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Chapter One


The Wind Hard-hearted, the Moon Cruel


1




“Leaning over the autumnal water, the Yue maiden picks a lotus flower,


From the tapered sleeves of light silk,


A pair of golden bangles peek.


She catches her reflection, glorious like the blossoms she gathers,


She plucks a sprig, strands from the stem linger and stir like her heartstrings.


Ripples lapping the bank in the evening breeze,


The thickening fog, the drifting haze,


She cannot see the companions she has set out with.


The murmur of song fades as the scull makes for land,


The sorrow of parting draws towards the Southern shores.”





MELODIOUS SINGING FLOATED ACROSS THE MISTY WATER. A group of girls tittered and chattered on a small boat as they hummed Ouyang Xiu’s famous lyrics to the tune of “Butterflies Adore Flowers”. They too had been collecting lotus blooms and their seedpods and were now making their way home in the retreating sun.


With the approach of Moon Festival, the air no longer burned with the fire of summer. Its cooler touch was beginning to dress the South Lake of Jiaxing in the cloak of autumn, filling out the lotus’s fruits and curling the broad lotus leaves layered over the water surface.


The frolicking reached the ears of a Taoist nun standing amid a row of weeping willows lining the lakeside. She had been there for some time, gazing at the watery expanse. The gentle wind of even-tide tugged at the hem of her apricot-yellow habit and caressed the long hair of the horsetail whisk tucked into the back of her collar. The horsehair fluttered along with her heart, mirroring the words sung:




Strands from the stem linger and stir like her heartstrings.





Snatches of song continued to ride on the breeze, seeking out the ears of those on land.




“The wind hard-hearted, the moon cruel,


People, in the gloom, have changed.


Revisiting places of old, all is but a dream,


And, for naught, the wrenching in the gut remains . . .”





The forlorn words were chased away by giggles.


“What’s there to laugh about?” the Taoist muttered to herself. “Little girls can’t possibly comprehend the bitter sorrow captured by Ouyang Xiu.”


Holding up her left hand, she was mesmerised by the blood glistening on her palm. A sigh poured out of her chest.


She was not the only one watching. A dozen zhang away, a bearded man lurked among the vegetation not far from the water-side. His hushed presence was betrayed by a gasp stirred up by the second song.


*


A ROWBOAT, carrying five young women, emerged from the rippling lotus leaves and glided across a lake as smooth as a sheet of glass. The older girls, around fifteen and sixteen, sang as they propelled their vessel forward, while the two younger passengers, both aged nine, chatted between themselves.


“Cousin, look.” Cheng Ying pointed towards the rows of willows by the shore.


“The old crank’s still sitting in the same spot!” Lu Wushuang was amazed.


“The uncle will be upset if he hears—”


“I’m right, though!” Lu Wushuang cut her maternal cousin short. “Who wears a bib like a baby at his grand age? I’d love to see him so provoked that his beard bristles!” She then picked up a lotus pod from the deck and hurled it at the man.


“Cousin, no!”


Their skiff was still a good few zhang from the bank, but Lu Wushuang’s aim and strength were admirable for her age. The seed head flew straight at the man’s face. He tilted his chin up, opened his mouth wide and caught the fist-sized capsule between his teeth. Then, he started to chew and swallowed the fruit whole – including the inedible cup and shell that protected the seeds.


The girls exchanged a look of shocked amusement and burst into giggles. They steered the boat over, hopped ashore and approached the strange man together.


This was the first time they set eyes on him up close. His glossy black hair and beard, wild and unkempt, stuck out like porcupine quills. His features were divided by deep grooves and wrinkles, giving him the appearance of an ancient in his seventies or eighties. A plain robe, indigo in hue, flowed down to his ankles, obscuring his build, and around his neck was fastened a piece of silk that would have been worn by an infant to keep their clothes clean at mealtimes. The tattered fabric was embroidered with the pattern of a cat chasing after butterflies, an auspicious motif symbolising longevity.


Cheng Ying went up to the seated man and tugged at his robe to get his attention. She took a lotus pod from her bag and broke the capsule into two. After that, she picked out a dozen seeds or so, peeled the green casing and pulled out the bitter germ in the core before offering the little ivory-coloured balls to the man.
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“Uncle, it tastes better this way.”


He grabbed a handful of seeds and tossed them into his mouth. A subtle, fragrant sweetness spread on his tongue, neutralising the harsh acridity left by his indiscriminate gobbling moments ago. He gave the kind-hearted girl a nod and a grin, snatched what remained and chomped them down with relish.


When he was sated, he sprang up, roared into the sky – “Follow me!” – and sprinted into a clump of mulberry trees.


“Let’s go after him!” Lu Wushuang seized Cheng Ying’s hand and pulled the reluctant girl along.


“Your mother will scold you for this!” one of their older friends warned.


Lu Wushuang pulled a face, flung away her cousin’s hand and took off on her own.


Cheng Ying hurried after her little cousin. Being six months older and less impetuous in nature, she could not leave Lu Wushuang chasing a stranger while she headed home by herself.


The three teenagers, disturbed by the man’s peculiar behaviour, called on their young playfellows to turn back, but they did not give pursuit, for it was deemed inappropriate for maidens of their age to be found in the company of grown men who were not their closest kin.


Lu Wushuang and Cheng Ying ran after the old man, but how could their short legs catch up with the wide strides of an adult male? The man stopped several times to wait for his young acquaintances, but he soon grew impatient. He scooped up a girl in each arm, tucked them under his armpits and sped away.


Now the air whooshed by and the undergrowth whipped past. Panic seized Lu Wushuang and she shrieked, “Let me down! Let me down!”


The man responded by racing faster. Lu Wushuang twisted round and bit him on the arm, but his muscles were so tough they made her teeth ache. She returned to screaming and shouting once more.


Suddenly, the man came to a halt and set the girls down.


Cheng Ying took one look at the surroundings and the blood drained from her cheeks. Burial mounds, all around. She had braved the journey without making a sound, but the quaver in her voice right now revealed her nerves. “Uncle, it’s time for us to go home.”


The man scrutinised her, saying nothing.


Cheng Ying thought she could recognise sadness, self-pity and hurt in his gaze. Feeling sorry for him, she suggested timidly, “If you’re lonely, come to the lakeside tomorrow. We’ll peel more lotus seeds for you.”


The man looked away and sighed wearily. “Ten years! It’s been ten years!”


A heartbeat later, his focus returned, and he pinned the girl with a feral glare. “Where is He Yuanjun? Where is she?”


“I – I don’t know who—”


The man grabbed Cheng Ying by the arms and shook her, barking the same question over and over.


Tears pooled in the girl’s eyes, but she tried to blink them back, along with her fear.


“Go on! Cry! Let those tears fall!” he hissed through closed teeth. “You were exactly like this ten years ago . . .


“I won’t let you marry him. I refuse. You say you don’t want to part from me. You say you’re grateful for everything I’ve done for you. You say you’ll be heartbroken to leave me. But you must go with him.


“Pah! Lies, hogwash, each and every word! If you really are that heartbroken, why don’t these tears fall?”


Ashy pale, Cheng Ying bit her lip to stop herself from flinching, while a voice inside urged: Don’t! Don’t cry! Don’t let those tears fall.


“You won’t spare a drop for me!” he yelled, still jolting the girl back and forth. “Not a single tear! What’s the point in going on living?”


Abruptly, he let go, bent from the waist and rammed head first into the closest tombstone. Thump! He crumpled to the ground. Blood cascaded down his face.


“Run!” Lu Wushuang grabbed her cousin’s hand and bolted, but the older girl dug her heels in after a few steps.


“We should check on him.” Cheng Ying’s conscience would not allow her to leave the stranger to bleed out in the wild.


“If he’s dead, will he turn into a ghost?”


Lu Wushuang’s words sent a chill through Cheng Ying. She would rather not encounter the uncanny, and had no wish to be manhandled and subjected to crazed jabberings again.


“I’m not scared. He’s not a ghost. He won’t hurt me.” Cheng Ying mumbled under her breath as she trod tentatively back. At the sight of the man’s bloodstained face, she overcame her fears. “Uncle . . .”


He answered with a groan.


Feeling bolder, Cheng Ying crouched down and pressed her handkerchief over his bloody wound. The fabric was soaked through presently, but she stilled her trembling hand and maintained force over the gash until the bleeding stopped.


“Why do you help me?” The man forced his heavy eyelids apart. “Why won’t you let me die?”


“Does it hurt?” Cheng Ying asked softly, relieved that the man had regained consciousness.


Sighing, he said, “Not in the head, but in the heart.”


That was not a response a nine-year-old could comprehend.


