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Foreword


     


    Welcome once again, or for the first time, to the land of
The Stone Road. You don’t need to have read the novel(s) to enjoy these tales
but if you have then you might just nod here and there as you learn a little
more of the world.


     


    If you want to find out more
about the world and its people then first book is available on the Kindle or as
a paperback at quite reasonable prices.


     


    http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B00GHNPY28/
for the UK


     


    http://www.amazon.com//dp/B00GHNPY28/
for the USA


     


    I’d appreciate any thoughts and
reviews of these stories on either the Amazon site and/or 


    Goodreads (https://www.goodreads.com).
You can also find me on twitter: @G_R_Matthews 


    



  




  

     


     


     


     


     


    Bargaining Chip


     


    



  




  

     


    Bargaining chip


     


    “Not
that,” Zheng snarled.


    “Sorry,” Chan-jaun carried the large, leather bound
book in her tiny hands and edged it back onto the table. “What next, Daddy?”


    “Can't you think for yourself? You're more fucking
trouble than you’re worth. Pack that into the trunk,” Zheng pointed at a brass
candle holder.


    The little girl, standing on tip toes to reach the
top of the table, wrapped her fingers around the engraved metal and pulled it
into her arms. She sagged under the weight, tottered over to the trunk and
dropped it in.  


    “Careful,” he shouted. “Better still, leave it
alone. I'll finish the packing. Be a damn sight quicker. Go and sit over there,
out of the way, and don't speak. If your bloody mother hadn't up and died…”


    Chan-jaun looked down at the dust-coated, wooden
floor and moved over to the stool that her father had pointed towards. She
clambered up onto it and sat still. The weight of memories, heavier and more
valuable than gold, rested on her small shoulders.


    “Stop snivelling, girl,” Zheng snapped as he
continued to shove clothes and jewellery into the trunk.


    A loud banging sounded through the house. Zheng
stopped packing and raised a single finger to his lips. She echoed the motion
but where he had a pinched, worried expression on his face she wore an innocent
smile. The door rattled in its frame again.


    “Open up, Zheng. We know you’re in there,” a voice
commanded, muffled by the thick wooden door.


    Zheng crept over the small window and risked a peek
outside, “Fuck.”


    “Open the bloody door or I'm going to kick it in and
drag your sorry arse out here,” the voice screamed and the banging on the door
intensified.


    Zheng wrung his hands and cast a panicked look
around the room. Nothing offered the help he sought. “All right, I'm coming.”


    He stood and beckoned to Chan-jaun. Together they
traipsed down the stairs to the main room of the house where Zheng drew back
the bolt that held the door closed. The instant the bolt cleared the metal
housing, the door was thrown open, the heavy wood catching Zheng full in the
face. He staggered back, swearing, holding hands up to his face. Blood welled
up between his fingers.


    “Mind if we come in?” the large thug said as he
stepped through the doorway followed by a younger, smaller man. Both carried
the thick bladed Dao sabre that was popular amongst soldiers and
civilians alike. The blade was a long as the wielders arm, sharpened on one
side, and curved upwards to the point. The hand guard at the base of the blade
was a simple disc of metal.


    “He wants to see you,” the large man spoke through
the greasy beard that adorned his face. His eyes passed over Zheng and focused
on Chan-jaun. She moved closer to her father, uncomfortable under the gaze.


    “I’ll be right there,” Zheng grabbed a rag from the
work surface and held it against his nose. “Give me a chance to get cleaned
up.”


    “We’ll wait,” the younger man said in a calm tone.


    “We ain’t waiting. He doesn’t care what state you’re
in,” the large man corrected. “You ain’t gonna care much either once he’s done
with you.”


    “Ah,” Zheng backed up a step, “what’s the chance of
just forgetting you found me?”


    “Not much,” the large man said.


    “You shouldn’t have stolen from him,” the younger
one said.


    “You can have the money. I’ll double it,” Zheng
backed up another step. “Triple it.”


