. In the mirror, Yaart troops pin-wheeled into the air, thrown up and out by an explosion of noise and flame. There were three more explosions along the Yaart line and a billowing cloud of dirt obscured Zhou's view. When it cleared he could see that they still marched on.
 
   “Line two,” and he continued to watch the scene unfold.
 
   From the ground, two giant figures rose, statues of the rock and mud. They tore themselves free of the earth which had given birth to them and began to march towards the line of Yaart troops. Now came screams from the fields as the golems began to stomp and swing at the enemy soldiers. Those unlucky enough to be in their path were killed quickly and bloodily. The Yaart line wavered, faltered and was checked by this onslaught. Yaart troops clustered around the legs of the beasts, flailing, stabbing and dying.
 
   Then from the clear sky, grey clouds gathered above the golems and rain fell heavily upon them. At first there was no impact, but the deluge did not stop. The downpour soaked into their skin and they began to slow and stumble as the dirt they were made of became heavy with water. Gullies formed as the run-off eroded the golems’ mud brown flesh. The gullies deepened to canyons, arteries of water in their arms, legs and torso. As the monsters came to a standstill they began to break apart, arms hung loose and with the sound of tearing they fell to the ground. Soon, both golems were mere piles of stone on the ground that had birthed them. The army marched on.
 
   “Line three,” Zhou whispered with hope in his voice.
 
   Under the feet of the advancing Yaart soldiers, great geysers of superheated steam erupted. The Yaart troops screamed in ear-splitting agony as they were boiled alive inside their armour. The line halted again and the smell of cooking human flesh wafted over the city walls. Wubei troops, up and down the wall, gagged, spat and vomited.
 
   Again clouds formed but this time a chill wind blew from them and a blizzard of snow fell to the ground. The troops caught in the snow storm were soon covered in ice and unable to move. The snow that reached the ground hissed and melted into puddles that then began to freeze. It continued to fall and now settle on the frozen surface. The steam geysers sputtered as the thick white blanket smothered them. The army marched on.
 
   “Sergeant, keep the men down. Line four,” Zhou shouted.
 
   Zhou took one last look at the encroaching army, by now not far from the walls. Then he flipped the mirror down and folded the thin metal rod, placing both in a pouch attached to his belt. The walls were shaking again but this time with the combined step of the enemy army and the rumbling wheels of the siege towers. Zhou knew what was coming and tucked his head low, wrapping his arms round his knees.
 
   A great heat washed over him and he bit down on his lip to prevent a scream from escaping. His back burned and the bitter smell of burning hair insinuated itself up his nostrils. The outside of the city walls turned to flame. Yellow, orange and red, brighter than the clear summer’s sun the fire raged and there was a great outcry from beyond the walls. The smoke of cremated flesh rose towards the heavens. 
 
   The fire continued to burn and then, as before, clouds began to condense from the air. But, as fast as they formed they evaporated, the heat of the flames preventing them from coalescing. A war between the elements was being fought in the air above the walls and fire was winning. Soon the clouds disappeared and the fire still burned. 
 
   “We’re holding them, Sir,” the corporal shouted.
 
   “Won’t hold them forever, Corporal,” the sergeant shouted back. “Keep your men ready.”
 
   Zhou, with every ounce of his soul, would have liked to agree with the corporal but he knew the sergeant was right. He felt a change when it came. A cool breeze caressed his skin and pimples rose on his arms. The breeze turned into a wind that started to blow the fire back onto the walls, heating them. Stone began to pop and crack as it expanded under the inferno. The men backed away from the battlements. Now, above the fire, the clouds formed again and a heavy, driving rain began to fall on to the fire and blackened stones. Along the expanse of the wall, stones shattered and Zhou felt the wall shift as it cooled.
 
   “Get them up, Sergeant. Arrows away and let’s see if we can thin their numbers a bit further,” Zhou shouted.
 
   He peered over the battlements. The siege engines were, for the most part, untouched by the four lines of magical defences the city had used. The base of the wall, when he chanced a look down, was deep in ash. Black, grey and streaks of white, unburnt, bone formed a hideous beach over which the tide of Yaart men began to clamber.
 
   Grappling hooks sailed up to hitch fast against the walls. Wubei troops unhooked them or, better still, slashed the ropes attached to them. Still the Yaart threw more and placed ladders against the walls. They began to climb, an army of ants clambering up the stems and branches of rope and wood. Behind them, the siege engines edged closer and closer. Arrows flew from both sides and men died. On the city walls, they fell backward to the ground below. Women rushed out to drag those who survived away to be treated, or to give the mercy of a quick end. On the field, those who fell were trampled by those still to come or crushed under the wheels of the towers. Zhou clenched down hard on the fear in his stomach; the charnel smell of cooked flesh, the unholy mixture of ash and blood, the sweat and taste of bile in his throat. 
 
   No one could revel in battle, he thought, where is the glory or honour in this?
 
   Next to him, the corporal staggered back. A red-fletched arrow jutting out from his face, just below the rim of the helmet that was meant to protect him. Zhou caught him as he fell, stumbling under the limp weight. Lowering the corporal to the floor of the battlements, it was clear to Zhou that there was nothing to be done, the man was dead.
 
   “Find peace, Corporal, and pave our way to the Jade kingdom,” Zhou whispered, then rolled and pushed the body off the battlements to the ground below. No point in leaving the dead to litter the place and trip the living, he thought.
 
   “Here they come,” the sergeant’s voice cut through the noise and confusion.
 
   The front of the siege tower, peppered with arrows, none of them aflame as the heavy rain had doused all of the precious fires, fell outwards towards the walls. Behind it, Yaart troops massed and as soon as the platform hit the city walls they poured over. All the while, Wubei arrows and javelins, darts and stones, thudded into them, casting many off the precarious bridge to add their bodies to the evil mixture at the base of the wall.
 
   “Hold them back,” Zhou shouted as he took a fierce grip on his staff, “Hold them back.”
 
   Wubei troops rushed past him and into the battle.
 
   “For your lives, for your families, for Wubei!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Haung, crushed by other soldiers on the lower level, felt the siege tower shudder and then settle. He heard a great cry from above him and the thunder of many feet.
 
   “Get ready, men. This is it,” he shouted at his troops, “Up top, cross the bridge and fight for every foot of wall. More will be behind us and they’ll need the room.”
 
   With a throaty yell, the troops ran up the ramps and Haung followed them, light shield on his arm, and Jian sword in his grip. After the twilight inside the tower, the outside world was painfully bright and he squinted. His men were rushing for the bridge, climbing up, onto and across. Arrows from the Wubei wall were finding easy targets amongst them. Bodies fell from the bridge like raindrops.
 
   He joined the throng of soldiers pushing their way across the bridge. Planting his shield in the back of the man in front he pushed, and felt the same happen to him. Rank meant nothing in the melee. The helmet covering his ears muffled all sound but still he was deafened by the cacophony of shouts and screams. Gritting his teeth, he continued to push and step by step the Wubei wall came closer until, quite suddenly, the siege tower bridge ended and he jumped down on to the battlements of the city.
 
   Glancing left and right, he picked a direction, the one with the stairs closest, and started towards them. The footing was difficult, slippery on the stones, and soft on the bodies of the fallen. Ahead of him a Yaart soldier fell, a red crescent of blood spraying from his severed neck. Haung watched the body drop from the battlements to bounce, once, on the hard cobbles below. He turned back just in time to raise his shield and deflect the axe blow aimed at his head. The impact shot a river of pain up his arm and into his neck but, reacting without conscious thought, he stabbed the Jian sword out and into the armpit of the Wubei soldier. The body slid from his sword and he raised the shield once more, taking another step forward, facing another soldier. He ducked under the wild slash of a thick bladed sword and replied with a slicing cut to the soldier’s knees, forcing him to stagger backwards. Haung finished him off, thrusting his sword through the man's stomach and then knocking him over the battlements with his shield.
 
   The next Wubei who faced up to him swung a short staff at his head. Haung lifted his shield again to deflect the blow and was rewarded by a thrusting foot crashing into his chest. He staggered backwards and narrowly avoided a second swing of the staff. Regaining his footing, he pushed forward, shield leading the way and covering the jab he made with the sword. The Wubei soldier parried it away with his staff but, before either man could renew the battle, arrows flicked up at them from the street below. Both men jumped back out of the way. Haung dropped to his knees and covered himself with his shield, feeling the arrows strike and bounce off. When he stood again, the other soldier was gone and the wall swarmed with Yaart soldiers.
 
   He ran for the stairs and stumbled down them as fast as possible onto the street below. All around him, Yaart soldiers were running up the lanes and roads that led into the city proper. It was a riot of blood lust and confusion. The perfect time for it all to go wrong and get killed.
 
   “To me, to me,” Haung shouted waving his sword in the air to attract attention. “Form up, men. Form up.”
 
   He continued to call and gather a cohort of men about him until he figured he had enough for his needs.
 
   “Right, we're going to head up the main road in a group, gather up any other men you can as we go. They’ll have defences rigged up, so we go together and look after each other,” he called to his new troop and, waving his sword again, led them off and up the road. 
 
   # # #
 
   By nightfall, the roads were packed with Yaart soldiers, all scurrying about, this way and that. The city was on fire and the smoke of a civilisation destroyed rose to the clouds, ash drifted across the city. A sorrowful, dark fall of obscene snow.
 
   “We control three quarters of the city. There are pockets of resistance in some places but we are confident they will be dealt with by midday tomorrow.” Commander Weyl was speaking to the assembled captains and other senior officers. “Wubei is finished as a power and as a province. Only the duke’s quarter holds out with any true force but Fang-shi Long is sure that he and his apprentices will have broken through by morning. We must be ready for that last push. Let the men have their night but by morning I want them formed up and ready. Re-establish military order and let’s end this war.” The commander paused and surveyed the soldiers before finishing, “Dismissed.”
 
   As the officers filed away the commander beckoned Haung over, “Captain Haung, it is good to see that you survived,” Weyl began. “Your service as an officer ends now. I need the Jiin-Wei back. We have a lot to do tonight before the situation gets worse and the fires take the whole city. There are certain things we need.” The commander turned to the sorcerer who had stood silently next to him throughout the briefing, “Will all be ready on time?”
 
   “My apprentices are working on the morning assault enchantment, they will be ready,” Fang-shi Long spoke in his deep confident voice.
 
   “I appreciate that, Master Long, and I don’t want to disturb them at all. I've ordered the troops, such as we can command at the moment, to pull down houses, where needed, to create fire breaks. I don't want the city to burn to the ground. Not just yet.” Weyl shook his head. “The hours after a successful battle are never pleasant. The soldiers must be allowed to get it out of their systems. However, fire is an unpredictable beast and we need certain documents and personages found and brought to us safely. Likely, many are in the duke’s quarters but we must be sure.”
 
   “Sir, what do you need me to do?” Haung asked.
 
   “A simple task, Haung. I want you to find Hsin, if he lives, and bring him to us. I’d much prefer him alive, if possible, and we need him before the assault on the duke's quarter begins. Failing that, any high ranking officer or noble you come across. We need the information they hold about the final enchantment that the Wubei have placed on their interior walls if Master Long is to devise a counter to it.” Weyl looked into Haung’s eyes, “Do your best, Jiin-Wei.”
 
   Haung bowed in response, turned and walked off into the darkness, past the line of elite soldiers who guarded the perimeter of the commander’s camp.
 
   “Be careful out there, Captain, the men aren’t being too choosy,” one guard warned him.
 
   “Thank you, Corporal,” Haung nodded. “I’ll be careful.”
 
   Outside the camp, the city streets closed around him. Tall wooden buildings looked down on his foreign presence and he felt their hatred. Amongst the smell of burning wood and choking smoke, the sounds of fighting and the screams of the dying. He carried his sheathed sword in one hand as he walked the streets. At every corner he paused to listen carefully before he turned it. He followed the sound of fighting, seeking a live Wubei soldier who could be persuaded to give him the information he needed to find Hsin.
 
   The cobbles were covered in the city people’s belongings. Smashed pottery, sheets of loose paper dancing in the wind kicked up by the fire, clothes strewn on the floor like puddles after a rain storm, pieces of furniture, whole and broken, houses turned inside out. Doors hung from bent hinges, kicked in or bashed down by rampaging soldiers. The dark shadows of the interior were the open maw of a monster and Haung could smell the iron tang of fresh blood on the air.
 
   He stopped again, tilting his head to one side, listening for sounds of life. From the inside of one building he could hear something, indistinct but, perhaps, a sign of life. Haung took a small piece of paper from a belt pouch, traced a symbol on it with a charcoal smeared fingertip and spoke a quiet, enticing, melody of words. The smudged symbol began to glow and a small ball of light formed above it, the paper dissolving as the light brightened. Haung, with a small gesture, sent the ball of light past the door and into the dark house. There was a scream from inside.
 
   Drawing his sword, Haung crept up to the door and slid inside, merging with the shadows. The source of the scream was illuminated by the conjured light-ball in the centre of the room. Haung took in the scene and felt all strength flee from muscles. His arms fell limp by his side and the tip of his sword struck the tiled floor with a bright clink.
 
   From the rafters, two small bodies hung, rope tight round their necks, blackened tongues swelling from their mouths and sightless eyes staring into the void. Below the bodies of the two children, a naked woman, bruised body and bloody face sat staring at him. Blood pooled from between her knees and it was clear to Haung what had happened to her, and to her young children. She screamed again and again. Her eyes were desperate and disbelieving. Her claw fingered hands tore at her cheeks again and again. Ragged lines of blood dripped down her face, tears of madness and grief. Haung stared at her, unable to move. 
 
   Finally, conscious control of his muscles returned to him, “I won’t hurt you, I won’t hurt you,” he repeated to her in a calm voice as he sheathed his sword. Taking two steps into the light and lifting his empty hands in front of him, he said, “Let me help you.”
 
   The woman shuffled backwards, screaming all the time, her eyes wild. He stepped forward again, and she moved backwards. Her back hit a dresser and she froze, nowhere left to go to.
 
   “Let me help you,” Haung said and stepped forward again.
 
   Suddenly, she screamed again and flew at him. Hands diving at his face, ragged and split fingernails raked at his face and he was forced to throw out a straight arm knocking her backwards.
 
   “Stop. I don’t want to hurt you,” he spoke calmly, but she attacked again, screaming all the time.
 
   He caught her wrists and, using his greater strength, pinned her arms behind her back. She continued to scream.
 
   “Need any help, Captain?” A sly voice said from behind, followed by a few throaty chuckles, “We could do with a bit more fun tonight.”
 
   Haung swung himself and screaming woman round to face the door. Three Yaart soldiers had come entered, attracted by the screaming.
 
   “You did this already?” Haung asked, a vague but leading question, begging them to interpret it themselves.
 
   “Not yet, Captain, but the night is young, eh?” More chuckling.
 
   Haung spoke a quiet word and the ball of light flew like a javelin across the room to stop just inches from the spokesman’s face, “You will leave,” Haung let his voice deepen and growl, “and you will leave now. This one is mine, alone. Do you understand me or do I burn it into your eyeballs?”
 
   The soldiers’ faces paled in aura of bright light and they fled.
 
   Haung recalled the light to the centre of the room, illuminating the woman and her murdered children. With another word, he sent the burning ball up to the rafters where it burnt through the ropes holding the tiny bodies aloft. They fell to the floor in a loose heap of limbs. The woman sobbed and struggled to get free.
 
   Haung released her and she gathered up her children in a mother’s embrace, crying with unleashed grief. Haung stood still for a few moments, watching the woman cradle her love and life in her arms. Any husband was likely to have been killed in the day's battle. What did she have left to live for, he wondered.
 
   “I am so sorry,” he said softly, as he knelt down beside her.
 
   She looked up, into his eyes. There was pain and loneliness in that look. A tormented soul that could no longer comprehend the world.
 
   “I am so sorry,” he said in an honest voice. He reached out a tender hand and put it around her bare shoulder. 
 
   “There is nothing I can say to make this better for you,” he said with empathy in his words. He pulled her slowly in close as he slid the thin assassin blade through the skin on her back and into her heart in one graceful move. She gasped, and then folded over her lost children, “but I can bring an end to your pain. Forgive me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Zhou staggered through the smoke clouded streets, ash clinging to every inch of exposed skin. Somewhere, sometime, during the day he had lost his helmet and a crust of dried blood ran down from his forehead and across his cheek. There were missing metal plates on his armour and his short staff had been replaced with an unfamiliar sword picked up during one of the running skirmishes through the streets.
 
   The streets, the whole city, was lost. Once the walls had been breached and breasted, the Wubei army, if the hodgepodge of men dragooned into service could truly be called that, had been in a fighting retreat all day. The Yaart soldiers paid a high price for every street corner or intersection they took control of but there were simply too many. 
 
   Zhou stopped and lent against a nearby wall. He took a dirty handkerchief out of the space between his armour and under-shirt. Folding it in half to form a large triangle, he tied it around his face, covering his mouth and nose. It pulled and squashed the fleshy end of his nose but it kept the worst of the ash off of his tongue and out of his lungs. He pushed off the wall and resumed his journey, stepping over the litter of bodies of lives lost to war.
 
   Yaart troops ran past him, barely sparing him a glance. It was difficult enough to see let alone breathe, on the night fallen, smoke laden streets and without his helmet he looked like any other wounded soldier staggering around. Zhou gave a nod of acknowledgement to the Yaart troops as they went, playing the role they expected. He was not foolish though, he kept to the shadows as much as possible and had to hide from the bigger organised patrols which were gathering up wayward soldiers. 
 
   He turned a corner, recognising the streets close to his home, and saw one of those large troops heading down the road towards him. He ducked, without looking, through the broken doorway of a house and into the gloom inside. There was no lantern or candle to light the room, a perfect place to hide and wait for the patrol to pass. Putting his hands out as a guide, he slid his feet across the floor, heading for where he guessed the corner of the room to be. The stone floor was slippery underfoot. Probably a cracked jar of wine or oil, he thought. He stopped, bent down and touched a fingertip to the floor to confirm his suspicions, walking through a room filled with flammable oil was not a good idea. Rubbing the liquid between his fingers, it was thicker than water and slippery. He sniffed it, but the smoke had eroded his sense of smell.  Oil then, he guessed before he touched his finger to his lips. If it was oil then he would have to be very careful not to cause a spark. The liquid tasted salty on his tongue and there was the hint of a metallic after taste. He spat it out, none the wiser but sure, at least sure it was not a flammable oil.
 
   Sliding his feet again, he edged further towards the corner. Something dangling from the ceiling batted against his face and he gasped in fear. He backed up a step and raised the sword in the darkness. He stayed there, unmoving, for a minute and then two but nothing further happened and his heart slowed back to its regular rhythm. He sheathed the sword, fingers guiding the tip into scabbard, and conducted a quick inspection. Reaching out with a cautious touch, he ran his hands along the thing that had hit him in the face. It was rough and thin, a rope or cord. The kind of thing a home owner or chef would hang a pheasant by, or a ham, he supposed. 
 
   The sound of soldiers’ feet on the stone road outside, sounded louder and louder as they came closer. Standing stock still against the wall, Zhou watched the doorway carefully. A flaming torch preceded the head of a Yaart soldier. The light spread across the floor, as the soldier gave the interior a cursory glancing check. Then the torch was removed and darkness returned.
 
   Zhou let out a nervous sigh, his jaw trembling as the air escaped. Then he turned around and retched. The torch light had revealed the nature of the liquid stain across the floor. It had been a large lake of dark brownish red and the river that fed it had its source in the twisted bodies of two small children and their mother. From the position of the bodies, it looked as though she had died defending them, crouched over them in a protective shell. It had not been enough, the stab wound in her back was the damning evidence of her failure.
 
   Zhou, moving forward on shaking legs, peeked out of the door way and with a last backward glance stumbled on down the road towards his own home. Three more times he encountered small groups of Yaart’s soldiers who were burning, looting and raping the city and its women with feral abandon. There was nothing he could do to stop them, but it was a painful kick to his stomach each time he had to move on and leave someone to Yaart twisted sense of blood fuelled enjoyment. Under his handkerchief, he chanted a single word over and over. Please, please, please. The closer he got to his home, the faster the chant.
 
   At the corner of his street, Zhou stopped. His free hand grabbed onto the wall and it was a battle of will to force his legs to carry him around the corner. He drew the stolen sword and stepped forward. The flickering flames and charred remains of his house stole away his breath and his mind. He ran towards the fires, screaming. The sword fell from his hands as he made the last few steps to the place where his door had been. The wooden frame was blackened, fractured and incomplete. The outer wall was groaning under its own weight and inside there was nothing to be seen but the devouring flames and evil glow of embers. The roof had collapsed and as the smoke rose, Zhou’s heart tore apart. 
 
   He collapsed in the doorway, heat battering his face, the fires mocking his fate. Zhou's mind was yelling at him to run. Run to the very edge of the world and keep on going, dive over the edge and fall into oblivion, anything to get away from the sight of his family's grave.
 
   His heart tugged at him, dive into the burning fires and search for them, there was still a chance. Tears fell and they sizzled as they splashed onto ash beneath his knees. The pain in his body, the scrapes, cuts and the burning skin on his legs, knees and face were nothing to the real pain of loss. Pain, brought anger, anger brought rage, aimless rage, self-directed rage. An avalanche of ‘if onlys’ and a torrent of ‘what ifs’ assaulted his mind. Images and thoughts to torture and torment him, should he ever attempt to sleep again, seared and burnt into his brain by the heat of the ruined house. Scars to last a lifetime, however long that was.
 
   “You!” The threatening call came from behind and when he did not react, “I’m talking to you. Answer me if you want to live.”
 
   Zhou turned his head around. Three Yaart soldiers stood in a lose semi-circle about seven or eight feet away.
 
   “Hey, Wubei scum, if you want to live another day, stand up and answer me. We are looking for your leader, Hsin, he has a house round here we were told. Where is it?”
 
   Zhou, basking in the heat of fire and rage, went cold. The sudden, painful chill of jumping naked into an icy river. Hsin. This was his fault. He had made the treaty. Hadn't he, Zhou, argued against it? Warned him. Warned them all that it was a Yaart trick but Hsin hadn't believed him. Hsin had killed his wife. Hsin had killed his son. Hsin was the one to blame. It was all his fault. The clarity of thought brought silence to his soul and ease to his heart. With no family, he had no purpose. Now he did. 
 
   Zhou stood, carefully, all pain erased from his legs and body. He turned to face the three soldiers and took a deep breath, the ash and smoke tasting like fine rice wine. He took a step towards them.
 
   “You are looking for Hsin?” He said in a voice pitched low and calm, “His house is not here, but I know where it is?”
 
   “Then you will take us to it.” The soldier in charge stepped toward Zhou, “If you don’t, I will take a burning stake and boil the eyes in your head. And I'll make sure it’s done slowly. Whilst you twist and scream you'll tell me what I want to know.”
 
   “You don’t have him then?” Zhou took his own step forward.
 
   “Obviously not or we wouldn’t be looking for him.” The soldier pointed his sword at Zhou, “Now, get a move on.”
 
   “Manchu,” one of the other soldiers said in warning, as Zhou took another step towards the sword and smiled.
 
   “I will take you to him, do not be concerned.” Zhou saw the world in black and white, the only colours were splashes of red on the bodies of the soldiers. The red drew him forward another step.
 
   “Stay there,” Manchu ordered, “Keep ahead of us and guide us. Come any closer and I will kill you.”
 
   “I will take you to him,” Zhou cocked his head to one side, intrigued by the way the red swarmed and slithered across their bodies like a stampede of snakes, “In fact, you will be there to meet him.”
 
   Zhou launched himself forward, palming aside the outstretched sword, faster and further than a sane man could jump. The dagger took Manchu under the chin, driving up through the soft underside of his mouth and into his brain. There was no time to scream. As Manchu fell, Zhou stole the sword out of his dead man's limp grip. Zhou switched the sword to his favoured hand and clutched the dagger in his other hand.
 
   The two other soldiers raised their own swords and charged forward. White figures against the black of city fires, red snakes meandering around their torso and neck. Zhou ducked under the first slash, pushing it over his head with the sword, whilst the dagger, guided by cold rage, sought the soldier’s heart and tore it apart with a savage twist. Red snakes poured from the gaping wound over Zhou’s arm and he marvelled as his skin soaked them up like a parched sponge. The corpse collapsed over Zhou’s shoulder and he stood, shrugging it off like a winter coat. The second soldier darted in with a sword jab and Zhou simply swayed a little to one side whilst his stolen sword swept out in an arc, slicing through the enemy's neck. The red snakes flew outward in elegant arc as the soldier fell forward, sword clattering on the stone.
 
   “Hsin,” Zhou hissed. Black and white crystallised into purpose as he stalked off, down the street, towards Hsin’s house.
 
   # # #
 
   Unlike his own home, Hsin’s house stood unharmed by the fire. The door, a blank white rectangle in his vision, burst open as he struck it with the full force of his legs. Muscles protested as tendons and ligaments fought to hold his joints together, he ignored the pain and demanded more strength from them.
 
   The lines of black and white inside the house made little sense to him, but the red serpents swam across the floor and up the stairs from where scuffling and thumping noises came. He followed their lead, the stairs creaking under his weight. At the top they turned right, down the corridor, and under the door at the end. He marched down the corridor, sword and dagger held by his side and, with another rage fuelled kick, splintered the door, smashing it from its hinges.
 
   The white figure inside, bending over and struggling with something, intensified their actions.
 
   “Hsin,” Zhou spat, “you killed them.”
 
   “What?” The red snakes leapt towards Hsin even as his own sibilant words wormed into Zhou’s ears, “Don’t come any closer. I will use this.”
 
   The confusing morass of black and white in Hsin’s hands coalesced into a crossbow shape which was pointed directly at Zhou.
 
   “Use it then, I don’t care.” Zhou stepped forward, the red snakes inched their way up Hsin’s body, crawling up his legs and groin. “I will kill you. It is all I have left.”
 
   Hsin twitched, “Zhou? Is that you? Don’t come another step.”
 
   “This is your fault. You made a deal with the Qiongdi devils. You brought us to this. You killed my wife and son with your greed. It is time for you to die,” Zhou growled. A bestial, guttural sound.
 
   The crossbow twanged and Zhou saw the red snake leap from it, flying toward him. He flicked his sword and swayed to one side. With a metallic clink the bolt, and snake, were diverted past him into the plaster wall behind.
 
   “No, Zhou, no, please,” Hsin pleaded as he dropped the crossbow and raised his hands in supplication.
 
   Zhou raised his sword, tip pointing directly at Hsin’s throat, “If I’d done this in Yaart, they would still be alive. Your fault.”
 
   A slight backward lift of his sword arm and then it stuck downwards in a killing blow. It never reached Hsin's throat. A second sword, outlined in white, struck Zhou’s and he turned on this new threat. It could not be allowed to prevent him from completing his purpose, killing Hsin.”
 
   “I need him alive,” said the black and white silhouette that had joined them in the room.
 
   “He is mine, he will die.” Zhou sprang at the newcomer whilst Hsin cowered on the floor.
 
   Their swords met with a shower of sparks. Thrusts, slashes and parries moved like liquid lightning between the two. Zhou driven by rage and purpose, the stranger flowing through each attack and parry with calm determination. The red snakes refused to find a place on the swordsman’s body and Zhou was striking blind, demanding power and speed from his muscles. He ignored the small cuts on his arms and kept pumping the attacks in, each one deflected and returned.
 
   “We don’t have to do this,” panted the enemy figure. “I can promise you he will die, more painfully than a single sword strike.”
 
   Zhou backed off, sword and dagger weaving in front of him, as he growled, “He is mine.”
 
   “Diplomat Zhou,” the stranger spoke his name with clarity and knowledge, “we are not in control of our destinies, our fates. We act on the will of others, we follow orders, we do as we are told, and we don’t like it. Let him come to me. I promise you his death has been ordained but before that he will be tortured. He will suffer as you have.”
 
   “He. Is. Mine.” Zhou renewed the attack, sword and dagger driving and diving at the still pristinely white figure, with no thought of defence.
 
   Round and round, they twisted and turned. Even with the fuel of his rage, Zhou could feel his arms getting heavier and slower, whilst the swordsman did not seem to be tiring. More and more little nicks and cuts appeared on Zhou’s arms. The white in his vision was fading and black was swallowing his sight. Zhou dragged more air into his lungs, legs turning from feather light to iron heavy.
 
   “I am sorry, Zhou,” the fuzzy looking figure said quietly. “War is not what I had thought. There is no honour to be earned or won. Only the blood of innocents. I am sorry.”
 
   Zhou felt his sword arm pushed out wide and the swordsman's empty hand struck him in the chest. Then, as Zhou stumbled back, the pommel of the sword descended towards his skull. He tried to get his own sword up to parry but his arm would not move fast enough.
 
   The last of the white shattered in a blizzard of falling flakes and the darkness melted them away.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Haung sheathed his sword and looked down on the fallen Wubei man. The stress, fear and anger had faded from the unconscious man's face and it was replaced by a look of serenity. Haung glanced to the side, checking on the old man who was still cowering by the wall with his head in his hands. He rubbed his arms, kneading at muscles aching from the fight. The blows that stuck his sword had been incredibly strong and quick, much more so than he had expected from the bureaucrat.
 
   “I could have let him kill you,” Haung directed the words at Hsin. “You deserve to die. You sold your country for a few ensorcelled cows and the promise of gold. He is right, you caused all this.”
 
   Haung walked over to Hsin and knelt down, “We had a file on you, you know. We knew you were coming and we knew your weakness. We used you, manipulated you, and you never worked it out, never noticed. Zhou did, and you didn’t listen. We knew you wouldn't.”
 
   He reached out and grabbed Hsin’s head and forcing the old man to look into his eyes, “I am going to take you to my Commander. You will be tortured, you will face pain and agony, and you will tell us everything we need to know. Do you know why?”
 
   Hsin's weak struggles, attempts to tear his eyes away from Haung’s were fruitless and a childish whimper emanated from the old man.
 
   “Do you know why?” Haung asked again, “Because you caused this and the only way you can escape your guilt is to talk quickly and honestly. Do that and I promise you a quick death.”
 
   A sweetly acrid smell reached Haung's nostrils and he looked down. There was a wet, spreading stain on the front of Hsin’s robes. Haung stepped back and his lips curled in disgust as he gazed at the wreck of a man. Moving over to Zhou, he took his own Captain’s insignia and hooked it onto Zhou’s armour. It was not much of a disguise for the comatose Wubei man but it was a chance.
 
   “You’ll live. I'm not sure you’ll thank me for that but I’ve seen enough death the past days and weeks to last me a lifetime.” Haung bent down and checked the man’s pulse, it was regular and strong. “You stood up for yourself when others would have towed the line. You fought bravely on the walls and the streets. We used you and you still fought on the walls.” Haung turned back to quivering mess that was Hsin, “Get up, you’re coming with me. One way or the other.”
 
   Haung, without a care for age, dragged the stinking old man to his feet and pulled him out of the room, “Walk, old man, and see the streets and lives you destroyed.”
 
   Hsin staggered from the building and down the fire illuminated streets of the once great city of Wubei. Haung followed just a few steps behind, guiding with sharp words and constant threats. Yaart soldiers still filled the streets and chaos reigned. Smoke caressed the faces of the living whilst ash rested on those of the dead. Hsin whimpered with every step.
 
   Pushing past the guards on the perimeter of the Commander’s compound, Haung approached the seconded home that served as the base of operations for the command team. Marbu, the secretary to the Commander, met him at the door.
 
   “Ah, Jiin-Wei,” Marbu smiled, white teeth reflecting ember orange in the flickering light, “the Commander will be pleased. I’ll tell him you have completed your mission. Put Hsin in the temporary cells at the rear of this house, the guards will look after him. Then go and get yourself some food and sleep. Morning will be here before you know it and the Commander may have need of you.”
 
   Haung did as ordered. On the way to his own sleeping pallet he stopped by the medical area and spoke to two orderlies, directing them to Hsin’s home.
 
   “On the top floor, you'll find one of our Captains. Poor sod, took a blow to his head and is probably concussed. I know he wasn't making one damn bit of sense when I found him. See if you can pick him up and get him to a hospital area for treatment. He’s been babbling a lot about Wubei. I had to knock him out again just to get a bit of peace and quiet. He’s still alive though. Warn the medics when you hand him over.” That’s it Zhou, you’re on your own.
 
   # # #
 
   Haung could only assume it was around dawn when he struggled awake. Smoke still covered the sky, a dark cloud of destruction, making any view of the sun impossible. Others were up and moving, so he pulled his armour back on, shook the fine layer of ash off of his sleeping blanket and rolled it up. He dipped a cup into the barrel of water in the corner of the shared room and swished the water around his parched mouth. He poured another cup over his head, rubbing it through his hair and across his face. His hands came away caked and smeared with clumps of dirty black ash. A third cup was used to clean his hands. Thankfully, there was no mirror in which to check his appearance.
 
   Suitably, at least as much as the situation allowed, washed and dressed for the assault on the duke’s quarter of the city he joined the rest of the army for a quick, and dry, breakfast of trail biscuits. There was some scavenged food from the Wubei houses and the biscuits were enhanced by scraps of meat, cheese, and cold rice.
 
   The army captains pulled the soldiers into shape and the commander ordered the short march to the duke’s gates. Engineers went ahead of the main army, carrying sturdy lengths of wood and other building equipment.
 
   The march ended at the duke's walls, just out of bow shot. The engineers had been busy, digging up the centre of the road and erecting one of the sturdy tree trunks. It stood before the army which spread out in a large semi-circle in the clearing before the walls.
 
   At least the duke had been bright and strong enough not to build houses right up to the walls of his last line of defence, Haung thought as he watched the scene unfold.
 
   The commander came forward, Marbu slightly behind and Fang-shi Long next to him. “Duke of Wubei, it is at an end. Surrender yourselves, and save the lives of your soldiers and citizens. Yaart has need of them, to farm the fields and work the foundries of its new province. They will be spared from torture or death. You have my word on that.”
 
   Commander Weyl waited and Haung scanned the walls. There was obviously some movement on the battlements above the gates. Then a man shouted back.
 
   “Weyl, is that you?” The voice carried without effort and Haung opened the walls in his mind a little to detect a whisper of magic amongst the words. “Why should we trust your words, or those of your Duke? We had a treaty, sealed by the emperor himself, and you have broken it. Weyl, how could you do this to your own city?”
 
   Haung gave Weyl a sharp look, and wasn’t alone in the army as almost every head turned. Secretary Marbu and the Fang-shi did not react at all to this revelation.
 
   “Old history, Duke, I made my choice long ago. It has no meaning any more, no sharp dagger point to drive home. Time and distance has blunted it.” Weyl’s voice sounded loud to Haung’s ears, more magical amplification, more for the Wubei soldiers sake than the duke’s, he thought. “Surrender your city. The women and children can go free, the men folk will be allowed freedom shortly after. No one will be hurt. No more need be hurt. The war is over, let it be.”
 
