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      Shulien stopped as she reached the top of the path, and looked down the mountain gorge. She had come to the hermitage on a day just like this, seventeen years before, heavy with grief.

      She had been going in the other direction then. As she stood for a moment she thought she could see her younger self, dressed in a simple black padded jacket with a conical straw hat, plodding up the path, stick in hand, searching ever higher into the narrowing way.

      She had come in winter, in the twelfth moon of the year. Snow was falling then too. Scarves of mist trailed from crag to crag. The air was still except for the sloppy gurgling of stream water as it tumbled over sharp rocks, frosted the leaning rushes in heavy coats of white ice, eddied in fat mountain pools, and then tumbled downhill again.

      All she could hear was water and the light intake and exhalation of her own breath, just cold enough to catch at the back of the throat. She had thought she would end her days a hermit, here in the mountains; practising her arts, preserving her qi, sallying out, if necessary, to fight injustice. But fate had been kind to her and despite the lines that life had worn into her face, she was very much still lean and strong, and handsome too, with hardly a single grey hair. Seventeen years of solitude, martial practice, learning to slowly conquer her feelings. She laughed. It had proved an impossible task. Solitude was too empty; the dragon could not hide even here; emotions could not be conquered.

      And now she was leaving. News was an arrow to those for whom it was destined, and despite the distance and the inconvenience word had come, even to Shulien, that in the far-off capital her patron, Duke Te – a nobleman who had used his position as a nephew of the Qing Emperor to protect both her father and herself from persecution by corrupt officials – had finally died.
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      Shulien had learnt the tidings of Duke Te’s death the day before in the local town of Wenxia. She came here once a month – for rice, for news, and after so many years of isolation, she had started to come for company.

      ‘Asking for a husband?’

      She was standing with three sticks of incense before the statue of Guanyu, the gentleman god, the warrior, whose sandalwood effigy stood erect, dignified, unbroken. Shulien turned to the priest. He looked younger than he was: a smooth, intelligent face, long walrus moustaches, a fuzzy beard from his chin, his black hair beginning to be shot through with grey.

      ‘It is a bit late for that.’

      Her initial reaction was that he was a little too self-assured. His eyes brightened at her words. It was as if she were a challenge.

      ‘Is it ever too late?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I had one love, but he is dead.’

      ‘Ah,’ the priest said, stepping closer. He lingered. His small eyes had a gentle look. They seemed to draw Shulien out. Her thoughts spilled almost like a confession.

      ‘His name was Mubai. He was a wushu warrior as well. We loved each other from the moment we first met. But I had been betrothed to his best friend. When his best friend died, I hoped that our moment had come. But the Heavens are not so kind to us, are they? Mubai blamed himself for his friend’s death. He said he could not marry me for shame. “People might say I let him die to marry you.” I understood his fears. He always tried to do what was right. It is a narrow and rocky path. And so we lived out our days, pining. When he changed his mind, it was too late…’

      Most people shied away from revelation, but the priest drew closer, his small eyes intent. ‘How did he die, if he was a great warrior?’

      ‘Did you ever hear of Jade Fox?’

      The priest nodded and shivered at the same time. Jade Fox was a woman whose name had once been used to scare children.

      ‘She and her disciple stole a great treasure from Mubai. He fought her and beat her, but in the battle he was poisoned. I came, but too late. All I could do was soothe his last hours.’ She smiled at the priest, but in her eyes was a far-off light, as she gazed back into the past.

      ‘He told me then that he had been mistaken. He wished he had married me.’

      ‘What was the treasure?’

      ‘A sword,’ Shulien said, and her gaze moved to his face. ‘Named Green Legend.’

      ‘It’s real?’

      ‘Green Legend? Oh yes. It still exists, though it is hidden.’

      The priest looked about him. ‘Here?’

      Shulien laughed. ‘No. Far away.’ Safe in the capital, she thought. With Duke Te.

      The priest was about to ask another question when a young girl with a large head came around the corner. Her face was almost as wide as her hips. She was an odd-looking child, self-important, bossy. ‘Da,’ she said, picking her nose as she waited for her father’s attention. ‘Da! Ma’s constipated.’

      A look on the priest’s face seemed to say, not again, but he tried to hide his reaction as he bowed to Shulien. ‘Excuse me.’