    “Zheng, money is not going to work. That belongs to
him. Don’t take anything that belongs to him. That’s one of the rules. You
broke it and you are going to pay for it. Don’t make it any harder than it has
to be.” The young man’s voice was hard but there was a note of resignation.


    “Time to go,” the large one said, his eyes wandering
back to Chan-juan.


    “No,” Zheng back up again and tripped over his
daughter, hiding behind him, falling to the floor. “Please, no. There must be
something I can do.”


    “There isn’t,” the young one said.


    Zheng cast a fear-filled glance at the young man and
then to the other. He caught glint in the older one’s eyes, “Take her. Let me
go and you can do what you want with her.” He grabbed his daughter, dragged her
round and held her out as an offering to the large thug.


    “Well now,” the large man had a hungry look in his
eyes.


    “Take her. Let me go and take her,” Zheng pushed her
forward again as he scrambled to his feet, hope lighting his eyes. “And the
money too. Just let me go.”


    The large man took a step forward, “A young bit of
flesh and the money. That’s a good bargain, that is.”


    “No,” the young man said.


    “We could tell him that Zheng was gone when we got
here. Left in such a hurry that he hadn’t even packed his stuff. He’ll be happy
to have the money back, we get to keep a little for ourselves and we get to
have some fun with the young‘un here.”


    Chan-jaun stood in between the thugs and her father,
looking back and forth between the two. “Daddy?”


    “You’ll do as you’re fucking told, girl.” Zheng took
another step back, distancing himself from his daughter. “Might have a use
after all.”


    “No,” the younger one again.


    “You ain’t never had young flesh? It’s different,
special,” the large one spoke, his voice deeper than before and he re-adjusted
his trousers. “Once you have there ain’t no going back. You get the taste for
it.”


    “No,” the young man said. There was steel in his
voice.


    “What the fuck do you know?” The large man turned on
his fellow thug. “You been here, what, three months and think you know it all.
Little piss-ant runt. Fuck off outside if you don’t want a piece. Take her old
man with you. I’ll be out in a while.”


    Chan-jaun, a tiny figure between the thugs and
father, began to cry.


    “Shut your howling, girl.” Zheng shouted.


    “No,” the young one didn’t bend or back up before the
dangerous mix of anger and lust displayed on the older man's face. “We came
here for Zheng and we take him. We do our jobs and that’s it. You want to be a
pervert; you do it on your own time and far away from me.”


    “Fuck off, little man,” the older one swung a fist
at the younger.


    Chan-juan cried louder as blood sprayed from the
severed neck of the old thug. It drenched her, dripping through her hair and
soaking her dress. The old thug collapsed to the floor, his eyes gazing at
Chan-jaun but seeing only darkness. Bright red blood continued to pump from his
neck as if his heart had not received the death message and continued to beat.


    The young man wiped the blood from his Dao
sword on the murdered man's legs. Zheng ran into the small kitchen area and
wrenched the small cleaver from its hook. He held it in front of him, waving it
back and forth; a talisman to ward off the spectre of death that had
re-sheathed its sword and was now advancing on him.


    “Zheng, you’re a worthless piece of shit. Less than
a man, never a father. He wants to see you and he will.” The young man dropped
his sword to the floor, “Doesn’t matter to me whether you're alive or dead.
Maybe matters to him, as he wanted to kill you. Put that little knife down and
you get a few more minutes of life.”


    Zheng screamed and lunged forward, slicing downwards
towards the unarmed man’s neck. Chan-juan turned her head at the scream and
with dazed eyes saw the young man catch her father’s hand as it descended. He
twisted his wrist, turning the blade inwards towards her father. With his right
hand he struck, and pushed, at the inside of her father’s elbow. The hand
holding the cleaver pushed too and with the sharp blade of the cleaver her
father cut his own throat. He died in silence.


    “Well, little girl, looks we will be leaving this
town,” the young man knelt in front of her, his eyes as soft as cotton. “Sorry
about your Dad but then I reckon you’re better off without him. I’m an orphan
too and I turned out fine, kind of. My name is Jing Ke.”


