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For Amie, my heart and my life.










One


Rude


Fussy, frilly, and full of courtly piss-fart, I’ve always hated my full name, so much so that everyone in yin Shanghai, unless they have fermented shit for brains, knows to never address me as anything other than Lady Jing.


Yet, as I cross the small wooden bridge into the Hall of Harmony – less Hall and more bucolic meadow dotted with blossoming trees – someone loudly, confidently, and cheerily shouts, ‘Fragrant Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun! Yoohoo!’


I stiffen and scan the Hall, ready for violence.


Since ministers tend not to rise much before noon, the Hall is empty, making it easy to spot the offender. Hopping like an over-excited jiangshi at the far back corner of the meadow where clouds cling to a rocky outcrop of Mount Kunlun, is the one yaojing I am forbidden to offend, much less stomp his brains into porridge: the foreign envoy, Lord Aengus mac Dagda of the Tuatha Dé.


I curse under my breath. As if the hopping and the dazzling golden tresses weren’t enough of a beacon, he’s also madly waving his arms; long, neon fuchsia water sleeves stream in the air like military formation banners, rippling and dancing over his head, screaming LOOK AT ME. Were it evening when the place is teeming with yaojing, air thick and hazy with cigar smoke, with those antics, he would still be impossible to miss.


I force my face into the shape of a smile and nod in greeting before spinning on my heel to flee.


‘Don’t go! Wait!’ he shouts. ‘Fragrant Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun! Waaaaait!’


My entire body shudders as I stagger to a halt. Twice. He’s used my full name twice. A high-pitched ringing in my ears makes it hard to focus on anything but my rising temper.


Master Sun, my anger management teacher, once said in a fit of exasperation that I should consider the opportunity cost when giving in to my impulses. For a few delicious heartbeats I savour the joy of spitting in the envoy’s face before letting the impulse go.


Since both Tian and the Tuatha Dé are signatories to the International Treaty of Immortal Harmony, any insult or injury to Lord Aengus while in our territories is tantamount to a declaration of war. The fleeting glee of spitting at Lord Aengus wouldn’t be worth the torment of being lectured for hours by a dour-faced Horsey.


I take a moment to compose my expression into something approximating pleasant before turning and making my way across the Hall to Lord Aengus and the outcropping of Mount Kunlun.


The envoy has found many fans among the denizens of Hell, and among the Celestials who have come to yin Shanghai to see him. His fans call him Brother Yang – Yang because they say he shines like the sun.


It’s apt because, like the sun, it hurts to look at him. He’s painfully bright. His teeth are so white the glare is blinding; his eyes are the incandescent blue of a gas flame; his hair gleams as if anointed by the sun’s rays, even though there is no sun in yin Shanghai. In yin Shanghai it is forever twilight, a city bathed in blue shadows and blanketed by an inky, starless sky.


‘I am honoured to greet the most venerable Yan Luo Wang’s beautiful golden treasure,’ he says in perfect, high Mandarin, where his Ws sound more like Vs. Yan Luo Vang instead of Yan Luo Wang.


Beautiful gold treasure? My jaw hurts I’m clenching so hard to keep the smile from sliding off my face.


‘Fragrant Grand—’


‘Lord Aengus, please, call me Lady Jing.’


He gasps as if he cannot believe his good fortune and spews more flowery claptrap. ‘This unworthy one basks in your blushing glory! Brother Zhu did not exaggerate your wondrous and gentle beauty!’ He laughs, a deep baritone huh huh huh, looking very pleased with himself.


He knows Zhu Bajie, that incorrigible flirt? ‘When did you meet Brother—’ I start, but he takes no notice.


‘How honoured are we to find ourselves in Mount Kunlun’s noble presence.’ He presses his cheek to the crag embedded into the wall. ‘Descendant of King Gaoyang,’ he intones, ‘Bo Yang is my honoured father’s name—’


Those are the opening lines to Encountering Sorrow, one of the longest poems of antiquity: four hundred lines, more than 2500 characters. Surely he can’t mean to recite the whole thing. If he did, decorum would demand that I stand here and listen. No one would be that clueless . . . but he continues to recite the next lines.


My jaw drops as I realise the rotted turd is absolutely that clueless.


It takes the full recital for me to smooth out my pinched what in the Tian is wrong with you expression into something more appropriate and less horrified. As soon as he says the last line, I cut in.


‘Thank you, esteemed and noble Lord Aengus for your delightful recitation of such an epic poem. Stay your steps—’


Lord Aengus bows and blurts, ‘This humble one borrows your light and requests your most noble company.’


My eye twitches and I grip my mahjong face even tighter. ‘Wasn’t Horsey – I mean, Lord Ma escorting you? Let me go find him. I’m sure he wouldn’t want our esteemed guest wandering around alone.’


The envoy’s eyes go dreamy. ‘Venerable Lord Ma is such a treasure! So well read and knowledgeable on Confucian principle. I could listen to him for hours! Unfortunately, he was called away but he assured me you’d escort me in his stead, Lady Jing.’


‘H-he said what?’ Horror makes my skin goosepimple as I realise Horsey stitched me up. The last thing I want is to chase around after Lord Aengus.


‘Lord Ma told me you are especially well versed in Confucian theory, and that you’re a master when it comes to the Book of Songs.’


‘Lord Ma, praise me?’ I scoff. ‘You’re a rotted liar.’


Lord Aengus’s expression turns solemn. ‘I swear on my honour, Lady Jing. Lord Ma told me you’d mastered the full canon of Ming poetry at sixteen! Most impressive.’


Rotted turds, he’s telling the truth. Too late I remember the Treaty as well as the fact that Lord Aengus is a frequent guest of Queen Mother of the West. She is very protective of her favourites.


Shit sticks.


