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You must know that countless years ago there lived a potent Prince. He was of great ability, valour, and worth. He conquered the Warring States and brought them all laws, money, measures, and writing. His name was Ch’in Shih Huang Ti, and all men know for a certain truth that he was the greatest Lord that had ever been. I tell you the truth when I say that Ch’in Shih Huang Ti decreed the Empire should be shielded by the Great Wall, thus stopping the northern hordes and bringing peace to his Realm. Five hundred thousand people built the wall, and many left their bones beneath it. Furthermore, Ch’in Shih Huang Ti ordered channels to be dug through his Empire and roads to be paved, so that merchants and armies could travel with ease. Know this, too! To ensure that nobody brought disorder into his Empire, he decreed that all the rebellious scholars were to be buried neck-deep in the earth and then beheaded. Others he had stoned to death. He also instructed that their books be burned. And let me tell you that the Emperor feared nothing and no one but Death herself. So, he had a great tomb built for himself and placed inside it treasures on a scale so wonderful and costly that it is hard to bring oneself to describe them. And he instructed a huge army to stand guard next to the tomb, so no thief dared to desecrate it.


I speak the truth and I shall not lie when I tell you that there’s no one in the entirety of Cathay who did not hear at least one tale of the great emperor Ch’in Shih Huang Ti. I, too, heard them countless times. Hear this, too! The Great Khan himself in his city of Cambaluc told me a tale of the First Emperor, that nobody else in Cathay knows. Now, I am going to tell you of this tale.


#


Like crows above a forest, Choo-kheng thought when all the nobles, secretaries, and scribes scattered, black robes rustling, at the barely noticeable wave of the Emperor’s hand.


Choo-kheng remained kneeling thirty paces from the Emperor, closely watched by black dragons coiled around the pillars to her left and right. Two huge dragons rose behind the Emperor, facing each other in a monstrous duel. The Emperor caressed his beard, studying the girl carefully. Then he nodded, satisfied, and waved for her to come closer. As a reward for her courage, she had the honour of kneeling just ten paces from the Emperor, but not before he beckoned her – this had been whispered into her ear before she was led into the Hall.


They had brought her to the Imperial City in a carriage escorted by horsemen under black banners.


When all the gates closed after Choo-kheng, leaving behind the soldiers guarding her, she found herself before an elderly lady-in-waiting, surrounded by servant girls. They ordered her to undress. Having been instructed to do everything she was told, she obeyed without question. The girls took her simple peasant clothes away and bathed her in complete silence, washing away dust and sweat after a ten-day journey. They dried her hair, combed it, and arranged it the way ladies of the court wore it. Still naked, Choo-kheng was thoroughly examined by another elderly woman, who did not pay attention to the girl’s blushing cheeks as she skilfully probed her private parts with her fingers. Finally, they dressed her like a princess, pale green silk embracing her like a breeze whispering in the bamboo forest.


Afterwards, they took her into the Hall, before the Emperor surrounded by the noisy flock. And then the Emperor, after she was announced and kneeled thirty paces before him, sent his crows away and remained alone with Choo-kheng.


“You vanquished five of Our enemies bare-handed, Yeoh Choo-kheng,” the Emperor said, finally breaking the tense silence. “That requires great courage and skill.”


“Trifling bandits, Your Majesty,” the girl replied, bowing so low she almost touched the floor with her forehead.


“Trifling or not, the bandits are enemies of the Empire. The enemies of the Empire are Our enemies. And you vanquished five of them.” Hundreds of great butterflies rested on the stairs leading to the throne, their velvety black wings embellished with shimmering green triangles. Choo-kheng forgot the Emperor for a moment, awed by the fragile beauty of the butterflies she had never seen before. Here and there, a butterfly would flicker his wings, as if he were not at the feet of the most powerful man in the world. “You admire Our butterflies?” The Emperor did not miss her admiration. “They were brought to Us from distant southern lands under great hardships.”


“They are beautiful, Your Majesty,” Choo-kheng admitted. “So peaceful.”


“They tell Us what is in the souls of those kneeling before Us. Their peace means that you are peaceful, Yeoh Choo-kheng. If there was an assassin or a traitor before Us, someone with dark thoughts…” The Emperor placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Once We had burning candles for that purpose. Little did they help Us. And now,” the Emperor sat up in his throne, “show Us how you defeated the bandits.”