    He led the blood covered girl out into the
sunshine.  
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    Chapter 1 – Of trees and business


     


    “Who
owns the land in the centre?”


    “Strictly
speaking, Lord Deshi, no one owns it. The locals consider the tree a good luck
symbol for their village so they built around it.”


    “A
sacred tree?” Deshi stroked his thin moustache.


    “Yes,
Your lordship. I spoke to the chief, village legends say that if anyone tries
to cut down the tree then bad luck will fall upon the rest of the village.” The
aide bobbed his head as he spoke.


    “And
the last time someone tested this legend?” Deshi strode forward to the brow of
the hill to stare out across the village. There it was, right in the centre, a
tall tree that towered over the one storey buildings, its wide crown sheltering
and embracing the village. The road ran down the hill and straight through the
village, detouring only to go around the base of the tree.


    “The
chief cannot recall the last time, My Lord.”


    “Really?
Well let’s go meet the chief.” Deshi returned to the carriage and settled into
the cushioned seat, closed the door and waved the caravan forward through the
open window. The carriage wheels trundled over the rough ground, their wooden
frames creaking and bouncing over stones and potholes. Deshi placed a bracing
hand on the interior frame and gave his wife a smile.


    “We’ll
soon be there, Sying.”


    “We’d
better be, Deshi,” she snapped back at him. “Why I couldn’t stay in Ya’an is
still beyond me.”


    “Because
I wanted you to see the countryside and I don’t trust you with the guard captain.
I’ve seen the way you make eyes at him,” Deshi closed his mouth and prepared
himself for the inevitable argument.


    “I
have to look at someone, Husband. It is sure you never look at me anymore. Is
it that I am too old for you now? Is it because I won’t bow down and kau tau at
your every whim?” She slapped the closed fan she was holding into her palm.


    “Sying,
must we have this argument every time and must it always be my fault. You
haven’t been the seductive temptress that I married for  a long time? You
haven’t climbed into my bed with anything but cold feet, cold heart and even
colder shoulders since Qiu died.” He sat back against the padded carriage seat.


    “And
why is that? Because all the time I was pregnant with Qiu and when he fell ill,
you were off with the serving girls, tumbling around their beds without a care
in the world. And you didn’t stop when he died. You just carried on going,
pushing your little hoe into the furrow of every serving girl who smiled in your
direction and half of those that didn’t.”  


    “A
proper wife would understand her husband’s needs and make him happy.”


    “A
proper husband would care for his wife and child first and put his own selfish
needs second.” Sying turned her head away and gazed out of the window
signalling an end to the argument. Further words would go unheeded; she was
gone, back into her memories of Qiu. Every argument ended this way and he was
never sure who won, or who was keeping score.


    Deshi
sighed. Yes, he had taken a bit of ease and pleasure with the serving girls
during Sying’s pregnancy. What else did she expect? He was the Duke of Ya’an, a
noble from a long lineage. It was a nobles right to do with the servants as he
pleased. She’d known that when she married him. It was a marriage of politic
and expediency bringing both his and her family greater power. And with great
power comes greater riches, a saying her father had kept repeating during the
negotiations for the marriage. Her duty was to serve him and deliver a son to
carry on their families tradition. Qiu’s death had hurt him too, didn’t she
understand that?


    “My
Lord?” The question hedged its way past the curtain.


    “Yes,
what is it?” Deshi called back.


    “The
chief's residence... erm, house. We've arrived, My Lord.”


    “Good.
About time.” Deshi heard his harsh tones echo from the wooden walls of the
carriage and took a deep breath, releasing the anger in a long, slow breath.
“Wife, let's go meet the chief of this soon to be rich village.”


    “And
make ourselves even richer, no doubt,” she muttered.


    Deshi
paused in the act of opening the door and took another deep breath before
stepping down from the carriage and onto the road. He thought even referring to
the dry, dusty, hard packed mud as a road was compliment too far.