I drop to my knees and knock my forehead to the ground. ‘Contain my rudeness, esteemed Lord Aengus.’ I bend forward and kowtow twice more.


When I straighten again, Lord Aengus is on his knees as well, facing me. What in the Tian is he doing?


‘Contain my apologies, Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of the Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun!’ he declares, knocking his forehead to the floor with a loud thunk. Waves of golden hair tumble to the ground.


‘Lord Aengus, why are you apologising? I’m the one who gave you insult. I am trying to—’


He cuts me off. ‘This humble one beseeches the most venerable Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of the Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun to contain my ignorance. This lowly one has cleaned his ears and is ready to receive the teachings of the wise and learned Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of the Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun!’ He kowtows again with a loud thunk.


‘Contain this unintelligent one’s ignorance!’ Thud. ‘Allow me the honour of borrowing your light and assisting honourable Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity, Noble Lady Hu Xian Jing of the Turquoise Hills, Lady Jing of Mount Kunlun!’ Thud.


His big gilded head rises and falls with each kowtow. He’s clearly enjoying this. My temper frays. A curse rises up my throat, but I swallow it back down. One round of kowtowing to the envoy is enough; I want him to accept my rotted apology and move on already.


‘Get up,’ I hiss.


He is so enraptured in delivering overly florid apologies he doesn’t hear me. He’s called me a golden lotus, a precious treasure, distinguished, honourable, noble, excellent, and fragrant. He has yet to repeat himself. If I weren’t so annoyed I would be impressed by his verbal acrobatics. At the next thud I grab a handful of his hair. He stills.


I make an almighty effort to control my simmering temper. Instead of threats, I offer him an incentive. ‘If you promise to accept my apology, and stop apologising, I will let you watch me play a round of mahjong.’


He shifts, his hands still on the ground, until one bright blue eye finds me from behind a curtain of golden locks. He nods excitedly. I release his hair, which to my annoyance is as soft as it looks. We both stand, me warily, him practically quivering with anticipation.


I hold up my hand, a defensive move against another round of courtly piss-fart. ‘No speaking. If you utter even a single word, I’ll . . .’ I scramble for something which will dissuade without breaking diplomatic ties and land on one that gives me hives just thinking about it. ‘I’ll tell Lord Ma to go over the whole of the Confucian Analects with you.’


His grin falters and I crow (silently, of course) congratulating myself on finally finding his weakness. But then his bottom lip wobbles and those wide eyes actually well with tears. The weight of the Treaty hangs over my head; did I go too far?


‘Truly?’ His voice trembles and he sinks to his knees once more. ‘My gratitude has no bounds, most esteemed Grand Princess—’


‘Lady Jing,’ I beg. ‘Please, Lord Aengus, call me Lady Jing.’ My voice sounds as beaten down as I feel.


We stare at each other: Him with such adoration a passer-by would think I’ve blessed him with all the wonders of the universe; me, like he’s shat on my foot. Fat tears roll down his cheeks even though I’m the one who wants to cry in frustration.


‘Benevolent Lady Jing’ – thud – ‘gives this unworthy one the highest of honours!’ Thud. ‘This unintelligent one borrows your light’ – thud – ‘for the benevolence of Lady Jing knows no bounds.’ Thud.


He lays prone, forehead on the floor, for some time. I refuse to pull him up, as would be expected after such overblown praise. Instead, I close my eyes and count to ten, and in measured, calm tones I say, ‘Fine. Now please get up and hold your tongue or I’ll be forced to inform Lord Ma you’ve lost all interest in discussing Confucian philosophy.’


This time, he leaps to his feet and stands meek and subdued before me. I’m about to breathe a sigh of relief when his gaze lands on the mahjong table, and his face lights up again.


‘Mahjong! Could I play a round? It looks so fun!’


Queen Mother of the West, save me, I whimper under my breath. I expel a long slow breath, take another deep one and say, very slowly so he absorbs every word, ‘You – are – not – a – minister – only – ministers – may – play – mahjong – here. Dong ma?’


‘Dong, dong, dong,’ he mutters, his enthusiasm dampened. The respite is only for a moment before his eyes light up again. ‘Oh, but this means I can watch everyone play! I can see everyone’s hand, their strategies, intentions.’ He fist-palm salutes and bows so violently I’m forced to hastily retreat a few steps to avoid being whipped by his hair.


The envoy continues to prattle, heedless of whether I wish to listen or not. I wave down a passing attendant. ‘Bring me a bottle of Maotai – wait, make that two.’ I sink into the nearest chair, conceding defeat.


Just then, a familiar and welcome crooked nose pokes around the corner of the outcrop, followed by the rest of Lord Black wearing his usual attire – shabby brown scholar robes. ‘This orphaned one arrives before you unharmed, Grand Princess Overflowing with Sagacity,’ he says, inclining his head.


Lord Aengus stops mid-sentence and gapes. I offer a low bow, glad for the chance to talk to Lord Black. He’s been away the past few months so I haven’t been able to ask him about my dragon pearl.


‘This humble one basks in your glory, most venerable Lord Black, Dragon King of the North,’ I say. ‘Please allow me to introduce Lord Aengus, from the Tuatha Dé Pantheon of Inis Fáil.’


I turn and find Lord Aengus already bent low. He straightens so quickly he loses his balance, but manages to right himself before falling onto the dragon king. I try very hard not to make a what in Tian is wrong with you face at the hapless envoy.


With a fist-palm salute, he drops to one knee. ‘Ten thousand years of good health to the mighty and esteemed Lord Black, Dragon King of the North!’ he shouts.


The corner of Lord Black’s mouth twitches. ‘Please, stand, Brother Yang. I am honoured by your’ – Lord Black clears his throat – ‘most enthusiastic greeting. Your Mandarin is impressive. I heard Brother Zhu taught you?’