How can such a nasty cut not hurt? Cheng Ying wondered as she untied the cloth belt around her waist and used it to bandage his head.


“Never to meet again. Is that what you’ve decided?” The man exhaled. “You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you? So, this is how we’re going to part. You really won’t shed a tear for me?”


Blood had stained the wrinkles on the man’s face, but his despondent tone and pleading eyes made him less terrifying.


A dull ache swelled in Cheng Ying’s heart and two streams of tears glistened on her cheeks.


The man’s features lit up with joy when he saw the girl weeping, but the next instant, his expression was darkened by anguish, and – wah! – he broke into sobs.


Teardrops were now rolling rapidly down Cheng Ying’s face, like pearls slipping off a broken string. She threw her arms around his neck.


Lu Wushuang was baffled by this emotional display. An irresistible urge to laugh rose from her belly and she hooted in merriment.


“Why are you in such good cheer?” The man dried his eyes and addressed the heavens. “ ‘I’ll never leave you.’ Those words were on your lips all the time. Then you grew up and you forgot everything you’d said. The only thing on your mind is your new friend, that pasty-faced popinjay.” He turned back to Cheng Ying, studying her features. “Yes! Yes! You are Ah Yuan! My little Ah Yuan! You can’t leave me – I won’t allow it. I won’t let you go off with that white-faced swine!”


The agitated man clasped Cheng Ying in his arms, as though afraid she would abandon him there and then.


Lu Wushuang quietened down. The last thing she wanted was to draw further attention to herself.


“Ah Yuan, I’ve finally found you!” the man went on. “Let’s go home. You’ll stay with Papa always, won’t you?”


“Uncle, my papa died a long time ago,” Cheng Ying said in a low voice.


“I know. I’m your adopted father. Don’t you remember?”


Cheng Ying shook her head. “Uncle, I’ve never—”


The man howled and shoved the girl roughly. “Ah Yuan, why do you deny our bond?”


“I’m not Ah Yuan, Uncle. My name is Cheng Ying.”


“You’re not . . . Ah Yuan was your age . . . twenty years ago. She’s all grown up now. She doesn’t want her papa anymore. There’s only room in her heart for one person – that scoundrel Lu Zhanyuan!”


Lu Wushuang gasped audibly.


“You know him, don’t you?” The man loomed over her with a scowl.


Lu Wushuang smiled, trying hard to appear undaunted. “He’s my uncle. Papa’s big brother.”


“Where is the bastard?” The man seized her by the arm. “Take me to him! Now!”


“He’s not far from here.” Lu Wushuang forced out a laugh but could not mask the tremor in her voice.


He let go and spoke in a friendlier tone: “Take me to him, little girl!” Then he mumbled to himself, “I’ve looked everywhere. Three whole days. All over Jiaxing. At last, I’ve found you, Lu Zhanyuan. I’ve come to settle our account!”


Disturbed by his words, Lu Wushuang rubbed her sore arms and answered back defiantly. “You hurt me! And I . . . I can’t remember where my uncle is.”


Rage distorted the man’s face, but he recalled in the heat of the moment that she was a mere child and arranged his features into an unsightly smile.


“Grandpa was bad and he apologises to you,” he cooed as he reached into the inside pocket of his robe. “Grandpa has a sweetie for you.”


And yet the hand stayed within the folds of his clothes.


“You lie! You haven’t got any sweets!”


The man’s countenance turned savage again.


“He’s over there.” Lu Wushuang pointed out two towering scholar trees some distance away. The next thing she knew, she had been scooped up again and tucked under the man’s arm, with her cousin secured under the other.


The man ran straight for the trees, barging through shrubs and leaping over any streams that stood in his way.


*


TWO BURIAL mounds lay side by side under the verdant canopy. Knee-high vegetation hinted at the age of the memorials.


The man set the girls down, his eyes fixed on one of the headstones.




Here lies Master Lu Zhanyuan





“When did he die?” he demanded.


“Three years ago,” Lu Wushuang replied.


“Wonderful!” The man broke into a cruel smile. “Too bad I wasn’t there to slay the cur myself.” He threw his head back and let out a mirthless cackle. His laughter, steeped in anguish and woe, travelled far into the last light of the day, through the thin mist that had begun to shroud the brushwood.


Lu Wushuang tugged her cousin’s sleeve and whispered, “Let’s run home.”


“The pasty-face is dead. What is Ah Yuan still doing out here?” the man asked himself out loud. “I’ll take her back to Dali. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. Little girl, take me to the wife of your dead uncle.”


“Can’t you read?” Lu Wushuang gestured at the other tombstone.




Here lies Madam He of the Lu Clan





“There’s my auntie,” she added.


“What? No! You’re lying!”


“Papa said Auntie died not long after Uncle’s death. I – that’s all I know.”


“No, no, no, no, no!” The man wailed and roared and beat his chest. “You can’t be dead. You can’t be. I told you I’d come for you in ten years. You can’t die before we meet again. Why – why didn’t you wait for me?”


He howled and stomped like a tiger provoked, swiping his foot into the closest scholar tree. The trunk creaked and groaned; the leaves shook and rustled.


The girls retreated as far away as possible, squeezing each other’s hand for comfort. They watched with shock as the man clamped his arms around the tree trunk, yelling and shouting, trying to pluck it from the ground.


“You promised! Have you forgotten? You said we’d see each other once more. Why did you break your word?”


The man’s voice cracked and grew more hoarse with each word he bellowed. He squatted lower and summoned his inner strength. Vapour rose from the crown of his head like a steamer on the boil. The muscles in his arms bulged from strain. He tucked in his chest and tensed his back.


“Up!”


The tree snapped in half with a mighty crack, but the roots remained tangled deep underground.


“She’s gone . . .” he muttered, still clutching the broken tree trunk.


“Gone!” He tossed the load away.


The leafy crown, like an unfurled umbrella, sailed through the air.


The man’s attention was drawn to the monuments once more. He read out the characters chiselled on the stone. “Here lies Madam He of the Lu Clan . . . That’s Ah Yuan . . .”


He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again.


“Ah Yuan!”


He hailed his smiling, bright-eyed daughter, who was standing where her headstone had been. Then he noticed the strapping, handsome youth next to her, so close that his shoulder was touching hers.


“I’ll kill you! You seduced my daughter!”


He lunged at the young man with his forefinger extended. A lethal jab aimed at a vital point in his chest.


Bone-crushing pain shot down his hand. The blow had landed on the tombstone.


“You can’t run!” he shrieked, following up with two consecutive palm thrusts.


Thump, thump! Twice in a row, he struck the stone slab, but in his maddened rage he was undeterred. Each missed attempt fanned the flames of his wrath higher, riling him into channelling more and more of his neigong power.


A dozen strokes later, the memorial was covered with blood.


“Stop, Uncle!” Cheng Ying cried. “You’re hurting yourself !”


“I’m fine! Let me kill the rat first!” He cackled wildly. “Die, Lu Zhanyuan!”


He grew hushed all of a sudden, staring blankly ahead.


“I’ve come all the way to see you. Let me see you. I have to see you!”


As these words poured from the man’s lips, he plunged his fingers into the earthen mound under which Madam He lay in eternal rest. Like two shovels, his hands dug into the soil again and again, scooping out clump after clump.


2


LU WUSHUANG AND CHENG YING BOLTED AS FAST AS THEIR legs would carry them, but they lost their way in the deepening gloom and had to ask for directions home. It was pitch-black by the time they entered the Lu family manor.


“Pa! Ma! A madman is digging up Uncle and Auntie!” Lu Wushuang shouted as she sprinted into the main hall.


But her father, Lu Liding, did not seem to have heard her. He sat with his back to the doors, his attention held by something on the far wall.


The girls followed his gaze.


Nine handprints on the whitewashed surface, arranged in three neat rows. Two at the top, two directly below and five on the bottom. Blood red in colour.


Lu Liding turned to his daughter, sounding distracted. “What did you say?”


“A madman is digging Uncle and Auntie’s grave!”


“What? No!” He shot to his feet.


“Uncle, it’s true.” Cheng Ying confirmed her cousin’s words.


Lu Liding looked between his daughter and his niece. He would not put it past his impish child to come up with such a tasteless prank, but the orphan of his wife’s sister would never have agreed to play along. Something within urged him to take the children at their word.


“Tell me everything,” he said.


Lu Wushuang, giddy and giggly, recounted their adventure, but her father grabbed his sabre and rushed out long before she had reached the end. Lu Liding hotfooted it all the way to his brother and sister-in-law’s burial site. Though he was primed for the worst, the sight of the desecrated and defiled memorials left him shaken to the core.