    “My
Lord Deshi of Ya'an,” the ragged dressed chief performed a deep bow from the
waist. “Welcome. Would you do me the honour of taking tea?”


    “Of
course, tea would be most welcome,” Deshi returned a small nod of confirmation.
“My wife, the Lady Sying, will be joining...” he tailed off as he realised she
had not yet stepped down from carriage. “She is tired. The journey is long one
and she is not used to travelling. Perhaps she will oversee the disposition of
our travel luggage to the inn.”


    “Your
pardon, Lord, the village has no Inn. One was never needed and we had no
advanced warning of your coming. You are welcome to my house for the length of
your stay,” and the chief turned to indicate, with the sweep of his arm, the
flaking plaster and rotting wood of his abode.


    “I
would not dream of putting you out of such a house, Chief. My entourage will
set up camp on the flat plain not far from the river. We will be comfortable
and not be staying too long.”


    “If
such is your wish, My Lord.” The chief bowed once more. “May I inquire as to
your business in our village?”


    “I
like to tour my province, to see what problems I may solve and what information
I can gather. I am always looking for ways to improve Ya'an. Let us have that
tea and you can tell me all about the village. I must confess that the tree in
the centre intrigues me.”


    “Of
course, My Lord.” The chief turned and led Deshi into the central room of the
house where they took up chairs next to a small table. A black iron kettle and
two porcelain cups rested upon its unadorned surface and the thin wooden chairs
creaked as they sat.


    Deshi
looked around the room as the chief poured the tea. Clearly, the chief's
limited supply of money had been spent on the inside of the house rather than
the outside. The exposed beams were stained dark and planed to a smooth finish.
On the walls hung a variety of paintings all depicting scenes of battle. Above
a wooden chest, in pride of place upon the far wall were two swords and round
metal shield.


    “From
the war,” the chief said, “the founding of the empire.”


    “You’re
not old enough to have fought in that,” Deshi turned away from his inspection
of the weapons. He guessed the chief’s age to be around fifty from the fine
lines around the eyes and the grey hair. It was, he thought, hard to judge the age
of rustic folk, a life in the sun had such an effect on their skin. Still, the
empire was nearing the celebrations for its first centenary. The wars that led
to its founding had lasted almost as long before that.


    “Not
me, my great-grandfather. He founded this village around the tree. Them are his
swords and shield. I never could get quite clear why he carried two into battle
but that’s what he did, and how he made his name.”


    Deshi
grunted and lost interest. The future interested him not the past. “Tell me
about this tree then? It takes up a prime area of land in the middle of your
village.”


    “Always
been there, like I said, My Lord. My father told me it was a special tree and
that his grandfather, the man with two swords, had a fondness for it. He made
it village law that no one could cut so much as a single branch. Said that as
long as we looked after the tree then the village would be safe.”


    “Superstitious
nonsense, surely.” Deshi sipped at his tea.


    “Maybe,
my Lord Duke. However, we have kept to that law and the village has been safe
and prospered.” The chief smiled, “Been many a marriage made under that tree on
a spring evening. Folks go there to get the tree’s blessing. Harmless fun but
it brings us together.”


    “I
am not interested in little customs. I am interested in the land that tree
takes up.” Deshi placed the porcelain cup back onto the plain table.


    “May
I ask why, My Lord?” The chief re-filled the Duke’s cup.


    “Simply
put, that land belongs to me now. I am claiming it, as is my right as Duke.” Deshi
picked up the fresh tea and stared into the chief’s eyes as he drank. He
watched for a reaction, reading the tightening lines and furrows appearing in
the sun darkened skin. There was shock, certainly, fear, a little, but beyond
that was something else. Deshi savoured the flavour of the tea as he pondered.


    “I’m
not sure the villagers will like that, My Lord. The tree is the heart of this
village. It hasn’t belonged to anyone before.”


    “I’m
sure they’ll get used to it after a while. And, if they don’t, I  expect you to
make them get used to it,” Deshi responded.


    “Of
course, My Lord.”  The old man’s foot began to tap on the floor.