Lord Aengus smiles. ‘Brother Zhu is the best. He came to Inis Fáil and stayed on our fair isle for many years. I taught him Irish and he taught me a few of the main languages of Tian, including Mandarin. He even introduced me to Queen Mother of the West! I am so fortunate to have such a good friend.’


That explains why Lord Aengus’s courtly speech is so smarmy.


Another dragon uncle joins us. ‘There you are, Ming,’ he says to Lord Black, ‘you didn’t tell me you knew Brother Yang. I’ve been wanting to meet him.’


The dragon uncle is the spitting image of Lord Black, from the aquiline nose to the shabby robes, though this dragon uncle’s robes are an ugly faded mustard with a long, frayed tear along the cuff of one of his sleeves. It is a rare thing for two dragon kings to attend the Mahjong Council together; in doing so they give great face not only to the Ministry of Hell, but also to me, a junior minister.


The problem is I don’t know which of the other three dragon kings he is. Failing to greet him with due respect would negate the honour they bestow.


Bowing low, I formulate an ornate but generic greeting, hoping the dragon king doesn’t notice. ‘This unworthy one has long admired—’ I start, but am drowned out by the Tuatha Dé envoy’s booming voice.


‘Ten thousand years of good health to the mighty and esteemed Lord . . .’ A long pause. Then he says, ‘Which one are you?’


‘I am Lord Vermilion, Dragon King of the Southern Seas,’ the mustard-robed dragon uncle says.


Lord Aengus resumes his greeting. ‘Ten thousand years of good health to the mighty and esteemed Lord Vermilion, Dragon King of the South!’


‘This humble one basks in your glory honourable Lord Vermilion, Dragon King of the South,’ I say quickly.


‘Lucky for you, Lady Jing, Lord Aengus is artless enough to admit his ignorance,’ Lord Vermilion says. ‘A lesson you should learn. Say what you mean, mean what you say. It avoids unnecessary complications.’


I reassess Lord Vermilion with a hopeful eye. Lord Black only speaks in riddles; he never elaborates or explains and seems to take delight in nonsensical answers. The dragon kings are renowned for their dragon sight, but no one seems to know exactly what dragon sight entails: some say it’s predicting the future, others that it’s the ability to see multiple strands of time and possibilities, and still others say it’s a kind of omniscience. Maybe Lord Vermilion will prove more enlightening, and if so, then I could ask him about my dragon pearl.


In a demure and virtuous tone, I say, ‘Contain my ignorance, Lord Vermilion. I have cleaned my ears and received your wisdom.’


Lord Vermilion scoffs. ‘I suspect my words merely blow past your ears like so much wind.’


I smile, ignoring his mild rebuke. ‘I admit I didn’t know you before, but I do now.’


‘Now is not before nor after,’ Lord Vermilion says. The corners of his eyes crinkle like he’s amused.


Lord Black nods at his brother’s words. ‘So true, Qin, so true.’


What happened to saying what you mean and meaning what you say?


Not ready to give up, I try again. ‘This unworthy one labours your procession. Could esteemed Lord Vermilion explain what you mean by before and after? Do you mean time?’


‘What kind of time?’ Lord Vermilion counters. He clears his throat, hiding a giggle.


Tian. This dragon king’s answers are as non-sensical as Lord Black’s. Opting not to torment myself any further, I say, ‘Indeed’ and ask no further questions.


Lord Black chuckles. ‘Shall we play?’










Two


Equilibrium


Lord Aengus hops up and down, clapping his hands. ‘I’ll be your fourth!’


I grit my teeth. ‘I just said—’


‘Ah, there you are.’ Another mirror of Lord Black joins us.


My eyebrows rise of their own accord. Three of the four dragon kings attending the Mahjong Council is an unprecedented honour. The third dragon uncle, either Lord Bai or Lord Chun, has the same face, same aquiline nose as the other two, but that’s where the resemblance ends. Slicked-back hair and a sharp widow’s peak gives this dragon uncle a severe air. He carries himself with the utmost status and authority that, were I the type to care about such things, I’d probably be cowed. While most Celestials love nothing more than to preen and show off, during Council they dress with great care: fancy enough not to dishonour their ministry, but never so fancy as to eclipse other ministers, especially those of higher rank.


This dragon king has no qualms about that. He wears ceremonial silk robes so resplendent we rarely see their like during Council. The heavy gold brocade robe sports a triple-layered jiaoling cross-collar – an inner robe of palest gold, a contrasting bronze middle robe, and the wide outer lapel is a pale gold silk edged in bronze and embroidered with a moon-silver dragon.


‘Lord Bai,’ Lord Aengus whispers, and immediately folds again in two. ‘Ten thousand years of good health to the mighty and esteemed Lord Bai, Dragon King of the West!’


I hurriedly offer my greetings, my gaze sliding to Lord Aengus. How did he know?


‘Jun,’ Lord Black says, ‘perfect timing as always. You can be our fourth.’


Lord Bai casts a haughty glance at the table and sucks his teeth. ‘Surely it would be more congenial to discuss the fishing quotas over tea. I have some wonderful Da Hong Pao from one of the mother trees.’


‘We can have tea anytime, whereas we so rarely play. Why, it must be at least a hundred years since we were at a mahjong table together!’ Lord Vermilion flips a mahjong tile around his fingers.


There’s something in the studied casualness of his movements, and the way he and Lord Black aren’t looking at each other that makes me feel like they’re setting Lord Bai up.


‘I hear Lady Jing is a formidable player,’ Lord Vermilion continues.


‘Is that so?’ Lord Bai eyes me dispassionately as he twists a thick jade ring on his thumb. The ring is a startling cyan blue, one of the rarest of jade colours, with swirls of jet, vermilion and translucent ice white. After a moment, he sweeps his outer robe behind him. The silk billows on an unseen wind and he gracefully lowers himself to his seat. ‘So you are the infamous Lady Jing, the one with Meimei’s dragon pearl. What mafan that gift has caused. Would that she never got it into her head to gift it in the first place.’


