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Prologue


Bagrash Kol: the Black Lake, in the Common Language. ‘Black’ because they say that it does not reflect starlight and, indeed, tonight it lies dark, profound, within the mountains’ embrace. The arc of the heavens is lit with stars of a brilliance almost baleful, for this is the high plateau of Xinjiang Province where the atmosphere is thin. To the south marches peak beyond snowy peak.


Closer at hand is the dark bulk of the Governor’s palace. No light shows for this is the second hour beyond midnight and the sentinels guard their night vision. No light, that is, save one: a red glow from high up on the western battlements. That is the turret room where the Magus keeps his watch.


Men call it a turret but, in truth, it is an octagonal room built on the palace roof. Starlight reveals a hemispherical cupola for it is, among other things, an observatory. It is here that the Magus works his rituals and seeks truth.


Come now. Light spills from an open shutter. See, within. He sits at a table, peering into a water-filled globe, lit by a red lamp. This is the Gōng (that is ‘Lord’ in the vernacular) Xiang Li, Mandarin of the Ruby Hat Pin, Governor of Xinjiang Province, arbiter of life and death to a million subjects.


Sigils and symbols adorn his robe. His hat, shaped like a pill box and tasselled, is encrusted with jewels. He is very old, sunken in upon himself, childlike. Yet once he went upon a long journey and it changed him, it changed him.


He nods now, close to sleep, and as he nods he murmurs, “Birth or death; was it birth or death?”


The red lamp flares. The globe pulsates. A picture is forming. It expands to fill the turret room. Look. The world is younger and Xiang Li is ordering matters of state.
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Part One




“A cold coming we had of it,


Just the worst time of year


For a journey, and such a journey:”







T S Eliot


The Journey of the Magi
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Chapter One


Korla


“Every tenth adult male. All troublemakers to be included. One of every twenty male children under ten. The population to watch. Huts of the executed to be burned.”


“Xiang Gōng.”


The eunuch bowed his head, making notes.


“Did you hear that?”


Chief Eunuch Ping looked up. The Governor was gazing out of the window.


“Hear what, Gōng?”


Xiang Li turned.


“I thought I heard a child crying.”


He shook his head.


“No matter. Who will you send?”


The eunuch consulted a list.


“Major Huan would seem most suited, Gōng,” he replied.


Xiang Li considered.


“Make it so, but warn him not to exceed his instructions. There will be no repetition of Sugun. Leave him in no doubt that his head is at risk. Tax collectors to accompany the troops. Arrange the details. Next.”


His gaze strayed to the window. Ping recognised the signs. His stylus slid to the bottom of the list.


“Xiang Gōng, the Xiongnu embassy awaits in the audience chamber.”


Xiang Li closed his eyes, tapping his chin with one long fingernail.


“Is the porcelain ready?”


“Yes, Gōng. The merchants have arranged the viewing in the Saffron Room.”


“The Xiongnu grow presumptuous. They need to understand their place. Have the merchants remove as much porcelain as they can safely hold and carry it through the audience chamber, then back to the Saffron Room, making sure that the embassy see them. Then have it whispered to the Xiongnu – an indiscreet servant would be ideal – that I am viewing porcelain. Later, I will receive them.”


Ping bowed, collected his bamboo slips and backed silently out of the room.


Xiang Li turned back to the window.


There were hints of autumn in the air, the first cold breaths from the mountains, and yet here, in the Tarim Basin, summer lingered. Peasants laboured in distant orchards: apricots, Li rather thought. He could see three of the windmills, developed to his design, which raised water from the river for irrigation, and he allowed himself a brief glow of satisfaction.


Much done but so much more to do. Out here on the frontier he must be governor, general, diplomat, engineer … so much to do. If there were unlimited time what might he not achieve.


He sighed. But time was limited.


No, not today. He would not allow his thoughts to stray down that path. He frowned, briefly then relaxed as he thought of the morrow.


In the morning he would set out with his retinue to the palace beside Bagrash Kol, the last visit to the summer palace before autumn slipped into winter. And although the cadre of eunuchs would follow and harry him with affairs of state, there would be time for his scrolls and bamboo slips; time for study and thought.


He raised his eyes to the distant mountains, stark against the sky. A ghost of yearning brushed his mind, not yearning for anything in particular, more an intimation of vast, unfulfilled need.


As the world counted these things, he was at the height of his power, Governor of Xingiang, one of the elite scholar-administrators of the Empire, yet at what a cost. He who wielded life and death in the name of the Emperor knew himself to be a façade; a façade which, if dropped, would shatter like porcelain. That was the cost of power.


The child running the banks of the Tuajiang River, laughing for joy, where was he? The young boy riding his father’s wagons, feeding the oxen, rolling down a grassy bank … all had been subordinated to this. And of course it was right and proper. Legalism and Confucianism combined in a rigid yet subtle framework without which anarchy would rule. What greater purpose could there be in this life than to use one’s intellect to maintain the rule of law in this vast land?