    “It
might help them get used to idea when they find out that gold and a substantial
deposit of iron ore has been discovered in the mountains. The village is will
become an important stop over on the major trade between mountains and my
capital city with all the advantages and money that can bring.” Deshi smiled.


    “Not
all the farmers round here are that interested in money, Your Lordship.” The
chief’s foot was still tapping on the wooden floor. “Some will get used to it
but not all.”


    “Then
they can move elsewhere, can’t they. There is money and wealth to be made here.
Lives will change but a brave man could make a fortune in the next few months.
I will have that land, and I will build the Administrator’s office upon it. Tax
will be collected here and be assured that you will get your cut.” Deshi raised
his hand accepting the chief’s thanks.


     “I
am grateful to Your Lordship,” the man’s foot tapping even faster. “Might I ask
you first, to visit the tree and talk to the folks hereabouts? Might make them
take the news better if they thought you understood and cared.”


    “I
suppose I have nothing better to do tomorrow,” Deshi sighed. The price of power
was high but then so were the rewards. “Could you stop the foot tapping? It is
very distracting.


    “Of
course and thank you, Your Lordship,” and the chief’s foot finally went still.


    



  




  

    Chapter 2 – Of bugs and little girls


     


    Deshi
spent a cold night in the tent. The fire warmed the evening air and the
blankets were soft, but the chill radiating from his wife stole all the heat
from the bed. He was glad when the lightening of the tent fabric indicated the
dawn of a new day. Making one last attempt at peace, and a quiet life, he
rolled over and kissed his wife’s bare shoulder as tenderly as he could. She shrugged
it out from under his lips.


    “Fine,”
he threw off the covers and clambered out of bed. One of the joys of travelling
was being able to dress yourself. Since becoming the Duke, ten years ago, a
gaggle of women would dress him every morning. At first, like any young man, he
had found the whole procedure quite enjoyable. It afforded him the opportunity
to take his pleasure with the servants, though he gave little thought to
theirs. But now it was the simple things like struggling into his boots and
belting up his tunic that he enjoyed.


    The small tinkle from a bell sounded from outside
and at his call, the tent flap was lifted. A lone servant entered carrying a
plate of steaming food.


    “I hope you had a good night’s sleep, My Lord,” the
man said as he placed the tray down on the gold inlaid table near the fire.


    “Anything special this morning?” Deshi asked,
peering at the tray.


    “I am afraid not, My Lord. The baggage train was not
entirely replenished at our last stop. I have asked the chef to prepare a sweet
congee and some Yu Za Kuei, just the way you like them, My Lord.” 


    Deshi picked up one of the deep-fried devils and
dipped it into the milky white congee. Biting off the end, he chewed slowly
enjoying the texture of the dough and the warm sweetness of the congee. “Inform
my Jiin-Wei that we will be going into the village in a short while.”


    “As you order, My Lord,” the servant bowed low and
left, dropping the tent flap back into place.


    In the event, it was almost an hour later when Deshi
emerged from his tent. Two soldiers snapped to attention, long tasselled spears
held up straight before them. The other man remained seated. A long, thin,
double-edged Jian sword rested on his lap which, with flowing sweeps of
a whetstone, he was sharpening.


    Deshi sucked in a breath to admonish the man. The
words stayed, trapped, in Deshi’s throat as the man looked up into the Duke’s
eyes.


    “I am ready when you are, My Lord,” the Jiin-Wei
said, a warm, soft voice at odds with the cold, hard eyes.


    “Good, good.” Deshi found that his hands were
sweating and he rubbed them down the front of his silk tunic, “Then let’s go.
Guo, we’re just going to have a little look at this sacred tree and speak to a
few of the locals to smooth the path. You understand?”


    “Of course, My Lord,” Guo moved from seated to
standing in one fluid motion that had no start or end. It was just as if he had
never been sat down at all.


    “Right, good.” Deshi gritted his teeth and cursed
his beating heart, but the man always made him nervous. The four of them walked
the short distance from the camp to the centre of the village and its tree.


