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No life is perfect, and no one walks without regret. 
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Yet the roughness of the road does not diminish the worth

of the journey. 

The earth beneath us is uneven; 

how could our days be smooth?

Still—love yourself. Do not fear.

The universe is vast and mysterious. 

Darkness passes; light returns.
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Chapter 1 — The Wolf-Tooth Birthmark and the Echo of a Dream
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Tana tilted her head, leaning against the airplane seatback.

Her brows were tightly furrowed and her face looked a little pale; in the dim cabin, she seemed almost sickly. 

In fact, Tana was being gripped by a heavy nightmare.

She was dreaming again—the dream that had, from childhood, appeared now and then without warning, that clung to her and tangled with her like a shadow.

All these years, in her dream, Tana could never see the face of one of the women; she could only see her pair of phoenix eyes.

The other woman’s face was also blurred, but it seemed that Tana was familiar with that woman’s looks.

She could hear the words spoken by the woman with the phoenix eyes. Yet it was her voice, and her cadence, that frightened Tana—that was a fear rising from the depths of the heart, a fear that made one especially uncomfortable.
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Tana could also sense the woman with the phoenix eyes’ fierce and domineering emotion, like a wolf on the grasslands chasing down its prey.

Almost every time Tana had this dream, the woman with the phoenix eyes in the dream would cup the other woman’s face in both hands. 

Tana dimly knew that the face held in those hands wore an expression of panic, unwillingness, despair—pitiful, pleading, forbearing—many complicated feelings interwoven together.

Though not clear, Tana could perceive it precisely—caught in the dream, Tana seemed to be in sympathetic accord with that “pitiful” woman.

She knew that “pitiful ”woman wanted to cry, to kneel and beg for mercy, to flee, to hide in some solid embrace and weep loudly, to wrap her own body tightly so no one’s gaze could roam inch by inch over her, and so no one’s cold fingers would reach out to touch her. 

She wanted to return to the grassland, to kneel, to pray devoutly to the Eternal Blue Heaven for a way out. She was in utter panic.

All this embarrassment and helplessness was transmitted exactly to the Tana inside the dream.

Tana even saw, in the dream, the vast grassland; she saw a shaman in bright garments, with a beautiful feathered coronet upon her head; she heard the shaman’s deep drumbeats and the silver bells clinking “ding-ding-dang-dang” in the wind. 

These sounds were familiar to Tana. Her home was on the great grassland of Inner Mongolia.

But it was also different. Tana knew that shamans on the grassland prayed for blessing, yet the shaman in this dream was somewhat different—she seemed to come from a far more distant time.

Just as Tana could not make sense of it, the shaman in the dream slowly turned her head; in her gaze welled compassion and resignation, and even a trace of apology. She seemed to be saying something, but Tana could not hear her voice.

Bewildered and trapped in the dream, Tana wanted to wake but could not.

Her mind was seized again by that woman “like a wolf”; Tana saw that in those phoenix eyes the look was hazy and dazed, and also obsessed. 

Though Tana could not see her face, those phoenix eyes held fire burning beneath ice—tenderness laced with a vicious flash of light.

The possessiveness in that gaze was astonishingly thick; it nearly swallowed all five of Tana’s senses.

The words of the “wolf-like woman,” the intense desire in those eyes—blazing yet shadowed, domineering and absolute—left one suffocated.

Tana couldn’t help trembling.

She struggled to flee, but could not move at all.

She wanted to see the woman’s features clearly, but could only ever see misty light and those phoenix eyes like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

At this moment, in this in-flight dream, Tana suddenly saw the woman’s long fingers, a tastefully shaped gem ring upon them; wide brocade sleeves with silk’s unique matte sheen, and patterns both intricate and luxuriant upon them.

The woman’s voice, today as well, was especially low and husky, carrying a seduction not of the mortal world and a softened, unhurried gentleness.

Tana could feel the woman’s lips—red as fire. It was a kind of rouge, the color this woman loved most: hot and vivid, yet with a dusky, shadowed glow.

From those lips came two words—

“Qingzhu...”

Such a soft call, every time, would shake the Tana in the dream to the core.

Her heart seemed to contract, as if her whole body wore only a single layer of thin gauze; under the wavering candlelight, a pair of phoenix eyes fixed on her, sizing her up from top to bottom.

It was as though every inch of skin were being kissed by a scorching gaze.

Tana, in the dream, was utterly flustered; she wanted to find a place to hide herself.

But that gaze, it seemed, was not upon Tana.

It was upon the woman whose heart was in accord with Tana’s—the “pitiful ”one, the face held between those hands, the “prey” with nowhere to hide.
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The voice calling “Qingzhu” was distant and ethereal, echoing again and again in the air, as if every particle of air were dyed with longing, melancholy, yearning, and coercion:

“You are mine, only mine.