Both coffins had been pulled out of the ground, their lids prised open. Lu Liding braced himself to look inside. The remains were gone. Clumps of lime, torn scraps of paper, cotton paddings and other materials used to dress and embalm the bodies had been tossed everywhere. He forced his racing spirits to slow down and examined the caskets. The timber bore many scars, rough and deep.


Shock, rage and grief rushed to his head. Who could hold such grievances against his brother and sister-in-law? What kind of animus had fuelled this unspeakable act? There was nothing more abhorrent under the heavens than to have one’s final resting place violated.


Lu Liding regretted not asking his daughter more about the culprit. He drew his sabre from its scabbard, eager to bring the offender to justice, but he had no idea how to study the surroundings for clues as to his whereabouts. He had been trained in the martial arts by his late elder brother, but he had never put his skills into practice. He was well provided for by his affluent family and comfortable with his lot – as such, he had never had any desire to venture in the jianghu to find fame or fortune. With nothing to guide his search, he circled the area but did not come across anything or anyone out of the ordinary. Before long, he was standing at the burial site again, unsure what he should do next.


Eventually Lu Liding found himself back at home, sitting in the same chair in the main hall. Once more, he was transfixed by the nine gory handprints. His brother’s final biddings came to mind.


Big Brother said he had an enemy, Lu Liding reminded himself. A Taoist nun called Blithe Li the Red Serpent Celestial – savage, ruthless and a supreme master of the martial arts. Brother believed this woman would seek retribution from him and Sister in the tenth year of their union.


If he closed his eyes, Lu Liding could hear his brother’s voice again.




“I’m not going to get better. Promise me, you will make sure your sister-in-law takes herself far, far away from here, three years from now.”





He remembered his tearful pledge and the shocking news that followed: his sister-in-law had committed suicide the night her husband succumbed to his illness, so she could keep him company in the netherworld.


And this is the year the Taoist nun had been expected to come for her revenge. Lu Liding began to make connections between the day’s events. But when Brother and Sister departed this world, any such grievances should have died with them. What does the woman hope to gain by coming here?


He eyed the blood-red marks on the wall, and another memory surged to the forefront of his flustered mind.


Brother said the Taoist nun likes to leave bloody handprints on the wall or door of the houses of her victims as a sign of the carnage to come. Each print stands for one life that will be taken.


She made nine marks here, but there are only seven of us, and that includes the servants. Maybe she didn’t know about the passing of my brother and sister when she first got here? That must be why she sent someone to steal their remains . . . Such a black-hearted she-demon!


Wait, when did she leave the marks? I was in the house all day – until just now! How could she have come and gone without anyone noticing?


Lu Liding shuddered at the possible answers. In that moment, the shuffle of footsteps sounded from behind. Two hands, small and soft, shielded his eyes.


“Guess who, Papa?”


Lu Wushuang was three years old when she first played this game with her parents. They responded with such effusive laughter that, afterwards, whenever she sensed that they were in low spirits, she would cheer them up this way, without fail.


But, today, her father brushed her away. “Papa’s busy. Go play in the rear courtyard.”


Lu Wushuang pursed her lips. Rarely had she been dismissed so offhandedly by her doting parents. She readied herself to bid for her father’s attention.


A manservant entered before she could work her charms. “Master, we have visitors.”


“I’m not at home.”


“They are travellers seeking shelter for the night. She did not ask for an audience.”


“She, did you say?”


“Yes, a mother with two boys.”


“Not a Taoist nun?”


“No. They appear to be from an honourable household. Their clothes are clean and well presented.”


“Very well. Take her to the guest quarters and bring them supper.”


“Yes, Master.”


After the servant left to carry out his orders, Lu Wushuang jumped to her feet and raced into the courtyard. “Papa, I’ll go greet them!”


Lu Liding was left on his own again. He knew he ought to speak to his wife about the imminent threat . . . When at last he hauled himself out of his seat, Mistress Lu had already entered the main hall. He led her to the wall with the handprints and told her what he knew.


Mistress Lu listened with a frown, then asked her husband, “Where should we send the children?”


“I don’t know.” He sighed, gesturing at the wall. “The girls are marked too. It won’t be easy finding refuge.”


“There are only seven of us in this house. Why nine . . . ?” Mistress Lu felt her strength deserting her as tears welled up in her eyes.


Lu Liding put his arm around her shoulders. “I think those two at the top are for Brother and Sister-in-law. Those below, I assume, are for us. The five prints at the bottom must be for Wushuang and Ying – and the servants. Who can say what terrible things happened that she should wish to demean Brother’s remains and spill the blood of every one of us? Brother never told me.”


“You think she sent the madman?”


“Yes. Who else?”


Noticing the sweat and grime on her husband’s face, Mistress Lu said, “Go and change out of these dirty clothes. We will brave what comes next together.”


“It is unlikely that we will escape unscathed tonight,” Lu Liding said as they walked back to their rooms. “But we will live and die preserving Brother and Sister’s good name.”


Mistress Lu mumbled in agreement, though her heart ached at the thought of their doomed fate. She had practised kung fu with her husband for many years, but they had never been a part of the wider martial world. Still, she was aware of the honour and esteem her brother-and sister-in-law, Lu Zhanyuan and He Yuanjun, had commanded in the jianghu and the glory they had brought to Lu Manor. She understood that it fell now to herself and her husband to live up to their deeds and preserve the family’s reputation.


*


LU LIDING and Mistress Lu had just stepped into the rear courtyard when they heard a tile crack overhead. Lu pulled his wife behind him and looked up to see a boy sitting atop the courtyard wall. He was stretching his arms out, trying to reach a tendril of trumpet-vine blossoms that extended from the perimeter fortifications.


“Careful!” “Watch out!” A chorus of warnings sounded from below.


Lu Liding now noticed his daughter Lu Wushuang and his niece Cheng Ying crouching with another boy in the greenery.


Were they the traveller’s sons? He was not impressed by their antics.


“Give it to me! I want it!” Lu Wushuang shouted when the boy at last managed to pluck the stems he was reaching for.


The lad flashed a smile then threw it to Cheng Ying. The girl caught the sprig and offered it to her cousin, but Lu Wushuang was not pleased. She snatched the flowers, tossed them to the ground and stamped the orange-red petals into a darkened mess.


Lu Liding and his wife stopped for a while to watch the children – carefree and oblivious of the bloodshed to come – before going into their rooms with a sigh.


“Cousin . . .” Cheng Ying eyed the trampled branch.


Lu Wushuang scrunched up her nose. “I don’t want his flowers. I’ll get some for myself !”


With a tap of one foot, she hopped up and grabbed a robust vine of wisteria hanging from a trellis above, which allowed her to pull herself an extra few chi higher to seize a nearby osmanthus bough with both hands.


The boy on the wall clapped and cheered at her athletic display.


“Jump over here!” he beckoned.


Cocky and competitive, Lu Wushuang could not ignore the fact that he had snubbed her and given the flowers to her cousin. She was determined to show him that she was capable of plucking a sprig of her choice. She flexed her core, swinging back and forth to build up momentum, then let go of the branch and launched herself into the air, flying towards the top of the wall.


“Grab my hand!” The boy flung his arm out.


“Out of my way!”


She twisted sideways, imitating the manner in which she had seen her father change direction mid-air. But this lightness qinggong move was too advanced even for her mother – what chance did a nine-year-old novice to the martial arts have?


“Aiyooo!”


If Lu Wushuang had stayed on her original course, she would have gained a fingerhold on the tiles at the very top of the wall, but her airborne manoeuvre had robbed her of momentum and there was nothing she could seize onto now to break her fall.


She plunged. From a height of more than one zhang.


The boy in the undergrowth threw himself forward and caught the falling girl. But her left leg still hit the ground and the bone snapped with a sickening crunch. The mighty force of her descent knocked the boy off his feet. He smacked his head on a rock and blood poured down his face. Pressing a hand to the wound, he pushed himself up woozily.


Cheng Ying, meanwhile, had shifted her cousin, who had fainted from the traumatic fall, into a more comfortable position and called for help.


Lu Liding and Mistress Lu rushed out when they heard the commotion. At the same time, a middle-aged woman hurried from a chamber on the western side of the courtyard, and it was she who reached the children first. Without asking any questions, she lifted Lu Wushuang from Cheng Ying’s arms and carried the injured girl to the main hall. She set her down and tapped two acupoints on her broken leg to dull the pain – White Ocean on the inside thigh and Bend Middle on the back of the knee. Then she felt around the fracture and began to reset the bone.