    Close to thirty metres tall, the crown of green and
gold spear bladed leaves opened out and spread its arms across the village.
Deshi watched the sparkles of sunlight drift through the gently swaying canopy.
He caught himself staring, hypnotised by the light. He glanced around to see if
anyone else had noticed. The two soldiers were paying him no attention.
However, Guo was staring straight at him, no expression on his face. Blast that
man, Deshi thought.


    Sinuous ridges and deep fissures ran vertically
through the soft bark on which he rested his hand. A mountain kingdom in
miniature, ruled over by the bugs and insects that called its lofty peaks and
dark valleys home. The wood was warm, even in the shade, and Deshi could feel
it spread up his arm towards his chest. He took a deep breath enjoying the
comfort, like an open fire on a cold night, a cup of freshly made tea, the
welcoming arms of a young servant girl.


    “Ow!” Deshi stumbled back from the tree. A sharp
pain in the palm of his hand raced up and stabbed a million needles into his
brain. He waved his hand in the air and then cinched it between his thighs,
bending over in agony.


    “My Lord,” both soldiers shouted and raced to his
aid.


    “I’m fine, fine. I think something bit me is all.
Bit of a surprise.” Deshi looked up to see the lack of reaction in the Jiin-Wei’s
eyes. He could swear that a slight sardonic smile touched the man’s lips.


    “Are you injured,” the Jiin-Wei paused before
adding, “My Lord?”


    “No, no.” Deshi examined the palm of his hand for
the tell-tale raised white bump of an insect bite. There was nothing there though
his hand itched and he rubbed it against the fabric of his trousers.


    “Is there a beast you wish me to slay?” Guo said


    “I do wish you would stop this.” The duke gave the
other man a pleading look.


    “My role is to keep you safe from harm. The Emperor
commanded me so when he gifted my service to you.” Guo rested a hand on the
wrapped leather grip of his sword.


    “Not a hard or onerous task,” Deshi responded,
checking his palm once more.


    “No, My Lord.” Guo looked around at the village and
the tree, “But not one that makes any demands on my skills. No offence, Lord
Deshi, but your province is safe and secure. Where are the bandits, the
traitors, or the spies for me to root out and deal with? That is what I was
trained to do. A servant adding too much salt to the won ton soup does
not need me to investigate, nor does it constitute an attempted poisoning.”


    Deshi had the good grace to look away from the Jiin-Wei’s
direct gaze, “Yes, well, anyway.”


    “Mummy says that you should rub leaves on a needle
ant sting.” The small, high-pitched voice startled Deshi. There was a rasp of
steel as the Guo’s sword cleared its scabbard.


    Long dark hair reached down to her waist and the
little girl looked up with even darker eyes under delicate brows and an
innocent smile. “I can’t reach but I’m sure one of your friends will get some
for you.”


    Deshi relished the smile he gave Guo as he gestured
for the Jiin-Wei to sheathe his sword. “I don’t think this little girl
means us any harm but if you could see your way to gathering the leaves she
spoke of.”


    He lowered himself on to his knees, bringing his
eyes level with the girl’s. She wore a simple white dress, tied at the waist
with green belt and, he noticed, no shoes. Deshi gave her his friendliest
smile, “How old are you, little girl?”


    “I will be seven next harvest time,” she said in a
deliberate, serious tone, “and I am not a little girl.”


    “My apologies, young lady.” Deshi bowed to her,
“might I be permitted to know your name?”


    “Shēngmìng. Who are you?”


    “My name is Deshi. I am the Duke of Ya’an. I have
come to see your village and to make it richer.”


    “But you came to see the village tree first?
Everyone comes to the tree.” The girl ran a tender hand down the bark, fingers
dipping and trailing across the rough surface.


    “Be careful of the needle ants,” Deshi cautioned.
“It is a nice tree. I’m afraid it will have to be cut down.”


    “I would be too,” the girl said without turning from
the tree. “Why do you want to?”