   “Weyl, traitor, the war will never end whilst I or any of my men draw breath. It will cost you dearly to break these walls. You have no idea what is prepared for any enemy that gets this close. We are Wubei, we will fight to the end,” the duke’s voice rose above the great resounding cry of victory that came from the Wubei troops on the walls.
 
   Weyl waited for the cheers to die down. “I thought you might say that.”
 
   Haung watched as Weyl beckoned and Hsin was brought forward to stand beside the great post, “We know exactly what faces us. We know how to counter it and we know how to get in. Hsin, here, told us everything we wanted to know.”
 
   Haung saw the duke turn to the advisors on the battlements and judging by the waving of arms a heated discussion was going on.
 
   “Sorry, your Lordship, can you not see him from there? Is he too low, perhaps? Are your old eyes not sharp anymore?” Weyl waved a signal to his troops, “Let me help you. I want all of Wubei to be clear what will happen if you continue to fight on needlessly. Accept your defeat and live.”
 
   Hsin, moving in a stupor, was forced to lie down on the road and his arms were dragged out to either side along another piece of wood at right angles to the first.
 
   “Duke, you can watch your fate from there. If you don’t surrender, this is the punishment in store for you and every tenth man amongst you.” Weyl stepped forward to stand near the post. His voice carried to everyone on the walls, “Hsin, you can watch the last of your city be destroyed as you die, slowly.”
 
   The Yaart engineers took up great hammers and drove iron spikes through Hsin’s wrists and into the wood. The old man arched his back in agony and began to kick his legs uselessly against the stone road. Small trickles of blood seeped from the wounds. The engineers wrapped a thick rope two or three times around the spikes, Hsin’s arms and the wood. Then they stood him up, arms outstretched like a gliding seabird, and half-carried him to the post. More troops brought forward two ladders and, ensuring the bottoms would not slip on the stones, the engineers lifted Hsin up the erected post. Near the top was a pre-cut notch into which the engineers slotted Hsin's beam. Dropping back down to road, the engineers removed the ladders and then the soldiers supporting Hsin's weight from below let go.
 
   Hsin’s cry of agony, magically amplified, screamed out across the clearing to the walls of Wubei. The aged diplomat dragged in another breath and as his pierced wrists took the strain of his full weight, he screamed again. And then again and again. Each scream was weaker than the one before and Haung could see the old man struggle with the strain of sucking in more air. 
 
   Weyl looked up at the slowly dying man, “You can end his suffering, Duke. Open the gates, this old man of yours won’t survive long up there.”
 
   The only answer from the walls was a few scattered arrows that reached towards the Yaart line but fell far short. Haung could not tell if they were aimed at the Commander or an act of mercy towards the old man.
 
   “So be it,” Weyl shook his head and he returned to the main force.
 
   Apprentices of Fang-shi Long ran forward, carrying a large table which they put down in front of their master. On it they placed two large candles, a wide wooden bowl, a long brush pen, a bowl of dark ink and a sheaf of papers. They all clustered around their master as he began to paint words on the paper and chant loudly. The apprentices’ voices joined in a disjointed cadence. Daubed paper was thrown into the bowl where it caught fire and smoke of different colours twisted into the sky to join the dark clouds. 
 
   Haung could feel a pressure grow on the walls of his mind and across his whole body. It was pushing him from every direction, all at once. The air was being squeezed out of his lungs and a sweat broke out on his forehead. He stood as still as possible as it continued to grow. Then, suddenly it felt as if he was being pulled towards the Fang-shi though his feet had not moved.
 
   The large wooden bowl was rising from the table, smoke of blues, reds, greens and yellows swirling all around it. The master and apprentices had ceased to chant and instead were humming a deep, resonant tone which rose in volume. With a great cry from all the sorcerers, the pull on Haung ended and he almost fell backwards as the bowl, now encased in contorting filaments of coloured smoke flew faster than an arrow towards the Wubei gate. Lightning sprang from the ground to strike the bright missile but it still continued towards its target. Fire shot from the walls but the bowl of multi-coloured flame and smoke absorbed it all. Bolts of blinding light danced from the battlements at the instrument of Wubei's doom but it just glowed brighter. 
 
   Then it struck the gates. The noise battered Haung’s ears, so loud that he cried out in pain. When the echoes reached him, so did the wave of pressure which drove him and the rest of the army to their knees. He forced himself back to his feet as the wind and dust died down. His first sight was of the Fang-shi calmly packing away his desk as if nothing was out of ordinary. The second sight was of the gaping hole where the gate, and a large section of   stone wall, had once stood.
 
   Still stunned by the noise and light, he watched as the Yaart army rushed past him towards that great hole. 
 
   # # #
 
   Three days later and the fires still burned.
 
   Haung and the rest of the victorious army had left the city proper. The jewel in Wubei’s crown, its capital, was now a glowing pile of timber and ash. Here and there, within the city walls, the husk of a building still stood and smouldered. The outer walls were marred by great rents and rips, the inner wall to the duke’s quarter was now a low pile of rubble. 
 
   The surviving Wubei moved like sleep walkers between the ruined walls, avoiding the places where fires still burned. Haung watched them sifting through the ash, looking for anything of value or food to eat. As much as Yaart had a refugee crisis, now Wubei would too. The Duke’s plan had been clever, shrewd and based on good intelligence but it was short-sighted, Haung felt. Even as desperate people flocked to Yaart from the north, now from the south they would come too.
 
   Haung pulled a silk map, inked by a careful hand, from his pack and traced a finger around the province of Wubei. It was more than its capital, but still mostly mountains. In the valleys and passes, there were the names of small villages, mostly mining outposts but a few had the symbol for a farm next to them. The people of the city would find acquiring food difficult from any of those. Of course, in the opposite direction were the plains of Yaart, the rich pastoral and crop lands that had been fought over these past thirty years. No, thought Haung, very soon these people will find their way to the plains and then to Yaart. Now Wubei is no more they are, by conquest, people of Yaart.
 
   The fight for land was over. The fight to survive, for many, was just beginning. Haung packed the map away and dragged on the reins of his horse, turning away from the smoke draped ruins of the conquered city and back towards the army, his army. He did not look back again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 3
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Zhou woke for the second time. His head was so heavy that he could not lift or turn it, and the fuzzy, blurred vision through his eyes was little help in determining where he was. Wherever it was, he was comfortable and warm.  
 
   “Hello, Captain,” the words were hollow, tinny and echoed in his mind. “Good to see that you are still with us. That’s a nasty bump you took to your head, cracked the skull I'd wager. Still, seems you're made of tough stuff.”
 
   Zhou tried to speak but all that came out was a low moan. His mouth was dry and his tongue, thick and tasting of dust, refused to obey his commands. A moist cloth was pressed gently against his lips and a little cool water ran over his tongue. It was like the finest wine, the first sight of your newborn child, the waking morning breath of cold mountain air, and he savoured it like all of those things and more.
 
   “Don’t try to speak, Captain,” the voice said. “You’ve been out for eight days and only woke this morning for a minute or two. To be honest, we weren’t sure you were going to make it.”
 
   Zhou moaned again.
 
   “Yes, well, luckily the medic who treated you had a little Fang-shi training, not enough talent to join their ranks but he managed to put your skull back together. Another day or two and you can be up and moving around.”
 
   The cool cloth was pressed again to his swollen lips and he swallowed hungrily.
 
   “We stopped last night, we're back on the plains, and built a proper medical tent, well, three actually, to treat the most severely wounded and wait for the...” the voice stuttered to a stop. “Anyway, now you’re awake we’ll start getting some soup into you and build up your strength again. Couple of days, like I said, and you’ll be up and walking.”
 
   More delicious drops of water passed his lips and coated his tongue with pure heaven.
 
   “The main army has gone back to Yaart with the treasure we took from Wubei.” Zhou stiffened in shock and struggled to move. “Whoa, whoa, calm down. Don’t pull those stitches out. Orderly!”
 
   Zhou felt more hands on him, holding him down and still. Something was passed round his wrists and legs, holding him fast to the bed. He struggled against the restraints but the hands were strong and he did not have the energy to fight for long. 
 
   “You okay?” The voice came again, “Probably want to rush back yourself. Got a wife and kids in the city? Been away a long time haven’t we, still the war is over now and you can spend some time with them. Think of all that back pay coming your way.”
 
   Zhou struggled briefly then felt the tears, warm drops of sadness, slide down his cheeks.
 
   “I’m pretty relieved myself. Wife was just a couple of months along when we left. Reckon I got a baby boy by now and can’t wait to see him. Could be a her, I suppose,” the voice pondered as Zhou lay there, no longer wanting to move. “You’re Jiin-Wei, then? The other one, the one who told us where to find you, was pretty specific about your injuries and that we should take extra care. Probably saved your life. Otherwise, we’d just have dragged you out the building and treated you when we got back. All that banging around would’ve finished you off, I reckon.”
 
   Zhou moaned again, this time in confusion, and the moist cloth was back on his lips.
 
   # # #
 
   “Now, swing your legs off the bed,” the Yaart orderly said. “That’s it. Ready? On three.”
 
   Zhou took a deep breath, which made his head swim, and stood on the count of three. For the first time since he had woken four days ago, he was back on his feet. A surging tidal wave of numbness washed up from his feet to his skull, his vision blurred and darkened. The room tilted and then faded from view.
 
   # # #
 
   “That’s it. Slow steps, right, left, right. Very good and you’re feeling alright, Captain?”
 
   “Yes, thank you. Legs are just a little weak,” Zhou mumbled.
 
   “To be expected, you’ve been on your back for quite a while, and head injuries are like that. Be surprised, a few more days and you’ll be moving around like the rest of us. Weak as a lamb, of course, but you’ll feel much better for being active.”
 
   “Good. Need to be moving soon.” Zhou heard his voice slur a little towards the end. He smiled slightly.
 
   “Once you’re up to it, the camp commander will want to talk to you. Get some more details about the injury and you,” the orderly continued the mostly one-sided conversation. 
 
   “Don’t remember,” Zhou stuttered.
 
    “Yeah, head wounds are like that too. Don’t worry; it’ll all come back soon enough.” 
 
   “Right,” Zhou mumbled.
 
   “You seen your face yet? Your wife will recognise you, so it ain’t too bad. Seen a lot worse.”
 
   “Face?”
 
   “Yeah, well, the repair to your skull took a bit of time and energy. It’s left you with a nice little scar down your forehead and cheek. Quite rugged, if you ask me.”
 
   “Doesn’t hurt.” Zhou probed it with fluttering fingers, expecting the worst.
 
   # # #
 
   “Captain, it’s good to see you up and about,” the camp commander said from behind his desk. “You up to a few questions?”
 
   Zhou bowed to the Commander, and then had to reach out and steady himself.
 
   “Careful now, the medics have told me about your injury. Lucky to survive they say. There has been some speculation, amongst the troops and medical staff, that you are a Jiin-Wei. Is that the case?”
 
   Zhou looked into the Commander’s eyes, his heart beat faster and a flush of heat rose from his chest. He swayed a little and then sat down, covering his reaction.
 
   “Can I get you a drink?” The Commander flicked a hand towards his adjutant who fetched the glass for Zhou, pressing it into his hands.
 
   Zhou took a slow sip, “Yes, Commander. I am Jiin-Wei.”
 
   “Interesting,” said the Commander. “Can you tell me why you were in the city? As far as our records show, we only had seven Jiin-Wei with us.”
 
   “I wasn’t with you,” Zhou had carefully worked out his cover story over the past few days of lucid thought and though it had holes, he had to hope it would be enough. He took another sip of water, “I was already in the city when the army arrived.”
 
   “Really? Care to tell us why?” The Commander gave another wave to the officer in the room.
 
   Zhou watched the officer leave through the tent flap, “My task was given before the treaty was even signed. I was to infiltrate the city, set myself up there as a citizen and report back information on the nobility and officers. I was sent as a spy, sir.”
 
   “And who did you spy on?” The Commander leant forward as he asked his question.
 
   “Mostly the bureaucrats and diplomats. Started a business as a food supplier and got the contract for their kitchens. The servants were all gossips and it wasn't too difficult to get useful information.”
 
   The tent flap opened again and the officer walked in. He was accompanied by a cloaked figure who carried a small bowl in one hand, an inkwell and brush in the other.
 
   “Ah, good. I am glad you could help us out, Apprentice.” The Commander turned back to Zhou, “As you know, all Jiin-Wei are trained by the Fang-shi to develop their latent talents. I’m not going to ask you to demonstrate it, you are too weak still. Instead the apprentice here should be able detect it on, or in you. I forget which. If it is there, we will have silenced the doubters who want you locked up until we reach Yaart. There you can be questioned in a manner that will ensure we have the truth. I think this way is much more humane and we will have a much quicker answer. If you are Jiin-Wei, I will apologise but you will understand the necessity and we'll both move on. ”
 
   Zhou placed the drink on a low table. The nervous shaking of his hand would have given everything away whilst there was still a chance, “Of course, Commander. It makes sense to be sure.”
 
   “Then, Apprentice, you may proceed,” the Commander said.
 
   Zhou took another look around the tent. The only way out was the tent flap and next to that stood the officer, hand on sword. The Commander was older, and probably slower, but he looked powerful and Zhou had no weapon with which to fight.
 
   “Do you want me to come closer?” he asked the Apprentice who had placed the bowl down and was in the process of dipping the brush into the ink.
 
   “No, thank you,” the Fang-shi apprentice whispered.
 
   “Anything I can do to help you, at all?” Zhou said again, the only thing he could think of to delay the inevitable.
 
   “Yes, be quiet,” was the hissed reply.
 
   Zhou watched the Apprentice begin to write on the paper with slow, careful brush strokes and then drop them into the bowl from where faint wisps of smoke rose. He gathered his feet under him, ready to spring up and try to escape. The Commander first, hope to catch him with his guard down and get his sword, then the officer on the way out and just pray the apprentice was too shocked, or too deep in his own task to react.
 
   It’ll never bloody work, Zhou’s little voice said but it had no ideas of its own so he told it to shut up.
 
   “He has the talent, Commander, it is there. Weak, but the lack of food and head wound would account for that.” The Apprentice began packing his equipment away.
 
   “Well, I'm glad that's settled,” the Commander clapped his hands together. “We’ve probably taken up enough of your time for today, Jiin-Wei. We’ll talk again in a few days, once you’ve had a chance to rest properly and regain your strength. Rest here a while. Finish your drink and help yourself to the food. It'll be better than the hospital stuff at least.”
 
   Zhou watched in stunned confusion as the Commander waved the apprentice and officer from the tent with impatient gestures and, just as he was departing, turned, “Of course, I'll need to report to Commander Weyl that you are alive and well. What name shall I put on the report, Jiin-Wei?”
 
   “Kang,” Zhou spoke confidently, employing every diplomatic trick to put a confidence that he didn’t feel into his voice. 
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou opened his eyes. The tent was dark and the other patients were asleep. Through the thin canvas of the tent walls there was only the silence that was to be expected at this late hour. Peeling back the sheets, he swung his legs off the bed and onto the carpeted floor. The bed frame creaked under his shifting weight and he froze. When none of the other men made a sound, he stood and then with exaggerated slowness moved to the end of the bed.
 
   Kneeling down, he opened the wooden chest at the foot the bed. The hinges moved without a sound, the days of rubbing grease from his breakfast bacon or butter from bread into them had been worth it. Zhou paused again, listening for any hint of movement but the men continued to sleep peacefully. Reaching into the chest, he pulled out a bulging backpack. No need to look what was in there, he had packed it this afternoon under the pretence of checking his armour and clothing for wear and tear. That the armour had needed some cleaning and sewing had been a worthwhile bonus. He had even filled out a requisition, under the false name he had given the commander, for a set of new clothes that he had no intention of being around for when they turned up. Slipping the pack on to his shoulders, he reached in again and pulled out the bedroll. The hilt of the stolen Yaart sword poked out from one end, easy to draw but covered against stray reflections. Last out, and held reverentially, was his family dagger. The porcelain crest on the pommel was gone, no doubt smashed during the battle, but his hand slipped so comfortably around its handle as if they it made for him and not just passed down from father to son.
 
   He slipped the dagger belt around his waist. Time to go, he thought. The lid of the chest closed without a sound and he moved slowly to the tent flap. Peering out, he checked left and right. There were no guards in sight so he crept out of the medical tent and down past the first row of tents. At the intersections, he stopped, listened and looked, but it was all quiet. 
 
   The perimeter of the camp was marked by a shallow bank and ditch, a palisade of tree trunks formed a primitive wall but there were large gaps between each one. Should there be an attack, it would not be too difficult to get through the wall, though the presence of a spear wielding Yaart soldier on the other side would give any would be assailant pause. Which, Zhou supposed, was the point.
 
   Squeezing between two posts, he pulled his backpack and rolled up sword after him, he slid down the ditch where he crouched, waited and listened. Beyond the ditch was the grassland of the plains. He rubbed his eyes, convinced they were playing a trick on him, the customary black and white fuzziness of night was instead clear and sharp. Further away, he could see the mountains of Wubei. The road would be the other side of the camp, where the main gate was. He looked up to the clear sky, the familiar star patterns of home looked back down upon him.  
 
   When it remained quiet and he was convinced he had not been seen or missed, Zhou started to move slowly through the grass, parallel to the mountains. Freedom first, he thought, home second, revenge third.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “One bed is empty this morning,” the camp commander said quietly as he entered the tent, “it’s his.”
 
   “Good,” Haung turned around, away from the mirror, shaving soap still covering his cheeks, “Li, which way did he go?”
 
   “Towards the mountains, towards home, I expect,” Commander Li responded.
 
   “You arranged his kit as agreed?” Haung turned back and resumed shaving. The sharp blade caressing his cheeks with a silken lightness of touch.
 
   “His armour, weapons, bedroll were all in the chest at the bottom his bed. A back pack too. He’d been filching food from the mess tent for days beforehand. It’ll be enough for a few days at least. Do you want us to pursue him?”
 
   “No, let him go. He can’t do us any harm,” Haung said in-between strokes of the blade.
 
   “Jiin-Wei, why are we letting him live?” Li asked.
 
   “We have our orders, Commander Li, and we follow them.” Haung looked closely at his face in the mirror, rubbing his hands across his smooth chin and cheeks. “It is not always a good idea to ask too many questions.”
 
   “No, of course not,” Li spoke hastily. “One must do their duty to their superiors, even if they do not know the whole of the plan.”
 
   “Quite so,” Haung dabbed water on his face and patted it dry with a towel. “You have your orders, I have mine. It is the way it is. You have done as instructed with yours I take it?”
 
   “Of course, of course,” Li waved his hands nervously, “they are ash on the wind.”
 
   “Good, then I will be gone by the end of the day and you can return to your normal high standard of care of our war wounded without the stress of a Jiin-Wei operating in your camp. It will be my task to worry about the Wubei man.” Haung pulled a cotton shirt over his head, and then gave the Commander a smile, “I sometimes envy you, and the other officers, the honesty of your roles. You have my apologies for abusing yours. But when orders come down, they must be obeyed.”
 
   “Not a problem, Jiin-Wei.” Li returned a slight, nervous smile, “You’ll mention my co-operation to Commander Weyl and the Lord Duke.”
 
   “In my report, of course.” Haung bowed to Li. There would be no report. In truth there were no orders except the ones that he had forged and then burnt to cover his tracks. “We will not speak of this again and I thank you, on their behalf, for your co-operation in this. I can assure it will not go unnoticed.”
 
   Li’s smile widened and gained in confidence.
 
   # # #
 
   The horse’s hooves rang loudly on the stone road leading towards Yaart. The pristine surface that he’d ridden down months before was gone, trampled under the hooves of a thousand or more horses and tens of thousands of booted feet. However, it was well built and it would be many, many years before any crews would need to be sent to repair the road.
 
   Haung sat comfortably in the saddle as he rode in the late summer's sun. To protect his head and shield his eyes from the heat, he had purchased a wide conical shaped straw hat from a village a few days travel behind him. The shadow over his eyes was restful and allowed him time to think and for a lone traveller out on the road there was little else to do.
 
   Yaart came into view in the early afternoon. The walls still poked up above the tent town that lay before them but the number of tents had grown since he had left on campaign in early spring. It was only as he drew closer, he could finally gauge the measure of the growth. His eyebrows rose higher and higher with each clip-clop of the horse's hooves. The grubby white of tent canvas spread all around the walls that he could see and they stretched further out along the stone road than he could recall. Before he realised it, he was amongst them. The road, still leading straight as an arrow to the city gates, was being strangled by the tents.
 
   The heat of the summer sun, amplified and reflected by the white canvas surrounding him, caused him to break out in a sweat. The slow breeze of the plains was blocked off and the smell of so many people, unwashed and crowded, reached out and clung to his nostrils. No matter which direction he turned, the stench was there. Small, dirty children yelped and screamed as they darted through the tents engaged in some game of their own devising. Adults sat on the ground, amongst the rows of tents, in small groups. They fell into silence as Haung approached and then picked up their conversation when he was far enough away to hear their voices but not understand the words. He could feel every eye of every person, gauge him, measure him and quantify him as friend or threat. The pressure of so many stares was making him uncomfortable, his back stiffened and hands gripped the reins too tightly. He felt like a clumsy child who had just broken the best pot in the house and was awaiting his punishment.
 
   The city gates were a welcome sight and Haung resisted the urge to speed his horse into a trot and kept his pace steady as he approached.
 
   “Halt,” the gate guard commanded.
 
   Haung brought his horse to a slow stop and looked at the troops. He counted seven stood in front of him. Many more than he remembered but probably needed given the tents outside, he surmised.
 
   “State your business in Yaart.” A soldier stood forward from the rest.
 
   “That would be my business,” Haung said, falling back into the Captain’s role, all brusque and brisk.
 
   “Well, now I am making it mine. Seeing as how, if you don’t tell me, you are going to turn that fine horse around and trot back out into the tents. And there you can stay and rot, for all I care.” The soldier looked up into the shadows of Haung’s face, “Up to you.”
 
   “Shin?” Haung smiled at his luck. Getting back in without travel papers just got a lot easier, he hoped. “Is that you?”
 
   The soldier raised a hand to shade his eyes and peered intently at Haung who flipped back the straw hat.
 
   “Captain,” Shin smiled, “good to see you again. As you can see, I am alive and well. Truth is, most of the original troop are doing well, them that survived at any rate.”
 
   “Indeed, considering the predicament, something of a surprise, I expect,” Haung smiled back at the soldier, “Would you believe that, in all the confusion of the battle at Wubei, all the details and paperwork about the hearing and judgement were lost?”
 
   “Now, that is a real shame, Captain.” Shin’s smile broadened.
 
   “Shin, you can only imagine how upset I was,” Haung said with mock sadness in his voice.
 
   “Oh, I share your sorrow, Captain.” Shin laughed, right from his belly, “Move aside, lads. Let the Captain through.”
 
   The other soldiers all cleared a path. Haung bowed to Shin, who, still laughing, returned the gesture of respect and then Haung's horse carried him back into the city of Yaart.  
 
   # # #
 
   Haung tucked into the bread, cheese and meat on the plate before him. The inn was packed with other diners though he ate alone at the table. Food, he knew, even basic fare like this, would run out soon, so he savoured every bite. The cost was the other consideration, inflation had already raised its ugly head and this simple meal had cost double what he would have paid before riding out in the spring time. However, it was worth it. Just to be out of the castle, away from the soldiers talking about how many they had killed during the battle and what they had done for fun afterwards. Constant reminders of the war. The talk amongst the normal folk of the city still centred around life, death and survival but they were a step far removed from the scenes of violence, of two dead children and a sobbing mother, of a man breathing his last on the tree of death. Those memories brought him sleepless nights.
 
   “Haung.” The soft voice carried a barb.
 
   He looked up into the dark eyes of the young woman who stood on the opposite side of the table, next to the empty chair.
 
   “Jiao,” he nodded.
 
   “Are you not going to ask me to sit and join you?” She did not release his gaze.
 
   “Jiao, why are you doing this? I told you, before the army left, that there could be nothing between us. Not now.” He forced himself to drag his eyes back to the food on his plate. The scrape of chair legs was clue enough that she had sat down.
 
   “I have heard of married Jiin-Wei before. Why should you be any different?” she asked.
 
   “I just am. This isn’t the right time, Jiao.” He put the chunk of bread down and looked at her. So beautiful, he thought and felt the breath catch in chest. “My life isn’t my own any more. My decisions are not mine to make. I took an oath when I became a Jiin-Wei and nothing can or will change that. Don’t you understand that?”
 
   “Yet, there are Jiin-Wei with wives and children in the stories and legends,” Jiao said. “There is no consistency between your words and stories. I choose to believe the stories.”
 
   “Jiao, the world has changed. I’ve changed. You’ve seen the refugees in the tents and still they come. This isn’t a world for soft thoughts and warm nights, it’s a harsh world of survival. You and I, together, would not be a good idea at the moment.” Haung heard the words as if someone else was speaking, they were not his. They lied with each consonant and vowel.
 
   She reached out and picked a small wedge of yellow cheese from his plate. With delicate fingers she raised it to her lips and took a small bite.
 
   “It would be better if you left, Jiao. I am sorry,” Haung said his voice calm.
 
   “Perhaps, but this isn’t the end, Haung. I told you, a long time ago, that I meant you to be mine.”
 
   He could not take his eyes off her as she stood and gave him a smile before she turned and walked out of the inn.
 
   “I’d start running now, if I was you,” the inn-keeper said with a smile as he placed another bowl of rice wine before Haung.
 
   “I’ve been running, for a long time,” Haung said with a sigh. “She is just faster than me.”
 
   “They always are,” the inn-keeper said.
 
   # # #
 
   “Haung, had enough rest?” Commander Weyl said.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Haung bowed in respect. Weyl’s office had not changed since his first visit. The central table and the maps were still there.
 
   “Good, good.” Weyl stood up and walked over to a small table on which were two glasses and a flask of wine. “Drink?”
 
   Haung accepted the glass of wine and took a small sip, “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “After your excellent service during the recent excursion to Wubei, the duke has requested your skills again.” Weyl took a sip of his own wine and gave it a small smile of appreciation. “With the increase in refugees coming to the city, the chances of civil unrest are increasing. It won’t be long till the first food riot breaks out. The resources we liberated from Wubei will keep us going and, in a month or two, the crops can be harvested. It will be tight but Administration has worked with the figures and is suggesting that we have enough, just.”
 
   “That is good news,” Haung replied.
 
   “Indeed it is. However, some of the refugees are not as poor as others. The business owners and traders who arrived have formed an agreement. They are using their considerable influence to cause some difficulties for the duke and his staff. Complaints, petitions, accusations - that sort of thing. All minor at present, however, the duke has a mind to put them in their place. Use them as an example, to keep the others in line.”
 
   “We all need to work together to survive the coming winter. Don’t they understand that?” Haung asked.
 
   “I imagine they probably do, they just want to make sure they have a better chance of surviving than everybody else. Business people tend to have an intrinsic level of greed and selfishness greater than other people. Anyway, the duke is concerned that once he strikes there will be reprisals and I agree with him.”
 
   “What do you want me to do, Sir?” Haung asked, a puzzled look on his face. “These business leaders need persuading to back off?”
 
   “Nothing so blunt, Haung. The duke must act within the law here, and they haven’t truly done anything wrong. No, he will strike when the time is right but with the wealth they control they may, just may, employ people of,” and Weyl paused, “certain special skills to take revenge on the duke. He wants you, and again I agree, to take control of his security within the castle.”
 
   “A great honour, Sir,” Haung bowed.
 
   “Indeed it is. You will report directly to the duke. I want copies of everything, though, and should you uncover anything important I want to be the first to know. The resources of the Jiin-Wei may be needed to ensure nothing untoward happens.”
 
   “Of course, Sir,” Haung responded.
 
   “You’ll be back to being Captain Haung, hero of the war on Wubei. Let Marbu know by tomorrow of anything you need to perform this role. It is likely to last throughout the year and may be beyond. Give it some thought, but we need to move you into position as quickly as we can.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I will, Sir.” Haung bowed and turned to leave, “Commander Weyl?”
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Could a part of my cover include taking a wife?” Haung asked cautiously.
 
   “Why would you want to?”
 
   “A wife speaks of settling down, of a connection to the city. It shows permanence, stability, and most of all it gives respectability. Add to that it distances me from any rumours of being a Jiin-Wei. It would be a normal thing to do. It also opens the door to invitations to dine with others of rank and many men speak their minds more openly in the comfort of their own home. It was just a thought, Sir,” Haung spoke in a rush.
 
   “You have someone in mind, Captain?” Weyl gave Haung a shrewd look, and he felt he was being measured, but whether for promotion or a coffin he couldn’t be sure, “I’ll write the permission now, collect it from Marbu in the morning. Choose wisely, Haung, a good wife can be a blessing. A bad one, even disguised as a good one, can end a man’s career in an instant.”
 
   Haung nodded and then bowed once more, “Thank you for the advice, Commander.”
 
   “Make sure you heed it, Jiin-Wei.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Zhou stood amongst the ashes of Wubei.
 
   The stone walls, once mighty and laced with enchantments, were just three or four courses high in most places. Across the ruins, small dwellings built from stones robbed from the walls had replaced the magnificent wooden residences that had dominated the city's skyline. Gone was the street plan of old Wubei, the passing weeks and months had aged the city more than the centuries of habitation before. Looking around, there was nothing of his home city that he could remember. Between the buildings, people shambled to and fro about the business of survival.
 
   Summer was almost at an end and cold autumn winds would soon be upon them. Up here, in the mountains, autumn was the shortest season and it gave ground before the snow and freezing temperatures of winter every day. This disassembled city, with little in the way of resources and food, would be no place to try and survive the change of seasons. Zhou pulled the bedroll turned cloak tighter about his shoulders and neck. 
 
   Taking his best guess, he made his careful way to the location of his old house. There was nothing there, but still he sank down onto his knees and placed his hands deep into the piles of ash and fine rubble that had accumulated in the low remains of the foundations.
 
   “I will avenge you,” Zhou whispered, “I miss you both so much, and I will be with you soon, once my task is complete. Wait for me, I will come for you.”
 
   Tears dropped into the ash, binding it together in clumps. He filled a small pottery jar with the ash of his former home, his former life, and stoppered it with a cork. Tying a short length of string to the handle of the jar, he hung it round his neck, tucking it underneath the cloak and armour. The clay was cold against his flesh and its presence was uncomfortable, a constant reminder, just as he wanted it.
 
   “You look well off, my friend. Care to share some of that money.” The voice, dark and unfriendly, came from behind him. 
 
   Zhou spun around, hand falling to the hilt of his sword. Two men stood there holding drawn swords and smiling at him through bristled faces.
 
   “You steal those off your own soldiers?” Zhou backed away, step by careful step, and they followed.
 
   “They had no use for them whereas I do.” The first man waved the sword in the air before him, violence and menace in the casual movement. “Now, hand over any food you got, and money, and you won’t get hurt.”
 
   “I need the food and I need the money. So, with deepest regret, I am going to have to refuse your kind offer.” Zhou reached up to his face and slowly rubbed his ash covered hands down his cheeks leaving a dark smudge of soot. “People died for this city, and by this ash on my cheeks, I fight for them.” 
 
   Zhou drew the sword. The world changed to black and white. Red snakes slithered towards the two men and climbed their legs, winding a pathway towards their hearts. He screamed and leapt, sword following the snakes across and into their bodies. 
 
   Blood fell amongst the tears.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou stumbled through the mountain pass. To either side, steep slopes covered in loose rock which skittered away underfoot with each step made walking difficult. Only a few pine trees, where there was the hint of soil to support them, broke the monotony of grey. The occasional boulder fallen from the mountain side, or deposited by flash floods brought on by the spring snow melt, presented minor barriers to be skirted or climbed over. 
 
   His bedroll cloak was secured by the sword belt at his waist and thin ropes on his arms and shoulders. The narrow valleys funnelled the cold mountain winds and every scrap of warmth was to be savoured. Thin gloves covered hands that, as much as balance would allow, he kept tucked under his armpits. The blisters on his heels had scabbed over and though his feet ached he could still walk. To stop would be death.
 
   Zhou struggled up the slope around the latest boulder to block his progress, sliding on the layer of scree that coated the rocks. Under his foot, a thin slice of shale slid away and he fell onto his knees, reaching out to steady himself. He lay there for a few minutes, the cold, jagged rocks strangely comfortable under his back. Lying down, the force of the wind was lessened and he found himself gazing, hypnotically, at the grey clouds that washed across the sky. 
 
   It would be easy, he thought, to stay here forever. To lie back, relax, and let go.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou chewed the last of the dried fruit he had stuffed in his back pack before he had departed the burnt skeleton of Wubei. From now on, there would be no fresh food, only that which he could scavenge from the landscape. He did not fancy the idea of eating grass, weeds or any small creatures he could capture but survival was the main concern, that and revenge.
 
   Night fell, and in the mountains it fell like a stone. Finding shelter was a challenge, as was staying warm. The fuel wood had run out days ago and he had learnt that green pine did not burn well. The fire lighting flint was worn down to a small nub, barely large enough to create a spark. The largest threat to staying warm was the biting wind that stole Zhou's heat with every gust. A small barrier of stones was usually enough protection as long as the wind did not change direction in the night. Zhou was never warm, and sleep was only in fits and starts. Never enough to feel rested but enough to keep going.
 
   Up ahead, in the descending gloom of the narrow valley he spied a likely boulder. It was low to the skyline and wide enough to curl up behind. Zhou struggled over to it and slumped down onto the rock floor. With the last of the evening light he scrabbled around for rocks the right size to go in his improvised sling, a piece of bedroll that he had cut off with the dagger. It was not much but the chance to knock a bird from the air, or catch a scavenging animal by surprise, was all he had.
 
   His belly rumbled and ached as he lay down, flicking aside the large rocks, to try and sleep.
 
   # # #
 
   As the map had promised, Zhou shambled out of the mountain pass onto a well-worn miners track.
 
   His legs trembled with every step and gaunt ribs struggled to draw enough air into his lungs. Every so often he was troubled by racking coughs that drove him to his knees. Each time, it was a struggle to clamber back up to his feet and keep moving. However, the village marked on the map could not be too far away and on a road marked by deep cart tracks he would meet someone soon. All he had to hope for was that they viewed him kindly. The end was near and his promise to his wife and son had not been fulfilled. Without that debt hanging over his soul, he would have given up days ago and let the wind carry him away.
 
   Shuffling up the track, step by slow step, he kept driving himself onwards. By mid-afternoon, no one had passed him in either direction but rising columns of smoke indicated that the mining village was not far now. He quickened his pace, the promise of food, drink and a decent sleep giving energy to his tired muscles.
 