Lu Liding watched her assured pressure-point locking technique with alarm, noting also the sword attached to her belt. He had been told she was a mother travelling with her sons. How come she was so proficient in the martial arts? Not to mentioned armed.


“Who are you? Why did you come to my house?” he asked testily.


The woman was too consumed by the task at hand to offer a verbal answer and merely made a noise in her throat to indicate that she had heard his questions.


Though Mistress Lu was worried about her daughter, she could tell the woman knew what she was doing, so she turned her attention to settling the other children and bandaging the boy’s head wound with her handkerchief.


*


THE WOMAN had just lined up the broken bones in Lu Wushuang’s leg when a peal of laughter wafted in from outside. The sudden sound made her jump and her hands jolted. The girl yelped in pain and lost consciousness again.


“I am here to take the seven lives of the Lu clan. Anyone else – leave this house!”


On the eaves extending from the main hall’s pitched roof perched a Taoist novice. She carried a sword on her back. The red tassel attached to the hilt whipped audibly in the wind, and her face was illumined by the newly risen moon. She looked to be no more than fifteen or sixteen.


“I am Lu Liding. May I ask if you are a follower of Celestial Li?”


“I am glad you know who I am. Now, kill your wife, your daughters, your servants, then yourself. Save me the trouble of doing the dirty work.”


“You – you . . .” Lu Liding spluttered in rage. He wanted to fight, but it would be unmannerly to take up arms against one so much younger and of the opposite sex. While he deliberated, the mother of the two boys rushed past him and hopped onto the roof, her sword already drawn.


The woman was dressed in a grey robe, the novice in an apricot-yellow vestment. Under the glimmer of the moon, a blur of silver leapt and danced around a swirl of gold. From time to time, gleaming white flashes were accompanied by a ringing of steel.


Although Lu Liding had never been involved in a physical fight, his eyes were keen from his martial training, and he was able to follow every thrust of the duelling blades.


The young Taoist opened with measured, defensive moves then launched unexpectedly into a ferocious offensive. The woman parried with caution, heedful of the gaps in the novice’s counterstrokes, and timed her attack accordingly. Claaang! The swords clashed and the teenager was disarmed, her blade arcing high into the sky.


“Who are you, busybody?” she barked as she jumped backwards in haste, her cheeks flushed crimson. “My shifu sent me here to dispatch the kin of Lu Zhanyuan.” She made a flourish with her hand and sent forth three silver needles.


The woman swished her sword and knocked the two projectiles flying at her off course. The third was aimed at Lu Liding. He grumbled under his breath at the underhand attack as he caught the clandestine weapon between his index and middle fingers.


With a sneer, the novice descended from the roof in a somersault and hurried away, leaving the quiet shuffle of her footsteps to the night.


3


“THROW DOWN THE NEEDLE!” THE WOMAN SHOUTED THE instant she landed in the courtyard.


Lu Liding did as he was told. “Is it poisonous?” The tremor in his voice betrayed his fear.


“Extremely.”


The woman cut off a length of her belt and tied it tightly around Lu Liding’s wrist, then gave him a pill. But even so, in this brief interval, he had lost all sensation in the fingers that had come into contact with the needle, and they were swelling up before his eyes.


The woman pricked the disfigured fingertips with the point of her sword. Blackened blood oozed out.


Lu Liding stared at his hand, shocked by the potency of the poison.


I only touched the needle, he said to himself. If it had broken the skin, I’d be dead already.


He bowed to the woman in gratitude. “I had not realised a Master had deigned to grace this house. I have been remiss in my manners. Might I ask Madam’s name?”


“My husband’s surname is Wu, and his given name Santong.” The woman responded according to the convention of the time.


“Madam Wu.” Lu Liding made another obeisance. “I have heard that Master Wu is a disciple of Reverend Sole Light of Dali, is it not so?”


“Yes, you are right. Please forgive me for drawing my sword before a Master such as yourself – I was taught some basic kung fu by my husband.”


Lu Liding replied to her courteous remarks with effusive words of thanks and accompanied her back to the main hall. His brother had once told him that, of all the martial Masters he had encountered, the students of Reverend Sole Light were the most accomplished. Once the King of Dali, the Reverend had abdicated to devote his life to Buddhism, settling in hermitic reclusion with his four disciples – the fisher, the logger, the farmer and the scholar.


In Lu Liding’s recollection, his brother had mentioned a quarrel with the farmer, whose name was Wu Santong, but the cause of the disagreement was never discussed. He found it surprising that, given the supposed bad blood between the two households, Madam Wu had chosen to stand up and fight on the Lu family’s behalf against a protégé of the Red Serpent Celestial.


*


MISTRESS LU had stayed inside the main hall with the children when her husband and Madam Wu rushed into the courtyard to answer the Taoist novice’s challenge. When they returned, Madam Wu checked on her sons, while Lu Liding went up to his daughter. He was relieved to see that she had come to, but her bloodless cheeks and the effort it cost her to hold back her tears made his heart ache.


“The she-demon will soon be here,” Madam Wu said to her hosts. “I have every respect for your martial abilities, but Blithe Li the Red Serpent Celestial is more than a match for the three of us and we have no hope of outrunning her. All we can do is wait here and let the heavens decide our fate.”


“What is she like? Do you know why she holds such a grudge against our family?” Mistress Lu asked Madam Wu. “We don’t know much . . .” she added when she noticed the woman’s questioning gaze. “All we are certain of is that it involves our big brother and sister and that the matter may have its roots in an affair of the heart.”


Madam Wu sighed. “I shall tell you what I know, but please believe me, I have no wish to make idle talk about your late brother and sister-in-law. A dozen or so years ago, your brother Lu Zhanyuan came to Dali. At that time, the Red Serpent Celestial was neither this feared monster of the wulin nor a Taoist nun. She met your brother and feelings were kindled, but things unexpected came to pass . . . Your brother ended up marrying He Yuanjun . . .”


The woman trailed off, unsure whether to continue. In time, she drew in a breath and said, “. . . and He Yuanjun was our adopted daughter.”


Lu Liding and Mistress Lu exchanged glances.


“Ah Yuan was orphaned at a very young age,” Madam Wu said, her eyes fixed on the flame of a candle, her hand patting her injured son’s shoulder absentmindedly. “My husband and I raised her and loved her as our own. She got to know your brother and they fell for each other, but my husband was dead set against their union. He didn’t want her to move to a faraway place. He also took a disliking to your brother, for he believed those from the South, especially the Jiangnan region, to be cunning and slippery . . . But Ah Yuan ran away with him nonetheless.


“On their wedding day, Blithe Li and my husband both turned up to protest their union, but they were thwarted by one of the guests, a Buddhist monk from Celestial Dragon Temple in Dali. He made them promise to leave the newlyweds in peace for ten years. My husband was so provoked by that day that he has not been in his right mind since. Neither myself nor his shifu and martial brothers managed to talk sense into him. He has been counting down the days . . . Who would have thought . . . your brother and Ah Yuan were not able to enjoy even ten years of happiness?” Madam Wu bowed her head in sorrow.


“So it was your husband who disturbed my brother and sister-in-law’s remains . . .” It was a struggle for Lu Liding to voice this conclusion.


The mortified woman mumbled an affirmation under her breath.


“Then his behaviour was most disgraceful!” Lu Liding knew he ought to address Madam Wu with deference, since the relation through marriage made her his senior by a generation, but he could not hold his tongue in check. “Surely it was not an insurmountable dispute, and if there were deep grievances, my brother’s passing should have cancelled them out. Why did your husband disrespect their remains? These are not the actions of a just man!”


“My husband deserves your chastisement. He is not sound of mind, and his words and deeds are often inexplicable. I came here today with our sons in the hope of stopping him from committing further outrages. I am the only person in this world that can temper his behaviour somewhat.” Madam Wu paused and turned to the boys. “Bow on your knees to Master and Mistress Lu and beg for forgiveness on your papa’s behalf.”


Mistress Lu helped the kowtowing boys to their feet and asked them their names. The one with the injured forehead answered. He was called Earnest and was twelve months older than his little brother Erudite, who turned eleven this year.


Madam Wu added that she had been quite advanced in age when she had conceived the boys. By that time, she and her husband had seen the dark underbelly of the wulin and decided to give their sons literary names with the hope that they would take the path of letters. However, the boys were only interested in martial matters.


She finished her reminiscences with a sigh, her mind drifting back to around the time the boys came into the world, when He Yuanjun was turning eighteen. It was then she began to notice her husband harbouring an affection for their adopted daughter that went beyond parental concern. As an esteemed member of the martial world, his behaviour had to be impeccable, so he suppressed his feelings. She remembered the explosion of these pent-up emotions when he learned that He Yuanjun had fallen in love with a youth from the South – he would not stop raving about how devious and sly the people of the Jiangnan region were.