      In the market Shulien looked for familiar faces and went to buy from them. The old woman with the sickly grandchild; the blood sausage saleswoman with the mole on her cheek; the rice salesman with the consumptive wife who smiled from her seat and waved.

      ‘I tell her to stay inside but she said you would come today. Would you mind?’ he said.

      ‘Not at all.’ Shulien put her hands onto the woman’s head, closed her eyes, used her energy, her qi, to feel for the blockage that was causing the woman’s sickness, and slowly forced a way through or round it. ‘Sorry,’ she said afterwards, as the woman looked up, her face bright with hope as much as improvement. ‘I am not a healer. There is only so much I can do.’

      But the rice trader poured an extra scoop of rice into the paper bundle, neatly folded the end closed, and placed it into the bottom of her sack with elaborate care.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said.

      She found the crowds and people and voices and demands overwhelming, and she was glad when at last she took a side road towards the north gate. The late winter sky was clear, a pale, scrubbed blue, the mild sun was bright enough to cast dark shadows, and in the spots where it seldom shone the snow lay in melted lumps and angles. Solid-wheeled carts lurched from rut to rut – she pushed ahead of them, and their peasant drivers, bulbous in their wadded cotton jackets. Old women with bound feet hobbled around the puddles, hair smoothed back and glossy as beetles. Along the side of the road two men in thick felt shoes were winnowing last autumn’s grain in rhythmic showers of golden seed. The sunlight caught in the drifting chaff, and slowly faded, and three shaven-headed children watched with wonder, and one of them rubbed his nose with the heel of his palm.

      When they saw her, the children fell silent, gazing from under their eyebrows, their noses running clear in the cold. Her passing always had this effect. She stopped and searched in the depths of her padded black cotton jacket and found a sesame cracker, stuck to the wrapper of rice paper, and gave it to the children.

      ‘Share it,’ she said, and smiled softly.

      The children stared in open-mouthed silence, then, once she had passed, she heard the usual Ya! Ha! noises as they held their hands out, kung-fu style, and leapt about like kicking monkeys, and one of them said, ‘What did she give you?’

      The walls of the gateway were smooth adobe, long used for pasting handwritten bulletins from local magistrates, officials and scholars. They had been recently scraped clean of the leprous tatters of old news, and now there were just three sheets papered there. Before it an old Muslim sat on a three-legged stool behind a stall selling spices. He had a narrow hawk-face, held a brass pipe between his front teeth, and puffed gently on the thick bung of rolled tobacco. One booted foot was drawn up onto his knee. His parrot looked out from its black wooden cage.

      ‘News!’ the parrot said. ‘News!’

      Shulien paused to read the one titled Capital News. She scanned quickly through the lists of scandal and rumour – the Emperor’s concubines appeared to have slept with half the Empire – but it was at the bottom, almost lost amongst the minor news, that she read that Duke Te had died.

      ‘News!’ the parrot squawked. ‘No news!’

      Duke Te was one of the last emperor’s sons, by a minor wife, but he was old and old men died. There was little scandal. Hundreds had read of the duke’s death. A few score even knew who he was. But the news of his death meant nothing to the townsfolk of far Wenxia. Most folk had no idea that he was Master of the Iron Way, the world of wushu fighters who travelled and drank and battled injustice wherever they found it. They just knew him as a member of the Imperial Family.

      The news hit Shulien hard, though. She gasped for breath, even though she rarely thought of the old friend, or even of the treasure that he had hidden. But now it all came back like a torrent of dirty flood water that overtops the dyke, despite the efforts of the farmers.

      Once the first defence breaks there is no stopping it. She had to leave. She had to go to Beijing. She felt a stab of panic. The Green Legend: who was protecting it now?
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      Shulien’s hut was too small to contain her frustrations as she searched for what she needed for this journey. Felt shoes, a rush jacket, silver coin, her swords.

      As she searched she felt Mubai in the room with her. His ghost haunted her, and all the incense she had burnt did nothing to quieten it.