    “To make room for a new building.” Deshi looked up
through the canopy to the blue sky. “It will be a shame but your mummy and
daddy will be better off.”


    “But we like the tree,” she said. “It has always
been here. Before there was a village the tree was here. When the village is
gone, the tree will still be here. The village needs the tree.”


    “All things must change,” Deshi said.


    The girl finally turned from caressing the bark to
face him, “I don’t think so.”


    Deshi drew in his breath to respond but then thought
better of it. “Perhaps I should speak to your parents, where can I find them?”


    “They’re not here,” she had turned back to the tree
and was trailing a single, dainty finger down one of the crevices in the bark.
He held his breath.


    “I can see that, Shēngmìng,” and he softened
the words with a smile which fell impotent against her back, “I meant where can
I find them?”


    “There will be a wedding here
tomorrow, you know. You should come back then.” The little girl turned again,
hair spraying out and carving a graceful arc before falling back to its natural
straight lines. She smiled at him as she skipped round the large trunk and out
of view.


    Deshi, still crouching, glanced at
the soldiers and then faced Guo, who sat, cross legged on the ground, sheathed
sword resting on his knees, “I think we’ll come back tomorrow.”


    



  




  

    Chapter 3 – Of stars and skirts


     


    The
four men returned to the camp by the river. The late morning sun was dancing
across the ripples on the water and the reeds waved in the gentle breeze. Far
away, the mountains rose into the sky. The tents, arrayed in a perfect square
were a creamy white against the green of the land. The rolling hills
disappeared into the distance and Deshi sighed as he looked in the direction of
Ya’an. Above it all, the clear blue sky of spring. At night, he knew, the stars
and moon would replace the sun’s yellow warmth with chill silver. 


    “Guo, have you been following the debate the
astronomers are having?” Deshi asked the Jiin-Wei, “What do the Fang-Shi
think of it all?”


    “I have no interest in their debates, nor in the
thinking of the court magicians, My Lord. I learnt all that they can teach me
and ceased listening many years ago,” Guo’s bored tone irritated Deshi.


    “Really? You are missing out on so much,” Deshi
altered his course through the tents. “Let me educate you a little, one must
learn something new every day.”


    Guo sat on the chair the Duke directed him to,
drawing the scabbarded sword from his sash and resting it against his legs, “My
Lord, really?”


    “Yes, I think so, Guo. We have some time to kill and
I find the debate interesting, though much of it is beyond me.” Deshi took the
other chair and waved at servant to bring tea.


    “Surely your wife is a much better conversationalist
than I, My Lord. She is, I understand, quite educated for a woman.”


    “Yes, well, she doesn’t listen much to me. But you,
if I command, must listen.” Deshi grinned, white teeth shining in the sunlight,
“and I do so command.”


    “Yes, My Lord,” Guo grunted.


    “There are currently three schools of thought
regarding the nature of the heavens. Not the Jade Heaven, of course, there is
no debate on that. Anyway, the first school speaks of a dome, a hemisphere if
you will, which they call the ‘Gai Tan.’It overlies our similarly
hemispherical earth.”


    “Bollocks,” Guo said, “pardon your ears, My Lord.”


    “You have an insight that contradicts their conclusions
then?”


    “The world is a sphere, not half of one; any decent
sailor or magician can tell you that. Only look at the horizon watch a ship
sail away. Before long the sail has dipped over the horizon, it must be curved.
And why should the curve cease? It must go on and around. I am sure that, if
you sailed for long and far enough, you would arrive at the very place you
began your journey.”


    “I had wondered on their view. Still, an
invigorating discussion already and it is here that the Hun Tian school
agree with you. They see the heavens as a sphere surrounding a spherical
world.” Deshi sat back in his chair, pleased to have cornered the Jiin-Wei in
the discussion.


    “Wrong again,” Guo accepted the tea from the servant
and took a sip. “Are the stars merely paintings or etchings upon this
fantastically enormous sphere they envisage?”


    “I confess, I am not sure of that detail,” Deshi
took a sip from his own cup, “but why would they not be?”