Choo-kheng bowed again. “There were five of them, riding horses. I was leading a buffalo from the paddy field when they surrounded me. One—a leader, I think—jumped off his horse and drew a sabre. I’m ashamed to admit it, Your Majesty… I was scared…”


“Even the bravest warrior gets scared.” The Emperor smiled. “It would be insincere not to admit that even Our own heart trembled occasionally before a hard battle. But if the true hero controls his fear, then there is no enemy he will not defeat.”


“The bandit grabbed me, grinning. I pushed him away. At that, the remaining four dismounted.” In her mind, Choo-kheng was back on the dusty road, swords and spears pointing at her. “I couldn’t escape! Then the first one grabbed my blouse again and I hit him with my fist.” She leapt briskly from the floor, completely forgetting before whom she was kneeling. Her fist hit the imaginary opponent like thunder. “He staggered, surprised, and then he cursed and struck at me with his sabre! I dodged, repelled the blade, grabbed his sword arm and twisted it. Something snapped inside. He screamed and dropped his sabre into the dust. The one behind me tried to pierce me with his spear! I evaded his attack, too, and kicked him into thicket with my foot. The third…” The girl became a wild wind and all the butterflies were sucked into a whirl of black and green: fragile wings flurried as the finest silk and lightning-fast kicks showed how she’d mown down the five enemies the way a sickle mows the sheaves. Before the Emperor’s delighted eyes, the unequal fight unfolded until the last kick, a fight in which five armed bandits stood no chance against a tiny peasant girl. “And then, when it was all over, a dozen peasants came by the road, and when they heard the racket and saw what was happening, they jumped to my aid and tied the bandits up.”


Winded, Choo-kheng fell back to her knees and bowed before the Emperor, as if she had danced a difficult dance or performed an acrobatic feat. Only then did it dawn upon her that she had acted very, very improperly. “You commanded me to show you, Your Majesty,” she stuttered quickly.


“True! True, We did!” the Emperor laughed, caressing his beard. The butterflies, one by one, settled back on the stairs and peace reigned in the Hall once again. “You possess great skills, Yeoh Choo-kheng! You could defeat a hundred of my soldiers. You must have been trained by a great master.”


“My grandfather,” the girl said with modesty. “He has been teaching me since I was ten.”


“You do him great honour.” Choo-kheng glowed at the praise. Grandfather would certainly be glad when she told him that the Emperor himself had praised him. She had not understood the tear in his eye when they had said goodbye to each other. “And we know for certain that you are also a virtuous girl. Isn’t it so?”


Choo-kheng blushed. Her eyes met the Emperor’s. She had expected a spark of lust there: her grandfather had taught her about many things. He had replaced both her father and mother—taken away by contagion—and she was not naive.


The Emperor suddenly turned serious. “We need a girl untouched by the hand of man.” At that moment, Choo-kheng would have preferred lust to that piercing stare measuring and weighing her, assessing whether she was the best choice. Lust was something she understood; something she had resisted successfully, but understood nevertheless. “If she is also a skilful warrior like you, it would do no harm, although you will not go alone. We wish to send you on an important mission, Yeoh Choo-kheng.”


#


The day faded in a flash of colours. Evening descended upon the river. The hills on both banks resembled dragon teeth. Choo-kheng imagined them biting into the purple sunset, tearing a piece of sky away and swallowing the Sun. Several junks were silhouetted against the other bank. Soon, the rectangular sails on two-pronged masts would melt into the feathery curtain of bamboo separating the river from small fields, squeezed between the peaceful course of the river and the hills etched by eternity. By day, the overgrown hills reminded the girl of stones by a brook, covered in moist, soft moss: the beauty of the small reflected in the rapture of the great.


A soldier lit a lantern on the stern. Mild warmth spilled across the junk carrying Choo-kheng to her mission. More lanterns glowed down the river. Fishermen were preparing for night fishing. They stood on their long rafts of bamboo, pushing themselves away with poles, gliding silently across the quiet surface of the river. Their cormorants waited on prows, black wings spread, eager to dive for fish that would end up in large baskets laid on the rafts. Soon, they, too, became just a string of lights in the darkness swallowing the world.


Choo-kheng was guarded by twenty soldiers and their commander. The girl looked at them. Several soldiers gambled in a strange silence, a quietness inappropriate to the spirit of the game. Others were finishing their supper. One was carefully sharpening his sword. He would wash the blade in blood when the time came. The Emperor had chosen them personally from his guard, the best warriors to accompany the virgin.