The gates of the palace creaked open. An ox cart lumbered into the courtyard. The leather covers were loosed. Xiang Li leant his elbows on the window ledge. Ah yes. Spears from the new supplier. It was to be hoped that the ash shafts would be straight and without blemish, unlike those provided by Kao Jianyu. The sutler now hung in an iron cage outside the East Gate. Li made a mental note to ask Eunuch Ping whether he yet lived. Two weeks, he seemed to remember, was the sentence. Well, Kao had had enough fat on him to start with, so perhaps he had survived.


Xiang Li was not an unduly cruel man yet neither was he compassionate. His function was to administer the laws and the instruments of government, neither more nor less. Moral considerations were not part of his remit. The Empire ploughed onwards across all its dusty miles. And yet, and yet…


“Husband.”


Xiang Li turned. Mei Su wore her blue silk gown today. A blush touched her cheeks. Her eyes sparkled. Li found himself smiling. Su pleased him.


“Wife,” he said, offering his arm.


A last brief dimpling from Su then, masked by polite indifference, Lord and Lady paced from the room.





Chapter Two


To the Summer Palace


Governor Xiang Li held a pouch of aromatic herbs to his nose. When necessary, when, for instance, he found himself directing men and animals in civil engineering works, he would suffer the stench of faeces and sweat, but he would much rather not. In an ideal world he would have journeyed alone on a fleet horse to the summer palace on the Bagrash Kol, but this was not, alas, an ideal world.


As the representative of the Son of Heaven, Ruler of the World, he recognised the need for pomp. Hence this heavy, gilded wagon with its superstructure of rare woods and silk draperies, its unsprung weight lurching over the ruts. Hence also the six oxen plodding, defecating and stalling as they dragged the dead-weight eastwards, stirring up clouds of dust to add to that of the mounted escort, the wagons of the eunuchs and the baggage train.


Xiang Li glanced behind him to the cushioned interior where Mei Su lay amongst her handmaidens, prostrate with travel nausea. Xiang Li could only sympathize. He had never seen the ocean, let alone travelled upon it, yet he imagined that the combination of sickness and depression currently poisoning his being bore similarities with the marine illness about which he had read. The wagon lurched. The odours of animal and man hung around the procession and he held himself erect and prayed for the end of the journey.


His discomfort was compounded by the fact that this was a diversion from the main route and, unlike the trunk road, the surface was ungraded. The diversion had been necessitated by repairs to a bridge, weakened by floods. This was wearisome since the train of animals and wagons would now have to cross the river at a ford with all the concomitant delays.


To his right a group of peasants, harvesting maize, hurried to prostrate themselves as a cavalryman wielding a whip, cantered, shouting, towards them. Peasants prostrated themselves before the Emperor’s representative because if they did not, then a small fissure would form in the edifice within which their lives were held.


He thought of the village of Zong-gu, even now the subject of Major Huan’s attentions. It was regrettable. They had conspired to keep a quantity of livestock hidden in a remote canyon, safe, they had thought, from the eyes of the provincial tax assessor. It had been foolish and naïve of them. Everyone knew about the government’s system of spies. Had they really thought that word would not get out? Now they would be decimated. Li deplored the necessity. Blood, in any quantity, appalled him yet only thus could the system of government be assured in this harsh land.


Taxes paid for the army without which the Xiongnu would pour across the border followed, in turn, by yet more barbaric peoples. Peace, stability and the commerce which provided gold for the Imperial coffers were what he sought and if that involved the early release from a miserable existence of a handful of peasants, then so be it. The position of Governor represented the continuing victory of order over chaos. It was a position to which Xiang Li had been born, not through privilege but through aptitude and intelligence.


At the age of thirteen he had been among sixteen boys from his province, selected to go forward for preliminary examinations. His mother had wept. His father, a respected merchant of Sichuan, had hidden his pride that his son might find a place among the scholar-administrators of the Empire. Xiang Li had done well, writing poetry of captivating beauty, as he had been instructed by his tutor, speaking with authority to the board of three ancients about the intricacies of Confucian philosophy and ancestor worship. He had earned the coral hat pin before the age of fifteen. Today, aged thirty-three, his rounded hat carried the ruby pin of a provincial governor.


Ahead, now, the train began fording the small but rapidly-flowing river. Mounted guards herded groups of peasants into position on drag ropes to assist the first wagon down into the water and up the steep slope at the other side. Much to his relief, Xiang Li’s wagon ground to a stop. He beckoned to the captain of his bodyguard.


“I shall dismount,” he said.


“At your orders, Xiang Gōng,” replied the officer, bowing.


He turned and shouted at the close escort. Four troopers dismounted and approached the governor as he climbed down from the wagon.


Xiang Li closed his eyes, relishing the stability of the earth and the release from nausea. Then he set off for the ford, the four troopers, tall in their bamboo armour and crested helmets, forming around him. Sunlight filtered between the trees which bordered the road. Xiang Li was minded to look at the possibility of building a bridge here to circumvent this tiresome ford. Financially, it would probably not be viable but he put this thought to one side, intent on enjoying the mental exercise of overcoming a natural obstacle.