“We are destined to be together—this life, the next life, life after life.”

“No, we cannot...”

Tana heard that “prey” murmuring in the dream; she seemed to be shaking her head. 

“Her” voice was full of urgency and struggle, and also sincere concern. What a gentle voice it was—gentle even with despair in it, as smooth and soft as silk.  

“We cannot...”

In the depths of the dream, Tana forced her eyes open.

In the blurred light and shadow, she fixed on those long, narrow phoenix eyes—fixed on that “face” veiled by mist.

Tana heard the woman like a “prey” pleading pitifully; her voice was trembling, pleading, despairing—and caring.

“Baoyin, my mistress, my gege—please wake up! What has happened to you! I am Qingzhu! I am the maid who has accompanied you since childhood, the one you trust most. Why do you keep saying such strange things, my gege?!”

(Note: gege—an honorific for daughters of tribal leaders, loosely equivalent to “the Khan’s daughter” in the context of steppe culture.)

“Gege, didn’t you say you would treat me like an elder sister?

“All these years, we have been closer than blood sisters.

“I know I am your private property, your Núbì. If you want me to serve you for the rest of my life, I am willing.

（Núbì — a deferential self-address used by enslaved servants in imperial China, indicating complete subordination and lack of personal freedom. Though literally meaning “female slave,” it was also sometimes used by eunuchs when speaking humbly to their masters.）

“But you—what are you doing? Please, allow me to put on some clothing. This thin gauze... it is too shameful. I—I am afraid. Gege, don’t frighten me...”

“Haha... ha-ha-ha-ha— Núbì? Would I kiss another Núbì?

“Would I touch another maid with a tenderness kept for love alone?

“Would I yearn to share a pillow with someone else?

“When a man draws her into his arms, kisses her—aye, even seeks those presumptions allowed only to one dearly loved—would I feel anything but a blaze of jealousy that makes me want to draw her away and keep her hidden for myself?

“Would I, waking or in dreams, ever long to trespass upon bounds that ought to be kept only for the one who truly holds her heart?

“No. Never. My heart has room for no one but you, Qingzhu. You understand this well—you simply refuse to believe it. For so long you’ve been stubborn, refusing to admit it.

“You know I am pursuing you!
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“Just like those rough men on the grassland pursue you, just like my elder brothers pursue you, I am pursuing you as well!

“But you—you insist on shrinking into a shell.

“What are you guarding? A chastity archway? For whom? Ah!? Tell me! For whom!”

The woman called Qingzhu fell silent. 

She sobbed softly. 

After a long moment, she lowered her voice and spoke in halting fragments:

“Baoyin, we... cannot... go on like this.

“From the day I agreed to you—when I refused Edward’s proposal—

“from the day I refused to elope with him—

“I was already in the wrong...

“You know that Edward and I loved each other deeply.

“You now ask me, for whom am I guarding myself? For whom? You already know!

“We were wrong, my gege! We were terribly, terribly wrong!

“Edward drowned his sorrow in wine, day and night; now he has lost his life.

“My heart—oh, my heart—hurts as though carved again and again by knives!

“My heart is in pain and in remorse!

“When you told me to become the Earl’s mistress, I knelt before you and begged you. I begged you; I was willing to trade everything I had for your mercy. 

“I kowtowed until my forehead bled, only asking that you allow me to be with Edward.

“I told you—I told you—how deep the love between Edward and me ran. In this life, I love only Edward.

“I begged you to spare us, to fulfill us; we would be grateful for your great kindness for a lifetime.

“But you said you needed me—

“you needed me to help you keep the Earl’s favor;

“otherwise, you and I, and all of us, would be driven out of the manor.

“You threatened me with your very life; I could not stand by and watch you die.

“Nor could I watch you, in the bloom of your youth, be despised by your husband. I—I desperately endured the shame. 

“The first morning I woke in the Earl’s bed, I truly wanted to die of humiliation. 

“But I did not.

“I had to help you keep the Earl’s favor, so that those women outside would not snatch away your title and your place.”

Qingzhu’s voice choked.

Tears slid down her cheeks.

“Baoyin, Edward and I loved each other so much. Again and again I turned him away.

“My heart felt as if it were being torn apart.

“But I still obeyed your order—

“Do you know, each night when I lay in the Earl’s arms—when he touched me, when he pressed his claims with harsh insistence, and still expected that I answer—how ashamed I was! 

“How desperate I was! I should not be so immodest! I love the Earl’s son, yet on the father’s bed I let out those shameful sounds. I—I despise myself!

“Do you know, when Edward saw me in his father’s arms...

“his pale face—

“I will never forget it in my lifetime.

“But for you, I endured, I suffered, I did as you asked.

“If you want my life, I will not hesitate.

“But this—this thing—

“we cannot do!

“Baoyin, you know my heart already belongs to another!