#


“We have many enemies,” the Emperor had frowned. “You saw all those courtiers. Nobles, counsellors, and scribes. We trust none of them. None!”


“But, Your Majesty—” Choo-kheng uttered.


The Emperor raised his hand and the girl hushed at once. “They think We summoned you to express Our admiration. True, We did. But that is not the whole truth. It is Our wish that you do something important for Us, Yeoh Choo-kheng. Something secret. You will receive an escort, a small one, so that it does not draw attention, but sufficient for someone with your skills. Together, you will sneak out of the City. We have already instructed the Commander where to go.”


Choo-kheng felt unease growing deep inside her, something evil, threatening to paralyse and devour her. Fear. It fluttered in her innards like one of those butterflies before the Emperor’s feet. But what had the Emperor said just a moment ago? The real hero controls his fear. And then there is no enemy…


“Have you ever seen a unicorn?”


The girl started. A unicorn? “No, Your Majesty, I’m afraid I haven’t. I’ve seen deer. Wild boars. Bear and martens, foxes and squirrels. And many birds, which Grandfather taught me to tell apart. I even caught a glimpse of a tiger once, I think: it was in the forest and it was dark… But a unicorn? Never, Your Majesty. In my province, people say it’s a fabulous beast, one that perished long, long ago—”


“It is not fabulous and it did not perish,” the Emperor interrupted her. “It very much exists and We know where it lives. What else do they say about unicorns in your province?”


Choo-kheng recalled what she had been told by her grandfather and their neighbour, a woman so old no one was counting her years anymore, and what she had heard from other peasants: “They say that it’s a magical creature. And that nobody can catch it. There’s no trickery it won’t see through, no trap it won’t sense, no arrow it won’t dodge.”


“They also say,” the Emperor added, “that it will believe only a girl untouched by the hand of man. Innocent and pure. And they say that the horn of the unicorn is used to detect poisoned drinks. Is it not so, Yeoh Choo-kheng?”


“True, Your Majesty,” Choo-kheng confirmed. “They say that, too.”


“Therefore, you will bring Us the horn of the unicorn, warrior girl. So that We can see if any of the snakes surrounding Us spits poison in Our wine.”


#


The early morning mist veiled the valley like a fine curtain hiding ancient secrets from prying eyes. The hills, that were only yesterday devouring the Sun, were merely blurred floating shapes, distant worlds high above the peaceful river. The mist lingered in the grey light of the dense bamboo forest, bringing with it fresh dew. Choo-kheng shivered and drew her shawl higher around her shoulders as she walked quietly among the green stems. Bamboos leaned above the water, trembling baldachins woven of pointed leaves whispering at the slightest breeze, revealing to the chance traveller whatever the mist hid.


The soldiers already waited at their posts, bows in hand, deployed by their Commander.


They had left the junk upstream, rushing here on foot. It was still dark when they got off the road leading through paddy fields to a distant village, crossed an irrigation channel—one soldier, following orders and apologising, lifted Choo-kheng and carried her across to keep her feet dry—and cut to the river bank. The soldiers were well-trained, the girl noticed. The Emperor had chosen them well: they were moving almost without a sound. Only a long-tailed blue magpie called from a tree of heaven on the forest edge, uncertain who it was that stalked through the bamboos. Magpies miss nothing, her grandfather had said once.


A river forked here, outlining a forested island. On one side of the fork, a vertical rock rose to heaven: a giant sporting an overgrown stony chest with lush green hair atop a powerful head, watching the world beneath him with approval. Below the giant, a meadow spread from the bank to the steep hills which were emerging from the fog. This was where—as it had reached the Emperor’s ears, and as he told the Commander—a unicorn would come early in the morning.


“Now, we have to wait,” the Commander whispered. Choo-kheng nodded.


Time passed, carried by the river. It called in quiet voices of tits high in the bamboos, little birds of yellow bellies, white cheeks and black caps. It flashed with the Sun, tore the misty veils apart, spilled the colours across the world. Choo-kheng sank into the emerald cool of the bamboos. Her spirit flowed with the river, fluttered after the tits, spread her wings and flew high above hills and rocks, forests, and fields. Her shadow startled a herd of deer, caused a peasant rushing to the field look up at the blue sky, and trembled when she heard hooves trampling.


“It’s here,” the Commander said, dragging her back to reality. The girl looked at the meadow. On its edge, beyond the range of the farthest-shot arrow, she saw a white shape emerging out of the forest. “Move!”