The slope to the ford was steep and the wagon heavy. Xiang Li noted the straining of the forty or so peasants on the two drag ropes, trying by main strength to manage the dead-weight. Why had someone not thought to put the ropes around the tree trunks as a simple purchase? Xiang Li despaired at the lack of intelligence – or was it imagination – exhibited by others.


As he drew nearer and was able to look down the slope to the water he saw that a smaller group of peasants was trying to control the progress of the wagon by jamming poles under one wheel and then the other. The six oxen stood motionless, water swirling around their legs. The wagon master, balancing on the driving seat, screamed at the peasants, confusing them. Xiang Li strode forward, opening his mouth to take control when the wagon slipped forwards, jerking the drag rope teams off their feet.


Simultaneously a scream arose from near the water’s edge. Xiang Li saw that the off-side wheel had pinned one of the peasants. Holding his robes clear of the mud, he made his way down the slope.


“You,” he said to the wagon master without raising his voice, “get the weight of the wagon on the drag ropes now!” The wagon master turned and bellowed up the slope.


The peasant under the wheel was thrashing and screaming. Blood stained the water. The other peasants stood around, gazing helplessly. Xiang Li looked down at the injured man, judging the situation.


“You: silence,” he said.


The man tried to obey


Xiang Li took in the deformation of the lower trunk, the whiteness of the pelvic bones, the diminishing pump of blood. Hopeless.


He clicked his fingers at one of his escort and pointed downwards at the casualty then turned back up the slope. Abruptly the screams stopped.


To one of the mounted overseers he said, “Block the wheels.” The man began shouting. Why, why must everyone shout?


As Xiang Li passed the wagon master, without raising his eyes he pointed and said, “Go.”


The man went.


Xiang Li approached the left-hand drag rope. He judged the angle to the nearest tree. Without raising his voice he addressed the twenty peasants who strained against the weight.


“When I say, but not before, you will all move slowly sideways, following the direction of my arm.”


They looked back with dull eyes.


He raised his arm, paralleling the line of the rope.


“Move.”


Slowly he moved his arm away from the team towards the tree. Less than half of the peasants moved. One of the mounted guards, quicker than his fellows, nudged his mare towards the peasants, uncoiling his whip.


“No.” Xiang Li’s glance was enough. The guard backed off.


Now a few more of the team were moving.


“Move sideways. Follow my arm.”


The whole team was now plodding raggedly sideways.


“Stop. Stay there.” Li lowered his arm.


“You.” He pointed at one of his escort. “Take the end of the rope round the trunk of that tree and bring it back to me. The guard saluted and set off, his bamboo armour creaking.


Fifteen minutes later, both drag ropes were bent round tree trunks, the drag teams repositioned to take advantage of the friction provided and the wagon was being lowered steadily into the stream. Unnoticed, the body of the fallen peasant floated free and, spinning gently, disappeared downstream.





Chapter Three


Mei Su and Te Zhu


It was the day after their arrival. Her husband was currently immersed in the never-ending affairs of the province so Mei Su was free to indulge herself. She knew how jealous Xiang Li was of his time here at the Summer Palace and that, as soon as he could shake free from the Cadre of Eunuchs, he would shut himself away in his turret room where only his body servant was allowed. She might not see him for two days or more and, whilst she loved her husband, she too valued time to herself.


She made her way down passages and staircases towards the south side of the palace. Here she passed through quiet cloisters and out into the peace of an extensive walled garden. Closing her eyes, she raised her face towards the autumn sunlight, reflected and enhanced by the honey-coloured walls. A gentle breeze, scented with late blossom, lifted a wing of her hair. Birdsong, complex and sweet, drifted down from the fruit trees near the further wall. Bliss, she thought.


Opening her eyes she looked around. Three gardeners were in sight but not the one whom she sought.


“Mistress?”


Mei Su turned. Te Zhu had approached, as ever, silent and unseen. Mei Su wondered again how she did it. The relationship between Mistress and servant was complex. Indeed Mei Su was unclear about the status of Te Zhu. Servant? Companion? Teacher? Yes, Teacher was probably the nearest and yet Te Zhu was a humble woman who spent her life in this garden where the other gardeners treated her with a kind of reverence, based upon her ability to coax life from the meanest of cuttings. Indeed, it was not unknown for them to bow to Te Zhu, just as Te Zhu was now bowing to her.


“Welcome, Mistress.”


The little woman held her hands palm together at her breast and smiled, her slightly crooked teeth only adding to the overall effect of warmth. Mei Su placed her hands together and smiled back. With slight difficulty she managed to refrain from bowing. There was a time and a place for that but not here in the open garden.


“How good to see you, Te Zhu. How are you and how is your garden?”


“As to myself, the damp pain in my fingers causes me increasing discomfort but not as long as the sun shines. As to the garden, come, look.”


Te Zhu turned, sweeping her arm across the panorama of trees, shrubs and plants.


“Let me show you the apricots, Mistress. I think you will be pleased.”