      The duke is dead, she imagined him telling her. His ghost stood over her. He was quiet, calm, impassive. She imagined him standing in his scholar’s gown. He liked the casual air it gave him, even when fighting for his life. He had been nonchalant about his safety; his brilliance and talent got him killed. She had loved and admired him as a man, but his ghost had a detached and patronising air. I gave him the Green Legend. It must be taken and hidden. You know the power of the sword. You know the power it has… She ignored him and his voice became reprimanding. Shulien, you must protect the sword. How could you let the duke die without securing the sword? Shulien, you must go and protect the sword.

      ‘Yes!’ she said suddenly. Her voice was short and impatient. The gorge hushed.

      She was angry at the voice for nagging her, and angry at it for going silent now. Ghosts! she thought. She imagined the ghost was still with her. ‘I know. I was there. Remember? You died defending that sword.’

      We had to. I had to. 

      Yes, she thought. Whoever held Green Legend could hold the martial world in their fist.
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      The sun was setting as Shulien turned to take a last look at her mountain retreat.

      A month or two, she thought. No more. Like a crouching tiger, the saying went, or a hidden dragon: she would slip silently back into the world of men and hide her true nature, unless imperative demanded.

      ‘When I return, spring will be here, the first leaves will be unfolding, the birds will return.’ She spoke aloud, as if her thatched hut was an old friend, who would look out each sunset, and hope for a glimpse of her.

      ‘I have to go. I have to protect Green Legend. It and I will retire here. Then the kingdom will be safe at last.’

      Shulien turned her back; the hut was silent. It had a bedraggled air. Melting snow had soaked the roof thatch. A grey droplet fell from the end of a stray straw. It sparkled as it fell and disappeared into the winter mud.

      She held that image in her mind, and turned and walked back into the world. She could not know it then, but every reassurance she had given her hut was wrong. She would never return. The sword would never remain hidden. The world, despite all her efforts, could not be safe.
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      It was more than seventeen years earlier, when Mubai was still freshly dead, and a grief-stricken Shulien was starting her search for a mountain retreat, when far off, in the west of the Middle Kingdom, a single rider bent forward into a Mongolian blizzard.

      Her name was Jiaolong. She was young and proud and haughty: a noble’s daughter, running from an arranged marriage to an ugly old man, running from a doomed love affair with a handsome young fighter, unable to hide the baby in her womb. Disowned by her family, she struggled west along the Silk Road, but winter came on so quickly here, and it had caught her three days from shelter and closed its claws tightly about her.

      She felt the child kicking within and wrapped a hand about her middle. The traders she had met that morning had promised her the next city was not more than a day’s ride along the Silk Road. Her fear was that she had missed the road in this vast and trackless country, that each step was taking her away from anywhere. She would end up alone, frozen and dead.

      Her desperation grew. For a week Jiaolong had trudged west from the last great city of Lanzhou. The frozen dusty flats of the Gobi Desert on her right, the wall of snow-headed mountains to her left. Ahead of her, somewhere, was solitude. Peace. Escape. Somewhere she could give birth without the authorities asking after her, where she could live the wushu life she wanted: however short, or brief, or dangerous. A life away from the tight confines of the boudoir, gossip, the small lives of aristocratic women.

      Her horse could go no further. It fell forward onto its knees, and rolled slowly to the side. Jiaolong struggled free just in time. The snowstorm howled in her ears: a mocking sound. She pulled her pack from the saddle, and bent forward into the storm. Her long black lashes were rimed white with snow. The blizzard wailed over her. She did not know how far she went. It could have been a mile, it might have been ten. But each step was slower than the last, and when she slipped and fell she did not get up, but lay there in the moulded snow. Warmth slowly spread through her frozen hands and feet. That was the sign that death was taking her, extremities first. She had no more fight within her. Death would be peace, she thought. Death would be nothing. But just as her eyes flickered closed the baby inside her gave a tough, hard kick.

      The thought came slow to her brain. Just the kind of kick you’d expect from Dark Cloud’s bastard! An image of her lover’s face came to her as she told him that she had to leave him. He was at heart a hopeless romantic, a steppe bandit who waylaid rich officials and gave their money to the poor peasants. He had ambushed her party as she travelled to the capital in a covered silk sedan. ‘You have caught more than you bargained for,’ she told him as she leapt out and drew her sword, and his followers had formed a circle about them as they had fought each other to exhaustion. At last he dropped his sword and said, ‘Kill me, for I cannot kill you, your beauty is as fine as the whitest jade.’