“Wait,” Choo-kheng whispered. “Let the animal come closer. Patience.” With patience, she could approach timid stags and roes to within a step or two. The Commander understood. The unicorn had to be lured to the centre of the meadow, where there were no trees to shield him.


The animal paused, cautious. He pricked his ears, lifted his head, and smelled the air. Then he stepped into the grass and went slowly to the bank. Two black-and-white wagtails took the wing before the unicorn’s hooves. One settled back in the tall grass, while the other flew in a circle and, calling, landed on the unicorn’s back, wagging her long tail. The animal paid no attention to the bird. He came to the water and began quenching his thirst.


Choo-kheng could see him better now. Just like stories said, the unicorn was indeed like a horse. He was not too tall, rather resembling horses ridden by nomadic barbarians from the north. His tail was straw-coloured, and so was his bristling, erect mane. A twisted horn protruded from his forehead, as long as the girl’s arm. But it was only when the unicorn came closer that she saw he had three hoofed toes on each foot: the middle one just like a horse’s and a smaller one on each side, barely touching the ground. Choo-kheng wondered if that helped him walk on the soft soil of the river valley that was his home.


“Now, without a sound,” the girl whispered into the Commander’s ear. The soldiers were disciplined, with clear instructions of what to do and when, at the price of their lives. The unicorn was too far away. They had to wait patiently and quietly for the girl to lure him closer, within the range of arrows. The Commander nodded.


The unicorn reared the moment Choo-kheng stepped into the grass. The wagtail flew away from his back, protesting loudly, while he paused, nostrils flaring. His ears turned towards the girl. His muscles twitched under his skin, ready to launch him into wild gallop. The warrior girl froze like a statue. The unicorn studied her. Choo-kheng was unfamiliar to him: he had never seen her before, he did not know her scent. He could not know whether she was dangerous. He did not move. Neither did the girl. The river flowed peacefully, taking time away into oblivion.


For a long time, they stood facing each other, keeping their distance, afraid that the slightest move would break the spell in which they floated. She, fascinated by the unbridled beauty of the magical beast, free and elusive, and spellbound by the purity of the otherworldly creature living high above greed, power, and lust, untarnished by blood, misery, and fear; the unicorn, dazzled by the beautiful girl dressed in the finest silk, calmed by her innocence and unaware—as Choo-kheng realised with shame—that her untouched purity hid cruel treachery.


The unicorn made the first step towards Choo-kheng. Her heart stopped. She wanted to scream, to wave her arms, to drive him away. Hidden behind her innocence, twenty arrows waited in ambush. But the calm beauty of the white animal froze her as the unicorn approached, slowly, as if afraid he would scare her. And then he stopped, lifted his gaze, pricked his ears, shook his head. Did he feel the girl’s shame? Or was it the call of a blue magpie that stopped him in his tracks? Whatever it was, the unicorn turned, cast another glance at Choo-kheng and ambled with dignity back into the forest he came from, out of range of the archers, elusive, mysterious.


#


Choo-kheng was sitting on the straw mat, lying in the grass. The morning was already well-advanced, warm and bright. The girl’s eyes followed a dozen white egrets flying in a stately manner above the arm of the river, carried by slow wing-beats. Several more perched peacefully on the bare branches of a dry tree on the island. Choo-kheng looked across her shoulder at the bamboo forest and the hunters hidden there.


Last night, the Commander had been furious.


Worst of all, there was no one to wreak his rage on, no one to punish for the failure. Every soldier had done exactly as ordered, nobody had revealed his position. He could not blame the girl either. The confounded beast had run back into the forest without any cause or reason, before anybody could shoot an arrow.


“Perhaps there were too many soldiers,” Choo-kheng had remarked cautiously, not mentioning the magpie. The Commander paused in the middle of sipping his wine and stroked his beard thoughtfully. Then he nodded and pointed at five of his men. “You’ll lay in ambush tomorrow! The rest stay here. These are my best archers,” he explained to the girl. “If they don’t hit it, nobody will.”


They reached the meadow before dawn, taking the same path as the day before. The soldiers deployed without a sound, stealthy, immersed into the green semi-darkness. But time flowed away with the river, the morning Sun tore the veils above the valley, and heavenly warmth waked life from misty stupor. Still the unicorn did not appear. Did he suspect something?


“Let me step out,” Choo-kheng suggested.


“Hmm,” the Commander pondered. Perhaps the beast was there and a glimpse of the girl would draw it out. If they stayed this way, who knew how long they would have to wait? Indeed, no one could predict what was on the unicorn’s mind or how he would behave. “All right, go.”


