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            FOREST AMBUSH

         

         The soldiers were hurrying through the deserted forest at dawn when a girl stepped out of the misty trees and stood on the path in front of them. She was wearing a simple village tunic and her feet were bare. She carried nothing in her hands, but stood there lightly, facing them with a calm expression on her face.

         The captain raised a gloved fist and the soldiers came to a clattering stop behind him. The birds in the wood were suddenly quiet and there was a second’s shocked silence as they all stared wide-eyed at the girl, as if she were a creature from another world. In a moment the soldiers began to mutter among themselves before the captain raised his hand a second time and they were silent again. 8

         The captain was a young man, perhaps no more than twenty years old, clean-shaven, with a wide, lean face and a black ponytail hanging below his helmet. Like the others, he was wearing the uniform of General Yang, with a yellow sash to mark his loyalty to the Emperor of China. His name was Zongbao, which had a good military ring to it when his soldiers addressed him.

         Fixing his black eyes on the girl, he opened his mouth, but before he could speak she spoke to him instead.

         ‘What are you doing, hurrying so fast through my forest?’

         Her voice was quiet but carried clearly in the silence; the captain was reminded of the rippling sound of running water.

         Behind him came a harsh laugh from one of the soldiers.

         ‘It’s just a girl!’ he heard someone call out.

         He turned swiftly and with one look silenced them. They fell into formation again and stood there obediently, awaiting orders.

         He tried to recover his composure. ‘Listen to me, mountain girl,’ he said. ‘All this is Imperial land, governed for the Emperor by my father Yang the Peerless of the Daixian fortress. He is guardian of our northern border in the war against the horsemen, and I am here with my men to find the bandit Mu Yu who 9has stirred up the people and gathered around him so many traitors and malcontents. We are going to find him and discipline him.’

         The girl gave him a quiet smile. ‘And how will you do that,’ she said, ‘if even a girl can stop you in your tracks?’

         Now he scowled. She was openly making fun of him. ‘I have only halted so I can question you,’ he said. ‘Then we will be on our way. Our mission is urgent. You have heard of this bandit Mu Yu?’ he asked her with a severe look. ‘This traitor who roams the mountains of Mu Ke, this criminal whose deeds are so vile, this thug, this lowlife, this scum?’

         ‘Yes,’ she replied calmly. ‘He is my father.’

         For a moment he did not know what to say next. At last he spoke. ‘If you are telling the truth then you know where we can find him.’

         ‘Of course. Do you think I don’t know my own home?’

         ‘Then you will take us there,’ he said angrily.

         ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I might.’

         ‘This is not a request!’ he shouted. ‘It is a command!’

         She nodded thoughtfully, as if considering this. ‘All right,’ she said at last. ‘I will lead you to my father. But only,’ she added, ‘if you can beat me in unarmed combat.’

         There were gasps of disbelief from the soldiers. 10

         ‘And if I beat you,’ the girl added, ‘I will take you to him as my prisoner.’

         At that all the soldiers began to shout:

         ‘Give her a spanking!’

         ‘Throw her back in the forest where she came from!’

         The captain also heard some laughs. ‘He won’t dare accept,’ he heard someone say with a chuckle. He spun round angrily and once again they fell silent. But when he turned back to face the girl, he found her standing just in front of him. He hadn’t heard her move. She must have crossed fifteen paces without making a sound. He saw now how slender she was, how delicate her features. She looked maybe sixteen, seventeen years old, but the top of her head barely came up to his chin. She smiled at him, not as a child smiles but as an adult does, knowingly, and made a sudden movement, a movement so quick her hands were no more than a blur in the air, and his helmet fell onto the path and tumbled away.

         She was still smiling, standing motionless again as if she hadn’t moved at all. The soldiers behind him were completely quiet now, shocked by her insult.

         Captain Yang breathed deeply. ‘I accept your terms,’ he said to her. ‘Prepare to fight!’
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            UNARMED COMBAT

         

         He felt ridiculous removing his heavy padded jacket, watched by his men. As the son of a famous general, he had been trained in kung fu from an early age. He was powerful and fast and had defeated many champions in competitions. He called over his second-in-command.

         ‘She is only a child,’ he said to him in a low voice. ‘I will not hurt her. When I have taught her a lesson, treat her fairly.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘If she is who she says she is, we will make sure she leads us to the bandit.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         He hesitated. ‘But no one need know about this… contest,’ he added in a whisper. 12

         
            [image: ]

         

         13His second-in-command said nothing, and Zongbao turned to face the girl, who still stood on the path, faintly smiling as before.