      She had smiled and strode across the circle to him, put the edge of her sword to his neck.

      ‘Strike true, and I will die gazing upon the light of your face, as the flowers turn to follow the sun,’ he had said.

      She lifted the sword as if to strike his head off. He did not blink or flinch, and she stopped the blade a finger’s breadth from his neck. All the while he kept his eyes on her and she – who had spent all her youth locked away in the private quarters of her father’s mansion – felt a strange new power. It was not from training or practice or even luck.

      ‘Your face has conquered where your sword could not,’ Dark Cloud said.

      She liked the power over him. When her father had informed her that her wedding had been arranged to a grey-haired old minister, she had fled from that fate and sought out Dark Cloud. At the first sight of her face again, jade hairpins fixed into her high bun, he had dropped his reins and walked towards her. He had stopped and reached out, taken her hand and pressed it to his stubbled cheek.

      ‘You’re back,’ he said. He smelt of horses. One shoulder of his red Tibetan coat was thrown off; underneath he wore a simple white shirt.

      He took her to his tent. Afterwards, her silk gown and his rough-spun red coat lay in a pile on the floor together, arms and necks all entwined. But this conquest had not brought her pleasure. It was too easy, his affection – like indulging in too many sweet lotus cakes – and it began to turn her stomach.

      ‘I cannot stay with you,’ she told him. ‘For it is my destiny to be a great warrior, not a bandit’s wife.’

      ‘I will be a great warrior’s servant,’ he said.

      ‘No,’ she told him. ‘You’re a bandit. You will always smell of yak cheese and butter.’

      He had tried to take her hand but she had refused. She would not let love stand in the way of her destiny. As the storm grew stronger all this came back to her, and she laughed at her pride – an inhuman sound, like cracking ice. It was humour that saved her. She would not give up on her son. Jiaolong pulled her pack from the saddle, threw it over her shoulder, and stumbled forward. Men said that when it is dark in the east, it is light in the west, but in her world it was dark north, south, east and west. Dark and cold and deadly.
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      In the centre of the border town stood the red-painted drum tower, its green-glazed roof tiles hidden under a large hat of snow. The wardens were struggling to stop the water clock within from freezing up. They ran back and forth with braziers of coal, kept the time running according to its nature. Each droplet was a success against the cold. Drop by drop sunset came closer and when the last bamboo clok! sounded, the clock warden called out, ‘Sunset!’

      In the Chamber of Fortunate Drums, the drum master put his cup of green tea down and signalled to his mandarins that the end of this day had come, which was the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth month in the tenth year of the Guangxu Emperor, sixth Emperor of the Qing Dynasty, which was in the Year of the Snake.

      The great padded knocker hung on two iron chains. A pair of shivering servants slowly pulled it back, swung it against the taut skin of the city drum.

      Boom! The vast drum sounded. A note so low and deep that it made the dust on the window sill dance for a moment. Boom, it sounded again. Boom, over the low huddled houses, onto the west gate where the sergeant pulled his fur hat down low over his bushy brows.

      He cleared his throat and spat. He scuffed the spit with his toe and the gobbet froze as it touched the stone. ‘Shut the gates!’ he shouted. One by one the heavy red gates were swung closed. As the second door was driven against the carved stone lintel, one of the soldiers stopped and pointed with a gloved hand. A dark shape staggered forward. They stood and watched it stumbling weakly, zigzagging towards them along the road, before falling. It did not move. The wind moaned as darkness thickened about them.

      The two guards looked at one another. ‘Should I go?’ one said.

      The other shook his head. You never knew out here, there were so many bandits, so many ruses to trick a soldier into making the wrong decision.
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      Old Wife Du was boiling noodles in the kitchen of the Happy Lucky Inn when she heard the insistent banging on her gate. It was too late for guests. It was the night before New Year: everyone with sense was home and safe and warm.

      All she had were a few strangers marooned in the middle of their journeys by the inclement weather: a camel trader who insisted on sleeping with his five pack-camels in the stables; a poor scholar, who sat up late burning the oil and writing desperate petitions to the local officials, begging for work; and then, of course, Concubine Fang and Maid Wang, who kept a constant vigil over the concubine’s month-old daughter: a pretty, snub-nosed child, with white skin and a tuft of silky black hair on the crown of her head.