Wu Santong’s distorted view did not stem solely from his animosity towards the man who had stolen his little girl’s heart. It was also informed by the indignation he suffered at Lotus Huang’s hands when she tried to gain entry to his shifu Sole Light’s temple, trapping him under a rock with her guile.


Madam Wu collected herself and said, “I did not anticipate that the Red Serpent Celestial would be here before my husband—”


A gruff bellow sounded from the rooftop, cutting her off.


“Earnest, Erudite, come out!”


Lu Liding and Mistress Lu were shocked that, once again, they had not caught the sound of someone scaling the roof. From his call, they knew it must be Madam Wu’s husband, Wu Santong.


Cheng Ying and Lu Wushuang also recognised the voice. The strange man by the lake!


Wu Santong leapt down in a swirl of shadows and, in the blink of an eye, he was back on the ridge of the roof, his sons in his arms.


“Come down! This is Master and Mistress Lu!” Madam Wu called to her husband. “What did you do with the remains? Bring them back!”


The man ignored her as he bounded from roof to roof, carrying the boys aloft.


*


WU SANTONG had set forth without a specific direction in mind, and soon found himself in a forest. He placed his younger son Erudite among the undergrowth.


“Wait here. I’ll be back,” he said, and took off with his firstborn Earnest still tucked under his arm.


“Papa! Papa!” Erudite called.


But Wu Santong was already dozens of zhang away.


It was by no means Erudite’s first experience of his father’s mercurial ways. Being left on his own in desolate woodland on a dark night was frightening, but he believed his papa would eventually come back. Erudite settled against a tree while he waited. His eyelids soon grew heavy and he started to doze.


*


BACK IN Lu Manor, Wu Santong’s sudden and fleeting appearance had baffled Lu Liding and his wife, but Madam Wu was relieved to see him take off with their sons.


“My husband may not be in his right mind, but he is acting sensibly tonight.” She smiled at her confused hosts. “We shall find out if my assumption is correct very soon.”


Lu Wushuang had fallen asleep in her father’s arms and Cheng Ying was struggling to keep her eyes open. Mistress Lu wanted to take the girls back to their room to rest, but Madam Wu stopped her.


“Wait a little while.”


A short time later, Wu Santong’s voice sounded from above.


“Toss them up.”


His lightness kung fu was so effective that Lu Liding and Mistress Lu had failed to detect his arrival yet again.


Madam Wu carried Cheng Ying out of the main hall and threw her up into Wu Santong’s waiting arms. So shocked were the Lus, that, by the time they had registered what was happening, Madam Wu had also passed Lu Wushuang up to her husband.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Lu Liding demanded. He leapt onto the roof to give chase. Blackness, all around. No sign of Wu Santong or the girls.


“Master Lu, come back!” Madam Wu called. “My husband means well!”


“Explain yourself !” He jumped back into the courtyard.


Mistress Lu said to her husband, “I believe Master Wu has taken the girls away so they will come to no harm at the she-demon’s hands.”


“Right . . .” But that did little to dispel Lu Liding’s anxiety, for he had not forgotten Wu Santong was the madman who had desecrated his brother and sister-in-law’s grave.


Madam Wu heaved a sigh and tried to put Lu Liding at ease. “After Ah Yuan married your brother, whenever my husband caught sight of young women, he would fly into a fury, but he seems to be quite taken by your daughters. He cast a glance of concern towards them when he came for Earnest and Erudite – that’s why I thought he would come back. I truly hope the fog in his head will clear after this . . .”


Lu Liding and Mistress Lu had been at a loss about how they should face their enemy, as they doubted they could protect their daughter and their niece, but now that the girls had been carried to safety, they could focus wholeheartedly on preparing for battle. They strapped on their blades, filled their pockets with secret weapons, and sat in waiting in the main hall, their eyes closed to preserve energy.


Over their decade-long marriage, the husband and wife had had their share of disagreements when it came to running the household, and yet, at this moment, knowing that they were about to face a ruthless monster and were unlikely to survive the encounter, they sought solace in each other’s company and found courage in holding each other’s hands.


*


A HINT of a song, sung by a gentle female voice, drifted in from a distance with the dawn colours.




“I ask the world, what is love?


Why does it inspire vows beyond life and unto death?”





The singer’s enunciation was crisp, and with each word uttered, it was clear she was getting closer. By the end of the second line, she was outside Lu Manor.


Lu Liding, Mistress Lu and Madam Wu exchanged a look of shock. How could anyone move so fast?


Craaack! The robust timber bolt securing the main gate snapped and the heavy wooden double doors flew open.


A beautiful Taoist nun strolled in with a smile. Dressed in an apricot-yellow robe, she was not quite thirty years of age.


“Who are you?” The manservant rushed to block the intruder.


“Stay back!” But Lu Liding’s warning came too late.


Blithe Li the Red Serpent Celestial flourished her horsetail whisk and lashed the serving man over the head with the unconventional weapon. His skull was crushed instantly and he was dead before he could make another sound.


Lu Liding charged with his sabre drawn. Blithe Li turned slightly, gliding past him, and flicked her whisk again. This single swipe snatched the lives of the two maidservants.


“May I ask where the girls are?” the Taoist enquired with an upward curl of her lips.


Catching each other’s eye, Lu Liding and his wife lunged side by side as one, their blades flashing. Now they had seen the woman kill their household staff in a flash without hesitation, they knew they had no hope of surviving the encounter, but nonetheless, they threw themselves into their attack.


Blithe Li twirled the whisk’s steel handle, preparing a counter-strike, but before she could send the weapon’s lethal scourge in the direction of the Lus, she noticed Madam Wu poised to enter the fray, her sword raised high.


“Since we have company, I shall not shed more blood inside this house.” The Taoist spoke in a mild, melodious tone. If one ignored her deeds, it could be said that she was the embodiment of feminine charm – sparkling eyes, perfect teeth, fair and flawless skin, graceful comportment.


True to her word, Blithe Li then sailed up to the ridge of the roof, her movements so lightsome it seemed she did not even need to lift her feet.


Lu Liding, Mistress Lu and Madam Wu scaled the heights in pursuit of the Taoist, but their coordinated attack was waved away by a casual swish of her horsetail whisk.


“Master Lu, were your brother still alive, I’d have spared you and yours –” the vengeful woman paused for emphasis – “if he grovelled to me and cast that strumpet He Yuanjun aside. Alas, you are out of luck. Your brother died too young.”


When Blithe Li had arrived in Jiaxing, she had sent her disciple Ripple Hong to seek out Lu Zhanyuan and his family, only to discover that the man she had come to hunt had been dead for three years, along with his wife. Infuriated that he had slipped through her clutches, Blithe Li decided she would take her revenge on his kin, and left nine bloody handprints in his family seat to herald her arrival. Seven for his younger brother Lu Liding and his family, including their servants, and two for Lu Zhanyuan and He Yuanjun. Her intention was clear: she would claim vengeance from the dead.


Outraged by the Taoist’s gleeful contempt, Lu Liding swung his sabre, screaming defiance. “Who wants your mercy?”


Mistress Lu and Madam Wu joined the assault, attacking from two sides, but Blithe Li paid them no heed. She had eyes only for Lu Liding. The man’s kung fu was average at best, but his stance as he held his blade reminded her of her faithless beloved, Lu Zhanyuan.


A sharp pang of loss seized the Red Serpent Celestial’s heart. Realising she would never see the Lu Family Sabre repertoire in action again once she had dispatched this man, she reined in her offensive to keep the three fighters buzzing around her, so she could tease out more of Lu Liding’s martial knowledge. A futile attempt to cling onto a shadow of her erstwhile suitor.
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SQUAWK! A LOUD AND PIERCING CAW TORE INTO ERUDITE’S sleep. He parted his eyelids to see that a new day had dawned. Two enormous white birds were wheeling in the sky, their wingspans reaching at least one zhang.


Amazed, he cried out, “Brother, look at the hawks!” He had forgotten that his father had left him on his own in this woodland the night before, disappearing with his elder brother Earnest.


Before long, a couple of low-pitched calls sounded not far behind. A girl emerged from the trees, waving her arms at the gliding raptors.


The birds of prey began to descend at a leisurely pace. They tucked in their pinions and landed next to the girl. She glanced at Erudite before patting them on the back.


“Good condors,” she said approvingly.


Erudite looked on with awe. The magnificent creatures were taller than the girl!


“Are they yours?” He ventured a few steps closer. “So these birds aren’t hawks? They’re called condors?”


The girl pursed her lips and eyed the approaching boy with disdain. “I don’t play with children I don’t know.”