         ‘If you want to be a proper fighter,’ he said, ‘you must prepare yourself.’

         ‘I’m always prepared,’ she replied.

         His men had formed a circle around them and now silence fell again.

         The captain crouched in the Horse Stance, legs wide, fists held at his waist. As if mocking him, the girl didn’t move at all. Suddenly straightening up, he stepped forward smartly, caught hold of the front of her tunic and lifted her up onto her tiptoes.

         ‘Now learn this,’ he said, towering above her. ‘The first lesson is to avoid being taken by surprise.’ He shook her, though not roughly. ‘Enough of this game-playing. You’ve had your fun. Now you will take us to your father.’

         It was odd that even as she dangled from his grip, listening to him, she hadn’t stopped smiling. Her right hand suddenly swung up and trapped his fist against her chest. Wrenching back his thumb, in one smooth movement she slammed the back of her fist into his forearm and reversed it swiftly against the side of his head.

         Dropping beyond his reach, she stood lightly in front of him again.

         For a second he was bewildered. His forearm was numb, his ear buzzing. 14

         A murmur went round the circle of men.

         Without any further warnings, he launched into a series of whirlwind kicks, rising, spinning to the left and kicking to the right with the flat of his foot – once, twice, three times – around her head. Changing direction, flattening himself into the Crouch Stance, he spun sideways and rose again, the edge of his right hand slicing towards her neck.

         She merely swayed backwards, slapped his hand down with a left chop and brought the same hand up in a fist to punch him twice, with astonishing speed, in the face.

         He put his hand up. His nose was bleeding. It dawned on him then that this was no ordinary girl. She stood on the path in front of him, unruffled. An old memory came to him, the rumour of a girl warrior living in the wild. A friend had told him about her one evening. He had paid no attention. He had laughed at it, in fact. Now it came back to him: a girl with unbelievable fighting skills, living in the mountains, almost an animal. And her name came back to him too…

         ‘Mu Guiying,’ he said out loud.

         She shrugged. His troops began to whisper urgently amongst themselves now.

         Now Captain Zongbao began to take the fight seriously. He had been well-trained by his father. Taking up the Empty Stance, he let his mind go still. 15

         He concentrated.

         The noises from the soldiers and the birds disappeared; he heard nothing in the silence but the pulse of his qi, his vital force, like the sound of water dripping onto stone in an empty mountain cave.

         Guiying had adopted the same stance. She was taking it seriously now too. He felt that, whichever way the fight went, it would be over quickly.

         He attacked, head down, leaping forward. Before she could react, he stooped and took hold of her behind the knees and flung her backwards. She bounced up almost at once, but he advanced on her, kicking and whirling, as she staggered backwards.

         He could hear his men cheering him on.

         ‘Submit!’ he cried to her. ‘Before it is too late!’

         She was stumbling under his heavy blows. For a moment he was almost sorry for her. And then – too late – he realized she wasn’t stumbling at all. She was luring him on. As he lunged forward with one last blow she ducked down suddenly under it, hooking her own arm under his groin, catching him off-balance as he flew over her, popping him up into the air with a bump of her tiny shoulders, and sending him on his way, spinning upside down onto the path.

         There was proper silence then. Silence in the forest, silence in his head. And when he came to his senses he found himself lying on his back with the girl’s foot resting gently but firmly on his throat. 16

         He heard her say to his men, ‘One move and I will crush his windpipe.’ And then there was quiet again.

         And in this quiet he heard himself say, ‘I submit.’
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            BANDIT COUNTRY

         

         Mu Guiying was nineteen years old in fact. Old enough to remember her childhood in the Imperial city of Bianjing, capital of the Song Dynasty.

         As she walked through the forest with her captive from the Emperor’s city, she thought of it: the huge walls patrolled day and night by the Emperor’s soldiers, the perfumed gardens where the rich folk crowded to amuse themselves and the busy streets full of shopkeepers and servants. As everybody knew, Bianjing was the biggest city in the world. She also remembered the Emperor’s court, the cool shade of the rooms where his officials worked, the splendour of his palace. She had seen the Emperor herself, a fattish, brown-skinned man with baggy eyes and a 18humorous expression. He was said to be wise, and sometimes bad-tempered. Guiying’s father, Mu Yu, used to work for the Emperor and saw him every day.