“Only permit me to be your elder sister all my life—

“to serve at your command, to remain ever by your side,

“and to protect you with all my heart, as a sister ought.”

In the dream, Qingzhu stepped back; her body shook like a leaf in the wind.

“We cannot do this, Baoyin...

“I have never stopped loving Edward, not for a single day.

“Baoyin, please, be clear-headed... we cannot do this...”

Baoyin’s voice trembled, a mixture of desire and pain.

“No, Qingzhu! Those ‘sisters’—I have plenty.

“But they are foolish, shallow, and spiteful...

“I want only you!

“From the first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted you—not as a Núbì, not as a sister, but to be a pair of loving companions.

“The shaman lady of our tribe once told me: ‘If you present the wolf-tooth you hunted with your own hands to the one you desire in your heart, that person becomes your destined mate.’

“She thought the one I liked was Batu?

“Who would want that dull, ox-like brute?”

Baoyin let out a low laugh, tinged with dangerous allure.

She lightly tapped Qingzhu’s lips with one hand.

“My Qingzhu...

“so lofty, so gentle, so bright.

“Like the moon at the edge of the sky, surpassing all men and women in the world.

“Alex calls you “Linda”, saying the name suits your beauty.

“But I prefer to call you Qingzhu.

“When you truly fall in love with me,

“you will take the initiative to kiss me, and softly call my name—

“Look at my rouge; you blended it for me with your own hands. “Because you like it, I have used this rouge ever since. 

“My precious one. 

“My heart’s darling. 

“My tall, beautiful, and enchanting... Qingzhu.”

Her voice carried a drunken lilt, trembling to the point of breaking.

“You belong only to me.

“No one else is worthy to speak your name.”

Qingzhu’s face turned ashen.

She shook her head desperately, trying to break free of the hand that held her.

Around them lay a luxurious bedchamber; next door, someone seemed to be sleeping.

The air was so heavy it was almost suffocating.

“Baoyin! Please, be clear-headed!

“You wanted me to help you keep your husband’s favor—I did!

“I gave up my purity, gave up my dignity; I became your husband’s mistress!

“I share the same man with you, only because you saved my father and my yiniang—because you saved me!

“If you want my life, I would not refuse.

(Note: In traditional Chinese families, children born to a father’s secondary woman called their biological mother “Yiniang,” but were required to address the father’s principal wife as “Mother.” This reflected household hierarchy rather than biology.)

“But we are two women...

“How can we do this again and again? Such a thing violates the ethical order—what is more,

“you have a husband, and I... I have been forced to become his woman.

“Baoyin, what has happened to you?

“We cannot fall in love with each other—this is to go against Heaven itself!”

Qingzhu’s sobbing carried despair—and also a warning.

[image: ]

In the next second—

Tana snapped her eyes open.

A familiar wrenching pain seized her chest, as if that love and hate in the dream were so real they could rip her from some corner of the soul.

She stared ahead blankly; 

after a long moment, she finally heard the cabin announcement:

“Ladies and gentlemen,

this flight will be landing at Toronto Pearson International Airport in thirty minutes.”

She slowly sat up and took a sip of water.

Her fingertips pressed to her chest by reflex; the pain had not yet subsided.

Since deciding to study in Canada, this dream had become ever more frequent—each awakening brought new fragments, new emotions, new fear.

It was like a door sealed for too long being pried open little by little.

On the journey from the Inner Mongolian grassland to Beijing, she had even gone to the hospital for an examination.

The doctor’s report was in her bag.

She took it out and glanced at it—

cardiac function normal; all indices perfectly fine.

“Really healthy...?”

Tana’s fingers tapped lightly on the paper.

She tried to persuade herself it was only a dream—

but some deeper intuition told her it was not only that.

She raised her hand and touched her slender neck.

On the right side, a faint bluish birthmark, shaped like a wolf’s tooth, lay quietly upon her skin.

Silent—yet as if throbbing faintly.

As though it were calling to something—

or answering something.
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Chapter 2 — The Man in the White Porsche 
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Tana hurried out of the airport concourse,
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a backpack slung over her shoulders and a delicate handbag held close in one hand.

Her family’s ranch had once collaborated with a Canadian company in the cashmere trade.

When she decided to study abroad, her father had reached out to their former partner—Vincent.

Vincent, now conducting business in Europe, was a third-generation Chinese Canadian.

He had sent Tana’s father a photograph:

a tall, mixed-race man wearing dark sunglasses, leaning casually against a white Porsche.

He wrote that the man was his nephew, Paul.

He had already forwarded Tana’s flight details and photograph to him,

asking Paul to drive that same white Porsche to pick her up at the airport.

Stepping out of Toronto Pearson International Airport,

Tana scanned the bustling pickup zone.

Cars crawled forward in a dense queue,

while travelers hoisted heavy luggage into open trunks with practiced ease.
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