   Up ahead he could hear the calls of human voices. He cocked his head to one side, trying to pick out the words but only the tone of alarm was clear. He tried to speed up even further but only succeeded in trapping a foot in the cart tracks and falling to the ground. He cried out in pain, a sharp stone slicing through his trouser leg and cutting deep into his knee. As he struggled to his feet, blood flowed weakly from the cut and trickled down his leg. He raised his arm, waving pathetically to the village, signalling for help.
 
   He kept moving, dragging the injured leg behind. Ahead he could see the villagers gathering together, ready to meet him. Bleary and tired eyes could make out very few of the details as he came closer. The houses were made of a combination of a stone lower course and wooden upper sections. The street, and there was only one that he could see, lead directly into the mountain side. To his right, the rocky relief of the mountain. To his left, a steep drop to a small river hundreds of feet below.
 
   “Stop there,” a gruff voice said.
 
   Zhou looked up to see a rugged looking man holding a spear. The point was directed at Zhou.
 
   “Where have you come from?” said the man.
 
   Zhou waved a fluttering hand towards the mountain.
 
   “You came across the pass?” The man’s eyes widened in surprise. “From Wubei?”
 
   Zhou nodded, the slight shifting of his weight on weak and injured legs caused him to stumble towards the spear point.
 
   “Keep away. Don’t know what you got, and we don’t want none of it.” The spear backed away a little but its aim did not falter.
 
   “Need food, water,” Zhou croaked, using his voice for the first time in too many days to recall.
 
   “We’ll throw you a bag of supplies. Then you head off, right? Back down the track. You ain’t coming in to the village.” The man waved at one of the other men in the welcoming party who threw a small bag and water bottle that landed at Zhou’s feet.
 
   Zhou looked at it, confused by the gesture. He knew he was being slow, but try as he might he could not understand what they were telling him. 
 
   “Die. Soon,” he said, the full sentence slipping from his mind as soon as it appeared.
 
   “Yeah, you have the look of death about you and that’s why you ain’t coming in,” the gruff voice spoke. “Pick up the food and water, then get going.”
 
   Zhou watched the spear point jab at him, never coming close but making its meaning clear.
 
   “Need rest.” Zhou’s dry tongue and wind cracked lip tried to form the words but they came out in a mumble.
 
   “What’s going on here?” A new voice joined the general murmur of the hostile crowd.
 
   “It’s him, Boqin, this stranger. He looks ill. Come from Wubei, over the pass. Got the death about him, plague probably,” the gruff voice tripped over itself in its effort to explain.
 
   Zhou peered at the newcomer. He was dressed in miners’ clothes, a rough cotton tunic and trousers made of the same material. His bare arms were large, muscular and covered in thick hair. Zhou blinked at the man. Boqin, as he was called by the others, seemed to blur against the rocks and houses behind as if there were two of him. Zhou blinked a few more times, and wiped his eyes on a dirty sleeve.
 
   “You’ve given him supplies?” Boqin asked and received a nod in return. “Then you have your stuff, man. Head off down the track. Just a few days walking is the main town.”
 
   “Rest here,” Zhou mumbled.
 
   “No. You won’t.” Boqin’s voice was not rough or threatening but it had the tone of one who demanded obedience whenever it spoke. “Get going. The people here do not want you here. I do not want you here.”
 
   Boqin stepped in front of the spears and folded his thick arms across his chest. Zhou raised his head to look directly into Boqin’s eyes.
 
   “Rest, here,” Zhou said again, slowly enunciating both words.
 
   “And I said, no.” Boqin stepped forward, “Move on peacefully or I will make sure you leave.”
 
   “No.” Zhou put every bit of force and will he could into his voice. Several days travel with no energy and a damaged leg was certain death. “Stay.”
 
   Boqin took one more step forward and jabbed a meaty finger into Zhou’s food starved and skeletal shoulder, “Get moving now. No more chances.”
 
   Zhou felt it. Flowing up from his feet, through his belly and into his throat. He growled at Boqin and his hands formed claws by his side. He saw Boqin’s eyes widen as the world moved from vivid colour to the now familiar black and white lines that outlined bodies and buildings in stark contrast. The red lines snaked across the ground and the growl deepened.
 
   As the snakes approached Boqin they began to twist and writhe in pain. The first one dissolved into mist and then another exploded in a firework of red sparks. The other snakes kept their distance and flowed around Boqin, keeping their distance. Around Boqin's feet a circle of red formed, first as a line on the hard packed earth and then it started to rise in a low cylinder about his whole body. As Zhou focused his anger on the snakes, encouraging them to attack, Boqin’s shape flickered and altered from that of a large man into that of a gigantic bear. The bear growled and the cylinder of red exploded outwards destroying all the snakes. Sharp shards of red pierced Zhou's clothes, sinking into his skin and flesh.
 
   White faded to black and Zhou felt the world tilt under his feet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The early morning sun played across his face and tickled his eyelids. Haung grunted and rolled over, his arm coming to rest across the warm flesh of his wife. He opened two sleepy eyes and took a deep breath. She smelled of sleep and comfort. His arm tightened around her and she shifted further into his embrace with a contented mutter.
 
   Haung lay still, happy and snug, as the sun continued to creep higher over the horizon and further into the room.
 
   “Get up, Haung,” his wife whispered.
 
   “Stay here,” he quietly replied, giving her another squeeze and his hand began to wander down her body.
 
   “Can’t. I have to get up. Lots to do today.” She wormed her way out his embrace and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Sitting with her back to him.
 
   Haung propped himself up on one elbow and ran a slow hand down her back, “Just another few minutes, Jiao.”
 
   “No, Haung, I know what your 'another few minutes' leads too and we haven’t got time for that.” Her dark hair swayed invitingly as she turned her eyes, brimming with mischief, on him, “Now, the rest of you needs to get up too.”
 
   Haung watched her stand, letting his eyes trace every contour of her perfect olive skin as she started to dress. His propped elbow collapsed and he fell back onto the warm sheets with a deep sigh.
 
   He enjoyed the feeling that he could just stay in bed all day, wrap himself in the blankets and the smell of her that lingered on them, but reality forced him up. Haung padded over to the wash stand and splashed cold water on his face then ran damp fingers through his hair. Ablutions done, he pulled on his captain’s uniform, followed Jiao into the small kitchen area of their new, married, quarters and sat down on the cushions next to the low table. Jiao put thick slabs of bread and cheese on the table, alongside two glasses of water.
 
   “No tea?” Haung asked.
 
   “I haven’t got time to start a fire and boil the water. If you’d let me get up earlier you might have had a hot drink instead of just your hot thoughts.” She smiled at him, and he could not help but smile back.
 
   “The thoughts will have to keep me warm, I suppose,” he replied.
 
   “See if you can get them back tonight and we’ll see what we can do about them.” Jiao gave him an impish grin.
 
   “Duke’s off to a dinner tonight, Jiao. So it’s going to be a late one for me,” disappointment filled his voice.
 
   “Again? All that man does is eat.” Jiao moved from impish to peevish in the blink of an eye.
 
   “I know, but with the influx of refugees finally slowing down he has to keep the public leaders and councillors happy. Can’t imagine he is overjoyed at another night of people complaining they don’t have enough food, or clothes, or whatever.” Haung took a big bite of the cheese, ignoring the harder edges where it showed its age.
 
   “I thought the supplies from Wubei and the plains were coming in now,” Jiao asked.
 
   “They are but they were never going to be as much, or as fast, as they would have been if we hadn’t taken the city.” Haung lowered his eyes, fighting the vision of children hanging, like meat on the butcher’s stall, from the rafters of a house. He took a deep breath, forcing the vision out of his mind. An exercise in pointlessness, it would be back again and again, just like the memory of the blade sliding slowly into the woman's skin made him flinch sometimes when he handled his dagger.
 
   “Then why do it? We had peace and people to feed,” Jiao asked him, licking the butter from her fingers. A sight which distracted him completely.
 
   “I can’t answer that, Jiao. Please let's not talk about this again. I thought we’d agreed to avoid this topic.” Haung gave a little shake of his head.
 
   “Well, you brought it up.” Jiao looked into his eyes and paused, “Sorry.”
 
   Haung smiled at her. It was clear that she knew him much better than he knew her. She was a puzzle and a constant amazement to him. After pursuing him for so long, and capturing him, he often felt like he was her little toy to be played with for amusement. And being honest with himself, he quite liked that feeling.
 
   “I’d better get going.” Haung stood from the cushions, moved round the table to kiss his wife gently on the lips. He pulled away laughing as she ran her tongue quickly across his lips. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “I’ll be asleep when you get in, wake me up if you’re not too late.” She gave him the imp-like smile again.
 
   # # #
 
   Haung stood behind the duke’s chair. The dinner that night was at the leader of the Cloth Traders guild. Wisely, the host had placed the duke at the head of the table but had not provided Haung with a chair. The large room was full of other guild members, all tucking into a sumptuous feast of meats, cheeses, and rice. The rice wine was flowing like a river in full flood and Haung could see some of the guests indulging perhaps a little too quickly this early in the evening. In the far corner, a single musician sat on a simple stool played a traditional song on his Guqin. The room was lit with candles and servants moved to and fro, refilling plates and bowls in equal measure. 
 
   Whilst the guests feasted and talked, Haung watched the musician and listened to each note as it sliced cleanly through the air, unimpeded by the noise of conversation. The long and low stringed instrument was being played by hands that danced with grace and lightness across it. Clawed fingers on one hand plucked the strings whilst the heel of the other hand slid along them developing bass notes which enhanced and deepened the melody. It was entrancing and Haung tapped his fingers on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Master Li,” the duke said, “is that Xi Jang you have playing for us tonight?”
 
   “Indeed it is, my Lord, he came recommended by a friend,” said the guild master sat to the duke’s left.
 
   “Your friend has good taste. I have tried to have the great scholar play for me in the past but he has always offered a polite excuse. You must tell me how you arranged his service tonight,” the duke paused and then in a mirthful tone continued, “I think my bodyguard would like to know as well. He seems hypnotised by the music.”
 
   Haung snapped his attention back the duke, “My apologies, my Lord.”
 
   “No, no, Captain, the Scholar is uncommonly gifted and it would be a crime if you did not listen when you had the chance. It should be me who should apologise for disturbing you,” the duke said and Haung felt a warmth of affection flood his mind.
 
   Haung took a sharp breath and clenched his fists. The music had lowered the barrier in his mind that he always held when he was with the duke. The man had some power in his voice and it disturbed him that his feelings could be so easily discerned and manipulated. He had not felt the duke use it on him since he had entered his service as the Captain of the Guards. Taking a calming breath, Haung rebuilt the barrier, carefully, brick by brick.
 
   “Again, my apologies, Captain Haung,” the duke said with a smile and this time Haung was sure it was not for disturbing the music. He was not sure it was even an apology.
 
   Haung bowed to the duke, “None needed, my Lord.”
 
   He returned to scanning the assembled guests and servants. His stomach felt empty as he watched them gorge themselves on the mountains of food placed in front them. Xi Jang carried on playing and Haung saw a small smile peeking out above the long, dark, flowing beard on the musician’s face.
 
   As the evening continued, the candles burnt down but the wine kept up its pace. Haung shifted his weight from foot to foot on a regular basis, easing the pain in his legs. He had listened, with half an ear, to the Guild Master’s complaints about the lack of trade and low prices he was getting for the cloth. The duke spoke the same responses that Haung had heard on too many similar nights to recall.
 
   Then, one of the wall carpets behind Xi Jang twitched and Haung moved without thought, grabbing the duke’s chair and pulling it over backwards. The duke yelped as he tumbled out, heels rising over his head in a backward roll.  Haung did not spare him a glance as he drew his sword and leapt over the table in front, pushing the cloth merchants out of the way as he scrambled towards the movement he had seen.
 
   Xi Jang looked around in surprise as Haung vaulted over the Guqin to stab his sword through the wall carpet. It stuck something solid, not the stone that should have been there but wood. Haung tore the rug from the wall to reveal a small door set into the wall, perhaps only four feet high from the floor. Probably a bolt door, he thought, many rich folks had them as escape routes in their houses. Why hadn't the Guild Master mentioned it and why hadn't the advanced guards who'd checked the security of the room noticed it, Haung wondered as he kicked the door open. 
 
   He crawled, on all fours, down the passageway which twisted and turned in complete darkness. Ahead, he could just make out the harsh breaths of another and as they grew louder he knew he was catching up. The utter darkness changed to speckled grey, a clue that he was getting close to the tunnel’s end. Suddenly, he spilled out of the tunnel, landing in a steaming, stinking pile of horse manure. The horses in the stable began to neigh.
 
   He staggered out of the stall he had landed in and checked both directions. The door to the left was swinging open and drawing his sword he ran for it. A dark shadow leapt out of the final stall and Haung was driven to the floor by his flying assailant who landed on top and drove a dark metal dagger towards his heart. 
 
   Grabbing the descending arm with one hand, Haung released his sword and reached for his own dagger. The assassin drove his other hand at Haung’s face and he was forced to give up on the dagger to defend himself. They rolled about on the floor. Haung bucked his hips trying to dislodge his attacker who was bearing down with all his weight. The dagger was still there, above his heart and the better position and greater weight of the assassin was slowly edging it towards his heart. Haung could feel his arm weakening and he was breathing heavily. The cold eyes of the assassin bored into his, promising death.
 
   Haung tried one last burst of energy, twisting and writhing underneath the heavier man. Despite his desperate strength the dagger crept lower, its tip skimming his uniform. A horse neighed loudly and there was a loud crash as it kicked its stall door. The assassin looked around and Haung, seizing the chance and the shift of weight, rolled his body quickly to one side. The dagger scrapped over his breastbone, cutting the material and skin beneath, but the assassin fell off of him. 
 
   Haung could not stand up, he knew he was not quick enough and his whole body ached. The assassin rolled to his feet and picked up Haung’s discarded sword.
 
   “You should not have followed, soldier boy.” The accent was strange and Haung couldn’t place it, “Now, you will die and I’ll get a second chance at the duke.”
 
   The assassin jumped forward, Haung’s sword extended before him. Haung threw the small piece of paper he had dug out of a belt pouch when the assassin was taunting him and spoke a single word. The paper caught flame immediately and Haung saw the shocked look on the Assassin’s face as a fist of pure force caught him, mid-leap, and flung him like a rag doll across the stables. The dark robed man bounced off the stone wall and landed face down in a pile of straw. As Haung struggled to his feet, he saw the assassin try to lift himself up then collapse back down.
 
   Haung shuffled across the stone floor and picked up his sword, put his back against the wall and slid down to sit next to the now unconscious killer. The pain in his chest reminded him he was still alive.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   “Wake up.” It was an order, not a request.
 
   Zhou struggled to open his eyes. He rubbed his eyelids, wiping away the dry and gritty rheum. 
 
   “Here.” A wet cloth was shoved into hand and he used it wipe both eyes and hands. The blurry world settled into focus. Zhou looked towards the source of the voice. It was Boqin, the mountain man of the village. The one he had tried to kill. Zhou’s heart skipped beats and he could taste the fear swell in his throat. He tried to rise.
 
   “No. Rest. If I'd wanted you dead, I could have done it a thousand times in a thousand different ways by now.” Boqin’s face was impassive, no smile accompanied the truth of his words. “I haven’t spent this past week looking after you just to kill you now, either.”
 
   “Why not?” Zhou mumbled, the dustiness of his tongue garbling the words.
 
   “Because you are a puzzle.” Boqin turned his head to one side, listening to something that Zhou could not hear. He nodded slightly and turned back to Zhou. “A puzzle indeed and I have been a long time without a puzzle. There is warm meat broth on the table over there. You need to eat and regain your strength. If you can make it there, you can eat. If you can’t, then you will go hungry until you can. I will be back later.”
 
   Boqin stood, pointed to the table on which the steaming bowl rested, and walked to the door. His strong arms were left uncovered, a black wrap-around tunic, belted at the waist with a sash of knotted silk, clothed his torso. Zhou watched him leave the room and close the door. The room itself was bare except for a bed and the table. A window in the far wall let light in but Zhou, from his position on the bed, could not see anything but sky through it.
 
   “Food,” Zhou, determined, flipped the bed cover back and swung his legs around to clamber out of bed. At least, that had been his intention. The cover moved sluggishly under the power of his weakened arms and his legs trembled.  With a struggle, he managed to get both legs out of the bed but by then he was panting and covered in sweat.
 
   “Food,” Zhou repeated and rolled his body off the bed, collapsing to the floor. His head hit the wooden floorboards and he lay dazed, face down, for a few minutes.
 
   “Food,” the word becoming a mantra. Forcing his rebellious limbs to obey his commands he rose up onto all fours and dragged himself, slowly, over to the table. 
 
   Unlike the refined dining tables of the city that were set low surrounded by silk cushions to sit on, this table towered over him. There was a chair, roughly constructed from wood and stained with oil, charming in the rustic sense but at present just another obstacle to Zhou reaching the broth. Resting his back against the chair, he reached up for the bowl of broth. Fumbling fingers sought the bowl's rim and he made a clumsy grab for it. Hot brown liquid flowed over the top and down his arm, scalding the flesh as it meandered its way towards his chest. He did not let go, gritting his teeth against the pain, and dragged the bowl to the edge where he could take a better hold with both hands. 
 
   Lowering the bowl to his lap, he breathed in the meaty aroma as he let the warmth seep into his legs and his arms, recover from the scalding they had received. Securing his grip, he raised the broth to his lips and drank. First, a little warm dribble across his lips and tongue which then slid down his throat, heating him from the inside out. When it reached his belly, he suddenly realised just how ravenous he was. The rest of the broth he gulped noisily, some spilling down his chin and onto his bare chest, like a heavy drinker finishing their final ale in rush. The chunks of meat, stringy and chewy, he left till last, picking them out of the bowl and savouring each bite. 
 
   Hunger sated for the moment, he considered going to the door and finding out what was going on but it seemed a very long way away. The bed was closer and he crawled back over to it. Using every ounce of muscle power he had, he climbed back into bed and pulled the cover over his head, blocking the sunlight. He closed his eyes and fell asleep immediately.
 
   # # #
 
   “Wake up.”
 
   Zhou’s eyes snapped open and he took a deep breath, followed by a yawn.
 
   “Now, get up. Three days since you first awakened and it is time to go outside,” Boqin said. “You’ll find clothes on the chair. Once you're dressed, meet me downstairs.”
 
   As soon as the door closed, Zhou went to the chair and began changing into clothes similar to the ones his self-appointed carer wore. He had to tie the sash tightly around the tops of his trousers and tunic to keep them from falling down or exposing too much flesh. Zhou had never been a fat man, or even over-weight, but what belly a comfortable life had bestowed on him was now gone. He lifted his arms and examined them, no ounce of fat or spare skin on them. Muscles and blood vessels stood out clearly under the stretched covering of olive skin.
 
   Moving to the door, legs trembling with the fatigue of under use, he opened it and stepped out into the small corridor beyond. To the left, a window looked out onto the mountains and to the right, the corridor ended in the promised stairs. The door opposite his own was closed and the walls were undecorated plaster. Sparse and functional, just like the owner, Zhou thought.
 
   The wooden stairs did not register his weight by creaking or a giving underfoot, too used to Boqin’s mass, he guessed. At the bottom, he opened another door and entered a wide, open room. In the longest wall, either side of a stone fire place, two brown furred skins hung on the wall. The door to the outside was located in the short wall furthest away. A table and three chairs, one of them occupied by Boqin, formed part of the sparse decoration in the big room. Only a few rough cupboards and an expensive, seeming out of place by this feature, looking writing desk made up the rest of the room.
 
   “Sit, eat.” Boqin indicated the chair opposite his.
 
   Zhou obeyed and found a plate of bread and fruit laid out already for him.
 
   “Thank you.” Zhou tore into a chunk of bread, chewing it carefully before swallowing.
 
   “Meat is good, but you need other things too.” Boqin bit into a red fruit and then licked the juices from his fingers.
 
   “How long have I been here?” Zhou asked in between bites.
 
   “Wondered about that have you?”
 
   “Well, this the first time I’ve had a chance to speak to you much past getting food,” Zhou said.
 
   “This will be your second week here. You slept the first one through.” Boqin popped the last of the fruit into his mouth and chewed.
 
   “A week,” Zhou stuttered. “I slept a whole week?”
 
   “Yes, I helped with that, of course. You needed to rest and your body needed to recover some energy.” Boqin looked up and met Zhou’s eyes. “You’ve been bloody stupid. Didn’t you realise what you were doing to yourself?”
 
   “What? I've been surviving. That's what I was doing to myself.” Zhou stared back, but had to look away from the challenge he faced in the other man's gaze. Boqin’s eyes were strange. A large, round, brown iris covered almost all of his eyes with only the barest hint of the normal white around the outside. Zhou shuddered.
 
   “It is always a mistake to look away,” Boqin said, somewhat mysteriously Zhou felt. “You’ve been running yourself down for a long time, it seems, using up every last scrap of energy you have. Your attack on me almost killed you before I even had to lift a hand. Bloody stupid.”
 
   “What? Why?” Zhou knew he was missing something.
 
   “What?” Boqin shook his head then began speaking, addressing Zhou as if he were a child, “You’ve been using up your Ki, you know what that is?”
 
   Zhou nodded, “The weapon masters spoke of it when I was going through my civil exams.”
 
   “Good. Well, for you, Ki is much more important than a mere exam question. Your whole life depends on it. Surely your master explained this to you when you began your training?” Boqin’s eyes narrowed as he waited for an answer.
 
   “Which master? I trained under many masters to become a diplomat.” Zhou was unsure what the right answer was but, by the way Boqin suddenly sat back with a satisfied smirk on his face, he guessed that he had given it.
 
   “Interesting. Very interesting.” Boqin stroked his chin as he contemplated Zhou’s face for an uncomfortable length of time.
 
   “Why?” Zhou cracked first. The other man’s eyes never left his face and he had to say something to distract that forceful stare.
 
   “Hrmm?” Boqin looked like he had been dragged out of a dream as he blinked a few times and refocused his gaze. “Hasn’t been a wild one, like you, for a long time. I mean, a few of us knew it could still happen, but these days, especially in cities and the like, it needs a master to bring it out.”
 
   “Bring what out?” Zhou asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “The spirit, of course.” Boqin’s look was like that of a parent to a particularly dim child, “You have released the spirit within you. It will live off of your Ki now and if it dies, so do you. If it lives, so will you, for a long time.”
 
   “What spirit?” Zhou had forgotten all about the food on the plate before him.
 
   “That is the question isn’t it?” Boqin gave him another appraising look, “And I don’t know the answer yet. We’ll have to work to hard find out. Of course, I’ll train you to care for, and use, the spirit.”
 
   “What if I don’t want training?” Zhou said, “I didn’t ask for this. I just wanted food and rest. I have something I must do.”
 
   “Well, if you want to go off and die within a week or two that is up to you. But, if you want to survive, then you’ll need training. Once the Spirit is out, you can’t return it or lock it away. It is you and you are it, bound together forever. Accept it and learn from it.”
 
   “No.” Zhou slammed his hands down on the table and shot to his feet, the chair falling over in a clatter of noise behind him. “I have something to do. It cannot wait, and I will not wait. Now, give me my clothes and sword.”
 
   Zhou turned away and stalked over to the fire.
 
   “They are in the cupboard here,” Boqin said calmly.
 
   “Good.” Zhou opened the cupboard, pulled out his possessions, then paused and grudgingly said, “Thank you for looking after me.”
 
   “You’ll be dead within a week in your current state,” Boqin stated. “The Spirit will consume your Ki and you will die. It has to, if it wants to live. It doesn’t understand that it will be killing itself too. It hasn’t learnt yet, just like you.”
 
   Zhou shoved his belongings in a travelling pack, drew the bedroll cloak around his shoulders and belted on his sword. He knew he was still weak, but there was a gnawing anger in his belly alongside the hunger.
 
   “I don’t know how you released it, but I’ll bet that you don’t want to talk about it. It was something painful, some trauma.” Boqin had not moved from his seat and spoke calmly as Zhou continued to get ready to depart, “You came from the direction of Wubei and we know the city is lost. But if all it took was a battle then there would many more of you around after each battle and there are not. No, it was something much more personal than your own life and death.”
 
   “Shut up,” Zhou snarled.
 
   “Ah, can you feel it there. The anger of the Spirit alongside your own,” Boqin’s voice probed. “How does the world look when the Spirit comes? Black and white, I’d wager. The Spirit is in control of you, not you of it.”
 
   Zhou stopped packing as he felt a cold blow to his heart, “How do you know that?”
 
   “It acts with instinct to its nature - it attacks what it does not understand. It kills where it feels threatened, where your anger is focused. No, you do not control it with thought, use it do your will, to make you stronger, or quicker, or anything else it might do. It kills and consumes your Ki, it feeds off you though it does not understand. You want to die, I think. Something had to have happened to release it. It wasn’t brought forth under control.”
 
   “Why are doing this?” Zhou knelt on the floor as images of his wife’s smiling face, of his son’s beautiful eyes filled his vision.
 
   “You lost someone, more than one. People so close to you that they were part of you,” Boqin drove the points home into Zhou’s heart.
 
   “Stop.” Tears started to fall from his eyes.
 
   “A child, a wife. Many must have been lost in the battle, but you blame yourself, you are angry at yourself. That anger is deep and directed at your very soul.” Boqin paused, “Yes, that could be enough. If it was great enough.”
 
   Zhou was crying, heaving sobs of grief and pain.
 
   “When you’ve finished, put the stuff back in the cupboard and meet me outside. If you want to fulfil your great task, you will need to learn to live with the Spirit. You are a Wu now, you can’t escape it but you can be trained and accept it. It may even help you.”
 
   Zhou heard the floorboards creak under Boqin’s great weight as he walked out of the house. The tears fell in a waterfall of loss. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   “Which room is he in?” the Duke asked.
 
   “Room 3, my Lord,” Haung responded.
 
   “Is he awake yet?”
 
   “Not yet, but soon. The Fang-shi have looked him over and there is no permanent damage,” Haung assured his lord.
 
   “Yet,” the duke snarled, and Haung felt his barriers absorb the anger. “We dug a poison dart out of the chair leg. If you hadn’t pulled me out of the way, I would be dead now. You have my thanks, Captain Haung.”
 
   Haung bowed, “My duty, my Lord.”
 
   “Of course, but that does not negate my thanks. I have sent a note to your wife, to assure her of your safety and some jewellery too, as a thank you. A reward for her, is one for you too, I hope.” Haung bowed again, as the duke continued, “I want answers, Captain, and I want them quickly. I have sent for Marbu, he is an expert in this field. When he arrives, you can begin.”
 
   The duke walked away, down the stone corridor. A few moments later, Marbu arrived.
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” the secretary said and, without sparing Haung a glance, he flung the door to the cell open and stalked in.
 
   The room was bare except for the prisoner who sat, securely bound, in a stout wooden chair. Haung closed the door and ensured it was latched. Interruptions would not be welcomed right now. He watched as Marbu circled the unconscious prisoner.
 
   “Wake up,” Marbu commanded.
 
   There was no response from the prisoner. Haung waited and observed. The tangle of curled hair which covered the prisoner’s chest rose and fell in a slow rhythm.
 
   “Wake up,” Marbu spoke again.
 
   This time there was a small grunt and the prisoner’s head moved a little. Straggles of lank brown hair waved like seaweed.
 
   “Wake up,” Marbu cuffed the bound prisoner about the head.
 
   “Kill me and have done.” A dark voice that fit the dark robes, hair and art the assassin practised.
 
   “Not yet,” Marbu smirked, “there are some things you need to tell us first. Then you will die in the utmost pain and torment. An example to others. I tell you this truthfully so that you can understand the situation. I will not lie to you and I expect you to tell me the truth.”
 
   “You’ll get nothing from me.” The assassin raised his head seeking the secretary.
 
   “I tell you this truthfully too. I have heard it all before. Many times,” Marbu stopped circling and stood behind the assassin. “And every time they believed they were telling me the truth. I made liars of them all. You will be no different.”
 
   The assassin moved his head left then right trying to follow Marbu’s voice. With no way of seeing him, the prisoner stared at Haung, a burning recognition in those dark eyes.
 
   “You were lucky. Next time, I’ll kill you.” The prisoner spat at Haung’s feet.
 
   Haung was about to respond when he caught sight of Marbu’s upraised palm.
 
   “You know, when I was young, my father taught me how to shape wood. He was a carpenter but his life wasn’t for me. I grew up and joined the duke’s staff. But I never forgot the lessons of my father. How to make something so rigid and solid seem to flow and follow any shape. The carpenter’s tools are varied and specialised, you know. Before you die in front of the assembled crowd you will come to know some of these tools quite intimately. You will tell me everything I want to know.” Marbu resumed his circling. “The first, I think we’ll try, is one of my favourites. It is called a Plane. Quite a simple tool, a bit like a beard razor, it is designed to take even strokes and cut nice, neat slices until the surface is uniform and smooth.”
 
   Marbu took the tool from his bag. It was smaller than Haung had expected, barely the size of his hand.
 
   “The cutting surface is on the bottom and carpenters would simply run it over the wood, shaving thin layers off with each stroke. Of course, we'll be substituting your flesh for wood but you get the idea, I'm sure. The trick, as my father said, is to apply an even pressure to ensure the surface planed becomes smooth. Too much pressure can cause the blade to snag. You really don't want that to happen. This one is particularly sharp so it should cause very little pain when it cuts. Here, let me show you.”
 
   Marbu moved forward and placed the plane on the prisoner’s arm, near the ropes that bound the prisoner’s arm to the chair. “Now, remember that the tool is designed to give a nice even surface. After several strokes of the plane the wood should be levelled off and the only evidence of the carpenter's art would be the fine shavings left on the floor.”
 
    Marbu slid the plane forward, up the prisoner’s arm and then lifted the plane away. He plucked the thin layer of translucent skin from the blade and held it up in front of the prisoner’s face.
 
   “You see. So sharp, it may take a few moments for you...” Marbu paused as the assassin’s face suddenly went white and a small trail of blood dribbled from the man’s clenched mouth. “You see. Even that chair you're sat in was made by a carpenter who probably smoothed it down with a tool very similar to this one. You begin to appreciate their art, don't you.”
 
   Haung looked from the skin, to the face, and then to the arm on which a strip of red raw flesh that was beginning to bead with little gem-like droplets of blood. He rubbed his own arm.
 
   “Will you tell me what I need to know?” Marbu tilted his head to one side as he looked at the assassin. “Or do I need to persuade you some more?”
 
   The assassin spat a globule of blood that landed at Marbu’s feet.
 
   “Good. It would be a shame not to continue your education in the tools of carpentry so early on in our time together.” Marbu reached into the bag again and withdrew a thick needle of metal. “Now this is called an Awl. Never the most subtle of tools, carpenters use it to make holes in the wood they are working on. You see how the tip is sharp but it widens quickly into this thick cylinder.”
 
   He held the Awl up in front of the prisoner’s eyes so that he could get a good look at the tool. “My father explained that this was so the carpenter could get the most penetration possible by applying all of his force to just one sharp point. It would lead the way, he said, and the body of the Awl would follow along. I have found his words to be true, and it can be used so many ways. Here, let me show you.” 
 
   Marbu approached the prisoner’s arm once more and clamped his free hand down on the bound man’s wrist.  “You’d think that just placing it on a sensitive spot and pushing slowly forward would do the trick, wouldn’t you?” Marbu held the Awl up to the sparse flickers of light and examined it carefully. “Perhaps the eyes, the ears or the groin? But you’d be wrong. They all hurt, of course they do, and everyone is rightly protective of those areas but they come later on. Something to look forward to, you might say. I prefer to start with the hand and fingers. That way you can see what is happening to you, appreciate the effort I am going to on your behalf.”
 
   Haung forced himself to stand still and watch as Marbu placed the tip of the Awl against the soft web of flesh between the assassins’s spread fingers. Then, as Marbu lent forward, the tip sank into the skin and pushed on beyond and into the hand. The assassin squirmed and bucked trying to pull his hand away but the bindings and the stout wood of the chair permitted no movement. As Marbu continued to push, it was possible to track the point of tool as it passed between the knuckles and the thicker body of the Awl began to split them further and further apart, accompanied by cracks and pops as sinew, flesh and bone were torn away from each other. The assassin screamed in agony and Haung saw a smile appear on the secretary’s face.
 
   “I have many more tools, Assassin, and you will tell me everything. Sooner or later. The choice is yours.”
 
   # # #
 
   “The musician?”
 
   “Yes, my Lord Duke. That is what the assassin revealed to us and I see no reason to doubt his words.” Marbu’s grin was mirrored by the duke’s.
 
   “Even so. I am confused to why a successful musician, whose art is in much demand, should seek to have me killed.” The duke turned his gaze to Haung.
 
   “The Jiin-Wei have checked the information we have on Xi Jiang but there is nothing to indicate that he has, or had, any dealings, or even sympathy, with groups that seek to overthrow your rule,” Haung answered.
 
   “Then something must have changed and I would like to know what.” The duke paced back and forth, “I can’t just arrest Xi Jiang. He is too well known and too well connected to the houses of nobles and guilds. Even the emperor has called on him to play in the capital over the years. No, without something a little more solid to go on, a lot could be lost by acting too rashly.”
 
   “We are watching him closely, my Lord. Three teams of Jiin-Wei observers are following his every move,” Haung said.
 
   “Good, but more needs to be done and quickly. He will know we captured his assassin and will be on his guard. We need to keep him off balance and uncertain. If acting rashly is not to be desired then, perhaps, acting boldly is the path to take.” The duke stopped pacing and gave Haung a look that he could not read, “You liked his music?”
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Haung answered even though he knew the question was rhetorical.
 
   “And I know you have a strong mind and my best interests at heart.” Haung nodded his agreement whilst he ran a quick check on the mental barriers he maintained whilst around the duke and was satisfied they were in place. “I would like you to talk to Xi Jiang. Find out what he knows.”
 
   “My Lord, forgive me, but he knows who I am. He saw me at your shoulder during the meal and will have seen me running after his assassin. I cannot see that he will tell me anything,” Haung said.
 
   “That is the point. A trusted Jiin-Wei asking lots of questions and one who is interested in the music as well. Perhaps, he will be thinking that we do not know as much as we do. Perhaps, it will be enough to unbalance him. Do not reveal that we have his name from the assassin, but ask lots of questions. In short, be a Jiin-Wei and investigate.”
 
   “And don't trust a word he says,” Marbu added. “Most of it will be lies. You would be astounded how often people lie to those that they should trust.” 
 
   “Yes, my Lord.” Haung bowed and then left Marbu and the duke to further planning.
 
   # # #
 
   Haung knocked on the door of the elaborate town house and waited. As he raised his hand to knock again, a panel in the door slid back and Haung could see two dark eyes staring back at him.
 