      The banging kept going. Old Wife Du wiped her nose. It was dripping from the heat. ‘I’ll get it!’ she shouted to Husband Du, who was pretending not to hear. ‘Don’t you move!’

      Husband Du had his knees under a thick blanket and his feet on a warm clay pot of coals. He waved a hand. Yes, you go, it seemed to say.

      Old Wife Du stomped across the yard in her padded cotton shoes. They left large duck-flapping prints across the snow. ‘I’m coming!’ she shouted as the banging started again. She opened one door and peered out. Four soldiers at Old Wife Du’s gates. They were lean and thin and shivering, their dark coats freckled with snow, one of them thrusting his bare hands, blue with cold, deep into his pockets.

      One pushed a wheelbarrow. On it lay a heap of dark clothes. They pulled back the blanket and Old Wife Du saw that the rags had a face. The face was that of a girl with black hair and white skin, blue lips. Her eyes were closed, her teeth were rattling like a Tibetan drum.

      ‘She is pregnant,’ the soldier said, and pulled back an arm. ‘We found her by the gate.’

      ‘Aiya!’ Old Wife Du said. ‘Bring her in!’

      Each soldier took a limb and she murmured as they carried the girl into the hostel courtyard. Old Wife Du ran back and forth, from door to door, all in a fluster. Another baby to be born! What a month! Her fluster turned to panicked shouts and her husband looked up in wonder. ‘There is a girl,’ she shouted, ‘and she is in labour!’

      The commotion roused the interest of the other guests and they all came to stop and stand and stare. The camel herder rubbed the scabs on the back of his hands and scratched his head. The poor scholar saw the girl’s face and sighed, and for a moment the thoughts of official posts were banished, and he thought of warm rice wine and a little cold meat, chanting poems with this beauty late into a summer’s night.

      ‘Brazier!’ Old Wife Du shouted. ‘Blankets!’

      It was only the concubine’s maid who helped. Her mistress had given birth only weeks before, so she knew what a woman in labour needed: pretty or not, young or old. She elbowed the men out of the way; stoked the fire, boiled water, fanned the charcoal outside till the smoke had driven off, then set it near the bed, licked a scrap of paper and stuck it over the hole in the papered windows.

      Across the courtyard Concubine Fang sat silent at the side of her daughter’s cot. The grey of her silk sleeve caught the thin winter light, illuminating a simple pattern of tiny twigs. Within the wooden rocking cot, wrapped tighter than a dumpling in padded silk, a fat face showed, with pink cheeks and almond eyes.

      She looked up when her maid came in. ‘The girl is giving birth?’ she said.

      Her maid nodded.

      Her baby had one of the concubine’s fingers clamped tightly within her fist. ‘You look after her. I will be fine.’ The concubine shooed her maid away, tugged gently, but her daughter would not let go. ‘You look after her.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ her maid said and grabbed a bag of herbs she had used before, and hurried back across the yard. As the moans came more and more regularly, Concubine Fang picked her daughter up, unbuttoned her top, and helped the child to find the milk.

      Her daughter was thirsty. She sucked greedily at life. The concubine rocked back and forth.

      The darkness had a strange brightness to it, with all the snow filling the yard. From across the courtyard another moan came. Low and pained and strangled.

      Concubine Fang knew that sound.

      The birth would be soon, she thought. Another life spilling into the world, taking a sudden first breath.

      
         

        
          [image: I]
        

         

      

      The storm had stopped by the time Maid Wang knocked gently on the door and slipped inside. Her hair had come undone, hanging untidily about her ears in uncombed strands.

      Concubine Fang sat before a silver mirror, plucking her forehead so that her hairline was straight and gave her face a pleasing, high, square brow. ‘It is a boy,’ the maid said.

      Concubine Fang rubbed where she had just plucked a hair, peered close to the mirror to isolate another hair. She caught an odd note in her maid’s voice. ‘She’s just a child. Alone and lost and wandering. What can she do for a son?’

      Concubine Fang bit her lip. She knew what the maid was thinking. She felt tears inside her, joy and horror boiling together, building like a thunderstorm.

      ‘Does the boy look healthy?’ she said at last.

      ‘He is the fattest, healthiest little boy you have ever seen. Such pink cheeks. Soft dark hair. And his nose. A Manchu nose, I should say.’