         She would never see the Emperor again. When Guiying was still a child her father had been banished from court in disgrace and sent into exile in the Shandung mountains, where they had lived ever since, among the peasants scraping a living from the woods and lakes.

         Captain Yang interrupted her thoughts, calling out to her from the jolting cart where he sat bound and blindfolded.

         ‘Untie me! Untie me now and my father will have mercy on you!’

         She merely smiled to herself, and continued along the path, followed by her friends the village people, with the captain complaining in the cart.

         
             

         

         They went slowly, hour after hour. Of all China, the north-eastern province of Shanxi was the most beautiful but also the most difficult to navigate. Steep green mountains rose everywhere, thickly covered in forests of evergreen oaks and elm trees. The rocky path wound between them. Sometimes it sank into valleys where a few poor farmers’ huts clustered next to dry fields where millet and corn were being grown. Sometimes it rose to the high passes, clinging to the windy mountain sides on natural narrow ledges 19thousands of metres up, with only the occasional vulture for company.

         Few people lived here. On the second day of their journey they passed the last village, Furong. There was a smithy there and sheds for animals and rows of women in the dusty street making bamboo mats. After that, as they slowly went north-east, there was no sign of any habitation at all except for a temple sunk among the greenery and, later, an abandoned quarry of pink limestone. Ahead of them the mountains rose even higher. Towering above them all was Mount Heng, its fearsome peak hidden in mist. Beyond that, to the north, was foreign land belonging to the horsemen, the wandering people of the Great Liao, whose armies had been fighting a terrible war against the Chinese for years.

         On the third day Guiying took off the captain’s blindfold and he blinked in the sunlight.

         ‘If you try to run away now,’ she said, ‘you will lose yourself in the mountains and a panther will eat you, which would be a shame. I recommend you stay safe with me.’

         The captain said nothing and made no attempt to escape but looked about him alertly as they went. There was a bravery in his eyes that Guiying liked. But she did not think of him. She thought of her father, the bandit Mu Yu, waiting for her in his fortress of Mu Ke. 20

         
            * * *

         

         They arrived there at the end of the fourth day. The sun was setting over the great Shanyang Ditch, part of the high line of canals built to defend the border against the horsemen of the Liao. The ravine fell away southwards, folded into huge pleats of cliffs and plateaus densely packed with fir trees; and hidden among these trees was her father’s fortress built of wood and stone.

         Mu Yu was waiting for her at the gates, a short, round, hairy man with flushed cheeks in a rough tunic, not very clean. He had a bad temper and ate too much. When he smiled his teeth were black. From time to time he coughed until he began to shake, and leaned over and spat out a stream of saliva onto the ground.

         People stood around him, also rough, also not very clean. Some were old soldiers, some strayed villagers, some simple vagabonds. Women and children and an old Buddhist monk stood among them. There were a few jeers as the cart rumbled to a halt.

         Guiying bowed low to greet her father, and he nodded.

         ‘You’re late,’ he grumbled. ‘But you have brought Yang’s son.’ He wheezed as he spoke.

         ‘Yes, Father. As you commanded.’

         He nodded again. Spat on the ground. Then he called over to Captain Yang, ‘She fights all right for a girl, doesn’t she?’ 21

         All his men laughed.

         The captain said nothing.

         Mu Yu went on, ‘Your father, the famous General, wants to be rid of me. He thinks he can exterminate me, like a rat.’

         The captain replied, ‘My father keeps law and order for the Emperor. All this is the Emperor’s land.’

         ‘This is my land,’ Mu Yu said. ‘I do what I want.’

         The captain looked at him defiantly. ‘You may have captured me. But I am of no account. My father will send more troops.’

         ‘Your father will do no such thing if he wants to see his son again alive. He will pay me handsomely for your release.’

         ‘My father will never pay you.’

         ‘Then you will die,’ the old bandit said.

         ‘I would rather die,’ the captain said, ‘than have my father give you a penny.’

         Mu Yu spat again. ‘Put him in the prison,’ he said to his men, ‘and don’t worry about treating him gently. Your father will pay,’ he said again to the young man, ‘or you will die. Either way, I will be happy.’

         And, gesturing for his daughter to accompany him, he turned and waddled back inside his fortress, laughing and joking with his men.
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