   “Good afternoon,” he said, “I am Haung. I wish to see Master Xi Jiang.”
 
   “He’s not seeing anyone. Go away,” and the panel slid shut.
 
   Haung sighed and knocked again on the door.
 
   “What?” The panel slid open again.
 
   “I wish to see Master Xi Jiang,” Haung stated.
 
   “And I told you to go away.”
 
   “Perhaps you misunderstand me,” Haung said as the panel began to slide closed once more. “I am Jiin-Wei Haung and I will see Master Xi Jiang.”
 
   The panel slid closed again but this time it was followed by the sounds of bolts being drawn on the other side of the door. The heavy wooden door swung open revealing the inner courtyard and a servant, dressed in a plain white robe.
 
   “My apologies.” The servant bowed low then straightened though not enough to look into Haung’s eyes. “Master Xi Jiang has many visitors but few come with an appointment or any desire but to have him play for them. He prefers his solitude. However, a Jiin-Wei needs no invitation. I will take you to the tea room and inform the Master that you are here. I am sure he will be down directly.”
 
   The servant beckoned for Haung to follow him up the steps to the walkway and guided him to a room that overlooked the small pond in the corner of the courtyard. Haung removed his shoes, entered the luxuriously decorated room and sat on the silk cushions near the low table.
 
   “Tea will be served in a moment. I will go and tell the Master you are here.” The servant bowed again then left, sliding the door closed and leaving Haung on his own in the room.
 
   Without moving from his comfortable position, Haung surveyed the room with a professional and appreciative eye. The decorations were on par with those of the duke’s richest rooms. Silk cushions, tropical hardwood table with fine inlays and carvings. The wall scrolls were exquisite depictions of landscapes and delicate pictures of figures, of all stations, going on with their lives. He stared at them, drinking in their beauty and appreciating the skill of the artist.
 
   “My favourite is Juran’s rolling hills. It reminds me of my homeland and he has a careful style with the brush. I find Guo Xi’s mountain landscapes a little too rigid for my taste, though his skill with the brush is unmatched. I suppose that says more about me than the artist. But then, that is the purpose of art is it not Jiin-Wei Haung?”
 
   Haung turned his head sharply, surprised that he had not detected the man’s approach. He quickly stilled his features.
 
   “Master Xi Jiang, you move quietly for a musician,” Haung said.
 
   “What is music but the control of sound? Understand a sound and you can do whatever you want with it,” he replied as he placed his slippers down by the door and entered, sitting down opposite Haung. “That was my Master’s first lesson, and his last. If you understand something, you can control it.”
 
   “He sounds like a very wise man,” Haung said.
 
   “Oh, he was. I would not be the musician I am without his teachings. Talent will take you only so far. Dedication, good teaching and lots of practice are the key. Another of his lessons.” Xi Jiang offered a smile, “Ah, Tea is here. Good. You have arrived just at the right time.”
 
   “I have?”
 
   “Indeed. We have just had a delivery of fresh tea from the Northern tea fields. A luxury, I know, in these times of difficulty but I am getting old so I am sure you will forgive me.”
 
   The tea servant entered, a small attractive girl, and commenced placing a plain white teapot down in the centre of the table. In front of either man, she placed a small smooth cup and a white napkin.  As she reached out to pour, Xi Jiang raised a hand.
 
   “That is fine. I will serve my guest. You are dismissed. Please inform the staff that we do not wish to be disturbed.” 
 
   The servant bowed and slipped from the room, closing the door behind her. Xi Jiang used a slender hand to pour two cups of the fragrant green tea. Neither man drank immediately.
 
   “Fresh tea always smells of the land it came from. Have you visited the north at all?” the musician asked.
 
   “No, I have spent much of my life in the city,” Haung answered. The wafts of tea were enticing but the pleasure in drinking was patience. You did not rush tea.
 
   “Much, but not all?” Xi Jiang rested a hand on his cup. “I suspect there is a story there. With a Jiin-Wei there is always a story.”
 
   “You have known some of my order before?” Haung copied Xi Jiang’s hold of the tea cup. His palm encountering a gentle warmth that flowed up his arm. It was a reassuring feeling.
 
   “A few. I play for so many people of wealth and title. The emperor had so many Jiin-Wei at the feast I played at that they seemed to outnumber the guests,” Xi Jaing smiled. “The wall scroll you were admiring so much when I arrived was his gift to me for playing. It is one of my greatest treasures.”
 
   It was not a subtle message but an important one. Xi Jiang was saying; I know what you do for a living but it would be better for you if you knew in how much esteem the emperor and other powerful people hold me. Haung nodded to Xi Jiang to show he understood.
 
   “Please, drink. Enjoy the tea.” His host lifted his cup and drank first.
 
   Haung brought his own cup to his lips and inhaled the steam, taking it deep into his lungs. The perfume and warmth breathed new life into his being. He sipped the warm liquid, letting it slide over his tongue, tasting it carefully and then drip down his throat to settle in a homely warmth in his belly.
 
   “It is very good,” Haung said and Xi Jiang bowed slightly in response.
 
   “Now, what can I do for you?” 
 
   “You played beautifully at the feast the other night,” Haung said as he placed the empty tea cup back down on the table. Xi Jiang refilled the cup. “It was shame that an assassin tried to kill the duke and necessitated the end of the night.”
 
   “Some people have no respect for music,” Xi Jiang said. “But, I am not sure how I can help, or how it relates to me?”
 
   “We are trying to trace the assassin's movements and whoever hired him. All the guests and servants are being interviewed,” Haung answered.
 
   “You did not catch the would-be killer?” Xi Jiang took another sip of tea.
 
   “We did. Unfortunately, he has not yet regained consciousness. Questioning a comatose assassin is not very rewarding. So other avenues need to be fully explored. In these difficult times we cannot have unrest or disorder, not if we are to come through it in good shape. Also, the duke does not want to be killed,” Haung explained.
 
   “Quite.” Xi Jiang looked into his cup, then swirled the contents a few times before taking another drink, “What would you like me to say? I can tell you that I was playing when the commotion began. I am afraid I did not get a look at the assassin. Judging by the way you exited the room he was behind or to the side of me, in some hidden compartment or tunnel. When I play, I tend to block out the world. The music is all, you see.”
 
   “A pity,” Haung said. “You mentioned that you are not from Yaart. Where is that you were raised?”
 
   “No, I was born and raised in the North. Not far from where this tea comes from actually. I suppose that is why it is a luxury I permit, and allow myself to pay for, even in these times.”
 
   “You miss home?” 
 
   “I do,” Xi Jiang answered. “I have travelled much of the empire but I would like to go back and retire there one day. Perhaps I’ll buy a small tea plantation and grow a blend of my own making.”
 
   “What about your wife and children?” Haung drank the last of his tea, tipping his head back to drain the last drops.
 
   “I have no wife, or children.” 
 
   “You’ve never been married? That is a shame, Master Xi Jiang. A good wife is priceless.”
 
   “I did not say that, Master Jiin-Wei. I should re-phrase my statement. I am no longer married or have children.”
 
   “My apologies and, if you permit me an assumption, my sympathies.” Haung watched the master musician for a reaction. Xi Jiang stared into his tea cup. “I have taken up enough of your time and should leave you to your peace. My thanks for the truly excellent tea. Perhaps I could impose on you one last time for the name of the tea estate that produces this blend. I am sure my commander would be very interested in purchasing some.”
 
   “Of course, my servant will provide you with the details and the name of the factor I use in the city to arrange for its delivery,” Xi Jiang said.
 
   “Again, my thanks for your help. We are determined to have a resolution to this matter before the week is out.” Haung stood and Xi Jiang followed suit. At the door, Haung paused and turned to look at the musician. “You play exquisitely. Your master’s lessons were well taught and listened to. Now will you pay heed to a mere apprentice who is acting outside of his orders and his power? If I was a gifted musician whose talent would be welcomed anywhere in the civilised world I would be thinking hard on making my way to a new town, or perhaps taking a trip to the capital to see it one last time before I retired to my tea plantation.”
 
   Xi Jiang gave Haung a searching stare, “Wise advice, my young friend. Anyone can be a good teacher. A student needs to be a good listener if he is to learn the lessons. My master taught me that a long time ago.”
 
   “I count myself lucky that I had the chance to hear you play. Farewell, Master Xi Jiang.”
 
   “Farewell, Jiin-Wei Haung. Take care of yourself. Remember my Master’s most important lesson, to control something you must fully understand it. It has been my foundation, let it be yours too.”
 
   Xi Jiang bowed to Haung who returned the gesture.
 
   # # #
 
   Haung slipped out of his robe and slid into bed next to his wife. He draped an arm over her shoulders, around her chest and pulled himself in close, to nestle against her back. He let out a contented sigh.
 
   “I wish you’d come home earlier some nights,” she said.
 
   “I thought you were asleep,” Haung whispered.
 
   “I was, but it’s hard to sleep when someone goes around slamming doors and bumping into things,” she replied.
 
   “Maybe if you stopped rearranging the furniture every time I go out, I wouldn’t be bumping into things,” he said with a small smile on his lips.
 
   “Huh,” she said as she sat up in the bed. “Make a light, I want to talk to you.”
 
   “What have I done now?” He turned over, licked a finger and drew a small sign on the frame of the bed and spoke a soft word. The candles on the other side of the room sprang to life.
 
   “Not you, us.” She reached out a tender hand and cupped his cheek. “I was planning to tell you tonight over a nice meal but you didn’t get home in time.”
 
   “Tell me what?” he said, puzzled.
 
   “I’m pregnant.” He saw a tentative smile appear on her face. “I’m late, and it’s late enough to be pretty sure. I spoke to the Granny and she said it was more than likely.”
 
   “How?” he said and realising how that sounded added, “I mean, I know how, but how long?”
 
   “Seven weeks, give or take a week,” she looked away. “Aren’t you pleased?”
 
   “Of course I am,” he paused, “But is this the best time, with the famine and the city in the state it’s in.”
 
   “You should have thought about that before you came home in mood for more than food.”
 
   “But don’t you keep track of your cycle, so it doesn’t happen?” he said.
 
   “Yes, I do and don’t you have those magic tricks you can use? You’re not happy are you? I worried about telling you but pretty soon it would be impossible to hide it from you or anyone.”
 
   “I am happy.” He shook his head a little then pulled his wife into a warm embrace. “You just caught me by surprise that’s all.”
 
   As she cuddled him back his thoughts turned to the secretary and the threats made months ago. He increased the pressure of the hug. Now I have two to protect, he thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27 
 
    
 
   Zhou sat opposite Boqin, between them a small fire lit the dark night.
 
   “Let us return to our first lessons. Remember, all those months ago, when you stumbled out of the mountains knowing nothing and ready to kill yourself. Well, tonight is the culmination of all the training and, more than any other, you need be clear headed and clear of purpose,” Boqin began. “Many apprentices, when the spirit is brought forward lose their minds to the other realm. Not all, or there would be no Wu at all, but enough to ensure that our calling is not sought by many and another reason why there are so few of us left. And the stories circulate through the uneducated so when they discover what we are, they are afraid that we will take their minds as well. Thought-eaters we have been named in the past. Driven out of our homes and into the wild, lashed to a post and burnt alive. But they are misconceptions and dangerous ones at that. The spirit lives within us all, but we contain and imprison it. Only a Wu can set it free to do his bidding. When you have learnt enough you will see and comprehend the spirit in others. You may learn to respect the other spirits enough that killing becomes difficult. For you will be snuffing out two lives each time you kill, the human and the spirit. You may not face that difficulty, each Wu is different, but there are some beliefs we all share and honour. These you must learn before all others. Now, eat.”
 
   Boqin tore the leg from the small bird roasting over the fire and began eating. Grease dripped from his mouth and trickled down through his beard. Zhou watched for a few seconds then used his sharp knife to cut meat from the breast of the bird and began his own meal.
 
   “Firstly,” Boqin began as soon as he had finished chewing the meat and had thrown the bone over his shoulder into the darkness, “the spirit within us is the most sacred thing. The life of a Wu is to raise, protect and nurture that spirit. The spirit has been gifted to us, to understand it, to commune with it. We are the fathers and mothers of the spirit. Everything we do must be to honour that gift. We can harm the spirit, abuse it, treat it as a slave, we can even kill it though we would die too, but this is not our way.”
 
   “Secondly, we must seek to raise the spirit in others. To open their inner eye so that they too can respect and nurture the spirit. They may never be Wu but they can be taught about the spirit, they can learn to see it in themselves and in others.”
 
   “I didn’t ask to be like this,” Zhou said.
 
   “Very few ask to be a Wu but you must accept the spirit. It has sought you out above others. It is the reason you are alive now and not lying amongst the fallen of Wubei, or dead upon the pass through the mountains. It sustained you when you had no food, gave you energy when you were tired, warmed you when you were cold. The spirit knows how to survive. It can teach you if you're willing to watch and listen.”
 
   “I have nothing. Death is nothing more than my reward for my failure to protect my city and my loved ones.” Zhou hung his head and let his eyes focus upon the ground. Shadows from the fire skipped across the grass and hid amongst the stones. 
 
   “Between the light and the shadows is the doorway. What you know as the world is changed, not wrong, but your understanding is enhanced. I can take you to the doorway and show you the way. If you choose to step through then your real journey can begin.” Boqin’s deep voice threaded between the flames. “If you choose not to, then we will speak again. I will be here when you are ready to step through. You will need to if you want to keep control of your mind and survive.” 
 
   Zhou sat in silence and Boqin seemed content to leave him undisturbed. Wood snapped and crackled in the fire.
 
   “Show me,” Zhou whispered.
 
   Boqin grunted in response and then fed more wood into the fire, building it up slowly and deliberately. “The first time is the most difficult. Not to find the door or even to pass through, but to find the path. The more you make the journey the easier it becomes, until you can slip between this world and the spiritual at will.”
 
   Boqin stood and began to circle the fire, flattening the earth with shuffling feet. “Always before, your anger and grief has opened the door and let the spirit come to you. You must learn to open the door with the ease of breathing. When you can do this you will come to realise there is no path and, indeed, no door.”
 
   In the flattened earth, Boqin drew symbols and runes of glowing blue. His finger tracing the careful designs. “You will come to know that there is no spiritual world and real world. They are one and the same. Each a reflection of the other. One overlays the other and which one you dwell in, between every moment, is a choice you make.”
 
   The runes continued to glow and Zhou stared at them, puzzled at first and then realising that they were floating above the earth.
 
   “When you know these things, you will realise that your body is a shell for the spirit, a spirit that you share, but one that belongs to you both. One and the same, no difference.”
 
   Zhou looked up from the runes and tried to find Boqin across the fire, but the flames were high and blinded him.
 
   “Do you understand?” Boqin was saying. “You and the spirit are no different, there is no separation. You are the spirit and the spirit is you. It has always been this way. Where there are no spirits, there are no people. This is what we must awaken in people. Do you think the great deserts of the world are there because of the climate and the weather? When you are able to see them as a Wu you will know the truth. It is the absence of spirit that brought them into being, that caused the desolation.”
 
   Zhou found his eyelids growing heavy as he listened to Boqin's words. He stretched his back and yawned.
 
   “When you see as a Wu you will know that your spirit is actually a part of a larger whole. In turn, this too is part of a larger spirit. Truly great Wu from ages past, when we knew more and were wiser, teach us the world is spirit, the spirit is the world. If you are great, then, one day, you may see this. It is something that all Wu aspire to.”
 
   Zhou's face was warmed by the flames and the muscles in his arms and legs ached. He lay down in front of the fire.
 
   “Before the Empire and recorded time began, we moved among the world in harmony and peace. We understood our place in the web of life. We nurtured, killed, died and the priests oversaw it all. They brought us to the spirit and created the Wu.”
 
   Zhou closed his eyes to the flames and rested his head upon a folded arm.
 
   “But not everyone could see the spirit and they became jealous of the Wu. They moved apart from us and started their own villages, their own religions. And because they did not understand the harmony and balance of the world the people grew in numbers, using up the resources they came across. Their villages became towns and they sought out other magic and a different understanding of the world.”
 
   Zhou stopped listening to the other man’s voice and drifted off. The aches of his body fading away to nothing.
 
   # # #
 
   “Open your eyes, Zhou.” Boqin’s voice intruded into the quiet darkness.
 
   Zhou struggled to raise his eyelids but even through the membrane of skin a bright light began to glow.
 
   “Open your eyes. You are on the path and you must move on. You cannot stay here for long.”
 
   Zhou squinted towards the sound of Boqin’s voice but instead of the man, an enormous brown bear stood in front of him. Zhou staggered to his feet and stumbled backwards, away from the bear. Fear pounded in his chest.
 
   “This is who I am, or at least what I look like in the spirit world. This is my spirit.” Boqin’s voice came from the bear but its jaws did not move. “We must move on quickly, your spirit has no shell here. Until you find your animal you are weak. Here the weak are prey for others, the quick, the strong and the hungry. That is the way of the world. Come.”
 
   The great bear turned and began to lope across the earth. Zhou followed. The world around him was similar to the physical world he had fallen asleep in, but there were differences. He was on the mountain, but turning back towards the lights of the village he could see nothing. Of the fire that Boqin had started, there was only a dying ember of orange. The trees looked the same but they were edged with a blue glow and a similar glow surrounded Boqin.
 
   The bear that was Boqin set a steady pace and Zhou could match with little effort. The ground under was warm and he could feel the individual blades of grass as he crushed them underfoot. A familiar smell tickled its way up his nostrils, the aftermath of a thunderstorm, fresh and electric. He took a moment and stooped down to touch the earth. A tingle of electricity ran up his arm, down his spine and out through his feet.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that too often.” Boqin had stopped and turned to face Zhou. “Every spirit for miles around will feel the transfer and passage of life. I told you we don’t want to draw any attention, if we can avoid it. We’ll need to pick up the pace a little.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Zhou asked as the bear resumed the journey.
 
   “To higher ground. We need to find your doorway and higher up we’ll get a clearer view of where it is,” Boqin answered.
 
   The bear increased the pace and Zhou was now hard pressed to keep up. They pushed their way through the trees and further up the mountain. The grass became sparse and rough, bare stone became the ground underfoot.
 
   Suddenly, Boqin stopped and swung his large head from side to side. A low growl rumbled from the shaggy form.
 
   “Beware, Zhou. Something is following us.” The bear began pacing in a circle around Zhou and, as before, glowing runes appeared on the ground. “Stay inside the circle. This world has dangers. We will be safe inside. Let us see what comes.”
 
   Zhou stood in the centre of the circle trying to look in all directions at once but Boqin sat on his rump and waited patiently. For tense minutes Zhou strained his eyes and ears to pick out any clue to the coming danger. The sky was dark and clear, stars shone down upon the mountain and the air was still. Then Boqin raised himself to all fours and turned to face the north side of the circle. A few moments later Zhou could hear a heavy beating and thrumming noise reverberating through the night air. The unchanging rhythm came louder and louder. It was getting closer.
 
   “Remember, do not leave the circle.” Then, defying his own instructions, Boqin padded out of the circle and once again sat down on his haunches, raising his ursine face to the stars.
 
   Zhou followed his gaze and saw the stars wink out of existence, one by one at first, and then great swathes were snuffed out as if a great gust of wind had blown out the many candles in a temple. It took him a few minutes to realise that the stars were still there but were blocked by a great shadow. A shadow that was getting larger and, he took a step back, therefore closer to the earth. Zhou focused on the edge of the shadow, watching stars appear then disappear, again and again. Then the rhythmic sound made sense. Wings, this creature had wings but, and he forced himself to stay still, they were massive. The central temple of Wubei was not as wide as the wingspan of the creature above him.
 
   Great down drafts of air kicked up and swirled the dust from round his feet. His tunic flapped in the wind and he clasped the loose material close about him. Still the wind grew in power and soon he was finding it difficult to stand still. Zhou crouched within the circle, lessening his profile to the wind and reducing, he hoped, the chance that a mighty gust would send him tumbling out of its protection.
 
   With an earth shaking thump the creature landed in front of Boqin, the clearing being just large enough for its bulk, and folded its wings against its great body. A snake-like neck extended from the creature's scale covered torso and ended in the head of a lizard, though the head seemed to be the size of Boqin’s house. This gigantic head lowered and looked directly into Boqin's eyes. To Zhou, it was easy to see that with one small snap the great bear would be swallowed up whole.
 
   “Master Boqin, what a surprise to see you here?” the creature said. Like the bear, its lips didn’t move but the voice came out loud and clear.
 
   “Though no surprise to see you, I am afraid,” Boqin responded without backing away or cowering in fear. Zhou was sure he would have done so if faced with the massive monster.
 
   “We are what we are, Boqin. I know your Master taught you that,” the creature snorted.
 
   “We are our natures but we exercise control is, I believe, the lesson we were taught by our master.” Zhou detected the definite stresses on the words that spoke of a relationship between the two.
 
   “Ah, it is good to argue with you, Boqin. There are so few now who would stand up to me with the open frankness that you do.” 
 
   “There are few left who know you as I do,” Boqin responded.
 
   “That is also true. Now, enough raking over of our old histories, tell me what you are guarding tonight? I tasted the surge.” The creature flicked a forked tongue out between its sharp teeth, tasting the air. 
 
   “He is not for you,” Boqin said.
 
   “A human? You brought someone here? Interesting, Boqin.” The creature swung its head towards Zhou. The tongue flicked out again, “Very interesting, great bear.” 
 
   Zhou found himself staring into the golden irises of the creature’s eyes and instead of fear he felt peace and curiosity. If he just stepped out of the circle he was sure he would learn so much more about this magnificent creature and he so wanted to learn all he could. He took a step forward.
 
   “Zhou, stop.” Boqin’s voice came from a long way away.
 
   “Come, Zhou, I have so much to teach you. You could learn a lot from me. You want to learn don’t you? You have such a desire to learn and gain control of this new power you have found.” The creature’s voice whispered into his ears, promising everything. “You want something don’t you? There is such a desire in you. Ah, you want revenge. I can get you that. I can help you with that. I can give you the power to do whatever you want to whoever you want. All you have to do is step out of the circle and come to me.”
 
   “Zhou, stop,” and then he could not take another step. He wanted to but something was blocking his path. Zhou pushed against it but it did not move. He pushed harder.
 
   “Zhou, stop.” This time Boqin’s voice was louder and clearer. Then, suddenly, Zhou came back to his senses, realising he was about to step out of the circle. The only thing preventing him was the shaggy hide of a great brown bear. He stumbled backwards and collapsed onto the ground, gasping for breath.
 
   “He is under my protection,” Boqin turned back to the great winged lizard. “You cannot have him unless, of course, you want to go through me?”
 
   “Do not tempt me, Bear,” the dragon answered Boqin's growl with one of his own. “It has been a long time coming and nothing would give me greater pleasure than devouring your spirit here and now, but I have other things to do. So, out of respect for our master, we will postpone your death for another night.”
 
   The lizard spread his wings, hunched his body and leapt into the air. Great gusts of air battered the ground with each downbeat of the leathery wings and then it was gone. Zhou could hear the rhythmic thrumming of air disappear into the distance. He stayed where he was until Boqin told him it was safe to leave the protection of the circle.
 
   “We should be safe from any other interference for quite some time,” Boqin said as they resumed their journey. “Nothing else would have followed him, they’d be too frightened.”
 
   “You call it a him? You know him?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Yes, he is a Wu like me and, soon, like you.”
 
   “He said you had the same Master?”
 
   “Yes” 
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “As I said, a Wu. Zhou, there are many things you have to learn and one of those will be when to be quiet and not ask questions,” Boqin said and Zhou cast him a look but stayed silent.
 
   A few minutes later Zhou pointed out a glow, like a star at ground level, to Boqin. 
 
   “That will be your doorway,” Boqin explained. “I cannot, nor can any other, see it. You must lead us there and pass through.”
 
   # # #
 
   “That is it?” Zhou asked and pointed at the spark of incredibly bright light that floated a few feet off the ground.
 
   “Yes, this is your doorway,” Boqin said.
 
   Zhou circled the spark at, what he considered, a safe distance. It was bright but he could detect a regular pulse to it. There was even a sense that, somehow, it was observing him in return.
 
   “What do I do?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Simple. Reach out a hand and touch the spirit. After that, well, for everyone it is different. Remember only one thing, you must be in control of the spirit, it must not be controlling you.”
 
   Zhou stared at Boqin for a moment then reached out with his right hand and grasped the spark.
 
   He shrieked in agony. Liquid fire speared through his hands as if he had grasped an acid covered cactus. The burning pain spread up his arm, twisting and turning, devouring every cell it touched. Zhou doubled over, forehead touching the floor as he cradled the arm against his belly with the other. On contact, the fire spread to his torso and other arm. It was excruciating. The fire worked its way up past his chest and towards his head. The pressure in his skull was growing and his eyes felt as though they were about to explode out of their sockets. Then the fire reached his brain.
 
   # # #
 
   He woke.
 
   Standing up he looked around, taking in his surroundings. The trees were swaying in the gentle warm breeze of afternoon. Beyond the line of trees the long savannah grass rippled into the horizon.
 
   Something had woken him but he could not be sure what. He cocked his head to the side, concentrating and listening. There was something, just on the edge of his hearing. He moved his head from side to side trying to determine the direction the sound was coming from.
 
   Ducking through the trees, he moved at pace but stopped every so often to listen for the sound, re-adjusting his course a few times on the way. He knew he was closing in on the source.
 
   Then, on the air, he caught the scent. It was new, something he had never encountered before. Through the trees ahead a light was glowing. The breeze flicked leaves across the light, obscuring it. He stalked onwards, low to the ground and careful, step by deliberate step. The light got brighter and brighter as he closed in.
 
   The trees thinned until between him and the light. Through the swaying high grass, he got his first look at it, the source of the scent he had caught on the wind. He slunk lower in the grass and tried to see the animal more clearly. It was tall and stood upright on two legs. 
 
   Tasting the air again he struggled to understand the strange beast in front of him. Was it prey or not? His belly felt empty so it must be.
 
   He gathered his legs beneath him and dug his claws through the fallen leaves and into the soft earth. The creature was not looking his way. The best time to strike, catch it by surprise, don’t give it a chance to run though, even if it did, nothing could escape. Nothing was faster than him. Muscles tensed and heart beat faster. The time to kill was now. He launched himself forward, jaws opening to bite down on the creature’s throat. He felt alive.
 
   Then the creature turned and there was no fear on its face. No move to run or escape. Instead, it reached out with one of its upper legs, towards to him. He could not stop himself. 
 
   # # #
 
   The animal came out of the undergrowth with incredible speed. Zhou could see the blue glow surrounding it and could clearly make out the fangs that were rushing towards him. He had been expecting it. He had felt the spirit animal close by for some time but despite searching carefully had not seen it camouflaged by the undergrowth. 
 
   Zhou turned to face the animal’s leap and opened his arms to embrace it.
 
   # # #
 
   “Wake up.”
 
   Zhou heard the voice through the thick fog in his brain. He struggled to open his eyes but they would not respond.
 
   “Come on, Zhou, get up.” It was Boqin’s voice, he recognised that much. Again he tried to open his eyes and was rewarded by a blur of light finding its way past his eyelids. “Lad, you can’t stay here all day. We have things to do.”
 
   “Day?” Zhou croaked.
 
   “Aye, day. You’ve been out of the spirit world for long enough to recover now. I brought you back to my home last night. You were just conscious enough to walk though I had to carry you for the last mile or so,” Boqin said, and Zhou peered hard at him, starting to see more than just a blurry shape.
 
   “Drink?” 
 
   “Here, take some water.” Boqin pressed a rough surfaced cup into his hands and Zhou sat up enough to drink. “The bonding can take it out of you but you have to get up and start moving around. We have company on the way.”
 
   “Company?”
 
   “Company.” Boqin stood and moved over to the wooden chest and opened it. “A group of soldiers are coming up the trail.” 
 
   “Soldiers?”
 
   “Aye, soldiers. Do you think you will be able to form a complete sentence soon?” Boqin took travel clothes and two back-packs from the chest. “We’re a small mining village. An occasional tax collector comes by when they remember we are here, but never soldiers. Just to be on the safe side, we are getting out of here and letting the mine chief handle it. You’re the only new thing here but they'll keep quiet.”
 
   Zhou struggled out of bed, feeling like he had a bad hangover. He wobbled for a few seconds then shuffled over to the chest and started to pull on the clothes that Boqin handed to him.
 
   Once outside, Boqin shook the hand of the mining chief and spoke to him whilst Zhou shifted and shrugged, trying to get the back-pack comfortable on his shoulders. He saw the chief give Boqin a slight smile and then the bear-shouldered man picked up his own pack as if it were full of feathers and swung it into place on his shoulders.
 
   “Zhou, we’ll head up the trail then cut off into the forest,” Boqin said. “I want to get up high enough so we can see the town but they can’t see us.”
 
   “You’re worried about the soldiers?” Zhou quizzed.
 
   “I told you, there haven’t been any soldiers up since, well, I can’t remember the last time and I have a very long memory.” Boqin turned his eyes back down the mountain trail. “The chief’s a good man but the news of the soldiers has him unsettled. He has sent a man off to find out how many there are. So far, all he knows is that there are a lot coming up the trail and I want to be close enough to help if I’m needed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   “Haung,” Jiao cried out, her voice full of pain.
 
   Haung sprung up from the bed where he had been resting and darted through the bedroom door into the living space.  Jiao was on all fours in the middle of room. She raised her head as he came in and he could see the panic in her eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked as he knelt down next to her.
 
   “It’s coming. I think it is coming,” she said.
 
   “What do we do?” Haung asked.
 
   “I don’t think you do anything. You did your bit nine months ago. Get the nurse,” she grimaced and clutched one hand to her belly. “Just get the nurse.”
 
   “Let me get you into bed,” Haung began pulling Jiao by her arms.
 
   “Get off me. Haung, just get the nurse,” Jiao spoke in calm, measured tones. “Getting me into bed was what caused this in the first place.”
 
   “Bed, first.” Haung began pulling her again and Jiao reacted by wrenching her arms out his grasp.
 
   “Haung, get the nurse. Now.” Jiao shoved him away and towards the door.
 
   He took one last look at Jiao then slammed the door behind him and took off at a full run down the stone corridors. The sound of his bare feet slapping against the floor echoed from the walls. He rounded corner after corner in his quest. There were few people around at this late hour but everyone he saw jumped out of his way. Many of them gave him a strange look that he decided, quite lucidly for a moment, to ignore for now and puzzle over later.
 
                 A few more corridors and turns later he was banging on the door of the nurses’ quarters. There came some brief shouting from inside. He waited for the door to open, bouncing from one foot to the other, feeling a chill from the slight breeze in the corridor.
 
   “What is it?” The nurse who opened the door was rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
 
   “You have to come now,” Haung blurted out.
 
   “Why?” She stopped rubbing her eyes and squinted at him.
 
   “My wife,” he said. “She’s having a baby.”
 
   “Wait here, I will get my bag. Young man, babies can take a long time to be born and you would have had the time to ensure that you were fully dressed before knocking on my door.” 
 
   He looked down. 
 
   # # #
 
   Haung paced up and down the corridor outside the closed door to his rooms. The thick wood muffled the sounds but he could still hear Jiao’s cries of agony. On every cry, he picked up the pace a little and had to fight down the urge to smash open the door and rush in to help. He would be little help, Haung realised, and would probably just be in the way. The cries were coming more often now. Haung paced even faster.
 
   A married Jiin-Wei was an anomaly, even if he did command the duke’s bodyguard. A Jiin-Wei father was unheard of. In all the records he had been through in the months leading up to this night there was mention of only one other. That Jiin-Wei had fathered a child outside of marriage. The child and its mother had died in an accident after barely a week had passed. The Jiin-Wei had been killed soon after. During a mission, so the record said. It did not take Haung long to read in between the lines.
 
   Weyl and Marbu had been quite clear when he joined that marriage and children were not permitted. Marbu had threatened Jiao’s life and only Haung’s position with the duke forestalled any action. 
 
   What am I doing? He asked himself for at least the thousandth time in the past nine months. How can I keep my family safe? The predictable follow up question. He had toyed with the idea of running away, taking Jiao and the baby with him but where would they go? The famine in the north had created a stream of refugees that he could lose his family amongst, but there were few places they could find safety. The Duke’s magicians would trace a runaway Jiin-Wei quickly enough and then there would be no chance. No, much better, he decided, to stay with the duke and do his duty to the best of his ability. If the duke stayed alive and happy, then Marbu would be happy and Haung’s family would live.
 
   Then, through the door, came a different cry. Haung turned, barged open the door, and raced into the bedroom. The old midwife was holding a small bundle of white cloth and it was from this that the cries came. Jiao was laying on the bed, hair plastered to her forehead and exhaustion written clearly on her face. Halfway down the bed, between her legs, the red stain of blood and other fluids.
 
   “Young man,” snapped the midwife, “you should wait to be called. This is not the place for a husband.”
 
   “Jiao?” Haung ignored the midwife and looked to his wife.
 
   She gave him a weak smile, “A boy, Haung, a boy.”
 
   Haung smiled back and felt the prickle of tears in his eyes. Sight blurring, he stumbled over to the bed and enfolded his wife in a gentle, tender, embrace. She clung onto him, her own tears of happiness dampening his shoulders. 
 
   The midwife carefully placed the bundle of noise between the two of them and Haung took his first look into his son’s soft grey eyes. The wrinkled, red face looked barely human, forehead too low, eyes too small, nose too tiny, mouth too large.
 
   “I’ll have a bath run before I leave,” the midwife was saying. “Take the sheets and have them burnt, young man. Jiao will need to sleep very soon and you’ll be in charge of your son. Take good care of him, Captain, protect him from harm, and teach him to be a good and independent man. Teach him wisdom and common sense but don’t be surprised if he doesn’t listen too well or attentively. Never give up on him. Your reward will be his and your line will go on.”
 
   She paused but Haung could sense there was more and so he turned towards her. She sighed. “He is a rare child. A child of a Jiin-Wei, of the Captain of the Duke’s bodyguard. He has enemies already. Some are obvious and some are hidden. You have a hard road ahead of you. Keep him safe.” The midwife turned and began issuing orders to the servants who had now arrived.
 
   Haung looked back at his son and then into the beautiful eyes of his wife. Projecting a calm confidence, burying his feelings and the echoing concerns of the midwife’s words far down in his heart, he smiled.
 
   “What shall we name him?” he asked Jiao.
 
   # # #
 
   There was a loud knock at the door. Haung stumbled out of bed, bleary eyed and aching with lack of sleep. 
 
   “Ssssh!” He whispered, directing a concerned look towards the cot where the baby, his son, slept, at last.
 
   He crept as quickly as he could to the door and opened it a crack.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Sir, the...” the soldier outside said.
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Haung hissed. “We’ve only just got the baby to sleep.”
 