      Concubine Fang glanced up. She caught the look in her maid’s eyes.

      ‘There would be no harm in going to see him,’ she said at last.
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      Birth was exhausting for both mother and child. Both of them slept, the girl had a hand held out to her boy, it rested gently on his tightly swaddled body. A blue cloth bundle lay untied, and all the contents, lovingly stitched garments, were laid out in a line: split trousers of red silk lined with cotton, a jacket of soft washed cotton, soft blue nappies, tiger-head red shoes, red tiger cap with ears decorated with silver bells, a bright red quilt for swaddling. The spread of long-prepared clothes spoke powerfully of love and care and expectation. Concubine Fang put her hand to her heart as she drew near to the bed. She spoke in a whisper. ‘Poor child. She is sick, you say?’ she said.

      The maid nodded. She had been almost half dead when they brought her in, nose bitten black with frost, the fingertips of her right hand already blistering.

      As if to reinforce the fact, the mother coughed, a dry racking cough, but did not wake.

      ‘Will she live?’

      ‘I do not know.’

      They turned away from the sleeping mother to the baby. His face was bruised from birth and he had the odd look of the newborn, where the head was still taking its normal shape.

      The old wife had dressed him in some old baby clothes: a red cap, red blanket, with a worn old yellow lion propped up against the bed head to ward off evil spirits.

      Concubine Fang stared for a long time. At last she put out a hand and touched his cheek. He smelt like her child. She stroked his head.

      ‘Isn’t he a fine child?’ the maid said.

      Her mistress nodded sadly. ‘He will make a fine son.’

      ‘He will,’ the maid said. ‘Can you picture it?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ Concubine Fang said. She thought of herself, her daughter and this poor girl who slept and coughed again. It is hard, Concubine Fang thought, to be born into this world as a woman.
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      Jiaolong did not want to wake but someone was crying and that sound was like a chain dragging her from dreams of warmth and weight, very slowly, like coming up from a deep cave back to the light. The noise grew louder and more insistent, till she could no longer ignore it.

      Something was missing, she thought, and the absence of the life within her, which had been so strange for so long, so pressing, so uncomfortable, so heavy, startled her. Memories rushed back. Pain, yes, but then utter relief as the baby slipped through at last.

      Jiaolong blinked awake. It was not snow that pressed down on her but thick heavy mattresses. They smelt cheap and dusty and old. Above her were papered rafters, torn and rippling in unseen draughts of air. She swallowed back distaste. She was used to fine rooms, palaces and silk-hung beds. Her father’s stables were finer than this room.

      She put a hand to her belly, and it was no longer taut and stretched but fat and saggy and sore. Fragments of memory came back to her like shards of a smashed porcelain cup: a city gateway, snow like cherry blossom, hands and warmth and her empty womb. It took a long moment before she understood where she was, and she turned and saw her child lying next to her, toothless mouth open, gums wailing loud.

      She felt the warmth in her breasts as the milk began to rise like spring sap. She gathered the child in. She kissed his forehead. His eyes were high and narrow and noble-looking. He was fat and heavy. She could barely believe she had carried him inside her.

      ‘Hush,’ she whispered. ‘Hush!’ and fumbled at the clasps on her top, pulled away her undershirt so that her left breast came free, the dark nipple already beaded with white. ‘Here,’ she whispered, and pressed milk out, and the baby opened wide and took hold. A powerful, hungry movement and he began to suck nosily.

      Jiaolong let her son drink, and when she was done she laid him on his back and opened his cloths. He wore slit-bottomed trousers so that he did not soil himself. The cloth there was wet. She pulled it away, to clean and dry him, but she paused.

      Her son was not a son.

      Her son was a girl.

      She pushed the hair from her face. Her voice had command within it. ‘Old woman!’ she shouted. The world seemed empty and quiet as the snow covered them all. ‘Old woman,’ she shouted three more times before she heard the door across the courtyard open and footsteps crunch across the snow.
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      Old Wife Du had a belly full of this morning’s dumplings. She had cooked extra for the girl as well, and when she heard her calling she took the lid off the steamer and tipped them into a bowl, drizzled on some dark vinegar and flakes of chilli and set out into the cold.

      ‘Old woman!’ The words came again, impatient, threatening.