‘It is not for us to question the Way of the Cosmos, Jun,’ Lord Black says.


Lord Bai rolls his eyes. ‘If not us, then who? Not everything should be accepted without question.’


‘You may question what you wish, Elder Brother,’ – Lord Vermilion waves a frayed yellow sleeve – ‘but that will not stop others from doing what they wish. That is the Way of the Cosmos.’


Lord Bai juts his chin, pouting. ‘You’re such a pig-dog, Qin. You always side with Ming.’


This childish asshole side to Lord Bai makes me like him a lot more. I duck my head to hide my smirk and focus on washing the mahjong tiles in preparation for play. The tiles tink and clink as I move them in circles beneath my hands.


A small smile plays at the corners of Lord Black’s lips. ‘Nothing to say, noble Lady Jing?’ he asks.


‘I am embracing the Cosmos, as you so wisely taught me.’


Lord Black chuckles but says no more. Thank Tian. With the three dragon uncles together, I won’t have a better opportunity to ask about my dragon pearl. If they don’t know how to fix it, no one will. Still, I hesitate. Lying isn’t an option, not with creatures rumoured to be older than the Cosmos who possibly can read minds. But I also am loath to admit the reason it doesn’t work the way it should is probably because I used the dragon pearl in a last-ditch attempt to win at marbles. In my defence, I’d had five bottles of baiju and countless cocktails before that. It wasn’t one of my better life choices.


The attendant returns with two bottles of Maotai and five jade cups filled with the clear liquor. I down mine immediately, needing to dull the edge of anxiety and embarrassment as I wait for an opening to discuss the dragon pearl.


We draw tiles, forming them into tidy walls. Lord Aengus stands slightly behind me. I organise my tiles into pairs and triplets, pleased to see Lady Fortune smiling on me today. Lord Aengus thinks so too, as he makes an appreciative sound. I bite my tongue so I don’t yell at him and trigger another ridiculous round of kowtowing.


After I’ve counted to ten three times, I say, ‘Lord Aengus, let me teach you the cardinal rule of mahjong.’


He gasps in delight. I take a deep breath and grip the smile on my face so it doesn’t run away. Lord Black makes a noise that is very close to a snigger.


‘The most important skill is a strong mahjong face. Every good player has one, and uses it to keep their tells well hidden. Excitement, joy, disappointment, fear – your mahjong face must keep your opponents from learning what is in your heart and your hand.’


Lord Aengus nods, oohing and ahhing. He assesses the dragon uncles as if in a new light. ‘Benevolent Lady Jing! I have opened my ears and received your wisdom,’ he says, bright blue eyes shining with such earnestness I want to poke them out.


‘Don’t let me know when you’re thankful or if you’re interested in something. Don’t comment on other people’s hands. Still and silent, okay?’


The envoy nods.


Lord Black’s cheeks quiver. ‘Brother Yang, Lady Jing gives excellent advice,’ he says. ‘Her mahjong face is second to none. Well, perhaps only to our esteemed Yan Luo Wang. You are fortunate indeed to receive her gems of wisdom. They are rarer than a dragon pearl.’


This is my opening. Keeping my tone light and casual, I say, ‘Speaking of dragon pearls, do they ever break down or need special maintenance?’


Lord Bai sucks his teeth. ‘Dragon pearls cannot be broken, little fox.’


Ignoring his brother, Lord Black says, ‘What seems to be the problem?’


‘I can’t portal anywhere. Blinking doesn’t do anything, no matter how hard I visualise the destination. It’s been a few months now.’ At Lord Black’s frown, I hurry to explain. ‘I tried calling on you as soon as it happened, but you weren’t home. I left a couple of letters for you, but . . .’


‘Oh!’ Lord Black says. ‘Contain my apologies, Lady Jing. I was away, visiting family. Your letters were forwarded to me and I tucked them away for safekeeping and forgot about them.’ He rummages in his sleeves and pulls out my two letters. They burst into black flames.


I try not to stare at the curls of smoke which used to be my letters, unsure if that’s normal behaviour for a dragon uncle or if I’m being sent a warning. ‘Um, that’s an efficient way to get rid of rubbish.’


‘It’s how I always read my letters,’ Lord Black says, answering my unspoken question and sounding rather mirthful about it. He peers into my right eye. ‘Odd, there’s nothing wrong with the placement. Remove the pearl, please.’


I bend forward. With a wet pop, the Longnu dragon pearl, covered in pale pink iridescent scales, drops into my palm. Lord Black plucks the cherry-sized pearl from my hand and gently blows on it, making the pearl swell to the size of a persimmon. He holds it up to the light, scrutinising it carefully as he rolls it slowly to and fro.


‘How is your sight?’ Lord Vermilion asks. ‘Ming tells me you can see far, isn’t that right, Brother?’


Lord Black glances up, eyes dancing with amusement. ‘I suppose it depends on what she’s trying to see.’


‘Do you mean my dragon sight?’ I ask.


‘What do you mean your dragon sight?’ Lord Bai growls.


‘I mean the dragon sight granted by my dragon pearl,’ I say, surprised by Lord Bai’s hostility.


Lord Bai narrows his eyes. ‘Dragons have dragon sight. Dragons have dragon pearls. You are not a dragon, presumptuous, insolent fox.’


‘I-I know I’m not a dragon,’ I stammer, wondering how I might have offended the dragon king.


Lord Black’s entire focus is on the dragon pearl so he doesn’t notice his brother’s flare of temper. I dare not look at Lord Vermilion, in case I’ve offended him as well. Desperate times call for desperate measures. I trot out the flowery piss-fart I hate so much but which is as popular with deities as Queen Mother of the West’s immortal peach elixir.