   The guard smiled, “They can be little buggers for that can’t they, Sir.”
 
   Haung grunted in agreement.
 
   “Sir, the duke has requested your presence. Immediately, Sir. Sorry.”
 
   “Give me a minute to get into some appropriate clothes. I’ll meet you at the end of the corridor. Go quietly.” Haung closed the door and rooted around on floor, seeking his uniform, dragging the tunic over his head, pulling his trousers on and belting his sword around the robe. He gave Jiao a last look. She was oblivious to the world, dark hair fanned across the pillow, mouth open a tiny amount, her chest rising and falling in regular rhythm. Haung realised he was jealous.
 
   He opened the door again and slipped through, closing it as quietly as possible behind him. There was a click as the catch caught, so loud to his ears that it seemed to shake the very walls of the corridor.
 
   “Ssssh!” he whispered to the door. Haung stopped and shook his head. Good grief, I need sleep, he thought.
 
   He padded to the end of the corridor and met the guard, “Come on then, let’s go.”
 
   # # #
 
   The guard left him at the entrance to the duke’s audience chamber. Haung opened the door and stepped into the large hall. The walls were panelled with scenes of farming and war. A strange joining of two very different pastimes. Workers on the land, in rice paddies, with oxen and other beasts, tilling the fields, and, through their efforts drawing the richness of food from it. Soldiers cutting down the enemy, limbs scattered to the four winds, faces full of blood-lust and wildness, death and fire, blood soaking into the land and draining the life from its people. Haung turned his eyes away from the paradox on the walls and towards the end of the hall where a small group of men waited.
 
   The duke looked up from his conversation and raised a hand, beckoning Haung over. Haung performed a little bow and moved towards the group. As he did so, Marbu, Commander Weyl’s secretary, broke from the men and moved towards him. 
 
   Haung tried hard to keep the dislike from his face as he and Marbu closed on each other.
 
   “Marbu,” Haung gave him the smallest of nods for politeness sake.
 
   “Jiin-Wei Haung.” Marbu returned the self-same nod.
 
   Haung passed him and let out a small breath of relief, focused upon the duke now.
 
   “Oh, Haung.” Marbu spoke in a whisper from behind. Haung stopped and turned to face the secretary. “I meant to congratulate you on the birth of your child.”
 
   “You are too kind, Marbu.” Haung met the ice cold eyes of the other man.
 
   “New life is a wonderful, precious thing, Jiin-Wei,” Marbu smiled. “Very precious as it is so fragile. I will be thinking of your family a lot in the coming days, Haung.”
 
   “Your concern is appreciated, Secretary Marbu.” Haung struggled to keep the fury from his voice as he tried to match the ice of the other man's stare with a cool voice. “I will know where to look if something untoward or unlucky should happen. For help, I mean, of course. Rest assured, Secretary Marbu, that I would always call on you first.”
 
   “I am always at your disposal, Jiin-Wei Haung.” Marbu bowed to Haung without once breaking his stare and, with a slight smile on his face, the secretary turned and walked away. Haung watched him all the way to the doors before resuming his own journey.
 
   “My Lord Duke, Commander Weyl.” Haung bowed deeply as he reached the men.
 
   “Captain Haung, it is good of you to come. I hope that your family are well,” the duke said with broad smile on his face. “They are keeping you awake I see.”
 
   Haung bowed again to the duke and felt the familiar light touch on his mind and, though tired, his shields sprang quickly into place. The touch slid off their glassy surface and away.
 
   “Not too tired though. Good,” the duke continued. “Now, these other gentlemen are representatives of the emperor. Allow me to present you to the emperor’s Jiin-Wei, Chen and Shen. And no, I cannot tell them apart either. It is enough to know that the emperor trusts them.”
 
   Haung bowed to the twin Jiin-Wei. They returned the gesture and Haung studied their faces. They were identical, clean shaven chin and head, dark brown eyes and no distinguishing scars or marks upon their faces. Their robes of shimmering grey silk were belted, and hung with twin identical daggers, at the waist.
 
   “Haung, you are here at the emperor’s request. Shen, or Chen, has conveyed the emperor's pleasure at your service to me, and through me, to the Empire.”
 
   “I do my duty, my Lord,” Haung said.
 
   “Of course,” the duke said in reply. “Of more import, the emperor is due to speak with us tonight and he, I understand, has need of you.”
 
   “My Lord?” Haung asked.
 
   “I do not know, yet. Chen and Shen will open the Jade Mirror Portal for the emperor in a moment.” The duke paused and looked at Haung for a moment. “The Jade Mirror Portals are secret to all but the highest ranking administrators, dukes, and now you. To be trusted with this is a great honour, Haung. It is also a great burden.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord Duke,” Haung replied with a calmness he did not feel. “My Lord?”
 
   “The Jade Mirror Portals are some of our oldest relics, Haung. The magicians will tell you they were made by the Jade Emperor himself and given to mortals so that they may learn about the world and behold the greatness of the Jade Emperor's creation,” the duke shrugged. “Whether that is true or not, I don’t know. What I do know, is that the emperor can open a Jade Portal to anywhere that another one exists. They join together. Do you understand? I can never really get my head around how or why. In theory, it should be quite possible for the Dragon Emperor to send an army through the portals, to take the castle or domain of any disloyal lord before the guards would have a chance to react.”
 
   Haung searched the duke’s face for any sign of a trap or lie, there was none.
 
   “Chen and Shen are here to notify us of the emperor's desire to speak to us. And, no doubt, to ensure that he isn’t kept waiting or under threat from us when the portal opens.”
 
   Both of the Jiin-Wei smiled at the remark before one of them spoke, “The emperor is ready, my Lords.”
 
   The Duke climbed the steps up to the raised dais and twisted the throne around to face the wall. It rotated smoothly and Haung peered closely at the throne and the dais but could not determine how it was turning. As the throne twisted, the curtain across the wall behind it opened. It reminded Haung of the stage curtains at the shadow plays, the ones that were popular in the market and especially on festival days. Behind the curtain a large, gold framed mirror reflected the light of the hall's candles. 
 
   The two Jiin-Wei walked up to the mirror and placed their hands upon the frame. Shen, Haung assumed for want of a better guess, brought a slip of paper from a pocket in his robe and pressed it against the surface of the mirror. Wisps of smoke rose from beneath his hand and swirled through the glass. The tendrils of smoke expanded and spread until the whole mirror was a grey slate that absorbed the candle light. Shen withdrew his hand and then both Jiin-Wei moved to one side and bowed low. 
 
   A velvet slippered foot poked through the grey slate and then the rest of the man slid through. The emperor stepped into to the hall and behind him the grey surface rippled in concentric circles like a pebble dropped into a pond. The Duke and his entourage went to their knees, bowing their heads low. Haung knelt alongside them.
 
   “We welcome the Emperor to the city,” the duke said.
 
   “Rise,” the emperor’s voice was soft and low but it carried the expectation of obedience. 
 
   “My Lord, you do us a great honour. Please, will you take tea with us?” The duke indicated the table set with delicate porcelain cups from which steam rose towards the rafters.
 
   “Indeed,” said the emperor, “let us sit and talk. I have long been absent from these halls. You have news of your efforts to provide for the refugees and I have news for you of the larger Empire. I also bring you a warning.”
 
   Commander Weyl paused in his walk to the table and turned a questioning gaze towards the duke.
 
   “A warning, my Lord Emperor?” the duke asked.
 
   “Something we will discuss later.” The emperor’s eyes did not leave the duke's face but Haung was sure the leader of the Empire was seeing all the subtle messages that the commander and duke were exchanging with their glances. Haung saw a small smile appear on the emperor’s face. “Be assured, Lord Duke and Commander, the warning is brought by me but the threat is not from me. The honoured Duke acquitted himself with honour and duty in the sanctioned war.”
 
   Haung watched as one of the twin Jiin-Wei pulled a chair out for the emperor and checked it for traps. They also checked the tea, tasting it and casting charms from the prepared miniature scrolls they carried in little pouches. The emperor waited, his deep purple and gold threaded robe absolutely still, as his servants fulfilled their purpose.
 
   “Now, come, let us share tea and tell me of the refugees. Has the flow from the north slowed at all?” The emperor sat and held out a hand into which Chen passed a cup of tea. 
 
   Haung stood back, away from the inner circle, as the duke, Weyl and the emperor spoke of the Empire, the problems in the north, the threats far to the west from the barbarian tribes and the strained relations with the strange people of the jungle countries to the far south. The servants brought out a second serving of tea and sweet cakes as the conversation continued. Haung studied the emperor as he drank, ate and spoke. He had long dark hair tied back into a long tail that reached to the base of his spine, a fine moustache framed thin lips and, when he smiled, Haung saw perfect, white teeth. Bushy eyebrows left the emperor’s eyes in shadow much of the time and the candle light did not reflect from them except in those moments when the emperor tilted his head to drink from his cups. Haung was sure, in those quick glimpses before the emperor's eyes closed in appreciation of the tea, that he could see flashes of gold and red in the irises. 
 
   Behind the emperor stood Chen and Shen. They looked to be studying Haung as much as he studied the emperor. When he lifted his gaze to meet their eyes they did not break the stare, but returned it with dispassionate, measuring, interest.
 
   “Now,” said the emperor as he put down his empty cup, “to my warning.”
 
   Weyl and the duke sat forward in their chairs.
 
   “Send away your clerks and lawyers,” the emperor waved an imperious hand, “your servants too. These words are for you alone.”
 
   “Go, go,” the duke gestured at his staff. 
 
   The servants hurried to pick up the serving dishes and cups. The clerks piled up their scrolls, paper and pens and scampered from the hall. Haung bowed low to the duke, and emperor, and began to leave.
 
   “No,” the emperor spoke, “not you, Jiin-Wei bodyguard. You too must hear this warning as it may fall to you to take the necessary action.”
 
   “May I present the Captain of my bodyguards, Jiin-Wei Haung,” the duke indicated Haung. “A most loyal and capable Jiin-Wei who has already saved my life once this year and who fought valiantly in our service during the war.”
 
   Haung bowed to the emperor and then, raising his head, met the gaze of those red and gold eyes. He sucked in a sharp breath. From a distance and with only candlelight, he had not noticed but now, up closer, it was so clear. The eyes of the emperor were not the usual round pupil and iris; instead they were diamond slits reminiscent of a cat or lizard. The surrounding irises were a molten, swirling pool of red and gold like corralled hot mountain lava.
 
   “My Lord Dragon Emperor,” Haung spoke with awe and bowed even lower.
 
   “Welcome, Jiin-Wei Haung. I have heard the story of your battle with the assassin sent to kill the duke and how it almost cost you your own life. I have heard too of your reward. Most unusual.” The eyes bored into Haung's and he was forced to look away.
 
   “Indeed, most unusual,” the emperor repeated. “Duke of Yaart, Commander Weyl of the Jiin-Wei and, of course, Jiin-Wei Haung, a threat is coming your way. Unfortunately, it is one that could have been easily avoided. However, you seem to have gone out of your way to awake and incite.”
 
   “My Lord?” Commander Weyl asked.
 
   “I have eyes and ears everywhere, my lords. I get to see, and to hear, almost everything that goes on in my empire. There are areas where I make it my special purpose to know all that happens and there are a sect of men that I choose to keep a very close eye on at all times. Indeed, these men and women are on the lists that I ensure each duke has in their possession. Do you know of the list I am speaking of Commander Weyl?”
 
   “Yes, my Lord Emperor,” Weyl swallowed hard. “The list of forbidden men.”
 
   “That is the one. Jiin-Wei Haung will not know of this list, I imagine. Allow me to teach him.” The emperor turned his golden eyes to Haung, “There are men, and women, Haung, who are possessed of skills beyond the ordinary. Some of these men can seem to be invisible, some to pass through walls, some are assassins of incredible skill, some swordsmen of incomparable greatness, some wise and peaceful. But each is special and I have ensured that each duke knows who they are and where they are. I am content to let these men live in peace, and to go about their business without any undue interference. There are times, in the past, and there may be again in the near future, when I will call upon them to do the Empire a service. I expect them to come and serve with all duty and honour. I have never been let down by them. In return, they are free to live and to be outside, within reason, the law of the Empire. This is the list of forbidden men, Haung.”
 
   The emperor paused and looked down the table towards the bowl of fruit. He raised a hand and gestured. The bowl lifted from the table, floated down the table and came to rest within his easy reach. He selected an apple and bit into it.
 
   “Now, in my bargain with these men I cannot act against them unless they act against me. By this nature, we coexist and they will assist the Empire should it need their service. However, that compact has been broken.”
 
   “Broken. My lord?” the duke asked.
 
   “Broken, Lord Duke, and now you are at risk.”
 
   “What? Why me?” the duke said and cast a confused glance at Weyl.
 
   “You sent men into the mountains did you not?” The emperor’s eyes flicked to Weyl and then back again to the duke. “You sent your troops into a small mining village beyond the high pass.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord, but we have yet to have news of their mission's success,” Weyl answered.
 
   “What of their purpose?” the emperor asked, but did not wait for answer, “You wanted to capture a broken man. The negotiator they sent before the war. The one who stood on the battlements and, bravely, against the wishes of his own duke, acted to expose the stratagem you had devised to win the city.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” the duke said.
 
   “You wanted revenge enough, that on receipt of the news of his whereabouts, you sent the troops without first checking the list.” The emperor snapped off the last few words. “There is little point compiling the list and keeping it constantly up-to-date if it is never used, my Lord Duke.”
 
   Haung watched the duke flash a quick, flustered, look at Weyl whose own eyes were full of confusion.
 
   “My Lord Emperor, the list was checked I assure you,” Weyl said in a rush. “Haung, go and find Marbu. Bring him, and the list here. At once.”
 
   Before Haung could move, the emperor raised a hand to stop him, “I can tell you what is written on the list. The village your men attacked and razed to the ground when they did not receive the information they wanted from the village elders was the Bear’s village.”
 
   “My men attacked?” the duke spoke in unsure tones.
 
   “There is little I do not know about the men on that list. I keep constant checks and watches. I heard earlier today what had happened. The Bear is slow to anger and would usually avoid a fight but you have invaded his den and hurt his offspring. He will be coming for you, Lord Duke, and he is a threat that I cannot help you with.” The emperor took another bite of the apple.
 
   “He is one man, my Lord Emperor,” Weyl said. “The defences of the castle, the troops and Jiin-Wei can stop him. We can protect the duke.”
 
   The duke turned away from Weyl to the emperor, “My thanks for this warning, my Lord, and you have my apologies for the errors of my staff. If we have awakened the Bear then we must put him back to sleep before the winter.”
 
   “There is one more thing that you should know, the Bear was not alone. Another man was with him, your negotiator, Zhou.” The emperor bit again into the apple.
 
   “Our information was correct then,” Weyl smiled.
 
   “The negotiator still lives,” the emperor looked at the remains of the apple, “and he is interesting to me. I do not yet know, but this Zhou may soon be added to that list. If the Bear comes, then he will come too. Perhaps, Lord Duke, you will have your revenge on the man that almost thwarted your plan but it is possible that they may have theirs instead. The Bear is a Forbidden Man, by our compact, and I cannot help you more than I have done.”
 
   The emperor stood, dropping the apple core onto the ground, the pips shaking loose and finding their way into cracks between the stone floor. 
 
   “Chen, Shen, the portal if you please.” The emperor walked towards the dais. “Before I forget, a small gift for Jiin-Wei Haung, to remember the time he met the Dragon Emperor. I think you will like the painting inside.”
 
   Shen dipped a hand into his robes and produced a scroll case. It was the length of a dagger, made of ivory and capped at both ends by gold. He handed it to Haung who bowed low as he accepted it.
 
   The grey mirror rippled again as the emperor and his two Jiin-Wei stepped through. As the ripples settled, the grey drained out from the glass and it returned to its natural reflective state. The throne twisted back around and the curtain returned to cover the portal.
 
   “Commander Weyl, convene a council of the captains tomorrow and go over the castle defences. Ensure they are as tight and ready as they can be. If the Bear comes, then I want to be ready for him. Remember, this is not an army but one man. He will not come straight on to our swords but try to go around them. We will need to be watchful,” said the duke.
 
   “Yes, Lord Duke.” Weyl saluted and started to walk away. “Haung, I’ll want you at that meeting. Go and get some sleep but ensure you are fully awake tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, Commander.” Haung bowed to the duke and made his way back to his apartment. 
 
   As he walked along the castle's corridors he prised open the scroll case and gently extracted the contents. Unfurling the scroll, his eyes widened and he came to halt near a glowing torch letting the light spill across the surface. The scroll was Juran’s rolling hills, the same scroll he had seen and admired in Xi Jiang’s house. Attached to the scroll was a short note. Haung lifted it off the painting and read it. His eyes widened further and then the words on the note flickered into flame, consuming the note entirely. He blew the ash off the scroll and wiped his smudged fingers on his tunic. 
 
   Haung repacked the scroll in its case and with quicker steps returned to Jiao and his baby. His mind was whirling. Why does the emperor want to meet me again and why without the duke’s knowledge? And why that painting? Haung shivered and tried to put his thoughts to one side. Tonight, he needed to sleep.
 
   # # #
 
   “Haung, I need to speak to you.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.” Haung knelt on the ground, placing both hands on the cold stone and touching his forehead to floor in front of him.
 
   “You are a man who knows his duty.” Haung was sure that was not meant as a question and he waited for the emperor to continue. “You know to follow orders and to be loyal, but who is your loyalty to now?”
 
   “To the duke, my Lord, and through him to you.” Haung did not raise his eyes.
 
   “As it should, as it should be. However,” the emperor paused, “these are times of great change. The famine in the north has weakened our borders, young Haung. The fall of the Wubei has caused us much sadness. Though I gave my blessing to the duke for his war, a great many soldiers of the empire have been lost to us at a time when we need them most. But it is not for us to see the future. That we leave to the Fang-shi though even their visions can be clouded and unclear. No matter. What is done is done and we must control our future as best we can.”
 
   Haung kept his forehead pressed to the floor, the cold stone numbing his skin. Why was the emperor speaking to him and in riddles?
 
   “Haung, I understand you have a family? Something normally forbidden to a Jiin-Wei.”
 
   “Yes, Lord Emperor.”
 
   “A reward for your efforts in the war?”
 
   “Yes, Lord Emperor.”
 
   “And now you are the Captain of the Duke’s Bodyguard,” the emperor paused. “Interesting. It is clear that the duke puts his faith in you and he is not a man to give trust easily. Do you trust him, Haung?”
 
   “I do as my lord commands.” Haung watched a droplet of sweat fall from his forehead to stone floor.
 
   “Of course you do,” the emperor’s voice lowered, “of course you do, because you know should you do anything against the duke, your family will suffer. I expect that one or two of his trusted officers have made this clear to you. The duke would never say anything but they have, haven’t they.”
 
   Haung drew breath to answer but there were no words he could find that would be the truth and preserve his honour to the duke.
 
   “You do not need to answer, Jiin-Wei Haung. As Emperor, I find it easier to ask questions to which I already know the answers. It is much easier to gauge the metal of a man that way. By his reactions. And you are interesting, I can see why the duke keeps you close.”
 
   Haung felt a touch on his mind. A whisper on the wind, a wave amongst the ocean, a grain of sand on a beach, so light and subtle. His natural reaction took over and the wards on his mind snapped into place, dark obsidian glass, impenetrable, reflecting the touch. Not the duke, Haung recognised his touch, plus the duke rarely tried it anymore. Haung had learnt to spot the effect of that touch on other people, calming them, making them listen and more receptive to the duke’s words.
 
   “Very interesting, Haung. Very interesting indeed.” The emperor’s voice was full of amusement. “I can see why the duke keeps you close, and your family even closer.”
 
   Haung raised his head to look at the emperor, caught his eyes and then fearfully pushed his forehead back to the cold stone.
 
   “Forgive me, Lord Emperor.” 
 
   “There is nothing to forgive, Jiin-Wei Haung.” 
 
   A slight creak of wood told Haung that the emperor had stood up from the throne. From his limited view, Haung could see the hem of the Dragon Emperor’s robe swish across the floor in front of him.
 
   “Power has its pleasures, Haung, but it also has its dangers. I tell you this so that you can make a decision about your future and hence the well-being of your family.”
 
   “Lord?” Haung felt a vice made of fear clamp around his chest.
 
   “A man is coming to the castle, Haung. You know this and we spoke of it earlier. If it is the man I suspect then you would do well to never face him in combat. The duke has made him angry and though he is slow to anger, once it burns, it is a brighter flame than the sun. He will come to kill the duke and, I tell you honestly in respect of your honour and loyalty, you cannot stop him. Your bodyguards may slow him, tire him, but not stop him.”
 
   “Lord Emperor, I have my duty.”
 
   “That you do, Haung, and this is why I tell you. I too have a duty and have fulfilled mine to the duke by informing him. I warned him that his war might have unintended consequences but I gave my permission. I have now fulfilled my duty to him, but you? You have potential and I hate to see such promise wasted. I may need it in the future.”
 
   The gold and red robe stopped directly in front of Haung.
 
   “They are strange things, honour and duty. You give both of these to a man who has, through subordinates, threatened your wife and child. A man who you, above all people, know manipulates people for his own ends. We might argue he does these things for the good of the city and region but you have walked through the red misery of war and conquest. You have seen the effects of famine and the care, or lack of, given to the poor.”
 
   The expensive cloth hem moved out of view and the emperor’s voice came from further away.
 
   “Jiin-Wei Haung, I give you choice. The highest form of power. To choose your own fate. Should you decide, you may bring your family to the Holy City and I will give you a position of wealth and responsibilities suited to your skills. Or, you may decide to fulfil your obligations of honour and loyalty to the duke. No one will think less of you whichever course you choose to take.”
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Haung’s voice wavered.
 
   “Should you decide to come to the Holy city, show the guards this. There is an old proverb that you might find of use, in this time, qiáng lóng nán yā dìtóu shé.” A bright red mark appeared on the back of Haung’s right hand, a coiled dragon, which faded quickly. “Farewell, Jiin-Wei Haung.”
 
   Haung waited for a few minutes then looked up from his prone position. The emperor had left. The mirror portal was just a mirror again and the room was empty. He drew in a shaky breath and tried to process the choice. Betray the duke and save his family, or keep to his duty and die. The emperor’s words favoured the latter course, it was clear to Haung, but there was so much at stake. And, maybe, it was actually a test of loyalty.
 
    Haung discovered he had developed a headache.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   “Tell me what they wanted,” Boqin said. The smouldering remains of the village houses cast tendrils of smoke into the sky. The stone lower floors were still standing but the roofs had collapsed in on themselves. The people of the village were tending to the wounded and damping down the last of the fires. 
 
   “They wanted the stranger.” The miner was sat on the rock, his friends wiping the blood away from his face with wet cloths. “I told them he’d gone.”
 
   “And they still did this to you and the village?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Worse to Kirn. The foreman reckons they broke both his arms before they killed him.”
 
   “Did they say why they wanted us?” Boqin said as he took a cloth from one of the miners and began tending to another man who was laid on the stone floor nearby.
 
   “Said he was a criminal wanted by the duke. Said he was dangerous and had escaped from the duke’s justice. That he’d killed children and raped women in Wubei. That he’d been in prison there but had got away.” The miner looked up through the blood dripping down his forehead and into his eyes. “That true?”
 
   “No,” said Zhou and Boqin together.
 
   The miner stared hard into Zhou’s eyes, “Reckon you’re telling the truth.”
 
   “Zhou, go and see if you can help the village. I need to think,” Boqin said.
 
   Zhou nodded to the two men and headed off towards the crowd surrounding the foreman. The village people reminded him of home. The home that had been, before the war and the siege. The smell of burning wood had crept up his nostrils and the iron tang of spilt blood coated his tongue. The village was lucky. Only one man had been killed though several others had suffered beatings, but at least the soldiers had left the women and children alone. He spent the rest of the afternoon treating cuts and bruises making use of his education and helping the people recover belongings from the shells of their homes. As evening approached Boqin sought him out.
 
   “We’ve made plans for tonight. The villagers will set up a temporary camp in the mine entrance. They have enough food and water for several weeks. The soldiers didn’t loot too much, so a group of men will travel to the nearest town and buy enough provisions to rebuild. The mine is profitable so there is no need to relocate. It will take time but they are a tough people,” Boqin explained.
 
   “What can I do to help?” Zhou asked.
 
   “The villagers defended you because you were with me. Their views have hardened since this morning. Kirn’s death has rocked them. They want you gone. You’re bad luck, they’re saying. I have been discussing it with the elders all afternoon but their minds are set,” Boqin growled. “They are not unkind but they are scared and protective of their people.”
 
   “Where will I go?” Zhou’s asked.
 
   “Tonight, you stay with us. Tomorrow, we will provision you for a journey. I will prepare a map. There is a mountain sacred to the Wu but it is many weeks travel from here by foot. If you use your spirit you should be quicker, but use it sparingly and make sure you eat properly if you do.”
 
   “Boqin, I don’t know how to use it. Not properly, not really.” Zhou wiped his face with a damp cloth.
 
   “It is not ideal, I know. Normally, I would spend months and years teaching you how to use, control and live in harmony with your spirit. We would spend weeks just learning about its nature before you tried to use it. But, we don’t have that time. For all the Elders and I know, the soldiers will return, looking for you. I will be here if they do. I also have a duty to these people. I brought you in when they wanted you to move on. I will help them rebuild and then I will meet you on the mountain.”
 
   “How long? How will I survive on the mountain?” Zhou threw the cloth down.
 
   “You’ll find a temple on the mountain. It has water and supplies. Part of our obligation as a Wu is to maintain that temple. You may find other Wu there, you may not. If you do, be respectful. The temple is sacred ground. No violence is allowed and on its grounds, all are equal. Most of the time, the temple is empty. Wait for me there. I will be there as soon as I can.” Boqin laid a heavy hand on Zhou’s shoulder. “Meditate, practise, write, eat, think. Use the time wisely. It is often the hardest resource to come by.”
 
   Zhou met the serious gaze of Boqin, “Thank you.”
 
   “Get some sleep; it will be an early start tomorrow.”
 
   # # #
 
   “I’ve marked the mountain on this map and also listed people in the towns along the way who will offer you help if you need it. I am sure of most of them. Don’t use them if you don’t need to, and don’t overstay your welcome.” Boqin stood with Zhou at the beginnings of the trail leading away from the village and down towards the green valleys far below. About forty paces behind him were the village Elders. “Travel well, Zhou.”
 
                 “Thank you, Boqin,” Zhou shifted his gaze to the group behind the thick shouldered man, “Tell them I am sorry but thank them for their kindness.”
 
                 Boqin nodded and turned away, his tread heavy as he climbed back up the trail towards the Elders. Zhou watched him go before turning away and striding down the path. 
 
                 The path was rough stone and loose rocks and a few hundred paces beyond the village, trees began to line the path. Zhou could only see as far as the next bend. As he continued to descend, the pine trees slowly gave way to aspens then other thicker trunked, broad-leafed trees. The full pack on his shoulders was a comfort, though the oiled-skin bedroll, tied to the top, kept hitting him on the back of the head whenever he had to take a larger step down off the rocks that jutted out of the grass, which had now started to poke through. The sun rose higher in the sky though the canopy of leaves shaded him from the heat. 
 
                 He spent the first night curled up beneath the bedroll, on a carpet of moss, next to a low fire. The next morning he was up with the sun and making further headway down the trail.
 
                 By mid-morning the trees thinned and were replaced by pastoral fields and terraced rice paddies. Small farm huts began to appear on the valley sides and their owners, dressed in simple homespun tunics and wide brimmed hats, worked the fields. As he passed by a few stopped, stood up straight and watched him. None raised their hand in greeting and they only returned to work when he was far from them. 
 
                 The sun climbed high towards midday and he began to sweat underneath the layers of mountain clothes. He took a long drink of water from the skin hanging by a cord from his pack. Shrugging off the straps of his shoulders, he let the pack fall to the ground and stretched his back, hearing the bones pop and feeling the muscles complain about the new direction of movement. Shading his eyes with one hand he looked back the way he had come.
 
                 The mountains towered above him. Jagged rents in the skyline whose snow covered peaks shone bright in the sun. Below the peaks, the dark brown of fir blended into the green of broad-leaf trees then to the verdancy of well-tended farm fields. The track he had followed was a darker smudge that wound its way back up between the patchwork farms and vanished into the tree line.
 
                 He took a deep breath, tasting the warmth of the earth and smelling the aroma of green plants, a contrast to the dusty flavour of stone of his last home. The air was thicker too. Breathing was more of an effort than it had been at altitude in the village but the air was much more satisfying and filling. Using a cloth, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and began to remove some of the outer layers. Folding them with great care, he put them into the pack and then re-shouldered the burden. 
 
   Taking another deep breath, he set off again.              
 
   # # #
 
   The next morning, he looked down on to the river that, over thousands of years of erosion, had formed and still flowed through the valley. It meandered through green fields that were dotted with large houses. All of them surrounded by the traditional high walls and having a central courtyard. Following the course of the river, he could see the town on the far horizon. 
 
   Taking the telescope that Boqin had included in the pack he took a closer look at his intended route. The track widened and joined the main road that led towards the town. The road itself ran parallel to the river. According to the map this was the town of Harbin and there was no way around it. This was one of the few towns along the route to the mountain that he could not avoid.
 
   If I cannot avoid it, I might as well use it, he thought.
 
   He dipped the water skin into the river and small bubbles rose from the spout. They fled towards the surface only to perish with a tiny pop of air, each perfect semi-circle of stretched, thin water unable to restrain the air it had captured. The ripples calmed and the surface of the river revealed the changes to his face. He inspected each new line and crease. With thumb and forefinger he tugged at the ragged beard that had grown on the trail. Zhou stared deep into his own eyes seeking the memories of the man he had been, memories of life, of wife and children, of success and failure. Each was written plain across his face and in the lines around his eyes. He splashed a hand into the water, disrupting and erasing the reflection of his new face. Droplets arced into the air and fell in a short patter of rain.
 
   The gates of the city were open to the farmers’ carts and the trudge of weary travellers. The hard cobbles beneath his feet lacked the spring of the forest track or the solidity of the mountain stone. They raised his feet above the earth, separating him from it and making him uneasy, suffering a loss which he puzzled over as he approached.
 
   Two guards were taking a keen interest in the entrants to the city. Zhou watched as they pulled over a poor farmer and ransacked his cart. The produce cascaded down to the ground as the farmer looked on, impotent. Zhou could see him pleading with the two armoured guardians but all his protestations seemed to be falling on deaf ears. His feet carried him closer and he saw the farmer reach into his belt pouch and offer some of its contents to the guards. They took it and returned to their posts, watching the farmer as he picked up every stray part of his cargo and placed it back on the cart. Zhou fought the urge to go and help but that would just bring him to the guard’s attention.
 
   He let his back bow a little more under the weight of the pack and began to drag his left foot, just a little, in an attempt to look older, weaker and poorer than he was. The last one was more difficult than the others, he had very little money to spend and none to spare for a bribe. The guards were occupied with another farmer’s cart as he passed between the heavy planked gates.
 
   The city could not be favourably compared to his home of Wubei. Where Wubei had streets wide and beyond counting, here the cramped roads had a patchwork of cobbles and dirt. Wubei, at midday, hummed with the language of business and war, but in Harbin all talk was of farms and weather. At home, if it still existed in any form other than memory, ladies walked the streets with careful steps and servants trailed behind with arms laden down by silk and perfumes. In Harbin, farmers pushed carts and soldiers stood at every corner. Where in Wubei there was the scent of happiness, in Harbin there was only the odour of fear.
 
   “Hey,” came an authoritative shout, “you. Yes, you.”
 
   Zhou turned towards the shout as the traffic on the road came to standstill. The owner of the voice was a soldier who, with leather armour creaking and hand resting on a scabbarded sword, was stomping through the unmoving crowd towards him.
 
   “Sir?” Zhou let his voice assume a whisper as the soldier came closer, not slowing.
 
   “Out of the way, vagrant.” The soldier pushed Zhou out of the way and he let himself stagger and fall, barking a knee on the cobbles that peeked through the dirt here. “I told you the next time you came down my street that you’d better have the cash to pay your debt.”
 
   The soldier was raising a fist to one of the ragged farmers who was trying to unload his goods at one of the shops that lined the opposite side of the road.
 
   “Leave him alone.” The storekeeper had come out from the back to argue with the soldier and Zhou took the opportunity to climb back to his feet and move on.
 
   “Stay out of this,” the soldier was shouting. “He owes me money.”
 
   “I need these farmers to provide the produce that I sell. You can’t keep scaring them away,” the storekeeper replied. “I’ll go out of business.”
 
   “Then he’d better pay up, or,” Zhou continued to move away as the argument continued, “you can pay for him and all the rest. Either that or we close you down. Your choice, shopkeeper.”
 
   “What?” Zhou heard the change in the owner’s tone, “Now, hang on, you can’t do that. How will I feed my family?”
 
   The voices faded as he turned the corner and into another street. Further ahead, he could see the sign for a restaurant and he made his way towards it.
 
    A bowl of rice, some meat and then I can be on my way, he thought.
 
   The place was busy. Most tables were full of people eating, drinking and talking. The threshold seemed to be a barrier to the fear that pervaded the streets outside. Zhou looked carefully at each group, letting all his senses wash over them. He was satisfied that they were what they seemed, simple customers, so he took a seat at a small table near the back of the establishment. The grain of the wooden table was sunken and stained with the weight of years of use. The chair creaked under him but it felt sturdy enough. He ran his fingers across the wood. Traces of memories and sparks of emotion caressed his mind. There was something else there, on the edge of his perception, a heat, a tingle, a something that felt, he struggled to find the word, right.
 
   “What can I get for you,” the words pulled him away from his contemplations and he looked up into the round face of a serving girl, “Sir?”
 
   Zhou smiled at her. She did not smile back. “Just some rice and whatever dish the cook has on the stove.”
 
   “Dumplings?”
 
   “No, thank you,” he replied.
 
   “I have to see your money before you get the food.” Her voice contained a note of resignation as she spelled out the cost. It was steep. More than he had expected to pay but his fingers dipped into the belt pouch and, by touch, felt out the right coins which he placed on the table. She reached for them but he covered the coins with his own hand first.
 
   “When I have the food,” he smiled again, this time at her retreating back.
 
   A few minutes later he was holding the bowl up to his face and shovelling rice into his mouth with the chopsticks. The oily sauce which disguised the meat was not unpleasant but given the choice he would have passed on the meal. Right now though, he did not have the choice. He sipped at the small cup of water the serving girl had brought with his meal.
 
   The restaurant door swung open and a quiet invaded the restaurant. At every table conversation petered out and faces turned to look at the newcomers. Soldiers marched into the restaurant and then parted, forming two lines, to let their officer through. 
 