Erudite ignored the terse reply and reached out to stroke one of the birds.


The girl whistled and the condor flicked his wing, flipping the boy over.


“Wow, they obey your commands! I’ll get Papa to find me a pair of these birds too,” Erudite said as he climbed to his feet, not at all offended.


“Ha!” She rolled her eyes.


Snubbed for the third time, Erudite at last felt a little awkward, staring down at his feet, but a short while later, he heard the girl ask: “What’s your name? Why are you playing here by yourself ?”


He looked up to find her studying him, her hand lost in a mass of white feathers. She wore a silk dress, pale green in colour, and a long string of pearls around her neck. A pair of slender eyebrows framed her animated eyes, and her skin looked as soft and smooth as cream. He had never seen a prettier girl and he desperately wanted to be friends with her.


“I – I am Erudite Wu,” he answered haltingly, afraid that she would rebuff him again. “I’m waiting – for my papa . . . What about you? What’s your name?”


“I don’t play with strays and wastrels.” The girl crinkled her nose and hurried away.


It took a moment for Erudite to comprehend her remark. “I’m not a wastrel!” he yelled, running after her. He was confident he could catch up easily using lightness qinggong. After all, she looked two or three years younger than him and he was much taller, with longer legs.


The girl stopped when she was several zhang ahead and turned round to taunt him. “You think you can catch me?”


“Of course!” Erudite gathered his qi and increased his speed.


The girl took cover behind a pine tree and waited. She slid her foot out the instant he ran past and hooked his ankle. He stumbled and tried to steady himself by rooting his feet with a Cycad Pillar move, but she followed up with a boot to his backside.


Erudite fell face first to the ground. He felt his nose. Not too sore, but it was unnerving how red and slimy his hand had become. Blood was dripping from his nostrils and the front of his robe was already stained with crimson streaks.


In the meantime, panicking at the sight of blood, the girl had taken flight, but she froze when a gravelly voice barked: “Hibiscus! You’re being a bully again!”


Erudite turned around. A gaunt old man had appeared next to the girl. He seemed to be lame in one leg, resting most of his weight on an iron staff. His hair was frosty white at the temples and the pupils of his eyes were milky and opaque.


“No!” The girl shot back. “It’s got nothing to do with me! He tripped. Don’t you make a thing of it before Pa.”


“I may not have the use of my eyes, but I can hear very well,” the old man retorted.


The girl linked arms with him and pleaded, “Grandpapa, you won’t tell Papa and you’ll help the boy. I’m right, aren’t I?”


The blind man hobbled up to the boy, grabbed him above the elbow and tapped the Welcome Fragrance acupoint on the side of his nose.


Erudite was amazed that this mere touch was enough to stop the bleeding, but his mind now turned to the tight grip around his arm. The long steely fingers were locked to him like an iron clamp. He tried to wriggle free but without success. Growing apprehensive, he recalled a Miniature Grappling move his mother had taught him, and drew in his forearm to trace a half-circle with his hand while rotating his palm upwards and out.


It surprised the old man that the child was able to extricate himself with such intricate kung fu. Nonetheless, he quickly recovered and seized the boy by the wrist.


Erudite summoned his strength to resist, but this time his struggles were in vain.


“Child, be not afraid,” the man said, releasing his grip. “Tell us your family name.”


“I am of the Wu clan.”


“You don’t sound local. Where’s your home? Why aren’t you with your parents?”


Erudite was not sure how he should answer. A whole night had passed since he had last seen his mother and father.


Noticing the tears pooling in the boy’s eyes, the girl drew her finger across her cheek in a gesture to shame him and launched into song:




“Shame, shame, shame,


Dirty little puppy,


Eyes red and teary,


Whine, whine, whine! ”





“I’m not crying!” Erudite yelled defiantly. He then gave a flustered and jumbled description of what had happened since his arrival at Lu Manor the night before.


When the old man had patched together a general outline of events, he asked the boy about his family and his kung fu lineage, and was amazed to hear that the signature move of their martial branch was the Yang in Ascendance pressure-point locking technique and the lad’s father was Wu Santong of the Kingdom of Dali.


“Your father is a student of Reverend Sole Light?” he asked, seeking confirmation.


“You know our liege? Have you met him? I haven’t had the honour.” Erudite was thrilled that this grandpa had heard of the former ruler of Dali.


Wu Santong had served as Captain of the Imperial Guard during the reign of King Gongji, which was Sole Light’s formal title before he renounced his throne and his birth name, Duan Zhixing, to take Buddhist vows. Whenever Wu Santong talked to his sons about his past, he always referred to his shifu as “our liege” and naturally Erudite had picked up this form of address.


“I have never had the privilege of meeting the King of the South, but I have long admired his reputation. The Reverend performed a great act of kindness for Hibiscus’s parents, so, in a way, we are connected. You mentioned your mother came to Lu Manor to confront her enemy. Do you happen to know who they might be?”


“Mm . . . I think Ma said something about Red Snake Li to Master Lu . . .”


“Red Snake Li?” The old man repeated the name under his breath then struck the butt of his staff against the ground. “Blithe Li the Red Serpent Celestial!”


“That’s it!”


A grave expression darkened the man’s face. “Stay here. Don’t leave the woods. I’ll take a look.”


“Grandpa, I’ll come with you,” the girl pleaded.


“Me too!” The boy cried a heartbeat later.


“No, no, no, it’s too dangerous. I’m no match for this bloodthirsty she-demon, but I must help our friends in their moment of need. Be good. Listen to Grandpa. Wait here until I return.” The old man limped off at great speed, supported by his staff.


“He moves so fast!” Erudite was thunderstruck to see such agility from a blind and lame old man.


“Why are you so surprised? You know what’s truly awe-inspiring? My papa and mama’s lightness qinggong!”


*


THE PASTORAL sounds of farmers labouring in the fields and conversing in song accompanied the sightless, grizzled man into Jiaxing. He had grown up in the city and was familiar with its roads and trails, but he had never been to Lu Manor and did not know its precise location. Though he ranked alongside the late Lu Zhanyuan as one of the city’s most renowned martial artists, they had never crossed paths, for his family was of the marketplace while Lu hailed from a clan of statesmen.


The man asked for directions along the way. As he approached Lu Manor, he picked out the ringing of steel in the distance. He was well aware that he was not as skilled as the Red Serpent Celestial and would likely meet his end if they fought, but he could not possibly stand by and leave a student of Reverend Sole Light to face such a terrible opponent alone – not when the Reverend had done so much to help those he held most dear.


He paused at the manor’s main gate and listened. A fierce tussle was taking place high up . . . on a roof. From the different voices shouting and the tap of footsteps on the tiles, he deduced that three fighters were working together to take on one common enemy – and they were hard pressed despite their numerical advantage.


*


WITHOUT WARNING, Blithe Li let out a whistle and stole away from her three opponents. She leapt down from the roof, launching a ferocious mid-air attack with her horsetail whisk, aimed at the neck of the aged martial artist leaning on a staff by the manor’s main gate. She was confident that the new arrival would only be able to adopt a defensive stance, and was not at all concerned about leaving her core unguarded or being airborne while the whisk struck home.


The old man twisted his staff sideways and thrust it at his assailant’s right wrist. Usually, this type of heavy weapon was clubbed downwards or swung horizontally, its great weight put to good use as it was smashed into or slammed against opponents. However, he was brandishing it like a sword, driving its point home with nimble agility.


The Taoist nun responded with a deft twitch of her wrist, sending the horsetail whisk coiling around the head of the staff.


“Yield!” she commanded.


The supple horsehair threads reversed the force of the man’s counter-manoeuvre, sending a jolt down his arm and causing his grip to loosen momentarily. He planted his feet and skewed his body aslant to better resist the woman’s leveraged strength.


Blithe Li was shocked to see the iron staff still in the man’s grasp. This martial technique had never failed her before.


Known as Grand Duke Fishing, it had been inspired by a nugget of ancient wisdom. According to legend, an old man called Jiang Ziya had taken to angling with a straightened, unbaited fish hook, which he dangled above the surface of the water. When challenged about this unusual set-up, Jiang explained, “Those willing will be caught.” His sage words won him a place at the court and he became a renowned advisor to the king.


Blithe Li’s move allowed her to flip the force of an incoming blow and use it to disarm her opponent. Now, seeing it fall short for the first time, she swivelled a touch to the side as a precaution and suddenly noticed that there was nothing but white in the old man’s eyes.


“You are Ke Zhen’e!”


In that she was correct. The blind old man was indeed Ke Zhen’e the Flying Bat, the eldest of the Seven Freaks of the South.