The two followed a stone path to a point against the wall of the palace where six espaliered apricot plants spread their branches. Mei Su had planted them herself under Te Zhu’s tutelage, two seasons ago, and had since learnt the intricacies of pruning the branches and attaching them to the slender bamboo trellises. Now the plants stood nearly three feet tall and here and there golden fruit peeped from beneath the leaves.


Te Zhu leaned forward, plucked one of the fruit and offered it to Mei Su. She took it and bit into it, closing her eyes, savouring the sun-warmed flesh.


“Beautiful,” she murmured.


They turned and wandered further along the path, Te Zhu pointing out new plants and features. Gardeners bowed deeply but so engrossed were the two women in their talk that they might as well have been alone. Time stood still.


Eventually they sat on the coping of a small pool where water lilies floated in the gentle tumble of a small fountain. Mei Su trailed her hand in the water, enjoying the coolness and the stroking of plant tendrils. There was silence yet it was companionable. Competent and self-contained, Te Zhu sat in stillness. Mei Su often thought that this was the Teacher’s chief characteristic. Even when she was in motion, she seemed surrounded by stillness. It was a comfortable stillness and it encouraged sharing should one be so moved.


“There is, as you see, still no child.”


Te Zhu nodded gently, her eyes apparently following the slow passage from bloom to bloom of a Yellow Swallowtail. Continuing silence sought filling.


“It isn’t as if we have not tried.”


Xiang Li, although a most fastidious man, could be an ardent lover when the mood took him. He wished greatly for an heir. Indeed, he had proved his potency with the young women who made up a part of the household. There were four or five babies and toddlers who could call him father. Yet, although he never discussed it directly, Mei Su knew that he yearned to have a son with her, a child whom he could name as their own.


Not that he would inherit the province. The Land was largely a meritocracy under the Emperor but if Xiang Li acknowledged a son, he would be free to lavish upon him the training and attention which, given a modicum of talent, would ensure his future as a scholar-administrator.


For Mei Su it was a more fundamental urge. She loved her austere, sometimes forbidding, husband from the bottom of her heart. She felt she would give her life for him and that her life would only be complete when she and he had fashioned a child.


Te Zhu ceased nodding and raised her eyes to the roof line of the palace where a skein of rooks moved black against the sky. At length she spoke.


“There are many paths, child, many.”


For a few heart beats she was again silent, nodding gently as if acknowledging a truth.


“We have our desires and they pull us this way and that. We have our needs and mostly we ignore them.”


She turned her face towards Mei Su, her eyes grave, and laid a hand upon her sleeve.


“Child, something is coming. I feel it. As yet I understand little but I sense that it will shake all of us to our roots.”


She paused. Her eyes became unfocussed.


At length she spoke with accents of wonder, as if testing a thought.


“Xiang Li, the Governor, your husband. Yes.”


Her voice trailed into silence. Mei Su felt the little woman’s gaze pass right through her to somewhere achingly remote. Then Te Zhu shook her head. She looked puzzled.


“What did I say, child?”


“You said something about my husband.”


Te Zhu narrowed her eyes and shook her head again, as if trying to clear it.


“No. It is gone.”


Briskly she rose from the coping, brushing down her homespun robe.


“Tonight, Mistress.”


She bowed deeply then turned and set off towards the further corner of the garden.





Chapter Four


Dorba Tembay


Dorba Tembay, sometime caravan master and sole survivor of the attempted crossing of the Taklaman Desert, was a questioning soul. He questioned, for instance, how much blood was contained in the human body and why it was so sticky. Its sticky nature was a considerable preoccupation at the moment as it was hampering his grip upon the handle of his scimitar, a long, ugly weapon, with a notched blade. Equally, he questioned what he might have done and why he couldn’t remember.


The evidence that he had done something was, if circumstantial, strong. Firstly his massive, hairy body was rank with drying blood and, in the absence of obvious wounds, he did not think it was his own. Secondly, this had happened before and on those occasions, discrete enquiries had disclosed that someone, generally a professional sex worker, had been butchered in harrowing circumstances. Thirdly, and this to his mind was the clincher, at least half a dozen City Guards were in hot pursuit.


As Tembay loped along the dark streets he turned matters over in his mind. His memory went as far as the start of this chase but then met a wall of Crimson. This resonated. He knew a bit about the Crimson. He knew, for instance, that the Voices lived there.


Tembay had few friends. This did not worry him overly. He knew himself to be an intimidating person and was happy enough with the thought. It was what made him a consummate caravan master. Yet more and more, especially since the Taklaman Incident, men were loath to serve under him. So he was much alone and, being only human, felt occasionally lonely. At such times and, it seemed, more frequently these days, he was pleased when the Crimson arose and the Voices spoke to him.


He paused at a corner, breathing heavily, leaning on the stonework and looked back. The clatter of studded boots came closer. He bent and washed the handle of the scimitar in a puddle then stood, calculating. He was reasonably certain that he could damage this group of guards enough to send them packing but this would incite comment among their colleagues who would hound him mercilessly and the city gates would not re-open until dawn.


No, he thought, best to hide.