And so, Choo-kheng was alone in the grass, bait for the unicorn. Caressed by the Sun, lulled by the rustle of breeze in bamboos and the buzzing of insects around her, she was enchanted by the lives of all these creatures, big and small, that did not even suspect—busy with their innocent preoccupation with life—that soon blood would be spilled on this meadow.


#


Choo-kheng recalled the Emperor’s words, whispered as he was leaning towards her. “If you succeed, girl, you will thus have proved loyalty to Us and Our Empire. And We shall not be ungrateful.” They were seducing her, promising her all she had ever dreamed of and more. Riches and honours she could not even imagine, what with being just an ignorant peasant girl who only knew how to lead a buffalo and thoroughly thrash, bare-handed, anybody who dared to jump her with dirty thoughts. Choo-kheng was well aware that the words were not empty promises: a great ruler must be ready to reward generously as much as punish severely.


Once, when she was a little girl, she had followed her grandfather down the road by the meadow. Her attention had been caught by a great spider’s web, stretched between low branches. A large spider waited patiently in the middle of it, striped black and yellow. She stepped towards the web to take a better look. Several small brown grasshoppers leaped away before her feet and one, unwary, flew straight into the web. It struggled helplessly as the spider dived across the web in an instant, paralysing it with a single bite and wrapping it in dense cobweb. Where there had been a grasshopper a moment before, there was now just a silvery bundle in the web.


“Poor grasshopper,” Choo-kheng muttered, sad and angry. She looked around. She spotted a stone to throw at the web, to tear apart that illusion of fragile beauty bringing only death.


“Stop!” her grandfather shouted. Choo-kheng looked at him, surprised. “There’s no malice in what the spider did. It must eat in order to live and so somebody must be eaten. That’s the way of the world and there’s no malice in it. Only man does evil that he does not have to do, and then it is a crime. Remember that, Choo-kheng.”


#


Choo-kheng shook her head angrily as she recalled her grandfather’s words. Why did she remember them just then? Anyway, did she have any other choice? The Emperor himself had given her the order, and his orders were carried out without question. And then the girl looked at the edge of the forest, towards the darkness from which the unicorn had stepped into the meadow the day before. And she recalled the fascination they had both felt for each other.


A grasshopper, a spider, and a web. A sudden thought coursed through her. It was her grandfather talking to her: once more, he shouted for her to stop, and it was only then that she understood the tear in his eye when they parted. A grasshopper, a spider, and a web. She was the web.


Something rebelled in Choo-kheng, who was sad and angry, just as she had been when the spider had caught the grasshopper. She remembered the way she had reached for the stone. And now she was the web. And who would cast the stone in righteous wrath? Because, she realised, an unnecessary act of evil would be committed here.


Everybody knew about the Emperor’s quest for immortality. One thousand virgins had been sent by his command on a long journey across the sea—to fetch him water from the fountain of life about which he had heard from some self-proclaimed sage—never to be seen again. And Choo-kheng knew well enough, taught by her grandfather, that there was no immortality and that death was inevitable, even desirable: merely an ending of one circle to begin a new one. The Emperor’s quest was as futile as much as it was senseless. Only none of his crows dared to tell him that. And because nobody had the courage to warn the tyrant of his fallacy, a beautiful animal will be killed. A crime will be committed and Choo-kheng will be an accomplice, as guilty as the Emperor who commanded it and the soldier whose arrow will hit the innocent beast. And no matter how great the rewards and honours bestowed upon her, they would never wash away the blood of the unicorn, splashing her like mud.


But what was she to do? To rise that very instant from the mat and run away? Where to? As much as Choo-kheng knew that death was part of life, she did not feel like dying. Not yet and not in the ways the Emperor would have her die.


Suddenly, several wagtails rose from the tall grass and flew above the girl, calling loudly. He’s arrived, Choo-kheng thought with a mixture of joy and desperation, and she turned. And froze.


A tiger had stalked to within ten paces of her. Choo-kheng’s heart stopped as she looked on the animal, a strange beast she had never heard of, not even from her grandfather in all his wisdom, not even from their neighbour, the old woman whose years nobody counted anymore. What kind of tiger is this? Choo-kheng wondered. Because this tiger was not like the one she had seen. His coat, although striped with black stripes just like any other, was not yellowish in colour, but greyish, almost blue.