*


AFTER THE second Contest of Mount Hua and the death of Genghis Khan, Lotus Huang and Guo Jing were married in a ceremony officiated by her father, Apothecary Huang. The newlyweds had decided to settle with him on Peach Blossom Island, away from the bustle of the mainland. However, in a matter of months, the Martial Great was finding the additional company disruptive and infuriating, and sailed away on his own, leaving a letter saying that he had embarked on a journey to find a secluded spot to live out his days in tranquillity.


Knowing her father’s preference for solitude, Lotus let him be, assuming he would get in touch within a few months, and yet, two years passed without a word from him. She returned to the mainland with Guo Jing on a double quest to find her father and their shifu Count Seven Hong – from whom they had also received no news – but their wanderings were cut short after a few months, when Lotus discovered that she was with child.


Spirited and mischievous, the young woman had never been one to sit still for long, and now that she was expecting, she had to change many of her habits, leaving her in a particularly foul mood. Of course, she laid all the blame on Guo Jing and grew so short-tempered with him that a quarrel would arise from the most trivial matter. Guo Jing bore her cantankerousness with a patient smile and soothed her ill humour with gentle words until a grin returned to her face.


When Lotus reached full term, she gave birth to a daughter and named her Hibiscus. The new mother had resented the child’s presence when she was carrying her, but she changed her mind the instant she held the babe in her arms. Lotus doted on the newborn and Hibiscus was insufferably spoiled by the time she was twelve months old. There were times when Guo Jing was unable to turn a blind eye and tried to discipline her, but Lotus would stand, resolutely overprotective, by their daughter’s side. As a result, the little girl grew even more petulant.


When Hibiscus turned five, Lotus initiated her into the world of the martial arts, and from then on, no living creature on Peach Blossom Island was able to enjoy a moment’s peace. Birds had their plumage plucked and smaller animals had their fur trimmed. The hermitic retreat was now ruled over by chaos.


On the rare occasions when Guo Jing was tempted to raise a hand to discipline his unruly daughter, Hibiscus would loop her arms around his neck, pull funny faces and plead softly. He always ended up heaving a sigh and lowering his palm.


Neither Apothecary Huang nor Count Seven Hong sent word back to Peace Blossom Island over the years. Although the couple were well aware that no harm could befall the Martial Greats, they wanted to know how the two men were faring.


Guo Jing had tried to persuade his First Shifu Ke Zhen’e to move to the island, but the older man preferred carousing and gambling in the boisterous company of common folk from the marketplace of his hometown of Jiaxing. For the eldest Freak, life on Peach Blossom Island would be too quiet, too isolated. He declined every invitation, until one day, he presented himself unannounced. He had had a bout of bad luck with his wagers and racked up a sizeable debt – his disciple’s remote residence was the perfect place to hide from his creditors.


The couple were overjoyed to see him, welcoming him into life on the island and refusing to let him go back to the mainland. Little by little, Lotus teased out the real reason behind his visit and sent men to pay off his gambling debts discreetly. Oblivious to this, Ke stayed on the island and became young Hibiscus’s companion.


The seasons flew by. Hibiscus had turned nine, and Lotus had still heard nothing from her father. She decided to return to the mainland with Guo Jing to look for him. Ke Zhen’e insisted on accompanying them and, of course, Hibiscus refused to be left behind. When they set sail, Ke said, “I don’t care where we go – as long as it’s not Jiaxing.”


Laughing, Lotus replied, “First Shifu, I’ve dealt with your creditors. You don’t owe anyone money.”


That settled it. Their first port of call was Jiaxing. Once they had found an inn, Ke Zhen’e caught up with his old friends and learned that an elderly man in a blue-green robe had been seen a few days ago, drinking on his own at the Tower of Mist and Rain. Lotus was thrilled by this possible sighting of her father and commenced a search of Jiaxing and its surrounding villages, while Ke Zhen’e showed Hibiscus around the city of his birth.


*


WHEN KE Zhen’e arrived at Lu Manor, he was astonished by how quickly Blithe Li had detected his presence and extricated herself from her three opponents to deal him a wicked blow. He was aware of her formidable reputation and never imagined that he would be her martial match, but he had not expected her to be as fearsome and accomplished as his mortal enemy, the late Iron Corpse Cyclone Mei. To guard his core, he launched into the Exorcist’s Staff, a sequence he had devised to counter Mei’s kung fu, fending off a dozen of the Red Serpent Celestial’s quick-fire attacks.


The Taoist nun was impressed: Blind, lame and well past your prime, yet you’re still on your feet! The false-hearted Lu Zhanyuan was not lying when he had said the Seven Freaks of the South were the martial elders of Jiaxing.


These reflections were interrupted by a roar and a rush of energy closing in from behind – Lu Liding was leading his wife and Madam Wu in a charge. Blithe Li knew she needed to take decisive action.


If I injure this old man, his protégé Guo Jing will come after me . . . I’d rather not get on the wrong side of a hero of that stature.


Thus resolved, she flicked her wrist. The silvery horsehairs straightened themselves out and hurtled spear-like at a major vital point on the Freak’s chest.


Ke Zhen’e could feel the change in the air as the whisk’s soft hair stiffened, thanks to an ingenious manipulation of internal strength. It was not an attack he could withstand head on. He thumped his staff on the ground and propelled himself out of range.


Blithe Li strode after the blind man, as though poised to launch another offensive, but, in the next moment, she snapped her body backwards, bringing her within two feet of Madam Wu.


Startled, the mother of two swiped her palm down at the Taoist’s forehead.


With a subtle sway of her waist, Blithe Li avoided the blow, her lithe movement resembling a narcissus in the breeze. Then she shot her hand out and – pak! – struck Mistress Lu in the lower belly, sending her sprawling to the ground.


Lu Liding hurled his sabre at the Red Serpent Celestial and lunged after it, his arms thrown wide to lock her in a stranglehold. He was ready to die in order to bring down his wife’s assailant.


The Taoist nun had abhorred all contact with the opposite sex since she had been spurned by Lu Zhanyuan, and she interpreted Lu Liding’s attack as an attempt to sully her chaste body. She swung the whisk around, knocking the airborne sabre to the ground. Then, with a swift twirl – swash! – she dealt him a crushing blow to the crown of his head.


With Lu Liding and his wife laid low in the blink of an eye, Blithe Li disappeared into the rear wing of the manor in a blur of orange before Ke Zhen’e or Madam Wu could react. She searched every room for Lu Wushuang and Cheng Ying, but found no sign of the girls and set alight the firewood store by the kitchen in frustration. She then returned to face the two fighters still standing, offering them what she imagined was a winning smile. “This impoverished nun has no quarrel with Peach Blossom Island or the Venerable Reverend Sole Light,” she announced in a courteous tone, making a polite gesture to show that they could leave in peace.


Needless to say, neither Ke Zhen’e nor Madam Wu had any intention of abandoning the injured Master and Mistress Lu, or letting the vicious serpent get away with her wanton brutality. Spurred on by blinding fury, they charged, weapons held aloft.


Blithe Li twisted away from Ke Zhen’e’s iron staff and swiped her whisk sideways at Madam Wu’s sword. Once the horsehairs had curled around the steel, she unleashed her neigong power.


Madam Wu felt two opposing forces grip the metal blade – one pushing out, one drawing in. Kaaak! The sword snapped in two, its point hurtling straight at her face. Yelping, she ducked. The shard whizzed over her head, chilling her scalp and sending locks of her own hair fluttering down.


The hilt flew Ke Zhen’e’s way. Sensing the air parting, the sightless man swung his staff and batted the stump to the ground. Then, hearing Madam Wu’s cry, he spun his weapon and whipped up a whirlwind to drive their opponent back. This gave him a chance to slip a hand into his pocket and grip three poisoned devilnuts between his fingers. He was about to launch his secret weapons when he recalled the woman was notorious for her silver Soul of Ice throwing needles. What if these projectiles were as stealthy and underhand as rumoured and he was unable to detect them by ear?


Blithe Li’s patience was wearing thin: It’s time to show you my true powers, or you won’t know I’ve been holding back, you blind fool!


With a graceful sway of her hips, she sent the whisk’s silver strands twining round the head of Ke Zhen’e’s iron staff.


Ke’s arms jerked as the whisk was pulled taut. He tightened his grasp, applying his inner strength. Just as his energy was coursing through the metal pole, the force that had been tugging at his weapon vanished. His arms and legs and bones and joints were now pushing against nothing.


Blithe Li waved her left hand, sweeping the Exorcist’s Staff to one side, and rested her palm on the blind man’s chest. “Master Ke, this kung fu is called the Red Serpent Palm.”