A cat’s-paw of movement caused him to whirl.


The guard who had sidled out of an alleyway gave a startled “Ha”, expressing surprise and fear but mostly regret. Despite youthful intimations of immortality, he wondered if he had time to run. Discarding the notion as unworthy, he held his sword uncertainly towards the huge, unkempt figure before him.


Tembay leapt. The guard had a confused impression of violence, intense pain and then he was on the cobbles, his life’s pulse spilling through his severed arm. When, moments later, the sergeant of guards bent to him, he was able to point in the direction that his killer had run before he died.
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All else being equal, Sergeant Zhao of the City Guards would have been happy to pursue the chase to an inconclusive end and retire to the guardhouse. Had they overtaken the fugitive, they would have killed him, thus saving the expense and complexity of taking him into custody. However, now he had killed young Bao and, although he, Zhao, had no particular brief for the foolish probationer, he had been a City Guard. Killing now became a secondary aim. Capture and lingering torment had become the preferred objective.


Corporal Chau, who had been bending over the corpse with his torch, shouted. He pointed to the ground. Zhao bent also. Yes. The runner had stepped in the spreading pool of Bao’s blood and red prints disappeared up the street. He signalled his men to gather round him and whispered his instructions, then they moved off at a walking pace. The road bent to the right and then became a dead end at the sheer city wall. Abutting the wall, on the right, was a house under repair, heaps of ashlars lying about in front of it. The footprints disappeared inside.


Sergeant Zhao signalled to Corporal Chau who took three of the guards ahead where, with much cursing and noise, they began quartering the ground in front of the house. Zhao, meanwhile, accompanied by the massive Private Soong, slipped silently into an alley.
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Tembay crouches in the dark, staring between timbers at the torchlight.


Guards! he thinks sardonically. Couldn’t find their combined arses with a map!


Two of them are standing at the foot of the city wall, pointing up into the gloom, gesticulating. One is trying to overturn a heavy stone. The other is sitting on a saw horse, examining the sole of his boot.


Tembay shifts his weight and waits. Soon, he thinks. Soon they’ll give up.


But now the one who had been examining his foot gives a cry, stands up, points at something near the threshold of the building. The others gather around. Tembay grasps the handle of his scimitar more firmly. He has no fear. If they come in, they won’t be going out again.


And then … nothing…
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“Well done, Soong,” said the Sergeant, gazing down at their handiwork. The ashlar lay to one side of its victim, blood and matted hair witness to its impact. Zhao’s brother-in-law, the builder, had shown the Sergeant round the site only last week. He had been particularly impressed by the large stones lined up on the scaffolding, ready to be built into the higher courses. Couldn’t have lifted one himself, of course, but Soong…


“Bastard’s still alive,” said Corporal Chau as he wrenched the rope tighter around Tembay’s wrists.


And so Tembay made his unconscious journey through the darkened streets to the city jail and if his head collided with the occasional step and when the naked blade of his scimitar became entangled with his legs, well, there was no one to notice but the guardsmen and they were preoccupied by thoughts of the boiling kettle of chickpeas back in the guardroom.





Chapter Five


The Turret Room


Kwon Ru carefully added charcoal to the stove. Then, taking a broom and a dustpan, each with a long handle to save his ancient back, he swept up a small amount of dust. Each stove stood in an alcove with a flue, one in each semi-quarter of the compass. It was a broad, octagonal chamber with a floor of polished cedar. In the centre, stairs rose through a rectangular hole guarded on three sides by carved bannisters. Eight free-standing oil lamps gave a warm background illumination. Four oil-burners scented the air with rare essences from the Southern Provinces.


Kwon Ru looked around him. This was his kingdom when the Master was away and he guarded every detail jealously. But only when the Master was here did the place come to life and Ru then was content. He made his way to the small furnace in the South and, taking a pair of tongs, opened the door to the fire bed. The banked charcoal glowed red through grey. He closed the door and held a hand above the heating plate. Just so. The temperature must be exact for who could say which of his arcane skills the Master would wish to exercise on his arrival?


Sometimes he would heat mutable elements in an alembic as soon as he arrived and, in that case, all that would be needed was a small amount of added fuel and the opening of two vents. Or it could be the stars. Yes, it was a warm, still evening. Ru glanced up at the eight split-bamboos louvres which, through a system of pulleys, could be opened to the night sky. The cords had been renewed and the wheels lubricated by artificers in the last week and Ru himself had checked their operation.


Satisfied that all was ready, the old man took station in the West, facing the staircase, folded his hands and prepared to wait patiently.
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“Veterinary officers to report the extent. All affected animals to be slaughtered. Diseased portions to be excised and the carcases given to the military commissary.”


Eunuch Ping made a note and bowed. “Xiang Gōng.”


“Is there anything else which cannot wait, Ping?”


There was but, as ever, Ping could read the signs.


“Nothing, Xiang Gōng.”


“Then I shall be in the Turret Room. I am not to be disturbed unless a Category One situation arises, is that clear?”


