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This book is dedicated to all women who have overcome obstacles

Note on Pronunciation:

Xiu is pronounced "shee-you"

Qiao: "ki-ow"
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Chapter One
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How could it be, that small hands barely able to make dumplings would wield a sword? 

A young girl watched her mother kneading dough and she could not imagine her hands would ever be so broad and calloused. She dreaded being married and sent away, from the clay house with its sloping terracotta roof and corner shrine fragrant with incense for the ancestors. From the rice fields that stretched to a distant ridge, the earth cracked from the heat, because the Azure Dragon had been summoned but had not yet granted rain.

Her mother shaped the dough with brisk precision and Xiu's small hands copied her movements. When her dumplings turned out lumpy, her mother would squeeze them back to formlessness and roll them out herself. 

“Can't you do better?” her mother would fume. As the eldest daughter, she ought to have been more graceful, yet somehow she was not. 

Xiu was free then to go outside, but she was aware of the boundary, an invisible line that stretched across their last rice field. If she went beyond it, her parents told her, she could be taken by Wan Feng. When Xiu heard that name, she thought of black clouds moving over the horizon and faceless terror. Wan Feng was a warlord from a rival tribe to the west, who was known to raid villages and steal away rebellious daughters.

When her parents decided she was old enough, they picked out a man for her, just like her mother's coarse hands would pick out radishes from the market. 

She did not know how, but they found one, and told her only his name. Zhu Gan. She lay in bed for hours imagining a face to the name, but the faces in her mind were all partial and hazy and before she could grasp them, slipped away. 

In her dreams, the man arrived, but when he lifted his head, he had the face of a mouse. A long pointed nose and bristling whiskers. He wrinkled his small nose and bared sharp yellow teeth at her. Xiu woke covered in sweat and shaking. 

She found her mother by the stove, while her younger sisters chopped vegetables and stirred a clay pot. They should not have been cooking so early.

“What's going on?” asked Xiu. 

“He is coming this evening,” said her mother.

She did not need to ask who.  

All that day, Xiu was jittery with nerves. She was sloppy at her chores, her palms sweated and she bit her nails to stubs. At her mother's insistence, she helped in the kitchen but burnt the rice.

Too soon, the sun reddened and sank below the fields and Xiu realised her last day as a child in her parents' house had ended. As the day faded, duty sank onto her shoulders like the yoke on her father's ox.  

She lit the round paper lanterns that hung along the front of the house and stayed in her room until her mother called, “he's here.”

Xiu, dressed in her finest clothes—a high-necked linen blouse with sleeves that came past her wrists and a long skirt that trailed along the floor, shuffled to the doorway, tripped on the door frame, and landed in the neatly swept dirt of the courtyard. She righted herself and brushed the dirt from her clothes with shaking hands.

The double doors opened and the suitor appeared. 

Xiu gasped and hid her mouth beneath a hand. 

His face was sagging and mottled with dark spots. His body was small and frail and worst of all, he had a beard that was long, white and wispy.

Her father bowed deeply and spread out his arms. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Xiu.”  

Before she could say a word, Xiu turned and ran, covering her face with her hands.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“How could you,” she said when her mother came to check on her.

“Zhu Gan is kind and very generous. He offered far more for a bride price than the others.” 

“But he's so old!”

“I know dear, I know.”

She smoothed one hand over the other. For a moment she did not speak, and Xiu saw that she felt uncomfortable. 

“He lives in a very auspicious place.” 

Xiu heard the effort with which her mother made her voice sound gentle. “And most importantly, you'll be safe.” 

“But he'll—he'll die long before me!”

“Yes,” said her mother with a voice that seemed strangely composed. “One day he will die and you can marry whoever you want.” 

Xiu stared at her. She'd never seen this side of her mother before. 

She asked a question she had never dared to ask. “Were you... happy.... when your parents chose Father for you?”

Her mother sucked in breath through her teeth. “To be honest, at first, no. I was as nervous as you. But I decided to grow to love him, and that's what I did.” 

Xiu saw the determination in her. Hard as the stone pestle for pounding rice. 

Xiu nodded her head in deference to her mother. There was but one way, and it had been chosen for her.

“Are your things ready?”

“Almost.” 

“Best you pack, then.” 