“Go on, harlot. Do your worst!” he shot back.


It was clear there was nothing the eldest Freak could do to defend himself. Madam Wu dived at Blithe Li in the faint hope that she could force their foe back. To her surprise, the Taoist did withdraw, jumping up and tapping her foot on Ke’s staff to vault sideways.


“It takes courage to see off my disciple,” Blithe Li said to Madam Wu as she hung in the air. She then let out a titter and stroked the woman on the left side of her face.


Madam Wu was stupefied. The hand was soft and smooth. The touch gentle and soothing. She stood dazed, watching as Blithe Li landed lightly on her feet then disappeared among the willows with a few effortless leaps. Then, exhaustion overwhelmed her. Although she had survived by the skin of her teeth, the attacks she had launched had depleted her reserves of martial power. She slumped to the ground, unable to move.


Ke Zhen’e was in an equally battered state. It was as if he were being crushed and suffocated by a huge rock on his chest. He gasped and heaved a few times before he could recover sufficiently to calm his breathing with inner neigong technique.


The air was now growing hot and murky with black smoke. The fire started by Blithe Li had already claimed a sizeable portion of Lu Manor. Madam Wu pushed herself to her feet and, with Ke Zhen’e’s help, shifted Lu Liding and Mistress Lu into more comfortable positions. It was clear the couple were living out their last moments, for the simple act of breathing was almost too much for them.


What should we do? Madam Wu asked herself. They’re too injured to be moved, but I can’t leave them to the fire . . . As she deliberated, she heard a familiar voice bellow from the distance: “How fare you, woman?”


Her husband was back.









Chapter Two


The Son of an Old Friend


1


“HOW FARE YOU, WOMAN?” WU SANTONG CALLED AGAIN AS HE hurtled towards Lu Manor.


“I’m over here,” Madam Wu answered. Although part of her was annoyed that he had not been with them to face the Red Serpent Celestial, she was relieved he had not abandoned her, and moved by his concern for her well-being: it was the first expression of such care in a decade.


Wu Santong was more dishevelled than before, his robe stained and ripped, but the bib around his neck – used by his adopted daughter He Yuanjun when she was a babe – was undamaged. He scooped Lu Liding up in one arm and Mistress Lu in the other.


“Follow me. Quick!”


He shot to his feet and plunged into the forest, leading them on a circuitous route for several li, twisting east and meandering west. Eventually, he stopped before a sizeable deserted kiln that had once been used for firing winemaking vats.


Madam Wu was thrilled to find her sons unharmed inside, sitting on the floor next to a small bed and playing a game of pebbles with Cheng Ying and Lu Wushuang.


The girls broke into screams when they saw Master and Mistress Lu covered in blood.


Picking up their wails of “Mama” and “Papa”, Ke Zhen’e gasped. “Oh no, we’ve led the monster here!”


“What do you mean?” Madam Wu looked at him with wild eyes.


“She wants to kill the children, but she doesn’t know where—”


“That’s why she didn’t hurt us.”


Hearing his wife’s words, Wu Santong strode outside, and planted himself before the kiln’s low entrance. “I’ll deal with the Red Serpent!”


“Ying . . .” Lu Liding’s chest heaved with the effort of speech. “Handkerchief . . . in my shirt.”


Cheng Ying wiped her tears and reached into the inside pouch of her uncle’s shirt to retrieve it. The neatly folded silk was embroidered with scarlet flowers in four corners, each blossom paired with an emerald green leaf. The once-white fabric had yellowed with age, but the coloured threads still retained their vibrant hues. So skilled was the artist that the decoration looked most lifelike.


“Tie . . . around your neck . . . don’t take it off.”


Nodding, Cheng Ying obeyed her uncle.


Mistress Lu was barely conscious, but at her husband’s voice, she forced her eyes to open. “No! Our daughter . . . give it to Wushuang.”


“We promised . . . Ying’s parents,” Lu Liding croaked.


“And leave your own . . . to die?”


“Wushuang goes with us . . .”


An agonising spasm seized Mistress Lu’s body. Her eyes rolled back and she passed out.


*


THE HANDKERCHIEF was the love token Blithe Li had given Lu Zhanyuan. The scarlet thornapple, Dali’s most famous flower, represented the young woman and the green leaf symbolised her beloved, a pun on the pronunciation of his family name Lu and the colour green, as they sounded the same. It expressed her belief that theirs was a perfect match, and they would always be together, leaning close and complementing each other.


Lu Zhanyuan had expected Blithe Li and Wu Santong to wreak havoc in the tenth year of his marriage and planned accordingly. However, he had not foreseen that he would be struck down by a sudden terminal illness ahead of time, leaving his brother and his kin with no-one to defend them.


Wu Santong did not worry Lu Zhanyuan, for he knew the man was not out for blood, so he merely advised his brother to avoid the superior martial Master, but Blithe Li’s fearsome reputation had reached his ears in the intervening years, as she terrorised the jianghu with her vicious and hard-hearted ways. Hoping that the handkerchief would remind her of happy moments in their shared past and dissuade her from bloodshed, he bade his brother to tie it around his neck if the situation turned desperate.


Lu Liding had not produced the keepsake earlier because he would not lower himself to pleading with the she-demon, but there was a chance it could help Cheng Ying. The daughter of his wife’s elder sister, she had been entrusted to his care when her parents passed away. Now that he had no hope of fulfilling his promise, the best he could do was to bestow the memento on her in the faint hope it might save her life.


*


CATCHING MISTRESS Lu’s reaction, Cheng Ying offered the handkerchief to Lu Wushuang. “Auntie says it’s for you.”


“It’s for cousin Ying to wear,” Lu Liding wheezed weakly.


“Why don’t we tear it into two?” Madam Wu suggested. She could tell that the piece of fabric carried great significance for the family.


Lu Liding parted his lips to speak, but could not draw any air into his lungs, so he nodded to give his consent. Madam Wu ripped the fabric down the middle and handed the two halves to the girls.


Wu Santong had been drawn back inside the kiln by their discussion, and he noticed, for the first time, a black mark on the left side of his wife’s face.


“What – what is that?” he asked with a quaver in his voice.


Madam Wu raised her hand to her cheek. Numb. She could feel nothing. Not even the touch of her own fingertips. She remembered Blithe Li’s strangely gentle caress. Could she have smeared poison on her palm?


But before she could ask her husband to describe the visible symptoms, a peal of laughter rang in the wilderness.


“Toss the girls out, dead or alive. Or I’ll fire up the kiln!” The threat was delivered by a female voice, crisp and tuneful like silver bells.


Wu Santong rushed out, coming face to face with Blithe Li. They had last seen each other a decade ago at Lu Zhanyuan and He Yuanjun’s wedding. The young woman was not quite twenty then and she still looked just as youthful today. The only change was the way she dressed: she now wore the habit of a Taoist nun. Judging from her appearance, one would assume she was a well-born lady pledged to be a lay renunciant. There was nothing to hint at the seasoned, cold-blooded killer within.


The sight of Blithe Li languidly swirling her horsetail whisk convinced Wu Santong that he would stand a better chance if he were armed. He sized up a chestnut tree growing beside the kiln, its trunk as wide as a standard rice bowl. Deciding it could stand in for his usual weapon, a metal rake, he thrust both palms with a ha! and snapped it in two.


“Impressive!” Blithe Li said with a smile.


Wu Santong hefted his makeshift weapon. “It has been ten years since we last met, Miss Li.”


It was a term of address the Red Serpent Celestial had not heard since the day she had renounced the trappings of the temporal world. Those two simple words flooded her heart with the sweetness of youth and the first taste of love, but it quickly curdled into bitter rancour, when the image of He Yuanjun clouded her reminiscence.


It was He Yuanjun who had snatched her future – a lifetime with her beloved. It was He Yuanjun who had condemned her to a cold, solitary existence.


Being in the jilted woman’s presence again stirred something in Wu Santong’s shattered heart. He had accepted that his love for He Yuanjun would always remain unrequited, but he could not help feeling cast aside when she married Lu Zhanyuan.


The memory of what had happened after he and Blithe Li tried to disrupt the wedding banquet came back to him now. He had watched her massacre the entire household of a respected kung fu Master – more than twenty lives, male and female, young and old. He had not intervened, for he had not known that the bloodlust was merely fuelled by bile. He had not realised she was unacquainted with those she had slain and that there had been no feud to speak of: their sole offence was sharing a name with his adopted daughter – He, a common family name – though they were tied by neither blood nor marriage. When he eventually learned of the truth behind the carnage, he regarded Blithe Li with terror and disdain, despite his own internal turmoil.
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