“Xiang Gōng,” said Ping, bowing and retiring, counting the fourteen steps which would take him backwards across the threshold. As the guards closed the doors behind him he straightened, turned and set off briskly for a man of his bulk, towards his quarters, there to divide up and delegate the remaining business among his staff. In truth there was no decision beyond the competence of the Cadre of Eunuchs but protocol, not to mention the guarding of backs, required that the most contentious issues be decided by the Governor.


Ping allowed himself a small smile. Not for all the treasures of the Empire would he want the responsibilities of the Gōng. For him life was a delight of machinations mixed with intellectual challenge and he was happy. However, he was under no illusions that it was within the protection of Xiang Li’s rule that he was able to exercise his talents to the full. He knew his position to be one of great power where his patronage was recognised by soldiers and merchants, scholars and holy men. With one stroke of his pen and the right word in the ear of the Gōng, he could make or break anyone in the province.


But he had every respect for the Gōng’s intellect and political acumen. In another place and another time he would have made a worthy opponent and Ping was by no means sure who would triumph. Yet, to Ping’s mind, the Gōng had two faults. The first was his austerity. It would be easy to suppose that he had no feeling, not a scintilla of sentimentality. Ping’s spies told him that the wall of reticence was occasionally removed when he was with Mei Su, his wife. But apart from that there was never a sign of emotion and in Ping’s opinion, the failure to employ emotions detracted from the ability to rule. For what was the point of the exercise of absolute power unless one could enjoy the prosecution of hate and anger to their logical conclusion.


Ping sighed as he entered his chamber.


The second of the Master’s faults, he thought, was his infernal pursuit of arcane arts. To Ping, who believed in little beyond what he could touch, such endeavours were a pointless waste of time. Elixirs to extend life indefinitely? Scrying the future? Ping could not avoid a click of disgust as he placed the bundle of bamboo slips on his desk. Pointless rubbish.


Still, he brightened. As long as the Gōng was immured in his turret, he, Ping, was in total effective charge of Xinjiang province but with none of the responsibility. A smile wreathed his fleshy jowls as he beckoned forward the first of his scribes.


“To Dang Yaochuan. Greeting. Your veterinary officers are to report the extent of the outbreak. All affected animals are to be slaughtered. Diseased portions will be excised and the carcases given to the military commissary.”


Yes, he thought. Power without ultimate responsibility. Now that was an elixir worth having.
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At the top of the long, spiral staircase, Xiang Li came out onto a landing. Before him was the polished door of sandalwood which led to his inner kingdom. This moment had been a long time coming. Not since high summer had he had the luxury, the peace, of communing with that other Xiang Li. As he reached for the latch, he felt the cares of state ease from his shoulders.


Leaving his slippers at the threshold, he opened the door, passed through and then closed it silently on its cushioned frame. He paused in the semi-darkness, breathing in the faint scent of roses then started up the carpeted steps. As his head rose above floor level, Kwon Ru bowed deeply. “Welcome, Gōng,” he said.


Xiang Li gained the last step and looked around him, taking in the orderliness of the room, studying every detail.


“It is well, Kwon Ru,” he said. “Tonight I shall study the stars. Bring me food and drink for the night and then you may retire.”


“Your will, Gōng.”


Ru bowed again then made his slow way down the stairs. Xiang Li knew that Ru would go no further that night than a straw-filled mattress in the room at the bottom of the stairs but it was part of the ritual between lord and servant that he should be given permission to leave the turret. Xiang Li knew full well that Ru had no existence other than tending him and, in truth, he also knew that at some stage in the early morning he would have need of a warm drink and would expect Ru to be near at hand.


Putting such thoughts out of his mind he moved to the work table where Ru had set in order his charts of the star mansions. Soon he was deeply absorbed and hardly noticed when Ru returned with a tray of food and drink. Ru set everything out on a table in the South-West. He turned, smiled benevolently at his master’s back then made his silent way back down the stairs.


Xiang Li checked measurements and angles on the charts and compared them with the position of the Moon in the Mansions. White Tiger of the East, he thought. The Mansion of Autumn. He rather thought that the anomaly which had first caught his attention earlier in the year was somewhere between the Mansions ‘Stomach’ and ‘Hairy Head.’ This was born out by a bamboo slip sent to him by Ching Rong, a polymath of note, with whom he corresponded regularly. Having satisfied himself of the exact azimuth and altitude, he made his way to the West and hauled on the cord which governed the bamboo louvre in that quarter.


He noted with satisfaction that the mechanism worked freely. He had devised the system of pulleys himself but was aware that it was Ru who had implemented the regular lubrication without which it would soon cease to operate properly. Such things were balm to Xiang Li’s soul. Why would anyone do anything less than perfectly?


With the western night sky exposed, he went to the south easterly corner of the room where a frame carrying a large, glass sphere stood. The frame was mounted upon castors and, again, he was pleased to find that, heavy as it was, he was able to move it with ease to the West. In the last year he had become fascinated by the ability of water globes to magnify and had begun experimenting with them in his searches of the heavens.