‘Lift high your honourable hand,’ I say in my most demure and submissive tone. ‘Contain my careless words. This unworthy one did not mean to offend venerable Lord Bai, Dragon King of the East—’


‘Pish, Jun, don’t bully the child,’ Lord Vermilion says. ‘Meimei gifted the dragon pearl and dragon sight to Lady Jing. She’s right to say they’re hers.’


‘Qin,’ Lord Bai hisses. ‘How can you defend the fox?’


Lord Vermilion leans over the table and fake whispers, ‘Ignore my eldest brother. He’s always an insufferable pedant. Tell me, how far can you see, Little Jing?’


‘Um . . .’ Still wary of Lord Bai, I answer vaguely. ‘As far as my line of sight allows?’


Lord Vermilion plants both elbows on the table and interlaces his fingers. His shabby ochre sleeves pool down his forearms as he peers at me. ‘Very good. Is there anything you’d like to ask?’


Feeling emboldened by his encouragement, I say, ‘Actually, I once experienced déjà vu – seeing something that was about to happen. Is that normal for dragon sight?’


‘Normal is a construct of comfort,’ Lord Vermilion says. ‘We each are unique in our own ways. What is normal for one person may well be extraordinary for another.’


‘Ah, well, what I mean is . . .’ I say.


‘Are we going to play or spout nonsense all day?’ Lord Bai snaps.


‘Also, you misunderstand déjà vu,’ Lord Vermilion continues calmly, ignoring his brother. ‘It means seeing something that has already happened, not seeing something that is about to happen. The Cosmos contains multitudes.’


‘Multitudes,’ Lord Black echoes, joining the conversation again.


‘But I saw something that was about to happen. Isn’t that seeing the future?’


Lord Vermilion tuts gently. ‘Do not look forward thinking you can look back. Do not look back thinking you can look forward. However, be mindful that looking back and looking forward are but two sides of the same coin.’


Just as Lord Black and Lord Vermilion are two sides of the same nonsensical coin. I press my lips together to keep those words from spilling out, and incline my head demurely.


Finally done with his inspection of the pearl, now the size of a walnut, Lord Black says, ‘The pearl needs an infusion of Meimei’s qi to set it right. I’m visiting her after the Council, so if you don’t mind, Lady Jing, I’ll keep it for now.’


‘Abundant gratitude, Lord Black,’ I say, relieved I don’t have to explain how I was goaded into a drunken game of marbles and nearly lost all my best pieces to a cheating scumbag. Luckily, I figured out in time how they were cheating, then used my dragon pearl to win everything back.


‘What’s wrong with it, Ming?’ Lord Vermilion asks.


‘Seems to be some kind of imbalance in the pearl,’ Lord Black says. ‘As if it’s been knocked by something hard. Like a marble.’ His gaze slides to me, eyes sparkling.


The rotted dragon can read my thoughts!


My mahjong face must slip because Lord Black laughs. ‘Oh! You are too amusing, Lady Jing.’


Clearing my throat, I channel Lady Gi when she’s wearing her game face: a steel blade wrapped in coquettish charm. With a cheery, conspiratorial tone, I lean towards Lord Bai, and say, ‘Too much talking, too little playing, am I right, venerable Lord Bai?’


With that, I take a tile and start our round, focusing my every thought on my tiles and absolutely not giving any space in my mind to marbles or dragon pearls.


It doesn’t take more than three turns to discover playing mahjong with the dragon uncles is as frustrating as talking with them. Lord Black discards every tile he picks up without even looking, so his original hand never changes. Lord Vermilion does the same. Neither brother ever dwells on the tiles in their hand, their turns over in seconds. I am perplexed by their game strategy. Are they using their dragon sight to reveal the future? Or perhaps they can see the tiles coming up?


But that can’t be right since Lord Bai takes an absolute age to decide whether to discard the tile he’s just picked or a tile from his wall. If he could see the future, he would not be such a terrible strategist. Perhaps I should have let Lord Aengus play after all.


‘Now now, Lady Jing. Surprise is the spice of life,’ Lord Black says as he tosses his tile back on the table.


‘Is that why you play the way you do? Without looking?’


‘What fun is there if all you do is look?’


‘But you’re not looking at all,’ I say.


‘Am I not?’ Lord Black asks. ‘As you know, I see much, both far and near.’


‘Dragon sight,’ I mutter, trying to anchor the conversation in logic.


‘The Cosmos guides us; we are aware of many things.’


‘Yes, I remember. Logic and order. You said I do not possess the skill to see, yet.’


Lord Black claps his hands. ‘Impressive memory! We embrace the Cosmos in order to become embraced. We nurture the Cosmos in order to become nurtured. We accept the Cosmos in order to become accepted. This is the Way of the Cosmos. Awareness and sight are but the same thing. In time and with practice, you may understand.’


I’ve heard this mumbo jumbo before. There’s no point engaging as it will only amuse Lord Black and irritate me. So I choose the path of benevolence, or rather intentional ignorance. I nod and smile.


Scrutinising his hand, Lord Bai drawls, ‘Your mahjong skills are underwhelming, Lady Jing. I had heard you were a fearsome player’ – his face is a picture of smug satisfaction as he tosses a tile onto the table – ‘but the rumours are clearly exaggerated.’


‘Venerable Lord Bai,’ Lord Aengus pipes up. ‘I have heard your skills in mahjong are prodigious. It is an honour to witness you play.’


What a bunch of steamed farts. I nearly say the thought out loud, but grit my teeth at the last minute. I’ve already had to kowtow in apology once today, surely I can make it through the day without humiliating myself a second time? My confidence holds for a few seconds, then wavers as reality rudely intrudes. I have never been successful in keeping my temper in check. Might as well give in. I fantasise about horking a big phlegmy gob of spit at Lord Bai. My mood instantly lifts.