The green eyes stared at her. Was the tiger merely passing by? Or had he been stalking her since she went out into the meadow, waiting for the right moment? Maybe that was why the unicorn did not show up. But why did not somebody warn her? Where were the soldiers? Why didn’t they shoot? It was unlikely they would have hit the tiger as he was at the edge of their range, but the arrows and a shout or two would certainly have driven him away. Or were they just like her, stunned by the blue beast?


The tiger took a step towards Choo-kheng. His whiskers twitched, the stripes above his eyes gathering in tense concentration on the prey before him. The warrior girl clenched her fists, ready to let the tiger charge, and then jump aside at the last moment to confuse him and gain the precious time needed to strike back. If she could beat up five armed bandits bare-handed, why couldn’t she vanquish a tiger? Even a blue one that had to be—since he was so unusual—a beast of great powers. Choo-kheng took a deep breath. Strange, she did not feel fear, not before this beast. And that gave her new strength: what she was not afraid of, she would defeat easily.


But Choo-kheng asked herself something else: what if the tiger was merely a stone thrown at the web by angry gods?


And who was she to oppose the will of powers mightier than her, mightier than the Emperor himself? Strangely, Choo-kheng felt great relief before the striped face of death. Fate had shown her the right path, sending a messenger to guide her along, and all she could do was obey. She looked at the beautiful bluish beast once again and then took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and relaxed her body, waiting for the end.


A heartbeat behind closed eyelids. The breathing of the beast. Another heartbeat. A powerful paw softly stepping on dewy grass. Beat. Tensing of mighty muscles. Beat. The cat ready to pounce. Beat, the last one before death.


And then, a sudden stamping of hooves and the surprised, raging scream of a hunter startled within reach of his prey. The girl opened her eyes and found herself before a whirlwind of neighing, snarling, and trampling as the unicorn—his head low, his mane bristling, his horn pointed—drove the tiger away from her. The cat lashed out with his paw, claws tearing the air, but the horn would not let him close. The tiger jumped aside, murder in his eyes, and circled, trying to catch the unicorn defenceless, but the horn kept pointing at him. The slightest mistake and the tiger would end up impaled. The unicorn and the tiger measured each other for an eternity. No matter how hungry he was, the tiger grew indecisive, facing the unicorn’s spiralling horn. And then the unicorn charged angrily and the tiger barely avoided the sharp point ripping his belly apart. Then the cat decided he’d had enough: there must be an easier meal in the forest. He snarled once more, fangs bared, and finally, quite inappropriate for the lord of the forest, he escaped quickly from the unicorn that no predator can catch unawares.


Choo-kheng remained helpless in the grass. The unicorn whinnied victoriously and then, with the tiger lost in the forest, returned to the girl. She cast a glance at the bamboo. The soldiers must have seen all this but they were too far away, their arrows could not hit her saviour.


The unicorn approached the girl, touched her cheek with his nose, warm breath spilling over her face and down her neck. Choo-kheng lifted her hand slowly and touched the unicorn, caressing him and fondling his horn, that object of the Emperor’s desire. There were no more obstacles between the girl and the animal, the enemy had been driven away. Only the two of them remained, alone in the meadow by the river; the unicorn, unaware of the betrayal woven around him; the girl, grateful that he had saved her and diverted the hand of fate, thus paving the path to his own doom.


The unicorn laid his head on the lap of the girl untouched by the hand of man. Choo-kheng caressed his white hair, leaned her cheek against his strong neck, felt the hot blood of the unbridled animal against her skin. That was what the soldiers had been waiting for, the moment that the Emperor had commanded them to discharge their arrows. But they would have done so in vain because they were too far away. The Commander knew well enough that there was no point. They would merely scare the beast and perhaps never have another chance. And so the soldiers remained hidden: another morning passed without them carrying out their mission. But the Commander was cunning. He realised that the trust between the girl and their prey could not be established just like that. And so, when the unicorn lifted his head, looked at the girl once more, and trotted back into the forest, the Commander just smiled with satisfaction, certain that soon it would be possible to lure the damned thing quite close.


#


Night swallowed the world, covered it under a black veil, wrapped it in silence. The soldiers slept. The lantern on the stern illuminated the sentry leaning on his spear. The soldier looked at Choo-kheng without interest and then returned to his night thoughts. It was as if she did not exist: the soldiers were strictly forbidden to even speak to her without need, let alone smile at her or make an improper remark. The threat of the headsman’s axe had made them true eunuchs, at least on this mission.