Checking his calculations, he positioned the frame as carefully as he could then made a round of the room, extinguishing the oil lamps one by one. When the room was in darkness save for starlight and the faint backwash of a newly-risen crescent moon he pulled a low stool across to the globe frame and settled down to await his night vision. Then, with great care, he began to search that area of the sky suggested by his calculations.


He searched for perhaps half an hour, minutely quartering the sky and occasionally making tiny adjustments to the position of the globe. So engrossed was he that, in fact, he nearly missed it. There was something fleetingly seen from the corner of his eye. He moved his head back, slightly to the left and there it was, a smear of white light which, with the naked eye, would have seemed but an ordinary star.


His eye began to water. Without moving his head he fumbled for a piece of cloth in his pocket and wiped away the tears.


Ah! Yes! Now he could see it more clearly, not circular. More elongated, perhaps like the flame of a candle. What could it be? Perhaps one of the wandering stars which occasionally crossed the sky. But he didn’t think so. Those were well documented, predictable visitors and, although he would check the almanacs, he was unaware that one was due now. In any case, although he was barely willing to admit it to himself, this tiny flake of light was engendering a feeling of awe within him, quite different from anything he had felt from any of the other astronomical phenomena he had studied.


After another half hour during which he noted the exact coordinates of the light and made several attempts at sketches, he realized that he was shivering from the cold night air. Reluctantly, but aware that he had done all he could for the moment, he closed the louvre, re-lit one of the oil lamps then went to huddle over a stove.


What could it be? Ching Rong had not expressed an opinion but, then, he was interested only in the dry calculations involved and rarely committed himself about the nature of actual phenomena. Xiang Li turned over the possibilities in his mind. Opinion among astronomers varied about the cosmos. The main theories claimed it to be either a hemisphere or a sphere – he had an open mind either way – but nearly all agreed that it was a predictable device which ran on laws which, if not yet fully understood, was still orderly and seldom provided surprises.


Rubbing his chin, he looked around the turret room, noting the equipment with which he pursued his work. His eye fell upon the scrying globe, water-filled as the large one with which he viewed the stars yet smaller. Yes … yes he would start there. A period of scrying would allow him to view the matter on a higher plane. Collecting the globe he carefully set it in place on the desk in the East, selected a tall, red candle and placed it behind the globe. Then, having lit it, he extinguished the remaining oil lamp and settled into the tall padded chair behind his desk. Feet planted evenly on the floor, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his breath. He rested a hand on each thigh, thumbs touching middle fingers with just enough pressure that, had they held between them a grain of rice, it would not have fallen. His pulse slowed with his breathing. He waited a little longer then opened his eyes.





Chapter Six


Goddess Mysteries


The High Priestess of the Goddess returned through the labyrinth, marked out by candles on the sandy floor of the grotto. Mei Su watched through half-closed eyes as the commanding figure in the tall head-dress made her stately way through the flickering lights, robes a-rustle. The warmth and the incense-heavy air made her feel dreamy, her thoughts coming and going.


Now the High Priestess stood before the altar and raised her arms. Mei Su rose to her feet with the others and, as the High Priestess intoned the first note of Joyful Thanks, she joined her voice to the paean, circling slowly counter-sun-wise. After three revolutions, the circle stopped and the women faced the altar. The High Priestess lowered her arms and there was silence. Now she began the Ritual of Closure, her hands following the time-honoured patterns without which the Sacred Time would remain open and unsealed. The Words of Power were spoken. She turned, executed the brief Ritual of Dismissal then left the grotto through the exit to her robing chamber.


One by one, in order of seniority, the other women departed through the larger aperture that led into their communal room. The silence continued for a while longer then one stretched her back with a groan and a crack which could be heard round the chamber. A chuckle arose and after that conversation started and grew. The women removed their robes – simple shifts for the lower degrees, elaborate robes for the Officers – and began to dress in their ordinary clothes.


The heavy curtain over the entrance to the Temple was pushed aside and they were joined by the High Priestess, now clothed once again in her homespun smock yet still carrying authority.


“That was well done,” said Te Zhu. “The Goddess is pleased.”


She passed among the women patting a shoulder here, administering praise there. To Mei Su, who had held the office of Dark Root in the North, she said, “That was well. You anchored us with depth and strength.” She touched Mei Su’s arm, smiled sweetly then moved on. Mei Su felt uplifted as she always did when Te Zhu complimented her. She had only recently been chosen to fulfil the Root function in the Temple and she was aware that it had nothing to do with being the Governor’s wife.


These were the Women’s Mysteries and advancement was strictly by spiritual attainment. It might be years before she was deemed worthy of acting as Golden Branch, much less Fragrant Blossom and she had no illusions that she would ever become High Priestess. Such were born not promoted. No one knew where Te Zhu came from. In truth, as far as any of the women were aware, she pre-dated all of them in the palace. But there was never any doubt that, though she worked as a gardener by day, she was their spiritual leader by night.