Lord Black makes a noise suspiciously like a laugh followed by a cough. Very loudly and intentionally I think at him: Lord Black, are you reading my mind?


Lord Black’s mahjong face is exceptional and he shows no sign of hearing me. In fact, for the first time since we began playing, he actually scrutinises his tiles.


Lord Bai’s thorny glare presses against my forehead while Lord Aengus mouth-breathes at my back, telegraphing his reaction to my every tile. I reconsider spitting in the envoy’s face, but this time, it’s Horsey’s nasally drawl that floats uninvited into my head: Equilibrium is the foundation of Tian, Lady Jing.


I groan inwardly at the unwelcome intrusion. For the past month I’ve been forced to endure Horsey’s daily lectures on the rules of the Ministerial Mahjong Council. What is permitted, the ke, and what is prohibited, the wu. To prepare me, he said. More like annoy me to death. I can’t embarrass anyone if I’m dead.


Spitting at or towards or within the vicinity of any minister, even annoying ones, is a massive wu. Winning at mahjong is also, surprisingly, another big wu, especially against ministers of higher rank. Creating equilibrium between the ministries and maintaining harmony underpins the entire Mahjong Council. Given the dragon kings are the highest ranking, and most revered, deities in all of Tian, it would not do to offend them. Huge flashing neon sign levels of wu.


I recite Horsey’s words like a mantra: Equilibrium is the foundation of Tian. Harmony is the way of Tian.


In belated response to Lord Bai disparaging my mahjong skills, I force my lips into the shape of a pleasant smile and toss my tile onto the table. Keeping my tone light, I say, ‘What goes in one ear comes out many mouths, Lord Bai. I wouldn’t pay much heed to rumours.’


Lord Bai tsks with a condescending shake of his head. A low level buzzing in my ears drowns out Horsey’s careful lessons, I pour everyone more Maotai to buy some time, hoping to curb my impulses, but it’s no use. When Lord Vermilion discards his tile, I pounce.


‘Gang,’ I say, taking his tile to create a set of four. Which conveniently skips Lord Bai.


The muscle in Lord Bai’s jaw twitches. Lord Black and Lord Vermilion snigger.


On the next round, when Lord Vermilion discards, I smile sweetly and say, ‘Pong,’ taking his tile to create a set of three. Which, oh my, conveniently skips Lord Bai again. Take that, you overgrown lizard.


Lord Black has completely stopped any pretensions of actually playing the game, all he does is waggle his eyebrows at Lord Vermilion whenever Lord Bai clenches his jaw, sniffs, or huffs. It dawns on me that they’re baiting Lord Bai.


On the heels of that thought, my vision blurs. I’m no longer in the Hall of Harmony, but standing by the edge of a sparkling lake where birdsong and chirping insects accompany the gentle lapping of waves against a pebbled shore.


Four boys rush here and there, searching the ground. Their pale blue robes sport double layered jiaoling cross-collars – a deep blue inner robe beneath a crisp white outer lapel embroidered with silver dragons. A high bun secured by a gold hair coronet shows off each boy’s sharp widows peak and distinctive aquiline nose. These must be the four dragon uncles as children.


The boys gather in the shade of a nearby tree and show each other their finds. The first boy holds up four dull grey stones, each with a big hole worn right through the middle. He places the rings on his thumb, so high the fourth ring completely hides his thumb, and gently blows on them.


Luminous flames, the crisp, clear blue of a cloudless spring sky, engulf the rings, turning the once dull stones lustrous and translucent. The boys whoop in delight as each stone flashes a different colour: sky blue, inky black, vermilion, and snow white. The second brother holds up his hand, cradling a single lustrous stone, pitch black, round as a pearl, big as a fist. The boys nod in appreciation. The third boy waves a blood bright stone resembling a gnarled old branch, full of interesting hollows and holes, which garners a wave of giggles. The fourth boy looks down at the pristine white stone in his hands, luminous and smooth, but compared to his brothers’ finds, rather unexceptional. His mouth twists with dissatisfaction.


‘I am the eldest,’ he says. Given the pompous manner, I’d wager the child to be Lord Bai. ‘Therefore I’m the most important. You will give me your stones.’


The other boys shake their heads. Lord Bai tries to take the vermilion spirit stone, but the boy is too quick and jumps out of his reach. The same happens when he tries to take the black pearl-like stone. Lord Bai turns to the last brother with the four rings. This brother doesn’t run away, but watches calmly as Lord Bai approaches.


‘Wait, Jun,’ the boy says. He blows on the rings, azure flames rising once more. Within the fire, the colours curl and eddy like frolicking dragons. The four rings slowly meld into one.


Lord Bai stares in astonishment, then his gaze hardens with greed. ‘I want—’


His brother interrupts him. ‘I chose these four stones so I could create this ring. For you,’ the boy says. ‘White for you, Jun, black for Ming, red for Qin, and blue for me, so you have us close to you, always. Our family bond is sacred, eternal and unbreakable.’ He plucks the ring from his thumb and slides it onto Lord Bai’s.


Lord Bai blinks at his hand, surprise, embarrassment, remorse, and tenderness flitting across his face. He bows his head. ‘Contain my apologies, Didi. I—’


‘Zijiren,’ the boy says, waving away his brother’s apologies. ‘We are bound by the bonds of family, Jun’ – the boy’s smile is a bittersweet mix of resignation and forbearance – ‘whether we like it or not. I will always choose to honour our bond; I hope my gift encourages you to do the same.’


The vision disappears and I’m back in the Hall of Harmony. Lord Black holds a finger to his lips and winks. Did he send me that vision? Was that dragon sight?