   “Thank you for your attention.” The officer’s groomed moustache and beard parted to reveal a sardonic smile. His leather helmet was chased with silver bands and Zhou could see a dangling red tassel on the hilt of the officer’s sword, the mark of a master swordsman.  “The Duke of Yaart would like to offer a substantial reward for the capture of, dead or alive, Zhou of Wubei. This man, a dangerous criminal and threat to the safety of any town or village, is believed to be at large in this area. Any information leading to the capture of this criminal will be rewarded.”
 
   The officer handed one of his subordinates a piece of paper. The soldier scurried to the pillar in the centre of the restaurant and placing the paper against the stout timber smeared it liberally with water from a customer’s cup, sticking it to the wood.
 
   “Any man found harbouring or assisting this man will be similarly punished. Posters will be placed in each common establishment in every town and village in the province. Mark the face well and serve your Duke. I expect no less.” The officer swept his gaze across the room. Zhou felt the shock as his eyes met those of the officer. He held his breath as the stare lingered and then let a sigh of relief escape his lips as it moved on. The soldiers clicked their heels to attention as the officer swept his cloak around and marched out.
 
   As soon as the troop had left, the customers rushed to crowd round the poster. Zhou sat back in his chair. His left hand remained on the table holding the water cup. His right hand he let fall to his side and, keeping an eye on the crowd, he edged it closer to the hilt of the knife hidden at the small of his back, trying to make it look as natural as he could, the act of scratching at an itch. He watched the gaggle of customers as they examined the drawn picture and gesticulated towards each other and the now closed door. None of them looked his way and he began to relax.
 
   “If you want to get away, we have a way out of the city.” The voice in his ear brought a scream to his throat which he choked down. He turned with deliberate care towards the voice as his hand sidled back towards the knife.
 
   “You won’t need the knife, I promise,” the serving girl said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   “I have checked the guards. The castle is secure,” Haung said.
 
   The last light of day was fading from the windows of Weyl’s office. The commander carried a small taper to each of the lanterns that hung on the walls. Yellow flickers of light climbed the walls. Haung stayed still and watched the commander’s progress without turning his head.
 
   “What do you know of the various groups of rebels who threaten the duke and the emperor?” the commander asked.
 
   “A little of those who concern this city, Commander.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Firstly, the Yellow Scarves, though their presence in Yaart is limited, are a band whose base of operations is far to the west. We are on the very edge of their influence. The White Lotus are a much larger concern for us. They have staged raids on outlying villages to the north, and south, in the past and the coming of the refugees has made them bolder. I suspect they recruit quite heavily from them.” Haung paused. “Is this the information you wished?”
 
   “In part. But, tell me, of all the groups large and small, which would you consider to be the greatest threat to the duke? Which one would be ready and willing to help this Forbidden Man murder our duke, if he comes?” The commander blew out the taper and wisps of smoke snaked upwards toward the ceiling.
 
   “Since the refugee crisis it is much harder to get solid information about the groups operating in the city, however, my best guess would be the Blue Dragons. They have been finding ways to hurt the duke for more years than I have been alive. Their operations are small scale, but constant. Worse, from our point of view, they operate in cells,” Haung explained.
 
   “So, we catch one, put him to the question and get three more names and then the trail runs into a canyon with no exits,” Weyl sat down in the chair behind his desk. “The castle guards are one line of defence but, as the emperor said, we are not dealing with normal men. I have asked the Fang-shi to prepare another layer and your bodyguard will provide the third. However, all of these exist within the confines of the castle. Much better to neutralise a threat before it becomes a danger.”
 
   “You have a task for me?” Haung asked. 
 
   “The musician has left. I had sent orders for him to be picked up and questioned but he, along with his belongings and staff are gone. The factor who rented him the house said that the musician had gone to see the capital and play for the emperor before retiring. I’d hoped he would be a lead for us.” Weyl picked up a report from his desk.
 
   “You would like me to go after him?”
 
   “No, that would be a waste of time and talent. I want you to go into the city and root out any cells of the Blue Dragon you can uncover. I do not know how long we have before the Forbidden Man gets here but I want to make life as hard for him as I can. You can pick two other men to help you. Funds can be drawn from Marbu to cover expenses and equipment. I expect daily reports on your progress.” Weyl looked up from the report. “Dismissed.”
 
   # # #
 
   Haung paused outside the wooden door and took a deep breath. He checked he still had the signed scroll and then pushed open the door and strode in.
 
                 “Again, Haung?” Marbu peered upwards from the scattering of scrolls and open books on his large desk. “Do you think I have an endless supply of money to be spent at your every whim and wish?”
 
   “I have the requisition order, signed by Commander Weyl,” Haung said, struggling to keep his tone level, as he stared back at the secretary. “Everything is in order.” 
 
   “Oh, I have no doubts about that. I have read the reports you’ve handed in over these past few weeks.” Marbu sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers before him. “I would have expected much more progress by now, considering the expense. At least one cell identified and contained. Perhaps, the distraction of your family means you are paying less than needed attention to your duties?”
 
   “My wife understands my duties. They are not a distraction. Will you honour the signature on this requisition?” Haung said.
 
   “Of course I will.” Marbu snatched the scroll from Haung’s outstretched hand and read it quickly. 
 
   Haung watched the secretary dip his hand into the leather bound chest at the side of his chair and count the money out, placing it into a small pouch which he weighed carefully in his hand. Tying the drawstrings, Marbu pitched it over the desk towards Haung.
 
   “Jiin-Wei,  I do not like you. I do not trust you,” Marbu said.
 
   “Have I done something to offend you, Secretary Marbu,” Haung replied.
 
   “There is something different in you. You do not act as the other Jiin-Wei do for the duke,” Marbu said.
 
   “I saved his life.” Haung guarded his expression whilst recollections of the touch of the duke’s mind whirled through his head.
 
   “That is your job, your duty. No, there is something else I do not trust about you. The duke gives you too much, keeps you too close.” Marbu stood from his chair and came round to the side of the desk. “I have spoken with the commander about my concerns though the duke seems happy with your service. Be assured, Jiin-Wei, you are being watched.”
 
   “I serve the duke and commander out of honour and duty, Marbu. That I have been rewarded is by their choice not mine of asking.” Haung forced his hand to stay away from the hilt of his sword.
 
   “As do I, Haung. But, still I do not trust you. You should know this; if you fail in your duties towards the duke then I have left orders that the life of your wife and son be forfeit.” Marbu smiled, but his eyes burned into Haung’s. “I hope that this gives you added incentives to stay loyal and perform well.”
 
   “Marbu,” Haung took a step forward, his left hand tilted the scabbarded sword at his waist forward, into the drawing position, and whispered, “if anything happens to my wife or my son then the first person to die will be you. I hope that this gives you an added incentive to keep them well.”
 
   Haung took another step forward, then another, coming so close to the secretary that he could smell spices on the other man’s breath. He stood still, staring straight into Marbu’s eyes and letting the depth of his anger show in his own. The room faded from his vision, only the secretary existed at that moment. The secretary with the prominent throbbing vein in his neck that a simple cut or slice could not miss. “I trust we understand each other.”
 
   “We do,” Marbu whispered back, matching Haung’s tone.
 
   Haung smiled, walling the anger back up behind the shields in his mind, feeling the room brighten as he did so.
 
   “Good.” Haung turned his back to the secretary and left.
 
   # # #
 
   Haung strode along the corridors towards his quarters, nodding to the guards at their stations. At the door to his apartment he slowed down, steadied his breathing and calmed his mind. Only when he was sure that he was completely in control did he open the door and step in.
 
   The smell of soiled diapers and warm milk drifted up his nose. The outer room had ceased to be a place of relaxation and had instead become festooned with drying clothes and baby toys. In the centre, on the floor, his little boy lay on a blanket, gurgling up at the ceiling. Jiao sat on a small pile of cushions nearby. She looked as beautiful as the day he had married her but even he could admit she had an air of exhaustion about her.
 
   “Jiao,” he whispered.
 
   “Haung,” she started to rise but he put out a hand to stop her and she sank back onto the cushions, “you are home early. The extra guards in the castle, something is happening?”
 
   “Possibly. The duke is unsure but taking precautions is the wise thing to do.” He sat down next to her, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth as he watched the boy wave his arms and legs. “How’s he been today?”
 
   “Crying, feeding and crying some more,” Jiao said as she leant her head against her husband’s firm shoulder.
 
   “No sleeping?”
 
   “In little bits. Not enough for me,” she said. 
 
   “I’ll take over for a little while.” He curled an arm around Jiao’s small form. “We need to talk though, first.”
 
   Jiao raised her eyes to his, “Oh? What is going on? Why the extra guards?”
 
   “Those are one thing; the duke fears an attack by a small force of men. We had information from the emperor himself but that is not my immediate worry,” he said.
 
   “Then what is Haung?”
 
   “Marbu dislikes the idea of a married Jiin-Wei. Either that or he really dislikes me.”
 
   “How is it different from before?”
 
   “He has made threats that concern you and the baby. Always before it has been snide, double-edged comments but tonight it was blatant. I could not let it pass. Times are too uncertain and I worry that he will use the heightened security to manufacture a reason to carry out his threats. I have made it clear to him that if anything happens to you or the baby, I will kill him.” Haung felt his wife stiffen in his arms.
 
   “Haung, go to Weyl, go to the duke, they will do something.”
 
   “No, Jiao, they won’t. All I have is my word against a man they have trusted with their lives for more years than I have been in the duke’s service. I don’t have anything to use against him.” Haung turned himself round to face his wife. “I want you to pack bags, emergency bags. One for you and one for the baby. Stay in these rooms, I’ll see that food and supplies are delivered by someone I trust. Open the door to me only and the rest of the time keep it locked.”
 
   “Haung, we can’t live as prisoners in our own rooms. It’s not fair. Not on me or the baby.”
 
   “A week, maybe two at the most. By then I’ll have something worked out. I just need a little time to make the arrangements,” Haung said. “I have a friend in the Capital. I need to get word to him.”
 
   “The Capital?”
 
   “Yes. Now, get some sleep if you can. I’ll spend some time with the boy. It’s going to be a busy few days.”
 
   # # #
 
   “You are sure this is the place?”
 
   “Yes, Haung. We’ve been watching it for three days now. The same man visits the innkeeper at the same time every day, buys the same drink, and stays the same amount of time, then leaves,” the other Jiin-Wei said.
 
   “Doesn’t make him a Blue Dragon,” Haung said, staring at the inn door.
 
   “True, but our background checks suggest he comes from the province, arrived in the city a few weeks ago and, though money falls like rice from his hands, he doesn’t have a job or any source of income that we can discover. So...”
 
   “So whatever he is doing is illegal anyway.” Haung patted the Jiin-Wei on the shoulder. “Good work. How long till he gets here?”
 
   “Not long now.”
 
   “Right, in that case I’ll go and get set up in the inn. Get one of your men to guard the back entrance in case it all goes to hell,” Haung said.
 
   “He’s already in place, Haung. We’re not new to this you know.”
 
   “I know. Sorry.” Haung checked the knife was in place at the small of his back and then shook hands with his fellow Jiin-Wei, just two friends ending a conversation on a street corner, and headed into the inn.
 
   The tall wooden door swung open under the pressure of his hand and he stepped inside. The ground floor was spacious and airy with square tables set in regular rows, four stools at each. The long bar, already busy with customers, took up one of the walls. In the far corner, a small raised stage with a lone, unoccupied, stool; the musician’s dais. A staircase lined the other wall, leading up to the second floor which was really just a balcony that ran along all four sides of the building. Above that the roof, constructed of wooden struts running down and across, that supported the slate above. 
 
   Only a few of the tables were occupied and Haung took a quick glance at the occupants. All were dressed in silks, not the really expensive type but still fashionable and more than he could afford on his Jiin-Wei salary. Business men, he categorised them. The customers at the bar were dressed in similar silk robes. It was that kind of inn. Close enough to the heart of the business district to be a regular meeting and deal brokering establishment. Unlike many inns he had been to, no one here was shouting, laughing loudly or arguing with a fellow drunk. All the conversation was quiet and purposeful. The local militia had reported ‘no trouble’ from this place for more years than any could remember. A perfect place for a group of rebels to utilise, no one would suspect anything untoward happening here.
 
   Haung fingered his own silk robes, borrowed from the Jiin-Wei stores for this mission. They were not the height of fashion, nor as obviously costly as those worn by many of the men here. They placed him somewhere between a newcomer and an established businessman. Not low enough to warrant introductions and not high enough to be known by everyone.
 
   He had a few words with the bartender, bought a small bottle of rice wine and took two cups from the stand, before finding an empty table where he could get a good, unobstructed view of the door. He flicked the robe out behind him before lowering himself onto the stool and pouring a short measure of wine into the cup, knocking it back in a single motion. He placed the other cup on the opposite side of the table and filled it with a full measure then refilled his own. Wetting his finger with a little wine, he drew a complicated symbol on the table top and then covered it with his hand. Before it evaporated he fixed it in place with a quick incantation, feeling the spell click into place beneath his palm. He drew back his hand a little and tapped the invisible sigil twice with his middle finger. A second later he felt a single pulse against his finger tip, the return signal from the Jiin-Wei on watch outside.
 
   Haung let his gaze wander the room again. Checking no one was paying him much attention and was satisfied that they were not. He took another sip of wine, then drew a scroll out from his robe and gave that his full attention, right hand resting lightly on the table top. 
 
   Three pulses against his fingers. He tapped once back. The target had been spotted and was approaching. He placed the scroll down and took another sip of wine, the liquid barely touching his lips. Haung noticed his hand shaking a little. He took a few calming breaths and picked up the scroll again, pretending to read.
 
   Two pulses, one tap back. The target was nearly at the door. Haung kept the scroll still and took a glance around the room. Nothing had changed, all was quiet and calm.
 
   One pulse, one tap. The target was opening the door. Haung focused on the scroll but could feel the air lighten as the door opened, letting the early afternoon sun and breeze into the quiet, closed environment. He looked up to take a look at the newcomer and the other customers did the same. He returned his disinterested gaze to the scroll. The light disappeared, the door closing. Haung tapped twice, target in sight. One pulse back, all ready. He put the scroll down, flat on the table, and leant forward, furrowing his brow at the script.
 
   “The bartender said you have a message for me?” the voice from the other side of the table said.
 
   Haung looked up. The stranger was, he judged, a little shorter than him with dark eyes and long black hair tied up into a ponytail. 
 
   “Sorry?” Haung said. Three taps, contact made.
 
   “The bartender,” the man pointed, “said you wanted to talk to me.”
 
   “Ah, you are Lu Tian, the timber merchant?” Haung rose to deliver a short bow and with an open palm indicated the stool opposite and the readied rice wine. “I’m so glad you could spare the time. I had thought that you had been unable to make this meeting. Good fortune must smile upon me today. Please, sit, drink. You would like some food?”
 
   “I am not Lu Tian nor do I deal in timber.” The man glanced at the scroll and wine.
 
   “Really? I am so sorry. I specifically told the bartender to direct Lu Tian, the timber merchant, to my table when he came in. This is very embarrassing.” Haung wrung his hands, the picture of apologies. “At least let me get you a drink. It is the least I can do.”
 
   “No, thank you,” the man said. “I have business elsewhere and must go.”
 
   “Go? Surely you just arrived, honoured Sir,” Haung said, “Allow me to introduce myself so you may know no slight was intended. I am Haung, a factor for the timber purchasers in the Capital. I was hoping to meet Lu Tian, to negotiate a large order for the extension of the emperor’s palace grounds. Mostly, to be honest with you, a small project in the extensive gardens but worth much to my masters.”
 
   “You come from the Capital?” Haung nodded his answer. “Well, perhaps I can share a drink at least as you have travelled so far. My name is Shing, I operate a modest transport business in the town.”
 
   “It is good to meet you, Honoured Shing,” Haung waited until Shing was sat down before he followed suit.
 
   “It may be that I can assist you in your project and at the same time extend my business interests as far as the Capital,” Shing took a sip of the rice wine. Haung watched the man’s hand shake a little as he placed the cup back onto the table. “I can provide the haulage to get all the timber you wish to purchase to the Capital and, for the opportunity to do business in the Capital, I’ll even give you and your master a discount.”
 
   “Well,” Haung smiled, “this was a fortuitous meeting. My next step was to organise the transportation and I can see nothing wrong with changing the order of my plans around. Here, have some more wine.”
 
   They raised a cup together and began to discuss the amount of wood, distances and costs.
 
   “Master Shing,” said a small boy, wearing the uniform of a waiter, who had approached the table. “Master Bo wonders if he could have a private word with you.”
 
   Haung watched as Shing looked across the room towards a large man dressed in the finest silks in the place.
 
   “Of course, I will be right there.” Shing turned back to Haung, “Forgive me for a moment, I will be right back.”
 
   Haung nodded and smiled as Shing rose from the table and made his way between the rows to reach Master Bo. He continued to watch as Shing and Bo began to speak. Bo was the more expressive, waving his hands and a red hue rose to his face. Haung could not hear the words but when they both stopped speaking and looked over at him, he guessed that his cover had been broken. Still, he smiled at them both and gave Master Bo a small bow, a mere nod of the head but respectful nonetheless. They both walked over to him.
 
   “My apologies, Honoured Haung, but I must go,” Shing said, his hands clasped together in front. “Master Bo has made me aware of a potential opportunity that I must act quickly upon. Perhaps we can meet again soon to discuss the plans.”
 
   “Of course, Master Shing, I would be delighted to…” Haung began.
 
   Shing nodded and turned away, hurrying towards the door. Haung stood and went to follow but Master Bo moved to block his path.
 
   “I am afraid your discussion will have to wait, Master Haung.” Bo’s hands were held loosely at his side but Haung noted the veins that stood proud through the olive skin, pulsing quickly, a reflection of Bo’s heart rate. 
 
   Haung gave a slight bow and stepped to the side to go around Bo.
 
   “Perhaps we can discuss your plans,” Bo said, moving to block Haung’s way once more.
 
   “Move aside, Master Bo,” Haung said in a dead voice.
 
   “Make me,” Bo replied, his hands forming into meaty fists.
 
   Haung brought his left hand up to his face. On its upraised palm a small quantity of blue powder which, with sharp exhalation, he blew into Bo’s face. The effect was immediate. Bo took a step back and struggled to raise his hands up to his face. The large man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell in a clattering heap to the floor. 
 
   Haung stepped over the fallen fat man and raced towards the door, wrenching it open and darting out into the sunshine. He squinted and looked up at the rooftops. His fellow Jiin-Wei pointed down the street. Haung set off in pursuit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   “I don’t have a knife,” Zhou said.
 
   “You can’t lie to me,” said the serving girl, “not in here. For instance, your right hand is, as we waste time discussing this, gripping the hilt of the very knife you claim not to have. So, let it go and come with me, if you want to live.”
 
   Zhou stared deep into her brown eyes, seeking the truth. She returned the stare, unblinking, and he let go of the hilt.
 
   “There, that’s better. Now follow me.” The girl stood and turning her back to him walked away. He hurried to follow.
 
   They passed by the crowd of men who, still arguing about the poster and the soldiers, paid them no mind. In the corner of the inn was a small door that was visible to Zhou only now that he was so close. As she approached, the door swung open without a sound. Zhou, the taller of the two, could see, beyond the door, a staircase leading downwards.
 
   Must be the cellar, he thought. Once she has got me down there, there’ll be no escape route.
 
   “You’ll be quite safe,” she said without turning, “the door only opens from the inside for others and the outside only for me.”
 
   With no better option, Zhou followed her down the narrow stairs. The wooden walls here glowed with a soft green light, and there were no candles, lanterns or other forms of illumination. He watched the girl descend ahead of him. One hand brushing the wall as though she was dipping it into a lake from the side of a slow moving boat. Where her fingers touched the wall the green glow rippled and pulsed. The more he watched, the more it looked as though the ripples were not moving away but being draw toward her hand. His eyes narrowed and he directed his focus at the wall, he reached out his own hand towards the wall.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” she said, but he ignored her.
 
   The moment the tip of his finger made contact with the wood he yelped in pain and snatched back his hand. He placed the burned finger in his mouth and tried to suck away the pain.
 
   “I told you not to,” and there was laughter in her voice.
 
   Zhou glared at her back while he blew cool air onto the burnt skin.
 
   “It doesn’t know you. If every stranger you met poked and prodded you, I bet you’d react in some way,” she said. “We’re almost at the bottom.”
 
   “You talk like the stairs are alive,” he said.
 
   “They are,” her answer began, “and not just the stairs, the whole inn is alive. I thought you knew.”
 
   “Why should I know?” he replied.
 
   “As soon as you walked in, I knew that you were alive.”
 
   He shook his head, “Of course you did. I am alive.”
 
   “No, you are alive,” she stressed the last word. “All those other men in the inn, they have life but are not alive. They walk, talk, eat, drink, reproduce, but they are not truly alive. They do not see or feel.”
 
   The stair way came to an end and before him a large room opened up. The room was more than twice his height and larger than the floor of the inn above. The walls were not the brick, or wood, he had expected. Instead, rising from floor to ceiling, were twisting, intertwining roots and tendrils. Perhaps, he pondered, it should be the other way around, the roots fell from the ceiling to the floor. The floor was a carpet of roots and he saw that, wherever the girl trod, the roots rose to meet the fall of her feet. Underneath his own, they were still and immovable.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said and she turned to face him. Zhou took an involuntary step backwards. The girl’s eyes, deep brown upstairs, had taken on the green glow of the walls. More than that, filaments of browns, yellows and red, all the colours of autumn fell like rain through her irises.
 
   “Don’t you?” she said. “Then open your senses, open the eyes of your spirit and look around you.”
 
   Zhou took a calming breath and sought, within his mind and heart, the spirit of the animal he had bonded with. The process was still not natural to him and it took him a few moments but when his thoughts touched the spirit, a swell of joy crashed over him. His eyes opened and looked at his surroundings. But what he saw in his spirit enhanced vision was confusing. Draped across everything, he could see a second layer. Zhou relaxed into the vision, just as the Bear had taught him, and the two merged into one.
 
   The scent of the forest wormed its way up his nostrils and he took a deep breath, the taste of green life, of oak and pine, grass and herb. The air was fresh and cleansing. He took another breath and a surge of energy rose from his lungs into his brain, thoughts scattering and reforming, renewed and alive.
 
   “You see it now?” she said, her voice like a bird’s mating call on a spring morning. “You feel it. This is alive.” 
 
   Memories of Wubei came to the fore of his mind. Playing with his child in the courtyard, the kite he had made for him, the kiss goodbye in the mornings, the awkward run and scoop into the return-from-work embrace, the warm embrace of his family, his wife’s smile and her smooth skin at the end of the day.
 
   “Stop it,” he choked.
 
   “No.” Her voice was a winter storm. “Understand life. You have lived, loved, lost and now live again. You are young and have suffered but you do not understand. You have the chance to live for hundreds of years, if you desire it. You have the spirit to do so. You will love and suffer again. You will know joy and heartache, trust and betrayal, the good and bad of all life.”
 
   The attack on Wubei. The screams of the injured and dying. Faces of friends, stilled and lifeless. The wreckage of his house, of his family. The fires of the first night, the charnel smoke of human flesh.
 
   “Stop it,” he cried and fell to his knees.
 
   “No,” her voice the clap of summer thunder. “You are alive. All those things are yours. They are you. Accept them all and know them all. Then you’ll be ready.”
 
   “No.” His tears splashed down onto the roots. They rose to meet them and carried on rising, climbing over his shoulders and hips. The roots embraced him and drew him down into the heart of the inn.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou bit into the apple. The skin popped as it parted under the sharp edges of his teeth, juice flowed across his tongue and dripped down his chin.
 
   “You’re a dryad,” he stated.
 
   “Of course,” she replied as she nibbled on an apple of her own. “This inn is my tree. It has stood here for over seven hundred years. When men came, I hid. The village grew into a town and I knew I could not hide forever. When they came to my tree I fought, at first. Men died and they called the land cursed. They built around the tree, keeping their distance but the town grew large and I, the tree, was trapped.”
 
   “How did it become an inn?” Zhou asked.
 
   “I made it change. It took some time.” She took another bite of the apple, “I hired some men to do the work, to look as though the inn was built, but it wasn’t. The inn grew over the years, my tree and I took care of that.”
 
   “Haven’t they noticed you don’t age?” Zhou took a sip of the cleanest, most refreshing water he had ever drunk.
 
   “Men come and go, they don’t notice a serving girl,” she answered, “and it is not hard to change my appearance.”
 
   Zhou almost spat out his water as the dryad’s hair changed hue to brown to black and back again, her eyes changed colour to match and her skin tone shifted. 
 
   “Do you still want to kill the Duke of Yaart?” She asked.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   “Then I can help you.”
 
   “Why?” Zhou put the wooden cup down onto the table of roots.
 
   “The duke seeks to expand his holdings to the east, into the forests. The guardian of those is aged and weak. It has asked for my help and I am happy to give it, though there is little I can do from here. However, I can help you to do what I cannot.”
 
   “You really are tied to your tree.” 
 
   “I am the tree and the tree is me. We cannot be separated. I do have some contacts in Yaart who will be willing to help you. I can even get you into the city with little difficulty. Once you are in, you are on your own.”
 
   “Tell me how.” Zhou leant forward, intent on her words.
 
   # # #
 
   “This tunnel leads all the way under the city and out beyond the walls,” the dryad said. “You’ll emerge in a small wooded area and someone will meet you there.”
 
   “Thank you.” Zhou bowed to her.
 
   “You can thank me by killing the duke. I’m sure your family will be proud of you too.” She handed him a pack which he swung onto his back and settled the straps across his shoulders. “There is enough food and water in there for many days, some money and a letter of introduction.”
 
   “A letter?” Zhou queried.
 
   “To a man of power in Yaart. You can read it if you want, it merely details an order the inn placed with a factor in Yaart but, give it to the right man and he will know what it means.”
 
   “What is the man’s name?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered, “and he doesn’t know who I am. That’s how we work, through intermediaries who themselves don’t know one end of the chain to the other.”
 
   “Sounds confusing,” he said.
 
   “It is safer. The Blue Dragon Clan has always operated this way. No one knows anyone more than two or three steps up or down the chain and even then, there are the intermediaries who don’t know they are working for us. In that way, should one get captured only a few are ever at risk and the chain breaks before it can be followed too far.”
 
   “Blue Dragon Clan? A terrorist group,” Zhou spluttered.
 
   “Terrorists?” She stared at him with narrowed eyes and underneath his feet he felt the root floor writhe. “We are the people of this land and we stand up against those in power. Those who abuse their power and don’t listen to the people.”
 
   “You kill people.” Zhou stared back at her.
 
   “So do you,” she stepped toward him. “You have in battle and you want to kill the duke.”
 
   “I want revenge. I want justice for my family. You want power and don’t care who gets in the way.” Red and black began to cloud his vision. His jaw ached and warmth was spreading down his arms, pooling in his fingertips. 
 
   “I don’t want power. I want someone in power who respects the people, who works for them and,” she raised her arms and roots snaked upwards from the floor pinning Zhou’s own arms against his sides, binding his legs together, immobilising him, “yes, people get hurt. But I will not stand aside while a greater number suffer because of the will of a few. I will not hide behind pretty words, promises and treaties. We both know that pretty words get dirty, promises get broken and treaties torn up.”
 
   Zhou struggled in the group of the roots. The more he fought the tighter they became, breathing was becoming difficult and soon the pain in his ribs forced him to admit defeat. He swallowed the beast back down.
 
   “Now, for the moment we have an aim in common.” She lowered her arms and the roots began to relax their constricting grip. “It may not always be that way little Wu but if you come back here, come back with good intentions. In this tree, in this inn, your spirit will not be enough. Come back with the duke dead and we will be friends. The choice, as always, is yours.”
 
   The last of the roots faded back into the tangled mess of the floor. Zhou rubbed his arms and took an experimental deep breath. His ribs creaked as they expanded but there was not the sharp pain of anything broken. “I will kill the duke but I don’t think we will meet again.”
 
   He settled the pack once again and picked up the short staff of wood that she had provided him. The wood was smooth and the staff was just the right length, more than that there was the feeling that the staff was his and there was something else within it. Against his palm he could just detect a slow pulse in the wood, the sap flowing or a heart beating in the rhythm of a long lived tree.
 
   “I thank you for the gift and the chance to avenge my family and city.” He gave her a shallow bow this time.
 
   “Kill him then get yourself off to the Blue Mountain. Learn what you need, expand your vision to see the reality of the world. Then you’ll be back little Wu.” She smiled at him, devoid of the anger a few moments ago. “The trees see the seasons come and go, the years pass and the centuries pile up against each other. They see the patterns in things and my tree tells me there is a pattern here. You will be back.”
 
   Zhou watched her for a moment then turned and headed down the tunnel. 
 
   # # #
 
                 That had been two months ago and now the city of Yaart was slowly coming into view.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Haung barged through the crowd. He tried hard to be considerate, offering apologies where he could but the imperative was to catch the man from the restaurant, Shing.
 
   “Excuse me,” he said to the fruit seller whose stall he knocked into.
 
   There were just too many people in the way to keep a good eye on the fleeing timber merchant. He jinked left and right, walking as quickly as he could through the mass of people.  The influx of refugees had made already crowded streets even more difficult to navigate. Glancing up he could see another Jiin-Wei pointing him in the right direction. He had to catch him soon, before too long Shing would be past the last of the watchers he had set up on every major thoroughfare and then he would be on his own. Should have put a tracking mark on him, he thought.
 
   Without warning the crowd parted in front of him, giving him a good look at Shing. Unfortunately, at that moment, Shing turned around and caught sight of him. Their eyes locked across the transient open space. Haung saw the thoughts play across his quarry’s face; surprise, shock, anger and fear. 
 
   “Stop,” Haung shouted.
 
   Shing turned, ploughed into the crowd as it moved again and the line of sight disappeared.
 
   “Shit.” Haung doubled his speed, no longer caring that he was knocking people out of his way. 
 
   Ahead of him he could hear shouts and curses, a sure sign that Shing was taking even less care than he. Soon he was passing by people picking themselves up, waving fists or talking angrily with a friend or neighbour about the rudeness of some people. Haung followed this un-happy trail, round corners, down streets and through alleyways, always heading further and further away from the help of his fellow Jiin-Wei. 
 
   They passed out of the restaurant and merchant district and through the wealthy residential areas. The streets were less crowded here. Tall walls surrounded the private residences. Set into the walls, double gates with guards either side, their watchful eyes following Shing and Haung as they wended their way through the people on the streets. Haung could see that their hands did not stray far from the swords at their waist but they did not step from their posts to interfere or help. They were not paid to get involved in other’s business.
 
   Then, ahead, Shing turned a corner and Haung lost sight of him for a second. When he raced around the self-same corner, the road ahead was empty. There were small clusters of people further down the road but no more than seven or eight and too far away, Haung judged, to have any part in Shing’s disappearance. Either side of the road, just a few metres ahead, were the gates of the residences and their accompanying guards. Both sets stared straight ahead, giving no sign that anyone had passed them by.
 
   Haung paused and caught his breath. Two things crossed his mind. Firstly, if Shing had entered one of the houses there was no way the guards were going to let him in. It was their job to prevent any trouble for the home owner and whilst he was quite sure he could fight and beat two of the guards, with a little surprise and magic, he was doubly sure the other two would join in on the guards’ side. The unspoken, unwritten, guardsman code or something like that. Secondly, even if he picked the right house he did not know who lived there and would risk causing a problem for the duke. It was generally accepted that rich people’s houses were their own little kingdoms and even the duke only entered them with an invitation, or a very large armed party and a lot of evidence. Neither of which Haung had at his disposal.
 
   Nodding to the two sets of guards, Haung took a moment to scan the road surface and as expected there was nothing to see. He dipped his hand inside his robe and carefully selected a small jar of ointment from one of the pockets sewn into the lining, smearing the contents onto his index finger. Closing his right eye and using a clean finger to pull down the lower lid of his left eye, he swept the ointment across the skin there. Then he closed his left eye. Blossoms of reds and yellows erupted behind his closed eyelids and he winced as his eyes began to water. He clenched his hands into fists and stamped his foot on the cobbles.
 
   A few moments later, he could open his right eye and the world looked just the same as it always had. He took a deep breath and opened his left, just a little. The immediate urge was to close it again but he fought it. The regular world was overlain with a rainbow of colours from deep blue, almost black, to bright reds, oranges and yellows that caused his eyes to sting. Haung took another deep breath and let his eyes adjust to the new sights. The ointment would not last long and it was not a good idea to apply a new dose before a week had passed. As it was, he would have a sore eye through the next day. However, it was a small price to pay for the evidence it gave him now. 
 
   He focused his changed vision on the surface of the road and discovered that it had not been used much. The right hand side was still in shadow and it was a dark, dark blue. The guards had remained at their posts. In his vision, their legs and hands were a dull red, their chests were brighter and their heads glowed the brightest, a vibrant orange. The left hand wall was radiating a deep red though the gate was an almost invisible black. The right hand wall was darker and it would have been impossible to pick out the gates from the walls were it not for the dull red hand print on one of the doors and the smudge of colour on the dark iron pull ring.
 
   I wonder who owns that house, Haung thought, not that it matters. The colours began to bleed from his vision as he turned back the way he had come. He ambled round the corner, following the wall of the suspected hide-away house. Once the guards were out of sight he stopped, spat into his hands and used the moisture to clean the last of the ointment from his eye. 
 
   The walls were close to four men high and constructed of tight mortared brick work with a layer of smooth white plaster over the top. On top of this imposing wall the ridged ceramic tiled roof of one the inside buildings jutted out over the street.  The main residence, Haung knew, would be the building with the south facing door. All the rich courtyard houses in the city had south facing doors, it was considered lucky by the people and that luck was serving Haung as well. The late afternoon sun was fading, a warm day storm was on its way, and dark clouds were encroaching on the sky. Haung waited and watched the door.
 
   # # #
 
   By the time the rain had begun to fall, it was clear that Shing was not going to come out of the home. Haung moved out of shadow he had found under the eaves of a neighbouring building and headed round to the south side of the target house. The plaster was slick with a coating of rain and without damaging the wall, and being heard by all inside, there was no way he could make enough hand and toe holds to climb. There were no windows in the outside wall, another common feature of the city’s rich houses.
 
   Their own little kingdoms, Haung recalled.
 
   Haung stepped back from the wall and took a small scroll of paper from one of the secret pockets. Muttering a few words, he opened the scroll and watched the ink characters flame and vanish. A few seconds later the scroll itself caught light and flared out of existence. Haung squatted down and bounced on his haunches a few times, feeling the magic strengthen his legs. He exhaled sharply and exploded into action.
 