Mei Su tried to imagine a young Te Zhu but, smiling, completely failed. She might have come fully-formed from somewhere else. Indeed she might…


Drinks were being poured and dishes of sweetmeats handed round. Te Zhu was suddenly at her shoulder, handing her a cup. “Come, child,” she said, gesturing towards the curtain.


Mei Su followed her.


The small chamber was sparsely furnished with a chair, a stool and a low table. Te Zhu took the stool, gesturing Mei Su to the chair. Zhu took a sip from her cup then placed it on the table. Su held hers, turning it round and round in her hands. Zhu looked steadily at Su for some seconds.


“Did you feel ought, child?” she asked.


Su thought for a moment. There was never any point in dissembling with Zhu.


“No, Mother. I felt nothing. I seldom do. You know that. I wonder that you allow me to be Dark Root.”


Zhu smiled a smile of surpassing sweetness.


“Nay, child. Your place is there in the North, holding us to the Earth while others fly. Were it not for you they would become giddy and fall. Trust me: you were chosen for qualities which are obvious to all but perhaps you.”


The smile faded. Vertical lines between her brows deepened.


“This is not a test. Put that thought from you.”


She paused, looked down and ran her fingers along the grain of the table, thinking.


“In the Seeing,” she began slowly, “there was something.”


She looked up, dark brown eyes vital, transfixing Su.


“Something is coming, child. I said as much in the garden, did I not?”


Su nodded.


“Did I also say that it concerned your husband?”


Again, Su nodded. “You did.” She began to feel anxious.


Silence for a beat. Then, again, Zhu spoke, choosing her words.


“I know not what I saw. I have conducted the Seeing for many years and count myself proficient in understanding. This Seeing was of Light Limitless as if the Sun came to Earth. There was the most intense joy but balancing it great pain and fear.”


Zhu was quiet again, eyes averted, completely still. When she spoke again her voice held awe.


“Nothing will ever be the same again, Su. Mountains will fall, empires perish. We too will be transformed or … or mayhap perish too.”


She looked up, laid a hand on Su’s sleeve. Her voice strengthened.


“Xiang Li is being called and it is the most wonderful and the bitterest Calling. Understand this, Su: he could in theory deny the Call but if he did he would be diminished and would know no rest for whatever time was left to him, for that which comes has need of witnesses and of them your husband is to be one.”


“We speak here as women of the Mysteries, handmaidens of the Goddess, Guardians of the hearth, the home, the womb but I must charge you, Su, most solemnly, that when the time comes, you must not hold him back, even though it break your heart.”


And Te Zhu fell silent and it was as if the echoes of her speaking reverberated, dying away, absorbed by the rock and a tear ran down Mei Su’s cheek.





Chapter Seven


Stupor


Chen Tengfei, physician, hurried through the deserted corridors, his night shirt flapping against his skinny shins. Despite the urgency of the summons he had grabbed his elaborate headgear before leaving his chamber and now it listed drunkenly over his left ear. Tengfei knew he must look ludicrous. He could have taken time to remove the hat but there was no time. He was summoned by the Governor’s body servant and, anyway, it was unthinkable that he should attend a patient improperly dressed.


He slowed to a walk on the spiral staircase, breathing heavily. Too old for this kind of thing, he thought. Not to say too august. At the landing, the door to the Gōng’s quarters stood ajar. Tengfei paused, trying to get his breath under control and making an ineffectual attempt to straighten his headgear. He was quite sure that the star wasn’t straight and two of the pendant moons were inextricably tangled. He sighed. It would have to do.


He set off up the staircase to the turret room, holding himself erect, aiming for an air of competent authority. He had never been here before and, as his head rose above floor level, he looked around with curiosity. He saw a wide room in half darkness. Tables and equipment occupied the shadows. The air was warm and scented. He gained the floor and turned, still unable to see anybody.


“Over here, Doctor.”


Tengfei saw the body servant’s face peering over a desk. He made his way round the bannisters and saw the dim form of the Gōng stretched out on the floor. Ru had placed a cushion under his head and covered him with a blanket. He knelt beside the fallen lord.


“Light the other lamps, old man. I must be able to see more clearly.”


Ru hurried to obey.


Tengfei placed his cheek close to the Gōng’s mouth. Yes, there was breath. He placed his fingers on the neck and felt the steady beat of the life force. Again, good.


The light increased as Ru lit the lamps. Tengfei settled back on his heels and considered.


“Tell me how you came to find the Gōng like this.”


Ru blew out the spill he had been using and came over to the doctor, looking anxious.


“It was nearing dawn so I came from below with a warming drink for the Gōng. I always do this. You see he spends all night working so hard and he doesn’t take thought for food or drink. This time I made him a cordial of ginger and…”


“Yes, yes, old man,” said the doctor testily. “Just tell me exactly how you found him.”


Ru, frightened, took a few moments to collect himself.


“The Gōng had fallen across the desk. He had been scrying. His face was down on the top of the desk and he had one arm, his right one I think, stretched out before him as if he had been reaching for something. When he did not answer me I went to him and eased him down onto the floor. I tried to make him comfortable before I went for help. I hope I have not done wrong, Your Honour.”
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