      She paused at the door, chopsticks in one hand, dumplings in the other, and pushed the door open. ‘I made some dumplings,’ she said, but the girl sat straight up, her top unbuttoned, her black hair hanging unkempt about her face. She seemed very white against the red of her top. The baby lay on the bed before her. It was naked from the bottom down, legs kicking as it started to fuss. ‘Explain to me, old woman,’ the girl said, her hand shaking as she pointed at the child. ‘I gave birth to a boy last night – or a girl?’

      Old Wife Du stomped forward and stopped, confused. She frowned as she held the bowl of steaming dumplings. She looked down at the baby that was no longer a boy, but a girl, and she had to put a hand to the wall. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘he was a boy last night!’

      Jiaolong was only eighteen years old but she seemed to rear up over the poor, simple old woman, her voice harsh with authority. ‘You have sold him!’

      ‘I have not!’ the old woman said, and fell to her knees and lifted her hands in supplication.

      ‘Liar!’

      
         

        
          [image: II]
        

         

      

      The commotion brought Old Wife Du’s husband. ‘A disaster!’ she said. ‘Look – he’s turned into a girl.’ Her husband stumped forward to look. True enough, he thought. The baby was a girl. ‘Oh heavens!’ he said. ‘How did that happen? I thought the concubine had a girl, and this one had a boy?’

      Jiaolong pushed past the old fools. She was already at the door and crossing the yard.

      The beauty of her almond-shaped face turned harsh as she spoke to them. ‘She’s taken my son,’ she said.

      They ran back and forth, criss-crossing the courtyard with footprints. All they could find in the concubine’s room was a silver vase, engraved with a scene of winter snow, and a silver boat-shaped ingot, stamped with a Shanxi banker’s mark. Jiaolong flung it into the corner of the room.

      The burst of energy had exhausted her. She pulled her sword free from her baggage, and drew it so fast it flashed in the cold air. She looked wild and deadly with her unkempt hair hanging about her face, her undershirt unbuttoned over her chest.

      ‘Find her!’ Jiaolong said as she clung to the doorpost. She waved the sword, and the old couple wailed so loudly that the camel herder stumbled out of the stables, his head groggy with last night’s wine.

      ‘She has stolen my child!’ Jiaolong hissed, holding herself up. She held out a bag of silver at the end of a trembling hand. ‘Find them,’ she said. ‘Please.’
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      The camel herder took the money and hurried off, but the weather was so bleak and the silver so heavy he could not stop himself from going to a house where he paid for a pretty sing-song girl to light his opium pipe, and she sang to him as he dreamt simple dreams of palaces and warmth and food and wine.

      How long he lay there he had no idea. Whenever the dreams wore off he waved to the bag of silver he had, and a girl with a white-powdered face and small red lips bent over him again and cooed softly like a dove.

      It was a trip to heaven. But then came a woman whose voice was not soft. He tried to roll away, and reached for his pipe, but a hand gripped the front of his padded jacket and lifted him from the bed. A hand slapped his face. ‘Where is my money?’ a voice shouted at him. ‘Where is the coin?’

      There were screams and shouts that made no sense to him. He distinctly heard the sound of a sword being drawn, then the screams grew louder and more insistent and he did not know any more.
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      Before she was fit enough, Jiaolong set off in pursuit of the concubine. She took the girl babe with her. It was a simple decision. She would not leave the child, but wrapped her up, fixed her into the basket on her back, and set off with pack and babe and staff. The cold and the winds meant nothing to her. It was her son, her blood, the night with her lover, Dark Cloud.

      Everywhere she went, east and west, she asked for news of a woman with a maid and a child. Innkeepers shrugged, soldiers had seen nothing. The baby in the bamboo basket cried, and she had wide unbound feet, like a peasant. When she arrived at an inn in the Silk Road town of Zhangye, she put the bamboo baby basket down on the table and asked the innkeeper, ‘I am looking for a concubine named Fang, who has a baby boy. She belongs to a magistrate named Han. She took my child. I want it back.’

      She drew the characters of the names on her open palm as she spoke, but the baby in the basket started crying.

      The man was peeling garlic cloves with the square end of a chopstick. He looked the girl up and down, saw unbound feet, and mistook her for the lowest form of peasant, spoke to her as if she were stupid.