Xiu felt a broad, warm hand on her shoulder, the strength that it instilled. She glimpsed her mother's understanding of her burden and the yearning to lighten it. The empathy of shared experience. Xiu's small shrunken heart expanded into love for her.

“When you're ready, come for tea.”

Xiu nodded. 

*
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Xiu knelt at her family altar, where tablets inscribed with the names of her ancestors lay on a flat stone slab. Thin streams of smoke wafted up from sticks of incense. 

Her parents used the altar to pray to gods governing various aspects of life, the household spirits, and the Azure Dragon. He was the highest of the four Dragon Kings, which presided over the seas in each of the four directions. His direction was East, the most auspicious, and he was considered a force of wisdom and balance. He was worshipped as a god for his power to control rain and storms, but if his mood became imbalanced, he could stir up floods from his watery realm. There had been too little rain that year, and the harvest had been meagre. The villagers believed the Azure Dragon was, for some mysterious reason, displeased with them. 

But Xiu, as she knelt, did not pray for rain. 

She prayed that somehow, in some way she could not imagine, she would gain her freedom. But the thought seemed so hopeless it spurred a fresh wave of tears. 

*

[image: ]


When Xiu had splashed water on her face from the wash basin and her eyes no longer seemed red, she slipped out of the bedroom.

She found her parents sitting rigid on the straw mat spread over the floor, while Zhu Gan sat opposite, on their best cushions. On the low table was a teapot and four tiny cups. Xiu refilled their teacups, poured herself tea and joined her mother. 

“Will you stay a few days in our home?” her mother was asking. 

To feast on food we cannot not afford to spare, thought Xiu.

“I must depart tonight,” said Zhu Gan. His wispy beard waggled as he spoke. 

Like a worn out broom, thought Xiu with disgust.  

“Before the wedding?” asked her father with wide eyes. 

“A village wedding will not be necessary.” 

Distress flickered across her mother's face. “But we've already prepared everything,” she said, voice high with alarm. 

“She will come directly to my abode.”

“Our esteemed guest, we would very much like—” began Xiu's mother.

“We will do as you wish,” said Xiu's father, shooting her mother a warning look. She shut her mouth.

Xiu's father bowed his head and her mother copied his motions. 

The suitor pressed his hands together. “Thank you,” he said.

Xiu said nothing. 

Zhu Gan took a last sip from his teacup, stood, bowed, and walked out the door.  

*
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Walking out of the courtyard with her things tied in a bundle, Xiu joined her mother and father. 

“A fine carriage fit for a lady.” 

Xiu could not mistake the pride in her mother's voice. She forced a smile. 

True, it was impressive. A pair of oxen stood yoked to a carriage, a small wooden box with a curving roof and huge spoked wheels. At the front sat a coachman in a grey linen robe. 

Zhu Gan held out a hand and Xiu took it as she climbed in. His hand felt soft and wrinkled. She kept her face expressionless. Through the carved wooden lattice, she saw her parents, her father standing with his feet planted wide, her mother blinking rapidly, her sisters squirming around them, weeping like the stream behind their house—and her house! The clay walls and fine tile roof through the gate's double doors. 

She filled her gaze with as much of the sight as she could. 

Zhu Gan gave an order, the coachman cracked his whip and the cart creaked forward. 

*
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When she asked where they were going, Zhu Gan named a place she had never heard of. 

Xiu had never left her village and did not know what to reply.

She gazed out the window as the flat expanse gave way to the broad slopes of terraced rice fields. Much of the rice had been harvested, the fields shorn to stubble. In the distance she saw a range of green hills, and she gazed at the landscape until the movement of the carriage made her drowsy. 

A thin cushion padded the cart's wooden seat. Xiu leaned back as far as she could and attempted to sleep.

Through her eyelashes, she spied on her groom to be. 

He wore a cream linen robe that somehow had not gotten dirty, and she could tell he'd brushed his eyebrows from the way the hairs were splayed up like the bristles of a broom. His hands were gnarled as old tree roots. Hands that would soon be peeling off her clothes like the skin from an apple, to touch the soft flesh beneath—she shuddered. The cart juddered. When at last she slept, trees pulled up their roots to wrap around her and scraping branches turned into gnarled hands. 
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