This year’s crew of hulijing ministers totter over to our table. I can’t tell them apart – they all sport the jewelled-hairpin-studded triple-loop buns much favoured by deities; multi-layered robes in the softest shades of peach and plum and pink silk gauze over tight bodices; and ta-tas teetering on the edge of busting from their silk confines. I eye each gleaming cleavage and shake my head. Despite spending my early years in the Hulijing Court, I still have no idea how they manage to show so much without the slightest shadow of nip.


They offer the dragon uncles the required bow and courtesy greeting. To me they offer a nod, enough that the greeting isn’t disrespectful, but not quite enough to be respectful, either. In contrast, the hulijing ministers titter and flit around Lord Aengus like drunken swallows.


‘Brother Yang, let’s have tea soon!’


‘Brother Yang, what blue eyes you have!’


‘Brother Yang, your Mandarin is so good!’


Gag.


Lord Black smirks at me, while Lord Vermilion chuckles. ‘Ming didn’t exaggerate, you are very entertaining, Lady Jing.’


‘Mmmgh.’ I pick a tile and discard it without a glance.


With the three of us simply going through the motions, the game moves quickly. Lord Vermilion discards a red Zhong. Lord Bai snatches the tile, but in a sudden flurry of movement, Lord Black pins Lord Bai’s wrist to the table.


Lord Bai tries, and fails, to pull his arm free. He glares at his brother. ‘What is the meaning of this, Ming?’


‘Hu.’ Lord Black plucks the tile from Lord Bai’s fingers. To his final pair he adds the red Zhong, the character for equilibrium.


‘Ming, you couldn’t let me win? I was one tile away!’ Lord Bai shoves his chair away from the table.


‘Surprise is what makes life fun, Qin,’ Lord Black says. ‘Wouldn’t you say, Little Jing?’


Indeed. I bow low to the dragon uncles.


‘Thank you venerable Lord Black, congratulations on your excellent win. Lord Bai, Lord Vermilion, it was an honour to join you in mahjong.’


The hulijing ministers continue to buzz around Lord Aengus. I know those leeches too well. They scent his qi and want a taste.


Trying not to roll my eyes, I say, ‘Lord Aengus, as Special Liaison to the Hulijing Court, it is my duty to warn you against spending too much time with the hulijing. They are not—’


‘Don’t listen to her,’ one of the hulijing ministers says. It’s either Lady Bo or Lady Ba but they’re twins and impossible to tell apart. Both have plaintive, whiny voices, small faces, and large bosoms. ‘She only wants you for herself!’


I choke. ‘That is not—’


‘You just don’t want to share!’ This from Lady Mo.


‘I am only doing my job,’ I say through gritted teeth, trying to keep Lord Aengus from getting drained and the Tuatha Dé declaring war on the Pantheon of Tian as a result.


But Lord Aengus entirely misunderstands my reluctance.


‘Ladies, ladies,’ he coos, ‘don’t worry your pretty little heads. There’s more than enough of me to go around.’ He wraps his arms around the sulking Bo-Ba twins, who immediately snuggle into his navy blue robes with self-satisfied grins.


The other three hulijing ministers swarm around the envoy. Lady Xi the most senior, Lady Mo, and Lady Min the most junior smile coyly at Lord Aengus, pearly teeth gleaming in the electric lights of the Hall of Harmony.


I never thought the day would come that I would fight other hulijing for a man’s attention. This is not a Cosmos I wish to embrace.


‘Lord Aengus is a guest of Tian,’ I say, trying to regain control of the situation. ‘We are responsible for his well-being—’


‘Aiya! Special Liaison Lady Jing, why are you being such a party pooper?’ Bo-Ba on his left pouts at me. ‘Brother Yang wants to come with us. We aren’t forcing or luring him!’


‘That is exactly the point. Lord Aengus is going with you willingly because he doesn’t know that you’re qi-sucking yaojing.’ There’s no rancour in my tone because it’s the simple truth.


‘Rude,’ the other Bo-Ba retorts.


‘It is what it is,’ I say, channelling Bullhead. ‘No need to get all sensitive.’


‘Now now, Lady Jing,’ Lord Aengus says. ‘Surely there’s no rule against me getting to know another ministry. Besides, cultural exchange with the other ministries is why I am here after all.’ Wide and earnest blue eyes regard me with a puppyish innocence. He truly has no artifice or guile. Or smarts.


‘Lord Aengus.’ I speak slowly, keeping a white-knuckle grip on my patience which wants to run screaming from the obtuse envoy. ‘Of course we encourage cultural exchange. It is the cornerstone of the International Convention of Immortals and key to the success of the International Treaty of Immortal Harmony. As Special Liaison for the Hulijing Court we are most honoured by your interest. However, I must make clear that hulijing are not like other yaojing. We feed on yang qi – what you call awen. As a deity from another pantheon, your awen is of a different nature to ours. Those with less scruples might be tempted to cause you harm.’ The hulijing gasp with indignation, correctly surmising that I mean them. I turn my most grave expression on the envoy and hope to Tian my message gets through. ‘We do not wish to cause offence to the Tuatha Dé nor do we wish to breach the International Treaty of Immortal Harmony and trigger a diplomatic incident between our pantheons.’


Lord Aengus stares at me like I’ve just presented him with a Tang poetry reciting monkey. He guffaws, a deep baritone huh huh huh.


‘Of course my awen is different! I am a virulent god after all. Who wouldn’t want a taste of me?’ He beams at the courtiers who giggle and blush, completely missing my point.


My already threadbare patience disintegrates. Tony hates it when I lie; he says lying is the path of cowards, but this leaves me no choice. Needs must.


‘Ah! I almost forgot,’ I say with a honeyed smile. ‘Lord Ma is usually on guard duty in the afternoons and he gets ever so lonely. We should go visit him; I know he’d appreciate the company.’