      ‘If she took your child then what is that?’ he said.

      ‘It’s her child. She gave me a girl. I bore a boy.’

      The man gave her a look that said fate was an arrow that was hard to dodge. ‘If I was a beggar and my son was taken in by a magistrate’s wife, I would consider the Heavens had been good to me. Clear off. They’ll give him a better home than you. Sell the daughter when she’s old enough, and save yourself the pain.’

      His eyes widened as she threw her cloak aside and put her hand to the pommel of her sword. ‘I am no beggar!’ she said, and he ran in terror from the room. Jiaolong looked for one who would meet her gaze. The others all kept their heads down. ‘My name is the Wronged One,’ Jiaolong said. ‘The Mother-with-no-Child. Once when a swordsman saw injustice, he would draw his weapon to assist,’ she said, and glared about the room looking for an antagonist. None offered to take up the fight. She picked the crying baby and its basket up from the table, slung it back over her shoulder and turned on her heel.
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      Jiaolong strode out of town as a crowd of children gathered behind her, jeering and calling.

      She cursed the baby. When she was out of sight of the town gates she set the child on the ground, next to a mile marker.

      ‘You are not my child,’ she told it. ‘I cannot take you if you keep on crying. You are her child and she is a thief. I cannot take you.’ The baby was silent as she explained why she had to leave it. In the end Jiaolong turned and marched away, alone.

      The setting sun was in her eyes. After dark there would be tigers and snow leopards. She felt like a cuckoo had come and left her with its child, whilst stealing her own. Why should she raise this child? It was not hers. It was the daughter of a thief. Dragons begat dragons, the saying went, snakes begat snakes. She stood still as the arguments went back and forth. The baby started to cry, and Jiaolong could feel her milk rising. She is a girl, she told herself. How can you abandon her to a cruel fate?

      Jiaolong turned and started walking, her long embroidered red silk gown fretting with the breeze. Ten steps away from the girl she stopped, took in a deep breath. I will feed her one last time, she thought, and crouched down to let the child feed. She pressed the girl to her chest, and rocked back and forth.

      The baby had a fierce nature. She sucked so hard it hurt. Jiaolong understood that she was a mother to this baby, even if not by blood. What else could she do but raise this child as her own?

      She put out a hand to touch the baby’s cheek. Jiaolong, for the first time in many years, had been defeated. She could not do what she had intended to do. But defeat did not feel bitter. She lifted the child to her shoulder and held it there, and inhaled its scent deep.

      After a long time she sniffed away the tears and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. ‘You shall be my child now,’ she said. ‘And being my child you should have a name.’ Jiaolong took a deep breath.

      ‘I will call you Snow Vase,’ Jiaolong said. ‘I will teach you all that I have been taught. You shall be a daughter to me.’
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      Jiaolong was good to her word.

      Snow Vase’s early years were spent wandering from border town to fortress. But when she was five her mother settled in the oasis town of Dunhuang. Golden sand surrounded them, and north and west stretched the endless tracts of the Gobi Desert, but along the southern horizon reared the snow-bright mountains of Tibet.

      Her mother was still young and beautiful. She had many admirers and benefactors, and the spice and silk merchants gave her many gifts, for she spent her days keeping the caravan routes clear of bandits.

      Jiaolong set up a great household in Dunhuang, and men said she was their little Empress. She lived up to the gossip, dressed in the finest gowns of dyed Suzhou silk, elaborate sleeveless jackets richly embroidered with dragons, chrysanthemums and wind-blown willow trees. In the autumn she held late-night parties where men drank wine and watched the moon rise through the branches of the apricot trees.

      She had a dazzling collection of fine hairpins, all gold and silver, jade and turquoise. Some had the shape of butterflies and dragonflies, one was a carved jade comb, and her favourite was a cricket of silver wire and lapis lazuli. After combing her hair she would lay them all out, set her silver mirror before her, and position each hairpin with care.

      Snow Vase could not resist them.

      ‘Don’t touch!’ her mother said sharply and slapped the girl’s hand, but otherwise Jiaolong treated her adopted daughter as her own: raised her, trained her, and in her own way, loved and cared for her. Snow Vase grew wild and determined: not a dragon like her mother, more a phoenix, Jiaolong thought as she saw her daughter bloom.
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