   Three steps carried him across the road and he leapt up at the white plaster wall. His right leg made a solid contact and he allowed it to fold underneath him, a spring under tension. Twisting his body, he used all the stored energy in that leg to push back up and away from the wall, gripping the slick ceramic tiles first with one outstretched hand and then the other, letting the power of his jump carry him up and over the eaves. His legs hit the rake of the roof at the same time, folding once more beneath him. Another leap, backwards this time, up to the highest point of the roof in a tight somersault to land, balanced, on the crest looking down into the courtyard.
 
   The candle glow from the open windows of the building opposite created a garden of rippling flowers on the cobbled courtyard. The shadows of people moving back and forth inside created the garden’s gentle breeze. Haung searched the shadows for guards, or inhabitants, but spied none. He kept his feet flat to the slope of the roof and with great care slid down towards the courtyard. The owner’s penchant for displaying his wealth was a boon as the hips of the roof, the small ridges that led down from the central crest, were decorated with good luck beasts. Bulls to dispel evil, heavenly horses to carry spirits to the jade heaven, seahorses that brought good luck and fortune and, at the head of the procession the symbol of imperial power, a dragon. It was to this last one that Haung clung onto as he leant forward to gaze over the eaves and at the door of the main residence. 
 
   He strained his ears to catch any sounds that would give him a clue to the number of people inside but the patter of rain on the roof frustrated his efforts. The window closest to him was open, however, the angle of observation only allowed him to see a limited area of the floor. He sat back and considered his options. Rainwater was dripping off his nose and his silk robe was beginning to lose its natural water proofing. Before long he would be soaked through but he knew that was no excuse to rush into things.
 
   He flicked one panel of his silk robe over the dragon statue creating a small dry area beneath the cloth. From yet another pocket he drew out a sliver of paper and nubbin of charcoal. Scribing a character, similar to the one he had used at the inn hours earlier, onto the paper and then scrunching it up into a small tight ball he forced it into the end of a finger length hollow tube. The tube he placed between his lips and gripped with his teeth. Then he leant over the eaves once more, head upside down, and spat the small wad of inscribed paper through the open window before pulling himself back up. He used the charcoal to draw a character on the flank of the dragon and covered this with his hand then spoke the command words.
 
   Sounds of clinking cutlery and china were the first things he heard. There were muffled voices, too indistinct to make out. He listened to footsteps coming closer and fought the urge to spin round and attack. The footsteps were in the house, passing the spell paper, and he tried to breathe in a regular rhythm. He heard a door open and suddenly the words were clearer.
 
   “When will he be back?” one voice was saying.
 
   “I don’t know. He doesn’t spend every night here. Sometimes he can be absent for weeks,” said another.
 
   “Did you get a message to him?”
 
   “One has been sent by the usual means but there is no guarantee it will reach him tonight. They don’t fly well in the rain.” 
 
   “I’m worried. I don’t know who it was who followed me but I’ll bet it was one of the duke’s secret police. Are you sure he went away?” said the first voice.
 
   “The guards reported a man, matching your description, go past the gates and head off. They have not seen him since. Shing, calm down, eat something. You are safe in here. The master will get the message and send word or come himself.”
 
   Haung listened for a while longer but had satisfied himself that there was no one else in the building. He removed his hand from the dragon and the spell ended. It was then he noticed that the dragon sculpture was wrong. It should have had a rider, traditionally depicting the emperor. But the rider was absent.  
 
   # # #
 
   Haung lowered himself with infinite care from the roof and dangled, for a second, in front of the open window, before he let go and dropped to the ground. He paused and listened for any change in the courtyard, his eyes picking out any feature or movement that would indicate he had been spotted.
 
   Delicate steps led him up the three stone steps to the door of the house. He placed a soft hand against the door and gave it a gentle push open. Sliding through the small gap, Haung got his first proper look at the inside. Expensive rugs were hung from the walls depicting great battles from ages ago, small lacquered wooden tables supported large decorated vases and statues. He turned left and approached the large door on the main corridor. Through the thick wood of this door he could hear the voices of Shing and the other man. 
 
   Haung wiped a hand through his hair, skimming the water off his forehead and moving strands of hair out of his eyes. He rolled up the sleeves of his robe, freeing his arms and tightened the belt at his waist. Then, suitably fortified, he pushed open the door and strode in. Shing bolted up-right and stumbled away from the table at which he had been sat. The other man sat still and gazed at Haung.
 
   “Who are you to come into my master’s house like this?” The seated man stroked his thin, oiled, beard between forefinger and thumb.
 
   “I am Jiin-Wei and,” Haung pointed, “he is coming with me.”
 
   “Jiin-Wei Haung?” said the seated man and Haung nodded in response. “Interesting that it should be you. You know that you have sealed your wife’s fate tonight.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Haung stepped forward.
 
   “You don’t know whose house you have broken into do you?” The man slid his chair back and stood. “Not surprising I suppose. He is used to hiding his true purpose.”
 
   Haung took another step towards the table, “Tell me.”
 
   “Oh, I rather think you have worked it out but that is not going to matter is it. You’ll be dead before your wife, but you’ll die knowing you can’t save her.” The man backed up another step and Haung saw, behind the table, an announcement gong with the hammer on a stand before it. “The only downside is that he won’t be here to see it but he’ll take some comfort from that thought.”
 
   Haung used the last of the extra power in his legs to leap forward, over the table, and land in front of the man. He struck out with a hard fist. The man reacted with more speed than Haung had suspected and dodged out of the way.
 
   “I’d prefer the guards to deal with you. I do hate getting blood on my evening robes,” the man slid his right foot forward and raised his hands before him, fingers curling into fists, “but I suppose I can spare a few moments.”
 
   Haung backed away a step and checked the room with a quick glance. Shing was to his left, edging towards the door through which Haung had entered. The table and chairs occupied the centre of the room, the gong now to his right and wall hangings covering any other potential exits. He settled into his own fighting stance, left hand low and right hand guarding his face, feet shoulder width apart and pointing towards his opponent. 
 
   Haung stepped to the right, circling to put the gong at his back and to enable him to see both Shing and his enemy clearly. The downside of this, Haung knew, was that he was further from the door and any escape route, or the ability to block the door and bar entry to any reinforcements. 
 
   “You do not,” Haung spoke quiet words into the silence between them, “threaten my wife.”
 
   The man smiled and advanced on Haung. A sharp jab from his opponent’s leading hand was easily parried. The follow-up punch was pushed aside by Haung’s forearm. Haung stepped forward, inside his enemy’s reach, and threw two quick punches at his head. The man skipped back out of range, both of Haung’s fists bruising the air only.
 
   “Not too bad,” the man spoke. “You may actually be worthy of my skills. I have fought and killed Jiin-Wei before and not one has ever come close to beating me. You will fare no better but it will be interesting none the less.”
 
   “Shut up and fight.” Haung stepped forward only for the man to step back out of reach.
 
   “This seems unfair, I know your name and you don’t know mine,” the man smiled. “I am Jing Ke.”
 
   “The assassin,” Haung spat.
 
   “The warrior for hire,” Jing Ke replied.
 
   “The murderer, the terrorist.”
 
   “The guardian, the freedom fighter.” Jing Ke took another step back. “Different sides of the same coin, you and I. It just depends on where you stand and where you are looking from.”
 
   “Never,” Haung said.
 
   “Really, are you that naive?” Jing Ke said, “You kill on the duke’s orders, I kill on the orders of my current master. Both of us get paid for these duties. Surely that is what brings us into this situation tonight.”
 
   “I don’t kill innocent people,” Haung replied.
 
   “Your wife?” Jing Ke said, “In war, whether political, physical, large or small, there are always casualties. That is the way of the world.”
 
   “You are not getting anywhere near my wife.” Haung began advancing.
 
   “Not me. I am going to deal with you, that was always the plan. Your presence here tonight has just moved that forward a few hours. Your wife, well, that is already in hand.” Jing Ke stepped forward, their raised hands almost touching in the centre of the room. “Shing, guard the door.”
 
   Jing Ke struck first. Another jab followed by a harder strike that forced Haung to back up. Then it was all Haung could do to defend himself against the series of rapid fists, elbows and feet that tried to hit him from every angle. Two or three got through and Haung could feel the bruises form on his upper arms and thigh. He leapt back out of range, collected his thoughts and breath.
 
   “Are you going to fight back?” Jing Ke taunted.
 
   Haung skipped forward, leading with a fist strike of his own. Jing Ke raised an arm to block but it had never been Haung’s intent to score a hit with that punch. He pulled the strike up short and instead snapped his right leg out in a straight kick aimed at Jing Ke’s knee. The impact sent the arrogant assassin stumbling backward and Haung tried to capitalise on the opening but his enemy’s defence was back in place, blocking every punch and kick.
 
   Haung’s vision narrowed, a tunnel focused on Jing Ke’s eyes. An exchange of blows and blocks brought them into a close clinch. Jing Ke smacked a knee into Haung’s bruised thigh. In return, Haung drove his forehead down into the stubby nose of Jing Ke. Warm blood, the tang of iron, painted Haung’s face and lips. Jing Ke fell back, spitting blood from his own mouth. Haung wiped his face, smearing the blood onto his robes. 
 
   Jing Ke reached into his own expensive robes and drew forth a dagger which he held point up. Blood dripped down the oiled beard, a rainstorm of red. Haung drew his own dagger from its hidden scabbard in the small of his back. In asymmetry to Jing Ke, Haung reversed his grip, the dagger pointed down and held close to his forearm.
 
   “Whose house is this?” Haung asked.
 
   “You still haven’t worked it out?” Jing Ke spat blood from his mouth as he spoke. “You really are not as intelligent as you should be.”
 
   Jing Ke jumped forward, his dagger extended before him with his full weight behind it. Haung watched it plunge towards his chest and, at the last moment, parried the blow with his left wrist, striking Jing Ke’s forearm and pushing it out wide. The assassin’s momentum carried him onward. Haung crashed his right elbow into the side of Jing Ke’s blood painted face snapping it up and round. Haung reversed his swing and drove the dagger deep into the side of Jing Ke’s neck and withdrew it quickly. Haung twisted his body and struck the stumbling Jing Ke hard in the chest with a straight palm strike, forcing him away. 
 
   Haung stepped back away from the eruption of blood from the dying man’s throat. He dragged in a lungful of air and placed a hand on the back of a chair for support. Then he screamed in pain as a line of agony sliced its way across his lower back. Haung span around, the tightly gripped dagger leading the way and he drove it between Shing’s ribs. The merchant collapsed to the floor, a look of surprise on his face, taking Haung’s dagger with him.  
 
   “Marbu, I am coming for you,” Haung vowed, his own warm blood trickling down his back, sticking the silk robe to his skin, as he turned and crashed through the doors.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   “I’ll leave you here,” the cart driver said.
 
   “Thank you for the ride,” Zhou said as he stepped down from the farmer's cart and took a long look at the city of Yaart.
 
   It was not the same as his first visit all that time ago. The tall towers still poked up above the walls but before them the number of tents had swelled beyond measure. Unlike an army camp, the tents of this new town were placed with no regard to a plan or precision. Some of the fabric homes were made of white canvas and others seemed to be sewn together from whatever the owner could find. As Zhou walked down the straight road approaching the gates, people from either side reached out to him with their wares or bellowed at him from stalls set up in front of the their tents, all trying to sell him trinkets, clothes, and all manner of other goods. A few moments later he realised that, conspicuous by its absence, there was no food for sale.
 
   After that he focused his gaze beyond the hawkers and sellers to see the truth of the town. The pathways between the tents were slick with mud and small puddles had collected in depressions. Here and there, and usually cowering against the base of a tent, a brave clump of grass poked above the mud. The people of the tent town moved along these paths occasionally stopping to converse with one another in dialects and languages that Zhou did not know, recognise or understand. They all looked downcast but, by their stares and glances, he could feel the strength in the people. These were the resilient people, those who had not already died.
 
   Zhou paused near a small opening in the tents. On the little piece of clear land, a crowd of children sat peacefully listening to a young woman. Though he could not hear the words above the noise from the street he could recognise the activity taking place, a class. The woman was the teacher and the children her pupils. In all of this, he wondered, who would have time to set up a school.
 
   The young woman raised her hand, palm outwards, stalling any questions from the children and then she looked up at Zhou. He shuffled his feet and glanced away before looking back to see if she was still staring at him with those dark brown eyes. She was still sat calmly gazing at him and now the seated class had turned their attention to him as well. He bowed and she returned it with a small smile. He was about to turn away when she touched both her eyes and then the middle of her forehead with one finger. Without further comment she turned back to her class and resumed teaching.
 
   That was a little strange, Zhou thought. But he could not get those dark eyes out of his mind. He loitered, waiting to see if there was anything else but the woman was fully focused on her class. 
 
   He rubbed his thumb along the dryad’s gifted staff and turned a slow full circle, taking in the atmosphere, the sounds, the smell of smoke and the people of tent town. There was something missing and it was teasing the edge of his mind. Back the way he had come the older children were running round, playing a game. One of them fell into the stall of a clothes seller, spilling the clothes from the table and onto the mud below. Zhou waited for the angry shouts but none came. Instead, the children all clustered around and helped the seller dust down and clean up the clothes before re-stacking them.
 
   Zhou pictured a market seller in Wubei and imagined his reaction to a child ruining his stall. The thought of the stall owner shouting at the children, chasing them with a stick he kept handy for just such an occurrence, made Zhou chuckle. That would have been the normal reaction in his town. He listened to all noises of the street and, whilst there were raised voices, there were no angry shouts or arguments.
 
   Zhou took a deep breath and closed his eyes, sinking into his mind and reaching, summoning, the spirit to him. When he opened his eyes a few seconds later, the world had changed. A thin film of blue covered everything. Where his gaze rested on the people, he could see bright sparks of blue in the centre of their bodies. Some sparks were brighter than others but everyone had one. When he focused on the sparks, he could just make out smoky filaments that drifted from one person’s spark to another’s. There was a faint web of interconnected sparks throughout the whole area of tent town he could see.
 
   He turned back to the woman and the class. Each child’s spark was connected by delicate strands of blue to all the children around them and from each child a stronger thread connected them to the teacher. When his gaze rested on her, he recoiled in shock. The young woman was still there but surrounding and overlaying her features, the shape of an animal, a panda.
 
   She dismissed the class and walked over to him, “The Bear spoke of a new one, but I understood that you were going to the mountain?”
 
   “You know Boqin?” He felt stupid asking the question.
 
   “Of course I do,” she smiled. Haung could see her human teeth underneath the sharp, blue tinted transparent canines of the Panda. She pointed, “The Mountain is that way.”
 
   Zhou turned his head to look, an automatic reaction, realising as he did so, that he would never be able to see the mountain from here. Yet, in the direction she pointed, he could see a large, bright blue flame on the far horizon.
 
   “I can see it,” he said.
 
   “And why are you not heading there?” she asked.
 
   “I have something to do first,” he stated.
 
   “Revenge won’t bring them back.” The black panda fur around her already dark eyes matched her tone of sadness.
 
   “I know.” He closed his eyes and swallowed the spirit back down, “But it is something I have to do.”
 
   “I will not help you and wish that you would turn aside from this path, but I can see that you are set upon it,” she said, the spectre of the Panda now gone from her face. “If you survive your attempt, I can give supplies enough to reach the mountain.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Good luck,” she turned away as she spoke and disappeared amongst the tents. It was then he realised he had not asked her name.
 
   # # #
 
   “You’ll have to turn your pack out for a search,” the guard said.
 
   “Of course.” Zhou began unpacking bottles of ink, sheaves of paper, pouches of fine sand which the guards poked grubby fingers into. “As I said, I am a scribe seeking work in the city. I also picked up a commission on the way to deliver a letter to a prominent businessman in Yaart.”
 
   “Let’s see the letter,” the second guard said.
 
   “Here it is.” Zhou handed over the scroll. “Do you know where I can find him?”
 
   He watched as the guard unfurled the letter and began to read. Like his own city, he swallowed hard at the thought; all guards must be able to read.
 
   “All seems in order.” The first guard indicated he could re-pack his materials, “You’ll find Meng Li in the merchant quarters. His warehouse and shop are decorated with a large cart and you’ll see his name above the door. Good luck.”
 
   Zhou nodded to the guards and made his way into the city proper. Wooden buildings, at the most three storeys high, bordered the bustling road. Here the noise was different from that of the tent town and as he walked he let the spirit vision come into his eyes. A cart driver arguing with a shop owner. Small ragged boys stealing fruit and pastries from another shop. Ladies shopping, picking at cloth and turning up their noses at other groups of women who paraded by. Hawkers reaching out to pinch his sleeve, attempting to drag him into their shops. All of them had the glow of spirits but they were contained, shielded and self-contained. There were none of the spirit threads to connect the people together. He felt sad for them, but also for his own city.
 
   “We’ve lost so much,” he muttered.
 
   “Lost are you, Sir?” A small round face with dark almond shaped eyes looked up at him. “Perhaps I can help you. Where or who you looking for? Just got into the city? I can guide you. For some silver, I’ll take you where you want to go. Bit more and I can get you a girl, clean girl, none of the street walkers but someone special. Can get you some nga-pin too, if you want. I can get you anything.”
 
   Zhou stopped, “Nga-pin?”
 
   “It’ll cost you,” the little lad said, “but I know where to get it.”
 
   “What? Why would I want bird droppings?”
 
   Now it was the boy’s turn to look confused and then the small face broke into a smile. “Where you been? Out in the country? It means Hop. You know, Opium.”
 
   “I’m not ill.” Zhou knew what opium was, back in his own town it was a popular medicine for folks with aches and pains.
 
   “No, you mix with the tobacco and smoke it.” The boy fell into step as Zhou resumed his journey.
 
   “Why?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Lots of folks are doing it. Comes up the road from Xianggang.” An answer that left Zhou none the wiser.
 
   “Can you get me to this warehouse?” Zhou gave the boy the name and description. “I might need you again after.”
 
   “Easy,” and Zhou saw a mercenary glint in the boy's eyes. “You got silver?”
 
   Zhou nodded and pressed a small silver coin into the boy’s palm.
 
   “This way then.” The boy sped up and then turned around. “You want some hop too?”
 
   “No. Least, not yet.” Zhou waved the boy onwards. 
 
   # # #
 
   The factor read the letter and directed Zhou onwards to a cloth merchant who in turn pointed him in the direction of another. Without his young guide Zhou would have been lost, as the pattern repeated itself six times before he finally got directions to a house in one of the more upmarket parts of town.
 
   “It’s getting dark and I reckon there's rain on the way. You got a place to stay tonight?” the boy asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Zhou said. “You know a good place?”
 
   “I know lots of places. Not all of them nice or good,” the boy smiled. “How much you got to spend?”
 
   “Somewhere I can get a good night’s sleep and just sleep. Nothing else.” Zhou made sure the boy understood.
 
   “Well, if you’re sure. There’s an inn not far from here that’s pretty good and not too pricey. Want me to take you?”
 
   “Is it going to cost me more?” Zhou asked.
 
   “Well, you could buy me some food. We’ve been walking a long time. Promise you, I’ll take you to the house straight after. In that district the streets are pretty safe at night and it’s not too far,” the boy said and Zhou nodded his agreement.
 
   # # #
 
   By the time they had finished their dinner the city was dark. The boy guided him down streets well lit by lanterns and though it was quieter now there were still a number of people going about their business. He passed patrols of soldiers as he followed the boy towards the address the last person in the chain had given them.
 
   “Lot of soldiers about,” Zhou said.
 
   “Keeps the road safe,” the boy responded. “Least they do for the rich people in the rich parts of town. Other areas, you won’t see a guard for days unless something has happened or someone needs arresting. Then lots of them come.”
 
   “How far now?” Zhou asked as they passed yet another featureless white plaster wall.
 
   “Just round the next corner,” the boy pointed toward to the junction ahead.
 
   They turned the promised corner and came to a halt. Just a little way ahead Zhou could see two gates, one on either side of the road. The gate on the right was closed and two guards, both leaning on long tasselled spears, were stationed beneath lanterns. The gate on the left was unguarded and looked open.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” the boy said with a quaver in his voice.
 
   “Why?” But Zhou could feel it too. The nagging sensation that something was not right. He took another look at the guards to the right. They were both watching the opposite gate carefully and under the lantern glow he could see frowns upon their faces. He started walking towards the open gate.
 
   “This is wrong,” the boy pulled at his sleeve. “Guards never leave their posts.”
 
   Zhou dipped into his sleeves and extracted some more coins which he pressed into the boy’s hands. “Thank you for the guide. Now, go home.”
 
   Before the boy could answer, a figure barrelled out of the open gate. The two guards drew themselves up and readied their spears but the figure ignored them. Clutching its side the newcomer turned and ran towards Zhou and the boy. Zhou pushed his young guide out of the way and tried to call the spirit to him. The figure growled as it closed and with a rough, uncaring hand shoved Zhou aside.
 
   Rubbing his shoulder, certain a bruise would not be long in coming from the impact with the wall, Zhou regained his feet in time to see the man disappear round the corner.
 
   “You hurt?” the boy asked him.
 
   “Only a bruise. You?” Zhou asked but he could see the boy staring at the shoulder he was not rubbing and Zhou looked at it. A red hand shape was imprinted on the material of the robe. He pulled the material away from his skin to get a better look. “I’m fine. I think it was his.”
 
   “Let’s go. The patrols will be here soon and I don’t want to spend the rest of the night explaining to them that we weren’t involved.” The boy pulled at his sleeve again.
 
   “I can’t. I’ve got to go in and find the man I was looking for.” Zhou waved the boy away. “Go home.”
 
   As he moved towards the gate one of the guards stepped forward.
 
   “We’ve sent a runner for the patrols. Best you don’t go in,” he said.
 
   Zhou nodded to him but ignored the advice and stepped in through the gate. The courtyard was divided into four quarters. Two, at diagonals, were expensively tiled to produce patterns that, in the flickering light, were hard to make out. Of the other two, the closest was a rocky herb garden and the furthest an ornamental pond. In the pond, a man floated face down and amongst the herbs another laid sprawled out staring up at the clouded sky. 
 
   All of the doorways on the raised wooden walkway that surrounded the courtyard were closed apart from the one directly ahead. A face appeared at a window to his left and it quickly vanished from view. A servant, he thought. He reached for the spirit and let it come to him, feeling the animal fill him and assume his form. His nostrils picked up the iron tang of spilt blood, the taint of fear on the gentle breeze. The courtyard brightened and now he could make out the dragon design on the tiles and its reflection in the roof decoration.
 
   “Zhou, we should go.” The boy’s voice sounded behind him and Zhou turned. The young boy’s face blanched and he staggered backwards, turned and fled through the gates.
 
   Zhou rolled his sleeves up, away from his hands, as he prowled the courtyard, heading towards the open door. A trail of blood, small spatters and tiny puddles, indicated the direction the man had fled from. Zhou followed them back to the source. He stepped over another man's body lying in the doorway and entered the inner room. There was only one other occupant whose expensive robes were ruined by the lake of blood it lay face down in.
 
   Zhou reached out a hand and turned him over. As the head lolled, Zhou saw the deep wound in the man's neck and the crushed nose on his face. He quickly searched the body and found absolutely nothing. The whole chain of people had led to this, a literal dead end. There was no-where else to go but the castle and no one to help him. He was on his own.
 
   The clatter of metal and armour from outside made him turn sharply. He raced from the room and out into the courtyard. Five patrol soldiers had entered the courtyard. Two were checking each body and the fifth, the one giving orders, was blocking the gateway.
 
   “Stop him,” the leader shouted and pointed at Zhou. The other guards raised themselves from their inspection of the dead, drew their swords and advanced on him. 
 
   The escape route through the gate was blocked and Zhou had no intention of getting caught tonight. He ran at the soldiers and then, at the last second, changed direction and leapt on spirit infused legs up onto the roof of house. Despite the shouts and threats from below he jumped again, down into the street and sped away. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Haung stumbled up the street. Ahead, he could see the gate to the castle and through it the route to ensuring his wife’s safety. He could still feel the pain from the wound on his back but the blood had ceased flowing.
 
   “Jiin-Wei?” One of the castle guards had spotted him.
 
   “Let me through.” Haung straightened as much as the pain would allow. “I must report to Commander Weyl.”
 
   “You’re hurt. I’ll sender a runner to get a healer.” The guard handed his spear to a comrade and stepped forward to help Haung.
 
   Haung raised his hand, “No need. My news is too important to wait on a healer. Send a message to the Captain of the Guard. Ask him to station guards throughout the castle immediately. I have news of an assassin.”
 
   The guard saluted, “Right away. I’ll do it myself.”
 
   Haung staggered through the gate and into the castle proper. The guard. having reclaimed his spear, raced off without waiting for him. Haung passed the second gateway and into the large open courtyard. Straight ahead, the tiered central keep reached up towards the dark clouds. Branching either side were the administration buildings and to his right and left the soldiers’ barracks. Haung’s destination was the other side, in buildings set aside for officers and other functionaries who ran the castle proper.
 
   “Marbu, I am coming for you,” he muttered.  Haung walked across the courtyard with an itch between his shoulder blades expecting, any second, an arrow to steal the last of his life. The troops on the battlements were all looking out onto the town and those patrolling the courtyard did not approach him, but still the itch remained.
 
   Haung’s legs ached as he climbed the steps, a much longer journey than he could ever remember, up to the main door. The guards stationed at the top moved to help but he waved them away. Instead of turning towards Commander Weyl’s office he went the opposite way, towards Jiao and his child.
 
   The atmosphere of the castle was changing with every step. The news of his return, and the manner of it, had raced ahead of him. The corridors were becoming busier as more and more soldiers took up their positions. The guard had carried out his orders and at least the duke would be safe and, hopefully, the guards in the corridors would stop Marbu carrying out the murder of his family.
 
   # # #
 
   “Who is it?” The voice was muffled by the wooden door.
 
   “Jiao, it’s me.” Haung lent on the wall next to the door, “Let me in, quickly.”
 
   The wooden door opened a crack and Haung saw Jiao’s suspicious eyes peering through. There was a gasp and then the door was wrenched open and Haung almost fell into her arms as she helped him inside.
 
   “Lock and bar the door.” Haung lowered himself onto a stool, wincing as the cut on his back was pulled open again. Jiao followed his commands. “Jiao, we need to leave.”
 
   “What’s happened?” She started to slip the wooden toggles from the hoops on his robe.
 
   “Marbu is behind the attacks on the duke.” He gave a sharp intake of breath as the slit and bloody robe was pulled away from the wound. “I killed one of his assassins tonight but there are others and they could already be in the castle. Someone will be coming here to kill you and the baby. The assassin told me they would. We have to leave.”
 
   “You’re hurt. Let me wash the wound.”
 
   “Jiao, later.” He tried to turn and face her but was brought up short by a grimace of pain.
 
   “Husband, we need you to live. The wound needs treating and you’re no good to us dead. It won’t take long.” He could hear Jiao bustling around behind him. “Go and lay face down on the bed. But be quiet, the baby is still asleep.”
 
   Haung paused by the bed, looked down at his sleeping child and smiled. The bed cover was soft and warm against his bare skin, the mattress gave under his weight and he realised how tired he was.
 
   “Don’t you go to sleep, Haung,” Jiao said as she swabbed the blood away from the wound on his back. “You’ve got fibres from your robe in the cut. I’ll have to get them all out or it will get infected.”
 
   “How deep?” Haung asked. The absence of the robe, the cool water on his skin and the gentle breeze were quenching the burning pain.
 
   “More blood than anything. It needs sewing up though. You should see a healer. I’ve got the tweezers but,” Jiao said, “this is going to hurt a bit.”
 
   “No time, Jiao. I’m sorry,” and he placed his palms on the bed to push himself up.
 
   “Make time,” she said and pushed him back down again.
 
   Haung clenched his jaws together as Jiao began to pick out the fibres from the wound. Jiao’s tweezers were a kingfisher dancing across a lake, dipping its sharp beak in here and there snatching up fish from just below the rippled surface. He gripped the bed covers hard and buried his forehead in the soft mattress, smothering his cries and whimpers.
 
   “Done,” she said finally and he felt the wash of cool water again.
 
   Haung edged off the bed and stood up feeling slightly lightheaded. Jiao passed him a bowl of wine which he drank in one great gulp.
 
   “Help me with the bandage,” he asked his wife and together they wound tight layers of bandages around his middle. “Now, pack a bag. We need to get moving.”
 
   Haung dragged a pair of lose cotton trousers, a silk tunic and leather vest out of the wardrobe and struggled into them whilst Jiao busied herself with the packing. Last of all, he picked up a belt sewn with lots of little leather pouches and buckled it around his waist.
 
   “You’ll have to carry him,” he said to Jiao. “I’ll protect you both.” He reached into the wardrobe one more time and pulled out his scabbarded Jian Sword. “Ready?”
 
   Jiao picked up their still sleeping child and held him close, “Ready.” 
 
   # # #
 
   Haung left the room first, checking left and right down the corridor. It was empty. He beckoned Jiao to follow.
 
   “The main gate will be locked down now but I have another route in mind,” Haung said and began to move off down the corridor, sword in hand.
 
   Two soldiers came round the corner and a step behind them, Marbu.
 
   “Going somewhere, Jiin-Wei Haung?” Marbu said. “The commander would like a word with you.”
 
   Haung backed up a step, “Jiao, get back into the room and lock the door,” he whispered.
 
   “But...” Jiao began.
 
   “Don’t argue, please.” Haung drew his sword from the scabbard and slid into a defensive stance, right foot extended, sword arm straight, point aimed at the soldiers, “I am going nowhere with you.”
 
   “I warned the commander of your treachery, Haung.” Marbu waved the soldiers forward, “And now you will pay the price.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   The last thing Zhou did before leaving the inn was to pick up the Dryad’s staff. The tingle on his palm as he gripped the smooth wood was reassuring. Everything else he owned and would need he shoved into a small bag that he left at the foot of the bed. He locked the door from the inside and then opened the small window in the far wall. It looked out over the wooden roof of the stable upon which he landed with a low thump. He waited for any change in the noise coming from the inn or stables that would indicate someone was coming to investigate, but after a few moments he was sure they had carried on as before. Creeping to the edge, he looked down to ensure the coast was clear and then lowered himself to the ground.
 
   The late night streets were quiet and Zhou, resting the short staff on his shoulders, walked along them, towards the castle, trying to appear confident, as though he belonged. If a patrol came near he would nod to them and, often as not, he received a nod back, occasionally a smile too. The castle itself was not too distant and Zhou knew, from his guide, that he would not have to traverse the poorer and more dangerous areas of the town. Beneath the rich silk robe he had purchased earlier with the last of the dryad’s silver and gold he was sweating. The robe, chosen for its length as much as its style and function as a disguise, covered the darker, tighter clothing that he had selected for the real purpose of tonight. 
 
   The closer he came to the castle complex, the more frequent the patrols became. He noticed a change in the soldiers too. They did not smile at him now, their eyes were more concerned with the shadowed areas which the lanterns did not illuminate. Hands never strayed far from the handle of swords or loosened their grip on haft of spear. He sweated even more.
 
   “Excuse me, Sir.” The next patrol he met stopped him. “It would be best if you went home now, Sir. The hour is late and it is not safe to walk the streets at this hour. Even this close to the castle, footpads and rascals have been known to operate.”
 
   “It has always been safe before, Captain,” Zhou said.
 
   “Corporal,” the soldier said. “But ever since the refugees turned up the streets haven't been as they were. Best you were at home, Sir. Have your servants fix you a drink and relax. There is more rain on the way, prime conditions for a footpad to operate.”
 
   “Good advice, Sergeant.” Zhou smiled and nodded to the soldier, “Seems to be a few more patrols out tonight than I am used to seeing. Something happening?”
 
   “Nothing unusual, Sir. Just want to make the streets safe for honest people like yourself,” and Zhou noted the slight frown appearing on the soldier’s face. “Now, I must insist that you make your way home. I can have a guard escort you, if you’d like?”
 
   Zhou read that as ‘keep an eye on you’ and bowed politely to the soldier, “No need, Captain, no need. I can see you have your duties to do. I’ll heed your advice and go home for a relaxing drink. Good might to you.”
 
   The soldier returned the bow, “And to you, Sir.”
 
   Zhou tapped the staff on the cobbles as he walked away, a gentleman with a cane, and turned the corner at the end of the street, moving away from the castle. He walked and tapped until he was sure the soldiers were out of hearing distance and then picked up the pace back towards the castle.
 
   There were more patrols but by being careful, patient and sticking to the shadows he made it closer and closer to the castle walls without being stopped again. The height of the buildings decreased as he neared the walls, from three storeys down to one and the last hundred paces were empty of structures. The wide open space was well lit by the lanterns on the castle walls and regularly patrolled by guards.
 
   Zhou perched on the roof of a two storey house three or four streets back from the walls. The expensive robe had been rolled up and wedged beneath the eaves. From here, he could see the patrols go round and round, maybe just enough time between to make a dash across the killing ground before the walls without being spotted. Certainly, he thought, not enough time to cross the distance and scale the walls before the next patrol came into sight. To add to his troubles, there were guards on the walls as well. He sat and watched the guards go round and round. The walls so close and so far out of reach. 
 
   As he considered and discarded options he saw a soldier race up to the two who were currently patrolling his side of the wall. They had, from the gesticulations of the newcomer, a heated conversation. Then, all three turned and ran back the way the messenger had come from. 
 
   Zhou slid to the edge of the roof, lowered himself down onto the balcony below and then once more to the street. Calling the spirit he felt it infuse his limbs with strength and speed, his vision blurred and then sharpened. Night was almost as clear as day. He sped through the last few streets and, after a quick glance left and right, across the open space of the killing field. He expected a shout of alarm at any moment and breathed a small sigh of relief as he pressed himself up against the stone wall.
 
   The wall towered over him, looking much higher than it had from the roof of the house. He slipped two climbing claws out of the small bag, a gift from the dryad, and slipped them over his hands. The staff he secured to his back by wrapping dark material round and round his torso. Taking a cleansing breath, he held the spirit close and began to scale the wall, ears straining to pick up the footsteps of the guards above.
 
   The small claws found the spaces between the blocks or hooked into the mortared joints. Without them, climbing the wall would have been all but impossible, the stones too tightly fitted for a finger or toe to make a secure hold. Zhou’s feet found just enough friction and purchase to take a little weight off his arms but by the time he neared the top they were tired and aching. He hung still for a moment and tried to breathe without making a sound. Sure that no guard was marching close by, he slipped over the top and immediately leapt from the walkway to the roof of the building ten paces away, legs absorbing the impact. One slate tile began to slide and he snapped a hand out, catching it before it fell. He held the tile close and lay flat against the sloping roof.
 
   In the shadow between the lanterns above and below, Zhou was thankful for the rest. He placed the climbing claws into the bag, pushed the betraying tile back into position and spent a few moments rubbing some life back into his arms. Then he took his first look at the interior of the castle. The tall keep stood in the centre, the different floors marked by the outstretched, upsweeping arcs of their tiled roofs. Between Zhou and the keep were regular spaced buildings, all of the same length, arranged on a grid pattern. The pathways between each building were lit by lanterns hanging down from eaves. There was no way to walk along those without being noticed. The roofs it is, he decided.
 