The Commander had been very pleased at supper: he was expecting to carry out his mission tomorrow, or in two or three days at the latest. Choo-kheng knew he was right. The unicorn trusted her now. Tomorrow, the animal would approach her on his own. Tomorrow, she would tempt him. Tomorrow…


Tomorrow, or in two or three days at the latest, noble blood would stain Choo-kheng for eternity. And not even the finest silk and the most precious jewellery, nor the greatest of honours would wash that stench of treason from her soul. All that afternoon and evening she had been thinking of nothing else but those eyes, the eyes of the unicorn, and of what she would see in them as the first arrow hit. If only he had not saved her from the blue tiger! If only he had not stepped between her and the beast, it would be all over now: everything would be decided, and Choo-kheng would be free, released of all responsibility.


But fate would not have it that way. The hand that wanted to throw a stone at the web had paused and placed all the burden upon the girl’s shoulders.


A string of lights along the river: fishermen with their faithful cormorants. Choo-kheng looked at the sentry and then down the river. One light, nearest to them, was apart from the others. It seemed close to the bank. Who knew why that fisherman lagged behind? Perhaps he had already filled his basket, but did not feel like going home. Or he had problems with his raft or bird. Choo-kheng did not care. She could swim to him.


By the time the Commander posted sentries and went to sleep, Choo-kheng had decided. She had realised she had no strength to face those eyes filled with pain - pain of the arrow tearing his flesh, pain of the friendship let down, pain of betrayal. She knew she must save the magical animal, even at the price of her own head. And she knew there was only one way to drive the unicorn away, before it was too late for them both.


At first, she had planned to use one of the sentries. But their loyalty to the Emperor was unfailing, and their fear before his wrath was infinite. Therefore, she had settled on this lonely fisherman, far enough away that he could not be seen by the others but close enough that Choo-kheng could swim to him, guided by his lantern like a desert traveller following the North Star.


The girl looked at the sentry as he passed her by, walking to the prow. If only he would fall asleep! But no, the Emperor’s best soldiers would never fall asleep on duty. It doesn’t matter, Choo-kheng decided and withdrew quietly to her cabin; it was small and cramped, but it hid her from stares. She undressed quickly, threw her finest robes onto the bed and opened the doors a little. The sentry was looking down the river, his back turned to her.


Choo-kheng sneaked out of her cabin, tiptoed across the deck, and slipped silently overboard before the sentry turned. She held her breath. She heard the sentry’s quiet steps on the deck. For a moment, he stopped right above her and she was afraid that he would lean over and spot her alongside the junk. But the sentry kept walking. As far as he was concerned, Choo-kheng had retired to sleep.


Feeling relieved, the girl pushed herself off from the junk and swam in quiet strokes towards the bank, towards the lantern and her destiny.


There was only one way to save her saviour.


#


“You betrayed Us, Yeoh Choo-kheng.”


The Emperor was sitting on his throne. His hand rested on a sheathed sword lying in his lap.


He had commanded Choo-kheng be brought to him, chained, to a pavilion amidst the lake that graced the very centre of the Imperial City. They dragged her across the wooden bridge—the only one leading to the pavilion—and threw her down on her knees. She rose. They kicked her back to the floor, and then the Emperor shouted “Enough!” and ordered her manacles removed. The Captain of the Guard opened his mouth to object, for Choo-kheng was now a dangerous traitor, but his eyes met the Emperor’s, and he released her himself before standing two paces behind her. The Emperor dismissed his guards with an impatient gesture of his hand, so the two of them remained alone, face to face.


Choo-kheng noticed that there were no butterflies before the Emperor’s feet. Whether this was because it was late in the evening, when they flew no more, or because he knew precisely what was in her soul, she could not say. “We shall not ask with whom you betrayed Us. It does not matter: We had your entire escort decapitated today, thus punishing the one who touched you with his hands, as well as the rest for not preventing it from happening.”


Choo-kheng suppressed a bitter laugh at the Emperor’s cruel fallacy. Let him believe that he punished the guilty ones. Because who knew what revenge would he exact against the innocent people by the river if he learnt that she had given herself to an ordinary fisherman. In what inconceivable ways would he torture entire villages if she told him the whole story? How she had swum in complete silence to the young man’s raft, rising from the water before his wide-opened eyes, naked like some river goddess, and extinguished the lantern flame so that no one could see them. And how she approached him without a word, kissing him and surrendering to his rough hands. And how she let his callous palms fondle her and fingers tease her. How she allowed, in blood, her teeth clenched, a man to make a woman out of a girl.