‘Truly?’ Lord Aengus’s attention is wholly on me now. He smiles dreamily. ‘Last week we stayed up all night reciting our favourite sections in the Book of Odes. I’m keen to hear his thoughts on the crossover between benevolence and propriety in the Book of Rites, but these days urgent business keeps calling him away.’


Urgent business? In the ninety some years since Horsey became my tutor in the Classics, he has never, ever been called away on urgent business. Someone is full of dog farts. I break into a wide, satisfied grin. It’s payback time.


I usher Lord Aengus away from the hulijing and he abandons them without a backwards glance. ‘Yes,’ I say, pretending to empathise. ‘We mustn’t deprive him of your company. I recall Lord Ma mentioning the other day how stimulating he finds your conversations and that he especially enjoys your recitations of those super long epic poems.’










Three


It’s All Fun and Games Until Someone Goes Flaccid


In the lift to Big Wang’s penthouse, I remind Lord Aengus about the breakfast we’re hosting in his honour. Feeling generous, I share a tidbit of gossip I learned from Old Zao. ‘Lord Lei and Lady Dian of the Ministry of Thunder will be at breakfast too. They travelled all the way from Mount Kunlun to meet you!’


Lord Aengus claps his hands. ‘I am very much looking forward to seeing them again. Such a delightful couple.’


‘You know them?’


‘Of course! Brother Zhu introduced us ages ago when I first visited him in the Celestial Realm.’


I deflate a little, feeling foolish. ‘Oh, well, I’ll see you there.’ I had no idea Lord Aengus was so well connected. Vaguely, I recall Brother Zhu saying he and Lord Lei’s son are old friends, so the connection makes sense.


Lord Aengus continues, ‘Should I wear my electric blue robe or my white robe? The blue one matches my eyes, you see, but the white robe really sets off my skin.’


I make the appropriate noises as the envoy prattles away about his preparations for the morning. The lift doors open to the roof garden, its lush greenery daubed with the blue shadows of yin Shanghai’s eternal twilight. Lord Aengus hurries onto the terrace, searching for Horsey.


Big Wang’s usual attendants are busy with the visiting ministers and overseeing the Mahjong Council, so it’s only Bullhead and Horsey in their usual spots keeping watch. Bullhead keeps his eyes front and centre as he always does, but his cheeks lift when I wave. Horsey’s sour face turns panicked when he sees Lord Aengus approaching, his gaze darting between the envoy and me. I sigh with great satisfaction and give Horsey my best squinty-eyed smile before making my escape.


 


The next morning Lord Aengus doesn’t turn up for breakfast so I’m sent to fetch him from his suite. I knock but there’s no answer. I knock again, thinking the envoy might have overslept. Nothing. I tilt my head, listen to the sounds beyond the door. No rustling, no breathing, no snoring. Either Lord Aengus is dead, or the room is empty. Sticking my nose in the gap between the jamb and door, I inhale.


No Lord Aengus.


He’s not dead, thank goodness, but he’s not where he should be. He was genuinely excited about seeing Lord Lei and Lady Dian so his absence is worrying. I hurry to the lift. Maybe he’s still hanging off Horsey’s ear debating the merits of propriety and compassion.


Bullhead stands sentinel outside Big Wang’s quarters. I sag in relief. Horsey must be with Lord Aengus somewhere. ‘Did you see where the envoy and Hor—’ Bullhead raises an eyebrow and I hurriedly correct myself ‘—Lord Ma went? Lord Aengus is late for breakfast.’


Bullhead frowns. ‘Lord Ma has a meeting with the Minister of Rites. Lord Aengus left on his own last night.’


‘Where did that overgrown puppy—’ I freeze. He wouldn’t, surely . . . But since I am a responsible minister and that idiot foreigner is under my remit, I make my way to the front desk to ask for the hulijing delegation’s suite number. As I cross the lobby, I notice someone trying to make off with one of Big Wang’s Ming vases.


‘Stop there,’ I say, but the thief scurries towards the lifts as if they didn’t hear me. So I repeat myself using Celestial voice. ‘STOP THERE.’


The compulsion ripples through their body, causing them to stumble. The vase flies from their grasp and exposes their face. It’s one of the hulijing ministers.


I’m too far to do anything and can only watch in horror as the vase gracefully arcs upwards until gravity pulls it back down where it will shatter into pieces, much like Big Wang’s heart when he hears of it.


The hulijing minister throws her waterfall sleeves at the falling vase – the silk snakes through the air, deftly catches the vessel, then lowers it into the minister’s waiting arms.


She turns to me, head bowed. Her hair is a mess and her eyes are puffy.


‘Name and title,’ I say.


‘Lady Min, Assistant Junior Minister, Hulijing Court. Ten thousand years of good health to noble Special Liaison Lady Jing,’ she says bowing low, though it’s rather awkward since she’s hugging a vase that’s half her height. When she straightens, she still won’t look me in the eye. She reminds me strongly of a half-drowned whelp, wilted and pathetic.


‘Is there something particularly interesting on the floor? Or am I so ugly you can’t bear to look at me?’


She flushes, terrified, but not of me specifically. I can smell that much.


‘Don’t lie,’ I say. ‘I’ll know if you’re hiding anything.’


She holds out for a second longer, then her whole face crumples. ‘We didn’t know he would get like that! He was laughing, said it tickled, and then . . . and then . . .’


What the Tian? A bad feeling, heavy as a stone, drops into the pit of my stomach. I force myself to ask. ‘Get like what?’


Between sobs, she keeps saying ‘All . . .’ unable to get anything more out. Finally, she blurts, ‘Floppy!’ and wails.


‘Of all the dog fart—’ I say, but it only makes her sob even louder. ‘What consenting adults get up to behind closed doors is not my business. Lord Aengus has an appointment with Lord Lei and Lady Dian. We can’t be late. Just take me to him.’
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