   Staying low and placing each foot with care, he crept along the edge of the roof. Guards and other people, administrators by the paper and scrolls they carried, hurried along the pathways below him. No one looked up, too intent on their tasks. He studied his chosen route. Five buildings to leap between, five roofs to scurry along and the keep to enter, all without being noticed. He sat back on his haunches and tried to re-think his approach. Quite clearly the castle was too busy for a stealthy entry and search. I’ll be spotted in a second and then the whole castle will be on the lookout for me, he thought, there has to be way.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou fell in behind an administrator carrying a wooden box full of scrolls. His own arms were laden down with scrolls and a scholar's robe covered the dark clothes, the unfortunate previous owner would wake in a few hours with a large bruise and a headache to match. He kept his head down as they approached the guarded door to the keep.
 
   “Halt and state your business,” the guard said, barring the pathway with his spear.
 
   “Reports for the Fang-shi,” the administrator in front said and, shifting the box slightly, managed to raise his left hand to the guard. In turn, the guard examined the hand and then let him pass.
 
   “State your business.” The guard now spoke to Zhou.
 
   “Reports for,” Zhou paused for a second, “the Guard Captain.”
 
   “Show me,” the guard said.
 
   “If you take the top scroll off,” Zhou began.
 
   “Not the scrolls,” the guard sighed. “The ring.”
 
   “The ring?” Zhou’s mind raced. Is that what the last administrator had showed? “I can’t let go of these scrolls, they’ll fall everywhere and be ruined.”
 
   “I need to see the ring before I can let you in,” the guard said and then he turned to the other guard who had stayed by the door. “Always one, isn’t there.”
 
   “Really, I have it,” he lied. Zhou recalled stripping the unconscious administrator and spotting  dark ring on the man’s left hand, assuming it was just a display of wealth. “If you could just bend down and look. I can’t move my hands and drop this load. I would be in so much trouble.”
 
   The guard sighed and did as Zhou had asked, “Too bloody dark to see a thing.”
 
   “It is there,” Zhou pleaded.
 
   “Go on,” the guard sighed again and stepped back. “But when you come back through here I want to see that ring.”
 
   “Of course,” Zhou bobbed his head several time, “Of course. Thank you. Thank you.”
 
   “Get a move on then.” The guard waved him on, shaking his head at the same time.
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou turned another corner, completely lost in the maze of the keep. The new corridor ahead was wide, and the thick wooden doors at the end were ajar. He shuffled down the corridor, still juggling the load he carried, towards the two guards stationed outside. His spirit enhanced ears picked out voices coming from inside.
 
   “I tell you, Commander, there is no chance that an assassin can get through the guards we have deployed.” The voice was deep and stirred Zhou’s memory. “The Fang-shi have laced the courtyard and walls with seals and alarms. The Jiin-Wei sweeping the corridors.”
 
   “I’d feel better with more stationed around yourself,” a second voice, “at least until we have Haung’s full report. Where is that man, he should have been here by now.”
 
   “The guard who carried his message said Jiin-Wei Haung was injured. He was probably more in need of a healer than he suspected.”
 
   “He told the guard he was coming to you. Can you not find him, my Lord?” the second voice said.
 
   The duke. Zhou tightened his grip on the box of scrolls before he dropped them and rushed in to fulfil his need for vengeance. 
 
   “You know I cannot. I’ve met very few like him. His shield is strong. But he is loyal and trusted. I would not make such a man the Captain of my Bodyguard without being able to trust him. It is his very independence of thought that makes him so valuable to me. He will be here commander. Come, have a drink, calm your nerves.”
 
   “Marbu offered, and I have sent him to collect young Haung. Wound or not, his report is vital to your safety. His first duty is to you.” There was the sound of glass on glass and the gurgle of liquid pouring.
 
   Zhou took a deep breath and approached the guards, “Reports for the commander and duke.”
 
   “Wait here,” the first guard said before turning to his compatriot, “Watch him.”
 
   The second guard moved to block Zhou’s advance as the first opened the door wider and entered. Zhou nodded to the guard left watching him, “Terribly busy night.”
 
   “Suppose you aren’t used to working this late,” the guard responded.
 
   “Oh no,” Zhou said. “Scribing reports in the dark, even by candle and lantern light, is bad for your eyes.”
 
   Before the guard could say anything else the first returned, “Go in but don’t stay long.”
 
   Zhou gave both guards a small bow and entered the great hall. At the far end two men stood at a table over-flowing with paper. A second table lay a little further away with a bottle of dark liquid and several glasses resting on it. The back wall of the room was covered by a large curtain on a raised dais and, at the highest point of the room, the duke’s throne. Zhou kept his head low as he walked towards the table, trying hard to contain the spirit as it bubbled upwards, the scent of its prey on the air.
 
   “Just put them over there.” The commander spoke without looking up from his reading.
 
    “Any news of,” the duke looked up from his own scroll and the words stuck in his throat.
 
   Zhou dropped the scrolls, drew the short staff, charged forward and struck a clubbing blow at the nearest target. Commander Weyl was in the act of turning and rising when it caught  him at the juncture of neck and shoulder. His eyes, turned towards Zhou in surprise, clouded over and he toppled off the chair.
 
   The duke backed up in one fluid leap, landing on the steps of the dais. Zhou stalked around the table to confront him.
 
   “Well, well, well,” the duke smiled. “The diplomat. Have you come join the rest of the people of Wubei in death?”
 
   Zhou let the contained spirit burst forth. Energy poured into every limb, and anger rose like magma from his stomach and drenching his mind in the searing heat of rage. He snarled, “I’ve come to kill you.”
 
   “A Wu?” the duke’s eyes widened. “Well, well, this should be interesting.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
   “My treachery?” Haung spat, “You're the traitor, Marbu. I've been to your house. I’ve met Jing Ke. I killed him.”
 
   “Interesting lies, former Jiin-Wei Haung but there is a warrant for your arrest on the charge of treason and these soldiers will see that it is carried out.” Marbu smiled from his place of safety behind the armoured soldiers.
 
   The corridor was wide enough for the two soldiers to come at him at once but not wide enough to allow them free reign to swing their swords. Haung took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, settling further into his stance. The guards came to a halt just over a sword’s length away and waited.
 
   “Get him,” Marbu shouted.
 
   The soldier on the left lunged forward, all of his weight behind the sabre thrust aimed straight at Haung’s heart. 
 
   Haung stepped lightly to the left putting the lunging guard between him and the second soldier. The tip of his own Jian sword flowed like water across the outstretched arm of his attacker, following the line past elbow, bicep, and shoulder to slide through the gap between helmet and armoured shirt. The force of the lunge carried the guard to the hilt of Haung's sword, eyes wide in pain and disbelief, mouth open in a silent scream.
 
   As the guard's limp body fell forwards, Haung was forced to let go of his sword. The second guard recovered and now had room to swing his sabre without worry, which he did in a flat arc designed to take Haung’s head from his shoulders. Haung ducked but, with no sword of his own, was unable to strike back. Now with the corridor wall at his back he had nowhere to retreat.
 
   The guard growled and swung again, the same flat arc, but this time aimed at Haung's midriff. No way to side step and no going backwards, Haung stepped forward, inside the swing. The guard’s forearm smashed into Haung’s ribs, winding him and he grunted in pain. But now within reach, he stuck out with a straight palm to the guard’s chin. Then, clamping his right arm down to trap the guard’s sword-arm against his side, Haung stepped forward again, pushing the guard hard up against the opposite wall. With his free hand, he gripped the guard’s helmet and rammed it against the solid stone once, twice and then once more to make sure. The guard gurgled, eyes rolling backwards in their sockets, and collapsed to the floor, unconscious.
 
   Haung bent down and withdrew his sword from its flesh scabbard, the neck of the soldier. It slid out with a soft sigh of escaping air and a torrent of blood. As Haung straightened he felt wetness from the re-opened wound on his back.
 
   “I told you,” and he bit off each word, “that if you came after my wife, I would kill you.”
 
   # # #
 
   “An untrained Wu at that. See that we are not disturbed.” The duke stepped forward waving away the two guards who had rushed in from their posts and redirected his attention back to Zhou, “Do you know how long it has been since I had a proper opponent? Not that you are one, by the way.”
 
   Zhou stepped forward and raised the staff to attack. The duke smiled and the raging fire in Zhou’s mind was snuffed out by a thick covering of ice. From that smothering blanket of cold, spreading veins of ice invaded his mind, each one unlocking a memory, an emotion, a snapshot of his past.
 
   “I can see it all you know.” The duke’s voice changed. It was slower, almost a whisper and it was inside Zhou’s head. “Every memory is there for me to look at. I can show them all to you. What would you like to see first?”
 
   Zhou watched his dust covered hands pull the little body from the wreckage of his home. The broken tangle of limbs, the blood smeared face, the dark mess of his son's hair.
 
   Zhou watched the cattle transform into the gruesome mix of beast and man. Legs, arms and torsos contorted. Faces, mouths open wide in silent horror.
 
   Zhou watched Hsin’s legs smashed by the hammer of the crucifier. The old man raised up on the crossed beams to be displayed before all. Eyes full of pain and despair.
 
   Zhou saw his city in flames. Smoke rising towards the heavens, covering the sky with a dark shroud of death.
 
   The Dryad’s staff clattered to the floor and Zhou, clutching his temples, fell to his knees, screaming. 
 
   “It’s all there. I can show you anything. Would you like to see your wedding day,” his wife’s face smiling, “your wedding night,” her soft exhalations in his ear, the feel of her skin, “birth of your child,” the wailing scream of the wrinkled baby, wrapped in a towel, as it was placed in his arms, “or his death,” the blood, the dust, “though you've seen that already. I can make you live in that instant for the rest of your life, if I choose.”
 
   Tears sprang to Zhou’s eyes and he bent forward, forehead touching the floor as memory after memory was played out in his mind’s eye. His whole life was rifled through as he struggled to marshal his thoughts and regain control.
 
   “So it was you from the walls?” the duke’s voice was close to his ear, “You ruined my carefully prepared scheme.”
 
   A foot crashed into his ribs and Zhou fell onto his side, the stone floor hard against his shoulder. He saw the arrow arc from his bow and into the nightmare creatures on the plain before the city, he saw them transform again and again.
 
   “You could have saved us all a lot of trouble by just dying during the battle.” Another foot struck him, this time in the back. “At least you could have come against me as a trained Wu. Maybe then you could have made a fight of this. Then again, maybe someone should have warned you.”
 
   Zhou felt the duke dig through his memories again.
 
   “I see,” said the duke, and Zhou felt his ankle being crushed against the stone floor. “That is for disobeying your teacher. You should have gone to the mountain.”
 
   The pressure eased on his mind and Zhou took a deep, shuddering breath. Opening his eyes, he could see the duke’s feet a pace or two in front of him. Zhou watched as the duke squatted down to look at him.
 
   “Your spirit is unguarded, did you know that?” Zhou could see the sharp white teeth of the duke as a devilish grin split the man’s face. “You didn’t, did you. Should have gone to the mountain, or told the Bear what you were going to do. I've never met him, you know. I've heard of him, of course, but he was long gone from the mountain before my training took place. Well,” the duke stood back up and Zhou could hear him pacing, “I suppose it falls to me to do his job for him. Your spirit binds to you but seeks out company of its own kind. That’s what yours is doing now. Seeking out another like it and it found mine, or rather mine found yours. It is open and that opens you up to just this sort of thing. You would learn, on the mountain, to guard your spirit. Those without the spirit I can influence and suggest, and make those suggestions seem like the most brilliant idea they ever had but I can’t enter their minds like I can yours.”
 
   Zhou struggled back up onto his knees, “I will kill you.”
 
   The duke paused and the walls of the great hall echoed to his laughter. “Now then, let’s look a little deeper shall we. This is a good chance to catch some more spies, assassins and terrorists. After all, little Wu, you must have had help to get this far.”
 
   # # #
 
   Marbu smiled, “I think I will enjoy this.”
 
   “Not as much as me,” Haung said as he stepped forward over the guards’ bodies.
 
   “You think so,” and Marbu undid the clasp of his cloak, letting it fall to the floor. Haung saw him reach behind and draw two short, thick bladed swords from hidden sheaths. “I argued against you becoming a Jiin-Wei you know. The commander wasn’t too happy either but the duke likes you and, despite the fact that he can’t control you like all the others, he trusts you.”
 
   “Controls?” Haung paused in his advance.
 
   “You’ve felt it. He told me that you had and that you resisted.” Marbu smiled at him. “You didn’t realise? Not as bright as you think.”
 
   Haung recalled the presence in his mind, the pressure to open up and comply. The barrier he had erected was second nature by now and it was no longer a conscious effort to maintain. Something of his realisation must have shown on his face.
 
   “Worked it out, have you?” Marbu spun the blades lazily. “He controls all those close to him in that way. He can dip in and out of your mind as easily as you would pick rice from a bowl.”
 
   “How come he hasn’t realised you for the traitor you are?” Haung raised his sword again.
 
   “Training, practice and effort. I was chosen especially for this before you were even born.” Marbu took another step forward. “It feels good to finally be me again. By now the events I set in motion will have delivered the assassins to the duke and they will have killed him. Once I kill you, I can go home.”  
 
   “And is that the reason you hate me and my wife so much?” Haung moved into a different stance, side on to Marbu. His left hand crept carefully towards a pouch on his belt and withdrew the tiny scroll within.
 
   “Your wife was your prize and prison.” Marbu stilled the twirling blades. “She bound you to the duke, no other Jiin-Wei is married but more than that, he could enter her mind and see what you were up to. Men say all sorts of things on the pillow. But without his control, I could not be sure you would be blinded to my scheme. I have been re-directing Weyl and the duke away from my activities for years. Now it won’t matter.”
 
   Haung swept his left hand up, called out the word written on the scroll and a bolt of air raced down the corridor towards Marbu. The secretary raised both swords before him and the air splashed against them, dissipating into nothing.
 
   “A nice try. But Haung, really?” Marbu smiled at him, “I’ve been around Jiin-Wei and Fang-shi for a long time. Do you think I learnt nothing?”
 
   The secretary leapt forward, striking at Haung with both swords.  
 
   # # #
 
   Zhou tried to clamp down on his thoughts but he felt the first fingers of the duke’s search breach the fragile outer walls of his mind he had constructed.
 
   “No,” Zhou spat the word at the duke.
 
   “Don’t struggle, it will only hurt you more.” The duke’s eyes had altered. Gone were the round iris and pupil and, instead, Zhou could see a verdant green bisected by a narrow, black diamond.
 
   Cold seeped through Zhou’s limbs, draining the energy and life from them. Turning him into a statue. The fight in his mind was unequal, he stood no chance so he surrendered that battle. Gathering his remaining energy, Zhou lunged toward the dropped staff. A grip, a twist of the body and he could throw it hard at the duke, hoping it would be enough to break the duke's hold on his mind and give him a chance to attack.
 
   The impact on the floor drove the last of the breath from Zhou’s body but his outstretched hand found the dryad’s staff. The smooth wood and the familiar tingle gave him confidence and renewed energy. He rolled over and raised the staff for the throw.
 
   The tingle raced up his arm and met the duke’s invasion in Zhou’s head. His whole body convulsed, heels drummed against the stone, arms muscles locked rigid, and Zhou felt time stop between one heartbeat and the next. Everything was silent and still.
 
   The smell of damp earth, the bracing winter wind, the spring sun upon skin, the dry heat of summer, all exploded in Zhou’s mind. New life flooded his limbs and the roots of purpose dug down through his thoughts, anchoring him and making him whole again. Control returned to him.
 
   The duke screamed. Zhou watched the man stumble backwards over one of the chairs.
 
   “Get out,” the duke shouted, paying no attention to Zhou, who was regaining his feet.
 
   Zhou dashed forward and raised the staff over his head, ready to bring it down on the duke’s head. The duke was on his knees but managed to raise a hand to block the staff. Then, before Zhou could strike again the dark shirt he was wearing was grabbed by the duke’s other hand and he was yanked forward to stare into those transformed green eyes.
 
   “It’s not that easy,” the duke spoke in a sibilant whisper.
 
   Zhou tried to pull away as the duke opened his mouth and a forked tongue flicked out to brush across Zhou’s cheek. A green mist shot forth from the duke’s mouth and it was Zhou’s turn to scream as the poison stung his eyes. 
 
   Zhou felt himself thrown through the air and he landed hard on the floor. The skin on his face was burning as the acid in the poison seeped into the skin, his vision vanished down a dark tunnel and his chest constricted making breathing difficult. And then the smell of damp earth, the coolness of spring rain, and the heat of summer rose through his body once more, flooding up from the staff. It did not wash away all the pain but made it manageable and Zhou found his feet once more.
 
   Beside his feet, the stones cracked and buckled. From between the individual stones, green shoots poked tender tips that grew and climbed towards the ceiling. Small saplings branched and budded, leaves unfurled and the trunks thickened. Still the trees grew, up past his knees and waist, branches widening and dividing. Zhou looked around in wonder as three apple trees bloomed and  near the tips of every branch and twig fruit hung down. The hall filled with the smell of ripe apples.
 
   “This, Lord Duke, is the end.” Zhou slipped the staff back through the tightly wound cloth where he could reach it again and called to the spirit. It came and Zhou dived into it with his whole heart and being. His jaw ached as new teeth, sharp teeth, forced their way down through his gums. The bones on his hands writhed, twisted and re-moulded themselves, sharp talons pushing from his fingertips. Zhou roared and leapt at the duke, claws outstretched. 
 
   # # #
 
   Haung fell back under the onslaught, his sword flicking back and forth parrying away Marbu’s short swords. The small man was quick and fluid, almost before each attack was defeated another was on its way. Haung could spare no time to think or devise a strategy, the strapping round his waist was restricting his movement, and the wound on his back was flowing with fresh blood.
 
   “Jiin-Wei,” Marbu spat, “over-rated.”
 
   Haung had no choice but to keep retreating. The clatter and clash of swords echoed from the walls. Thrusting one sword after another, wrists twisting the blades into unexpected angles the secretary came on. The wide blades of the short swords were getting closer and closer with each thrust and Haung was forced to use his non-sword arm to block and parry the thrusts that broke through his defence. The thin iron strips sewn into the sleeves along his forearms doing their job well. 
 
   Marbu began a new attack, a series of strikes solely aimed at Haung’s head, forcing his sword high in defence. Haung’s legs were aching with a tiredness that was more than the fight, his feet slipping on the stone floor when he should have been balanced and strong. Then, between one strike and the next, Marbu reversed his grip on one sword. Haung’s sword cut air where before it would have pushed Marbu’s blade wide of its intended target. The pommel of the secretary’s sword caught Haung high on the temple and, as he stumbled backwards, a line of pain was drawn across his chest.
 
   Haung floated towards the floor. He marvelled at the light reflected from the surface of his sword. Every wrinkle and knot in the ceiling beams was a mountain range to wonder at. Each drop of red hung in the air like paper lanterns released at the New Year festival. His breath exploded from his lungs as he hit the floor and the back of his skull crashed into the stone floor. The corridor went black.
 
   “Haung.” Jiao’s shout of alarm pierced the veil of exhausted darkness and he struggled to focus. She had opened the door. Haung could see two of her peering down the corridor. The two Marbus had also seen her and had turned away from him. 
 
   As Haung heaved himself back up to his knees, he saw in double vision, Marbu raise one sword above his head and send it tumbling toward the open door. He heard Jiao’s scream. The secretary had followed the path of the flying sword and headed towards the door. Haung clambered to his feet and immediately staggered backwards, his hand catching and supporting him against the wall.
 
   Marbu was at the door to his room. Blinking to clear his sight he could see the thrown sword wedging the door open.
 
   “Marbu,” Haung, the taste of iron in his mouth, said, “I’m not finished with you.”
 
   The secretary turned, “I thought you would stay down a little longer. I was going to drag your little wife and child out here and kill them in front of you. Just so you could see me do it.” Marbu reached for his sword and with a sharp tug freed it from the door. “She’ll keep.”
 
   Haung pushed himself off the wall to stand in the centre of the corridor. He raised his sword, which now felt like an anvil rather than a slim flexible blade, to shoulder height, pointing the tip straight at Marbu’s heart. 
 
   Marbu swept in, pushing Haung’s weapon up and away with one sword, bringing the other blade straight down. Haung raised his left arm, catching Marbu’s descending arm at the wrist but the force of the blow was unstoppable. The blade cut into his shoulder, a butcher’s cleaver into a haunch of meat, and his clavicle snapped.
 
   Haung bit down on the scream and held onto the pain even as he twisted his own arm around Marbu’s to hold the sword in the wound. Releasing his grip on his Jian sword, letting it fall to the floor, he used his free hand to grab and squeeze Marbu’s throat with what little strength he had left.
 
   He looked into the secretary’s eyes, “Never. Threaten. My. Wife.” 
 
   “So speaks a dead man,” Marbu responded as he pushed Haung off and away from him, dragging the embedded sword out of bone with a rasping grate.
 
   Haung smiled as he fell. He smiled as he saw Marbu’s eyes grow puzzled. He smiled as Marbu raised a hand to touch the small piece of blood soaked paper that was stuck to his throat. He smiled as realisation dawned in the man’s eyes. Haung smiled as he spoke the word written on the paper.
 
   Marbu’s neck vanished in a haze of blood and bone. Haung was still smiling as the secretary’s head fell from lifeless shoulders and bounced along the corridor’s stone floor.
 
   # # #
 
   The duke tried to dodge the blow but Zhou’s claws raked across his shoulder cutting through the robes and drawing blood. Zhou pushed forward slicing the air with his claws, always attacking. The energy coursing through him was incredible. He felt more alive than at any other time. The scents on the air opened a new world to him, more real and potent than the world of light and sight. He followed the duke’s scent.
 
   More green mist sprayed towards him but now its expansion was slow and Zhou ducked around it. He stabbed the duke in the stomach with outstretched talons, digging in and pulling the flesh away from the muscle beneath. One more strike, a single slicing claw across the neck of wife-killer, child-killer, city-destroyer, as the duke screamed in pain from the belly wound.
 
   The duke fell. Zhou watched the blue spark of the duke’s spirit rise from the body. The snake spirit paused in its ascension, turning towards him it hissed and dissipated.
 
   Zhou collapsed, his own spirit falling away and leaving only exhaustion and darkness behind. He dragged himself away from the duke’s torn body, reaching for the staff to aid him.
 
   “No,” a shout from the rear of the hall caused Zhou to turn.
 
   A young man, blooded sword in one hand, had entered through the doors. He was being supported by a woman with a babe in arms. Zhou could see a cut on the man’s chest and, judging from the way the left arm was strapped across his body and the damp stain of red seeping through the bandages on his shoulder, the man had been in battle recently. Zhou was unsure whether the young man had won or not.
 
   Zhou, face stinging from the duke’s poison, stood and moved away from the body, “He’s dead.”
 
   The young man winced as he turned to the woman and made motions for her to leave. From the stubborn look on her face, Zhou guessed she had no intention of doing as the man commanded.
 
   “I don’t want to fight you,” Zhou said. “Just let me leave.”
 
   “I know you.” The young man was moving forward with the sword held out before him, “I saw you in Wubei. You were after that diplomat, Hsin. I rescued you, let you heal and helped you escape from the camp. I should have killed you, not felt sorry for you.”
 
   Zhou’s memories surfaced, “And I know you. You are the guard who showed me around when I came here with Hsin to negotiate the poisoned treaty. I’m glad you stopped me from killing Hsin. The punishment your Duke meted out was much more fitting than anything I could have done.” He looked down at the body, “I suppose I have something to thank him for.”
 
   Zhou took a deep breath and did a quick inventory of all of his wounds, aches and pains. This fight would have to be ended quickly, “You are in no state to fight. Take your woman and baby and go. Get far away from here. Let me go. I promise you, no harm will come to you your loved ones. Too many people have lost too much for me to add to their woes.”
 
   “I cannot.” The young man settled into his stance. Double-edged sword held out, its tip shaking, and trembling legs in line with his target, Zhou.
 
   Zhou reached for the spirit and called it to him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
   “Hold,” the Dragon Emperor commanded as he stepped down from the portal. “There is no need for further bloodshed today.”
 
   Haung was the first to drop his sword and fall to one knee. The diplomat from Wubei was much slower. 
 
   “Let your spirit rest, little cub,” the emperor said. “You are in no danger from me or anyone else tonight.” He took in the apple trees with a puzzled look and stared down at the torn body of the duke. “I did warn him, when he came to me with the plan, that there would be consequences but a snake likes to strike and hide away. Haung, would you ask your wife to see if Commander Weyl can be found and brought here. Some refreshments would also be in order, though it appears apples will not be required, and perhaps, a healer too.”
 
   As soon as the young lady with the child left, the emperor spoke again, “I know of Jiin-Wei Haung but you, little cub, I do not believe we have met in the flesh before.”
 
   “Zhou, your majesty, of Wubei.”
 
   “The friend of the bear,” the Dragon Emperor said. “We have little time, honoured Zhou. You have killed a Duke and I am sure that even with my protection, if you were caught here, then you may suffer an unfortunate accident whilst investigations were carried out. So, listen quickly and then I will send you on your way. Haung, you may need to hear this too.”
 
   The emperor paused whilst Haung staggered towards them and found a chair to collapse into. “Zhou if you would look towards the mountain with your other eyes,” the emperor paused until Zhou nodded, “you can see it, even from here, a bright blue beacon on the horizon. Even through walls of rock and the curved earth. Now, look to the north and tell me what you see.”
 
   “I see nothing,” Zhou said.
 
   “Look again, past the horizon. Now tell me again, what do you see?” the emperor said.
 
   “I see,” the emperor saw wrinkles appear around Zhou’s eyes, “a red flame.”
 
   “Good,” said the emperor. “Though good is not what I would term the flame of itself. Haung, the refugees who have arrived at the city gates are only the first of flood heading our way. There is something to the north, something so horrible whole nations are fleeing from it. It is far away from us now but the peoples between are being pushed south. There are great wars beyond the wall where displaced nations are fighting each other over resources, over food and water.”
 
   “What is it?” asked Haung.
 
   “Nobody I have sent to find out has returned to tell me.” The emperor was silent for a moment. “But, I do know it is coming this way and we need to be ready to fight. I can no longer tolerate all the cities warring against each other. We need peace and need every man to be ready. Sadly, this has cost us dearly here.”
 
   “My city, my family,” Zhou said in a quiet voice.
 
   “If what I suspect is true, then it is a price we had to pay to be ready for the coming storm.” The emperor waved at the portal and it sprang to life. “Zhou, I cannot give you back your family but I have need of you. This portal will take you to the mountain. Go there and be trained. I will call for you when I have the need. Go.”
 
   The emperor watched as Zhou looked first at Haung and then met his own eyes before stumbling up the steps and through the portal. As soon as he had passed through the portal went dark. 
 
   “Haung, you shall come, with your family, to the Capital.” The emperor smiled as Haung’s eyes snapped up to meet his own. “We will see you fully healed and then you will be trained by the very best. I will have need of you too. I hope the old proverb was of use to you or is, at least, some explanation and comfort. Qiáng lóng nán yā dìtóu shé - Even a dragon can find it difficult to control a snake in its haunt. Ah, your wife has returned with the commander.” The emperor stood and waved them in. “Good lady, take your husband and have him seen to. Then be so kind as to pack your belongings, you will be leaving for the Capital in the morning.”
 
   Haung, helped by his wife, staggered from the hall with blood still dripping from his left elbow.
 
   “Commander,” the emperor was saying as Haung and Jiao left the hall, “the duke is dead, his assassin fled and that’s the official story. First things first, let’s add those two to the Forbidden List and then let’s see about installing you as the new duke. There is a lot to do and I am not sure how long we have.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Excerpt From Book 2: The Blue Mountain: Jing Ke
 
    
 
   “Your tea, Shifu.” Haung handed the small, delicate porcelain cup to the old man sat across from him. They both tapped the table twice with the fingers of their right hand and then sipped the hot, green and fragrant liquid.
 
   “Haung, Jing Ke is... complicated,” Shifu began. “He is not one man alone. There are a multitude of him. It is how he operates. He finds likely candidates, teaches and trains them to play his role and use his name. His fame and legend spreads with each atrocity. Some only days apart, but thousands of miles distant from the other. You killed one of those men. The real Jing Ke would have killed you in short order.”
 
   “Shifu,” Haung halted as the old man raised his hand.
 
   “Haung, I was tasked with tracking down and killing Jing Ke many years ago. I killed four of his men and never came close to finding him,” Shifu explained.
 
   “Yes, Shifu.” Haung looked into the other’s eyes, “I am sure I can handle an assassin.”
 
   “Haung,” Shifu shook his head. “Jing Ke is not an assassin. He is a warrior, and a master. He may take work as an assassin but that is not how he was trained. I should know. I trained him. Believe me when I tell you, you could not stand against him. Not yet.”
 
   Haung took a deep breath, his fingers gripping the thin porcelain tightly enough to cause the glaze to crackle. “You trained Jing Ke?”
 
   “To be a fighter. I trained him to be a Taiji, not an assassin. He was, is, one of the best students I ever had.” Shifu looked away from Haung and took another sip of his tea. “He is my son, my adopted son. Let me tell you how I found him...”
 
   * * *
 
   The young officer did not wait for the horse to stop before leaping from the saddle. He sailed through the air, tucking into a somersault and landing on his feet, balanced. The long, straight sword appeared in his hands and he struck, twice. The bandits fell to the ground, blood spraying from their necks and swords tumbling from lifeless fingers.
 
   Bandits in mismatched armour spilled out of the ramshackle houses that lined the muddy road, the village’s only thoroughfare. The weak cries of their victims followed them through the doorways.
 
   “Get him,” screamed the largest and they all drew steel; swords, axes and rust-spotted daggers.
 
   The young officer flicked the long braid of his hair around his neck and with a sharp cry he jumped forward into the midst of the on-rushing bandits. His sword flowed like a river over their guards and parries, washing away lives in a flood of bright red.
 
   The young man smiled, proud, as the last slipped off his sword with a soft sigh. 
 
   * * *
 
   “... I killed them all. Twelve in all. Back then, when I was young, that was my job. If a problem arose and it needed a quick resolution, I was it...”
 
   * * *
 
   His fingers felt the neck of every villager in every home. He closed the eyes of the dead and eased the passing of those too injured to save. The sharp knife he kept in the intricately inlaid sheath the best mercy he had. And, when possible, he bound wounds, or cut and cauterised if needed. The smell of burning flesh was sweet but repellent. 
 
   The village was finished. There were simply not enough people left alive to farm the land. The few survivors were staggering away from the ruins as the rain began to fall and the young man emerged from the last house, a small wailing boy in his arms.
 
   * * *
 
   “...they didn’t want him. His mother was dead, as were his three brothers. I never found the father. For all I know he was amongst those stumbling away. To them he was another mouth to feed, a drain on their non-existent resources. I burnt the village to the ground.”
 
   “Shifu, how could you burn the bodies?” Haung asked, “Won’t they rise as ghosts?”
 
   “To haunt a patch of land? No, Haung, I am sure even the dead will never want to return there.” Shifu looked down at the table, tracing the inlay with one finger, “I brought him home with me and raised him as my own.”
 
   * * *
 
   “You have to stand up to the other boys.”
 
   “They’re all bigger than me, Dad.” The little boy’s sad, soft eyes looked into his father’s and the older man was tempted to gather him into his arms, to make it all right.
 
   “Jing Ke, size does not matter. Heart and courage are enough for this.”
 
   “They’ll hit me. They’ll hurt me,” a sob followed the words.
 
   “Yes, they will, Jing Ke. But, by standing up to them, by fighting back, you will teach them that you are strong. That you are brave and not an easy target.”
 
   “I can’t, Dad. I’m scared.”
 
   * * *
 
   “They picked on him because of his size, always small for his age, and because he was my son. They tried to get to me through him. It was not an easy childhood but he was bright boy. Timid and tearful but he cared for others. I loved him. So, I taught him.”
 
   * * *
 
   “Here,” he handed the boy a wet cloth, “wipe the blood off your face. The same boys again?”
 
   “Yes, Dad.” His son’s voice was on the cusp of breaking and deepening.
 
   “How many this time?”
 
   “Four of them.” The boy pulled the cloth away from his face and examined the smear of blood upon it. “I gave them something to think about.”
 
   “They’ll be back again, Jing Ke.” He put a comforting arm on his growing son’s shoulder, “Perhaps I should speak to their parent’s.”
 
   “I can handle it, Dad. You’ll only make things worse.”
 
   * * *
 
   Shifu finished the last of the tea and placed it on the table. Haung followed suit and then looked up into the old man’s eyes, recognising the faraway look in them.
 
   “He was a good son, a good student. He got stronger and faster...”
 
   * * *
 
   The loud, repeated thumping on the door reverberated throughout the house. It echoed from the walls and bounced down the corridors.
 
   He sighed as he stood and, putting aside the scroll he had been reading, moved to answer the summons.
 
   “How can I help?” He asked of the two red-faced and sweating men outside.
 
   “Is your thug of a son at home? I want him punished. I want him beaten. Look at what he has done to my son,” the first man, dressed in the robes of a middle ranking administrator, shouted. He dragged his son forward, pointing at the teenager’s puffy and grazed face dominated by the large purple bruise around the left eye.
 
   “And look at what he did to mine,” the second father, in the robes of a trader, waved at his son who limped forward, dragging his right leg and cradling his left arm.
 
   “Are you sure that my son is to blame?”
 
   “Both of the boys said so,” the Administrator raised an accusing finger at the homeowner whose gaze never left the loud man’s face. The finger drooped.
 
   “In that case you had better come in to discuss the matter. I am sure we can resolve this,” the homeowner stepped back to allow them to enter. “Please, take a seat and I will find my son.”
 
   He walked past the variety of swords that hung, displayed, on the wall towards the door at the rear. The two fathers and their battered sons stood in silence.
 
   The owner returned with Jing Ke in tow. The boy’s face showed its own evidence of violence. The other boys saw him and took a protective step behind their fathers.
 
   “My son, Jing Ke,” the owner indicated his boy with sweeping, open palm. “I have been given a brief account of the attack and it is a shameful business.” The two aggrieved father’s nodded, the Administrator going so far as to raise the accusing finger again before thinking better of it. “We, Jing Ke and I, wonder where the other five boys are?”
 
   * * *
 
   Haung saw a small smile form on Shifu’s lips that died a slow death. 
 
   “He was my son, my best pupil, and he became an assassin. He betrayed all my teachings and I had to stop him. I failed and now the task is yours, Haung.”
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