“What We wish to know is why you betrayed Us, Yeoh Choo-kheng.” 


The piercing cry of a white crane spilled across the lake. The crane was one of many that adorned the shores, their wings pinioned, to make the Emperor’s heart glow with their lovely beauty. Another bird replied to the crane, and then they all fell silent: cranes and egrets and gaudy ducks, spotted deer in the park, ladies twittering merrily as they strolled, and frowning men-at-arms marching with determination. It was a time for dreams. The night lay a shroud of peace upon the Imperial City. Only lanterns in the pavilion remained burning, casting flickering light over the stage on which two actors, the warrior girl and the Emperor, were about to act a deadly play.


“Well, Yeoh Choo-kheng, why? Did We not promise a worthy reward for your success?”


“If I had failed the unicorn that saved me,” Choo-kheng replied, “that would be worse. No reward would wash away the stain of that betrayal.”


“Hmmm,” the Emperor became thoughtful. Then he rose from his throne and stood before the warrior girl. “And you are not afraid of punishment?”


She did not reply immediately, merely looked the Emperor in the eye. She had stopped fearing him when she climbed back onto the junk and sneaked into her cabin, unseen. Neither was she afraid on the third morning, when the unicorn approached her and then stopped suddenly, sensing some change in her, then reared and galloped back into the forest, into safety, way beyond the reach of the arrows. The Commander realised quickly what had happened and had ordered Choo-kheng to be bound immediately. He spent the entire day fuming across the deck, trying to find out which soldier had taken her. If he had dared, he would have beheaded Choo-kheng himself. Finally, he had the guards on duty that night whipped. All he could do was return, qualms in his heart, to the Imperial City, job not done. And now, he and his twenty soldiers had been executed.


“Have You ever seen a unicorn, Your Majesty?” Choo-kheng asked finally.


“Unfortunately, no. We heard, however, that it is a beautiful beast.”


“True. And I couldn’t allow it to be killed.”


“Even if We commanded it?”


“Even if You commanded it, Your Majesty,” Choo-kheng replied, wondering why everybody feared this man. Fat, grey, his stare revealing his fear now and again. Where was his power? And did he truly have any? Or was everybody around him so helpless, chained by fear? Not even the sword in his hand scared her anymore. The five bandits seemed faster and stronger opponents. “You created Your enemies Yourself. Your quest for immortality is as futile as it is unnatural. Your life is not worth the life of a unicorn.”


“Our life is the life of the State,” the Emperor hissed. He grabbed the hilt of his sword, squeezing it so tight his fingers went white. “Our life is the life of the people! One state, one people, one ruler! You forgot that, warrior girl!”


“The people lived before You. They will live after You. You forgot that.”


“How dare you?” the Emperor roared. He drew the sword from its scabbard and struck. The blade flashed like lightning, but it did not land a blow, frozen by some unexplainable force. The Emperor trembled when he understood. The blade stopped right in front of the warrior girl’s face, squeezed firmly between her palms. The Emperor pulled his sword free. Choo-kheng jumped back, ready for another attack. “Is that so? You vanquished five bandits, We praised you a little, and now you feel strong enough to forget that We are not some village cutpurse!”


The Emperor brandished his sword once again, but she evaded his attack, and another, and another. She was thinking feverishly what to do. Sentries were on the bridge. Perhaps they had already heard the struggle that troubled the peace of night and were speeding to the aid of their Emperor. She knew she did not have much time. Even if she defeated the Emperor, what then? His merciless ministers would put her to the severest of tortures until she begged them to execute her. All she could do was escape.


“Where will you go?” the Emperor snarled, sensing her intention. “Do you think there will be a single place in Our Empire where you can hide from Us?”


“The world spreads beyond Your Empire, Your Majesty,” Choo-kheng replied mockingly. This chubby old man was tiring her. How could she listen to him and feel the same awe for him that she had the first time they had brought her before his throne? A new gratitude to the unicorn rose up inside her. And to the tiger, the blue one, and the other one she had seen once. And to the deer and the birds, the spider and the grasshopper, gratitude to all those creatures that had opened her eyes, liberated her, shown her the way. Her destiny did not depend on any Emperor, she realised. It depended only on her two hands and whether she would step through the thicket of evil or walk down the path of good. That was her choice alone, the choice that had freed her of every fear.
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