    “Simple reasons. First, they shine down during the
night, no painting or etching I have ever heard of produces light. The Fang-Shi
can create light but enough for the whole globe?” Guo dipped a finger into
his hot tea and used it to trace a simple symbol on the table. He muttered a
single word and the symbol began to glow. The Jiin-Wei watched it for a
few moments and then wiped it away with his hand. “The void would be drained of
all power before that could happen even for a single night.”


    “The void?” Deshi asked, intrigued, and focused on
surface of the table. The Fang-Shi kept their secrets close and few knew
how they made their magic.


    “Second,” Guo hurried on, “you can travel the length
of the Empire, vast as it is, and still not have been around the whole world.
Any such crystalline dome that surrounded the earth would shatter under its own
size and weight. Simple logic and math.”


    “You apply logic to the mysteries of the cosmos,
Guo?” Deshi took a longer drink of the cooling tea, savouring the flavour on
his tongue and the scent in his nose.


    “To as many things as possible, Lord Duke. It makes
life simpler and easier to understand. What is the third school of thought?”


    “Ah well, here they may find your favour. The Xuan
Ye School explain that the cosmos is infinite. All the stars are like our
sun and have their own planets. They drift through the heavens according to
their own nature, not attached, painted or etched on to anything.” Deshi lifted
his cup in salute.


    “Mmm…,” the Jiin-Wei pondered for a moment,
“how then do they explain that the sun always rises in near enough the same
place, the moon does likewise and changes shape? I think they are on the right
lines but they haven’t asked, or answered, some very basic questions yet.”


    “Well they have… I mean, I am sure they have
answered those questions. I am just not so sure what those answers were, I mean
are.” Deshi put his cup down on the table with a heavy sigh, “Guo, I’ll put you
in touch with the astronomers when we get back to Ya’an. You can get your
answers from them, or infuriate them as much as you do me.”


    “No need, My Lord. As I said, I am really not
interested. I only listened and responded because you commanded it. Now, if
that is all I have some duties to attend to.” Guo stood and bowed to Deshi
before striding away, Jian sword in hand.


    Deshi sat back in his chair and watched the Jiin-Wei
vanish into one of the tents. Once sure he had gone and was not returning,
Deshi rubbed a finger over the spot that had glowed. There was nothing there,
no burn, no distortion, no residual warmth or cracking of the varnish. He raised
the finger to his nose and sniffed, nothing but the fragrance of tea. He stuck
out a cautious tongue and tasted his finger. Cold tea with a hint of wood
varnish.


    “Pah,” Deshi grabbed the tea cup and downed the last
of the dregs before shouting for his servant to come and clear the table.  As
the servant carried out his bidding, he stared around at the camp seeking
another diversion.


    “Is my wife in her tent?” he asked as the servant
picked up the tray.


    “To the best of my knowledge, My Lord.”


    Deshi walked over the trampled grass to his wife’s
tent coming to a halt before the door flap. He could hear voices from inside
and he cocked an ear trying to pick out the words. Little snippets, catches and
mutterings were all he could make. He found himself caught between interrupting
her privacy and satisfying his curiosity. 


    If it’s another man then that poor soul will soon be
without the means to pleasure a woman or himself ever again, Deshi thought.
Flicking the thick canvas to one side he strode in and placed closed fists upon
his hips. He stood tall, feet shoulder width apart, puffed out his chest, and readied
himself to speak.


    The sight in front of him caused his chest deflate
and his hands to fall away limp. All anger and self-righteousness fled his
grasp. His wife, her beautiful smooth skin, bare slender shoulders, lustrous
dark hair and soulful almond shaped eyes, stood in the centre of the room
semi-naked. She clutched her dress around her body for modesty’s sake but his
eyes drank in the shape and turn of her calves, stared at the swell of her
breasts above the clutched material.


    “What do you want now?” she snapped at him. “Can’t
you see I am having a dress fitting?”


    “Send her away,” Deshi’s voice deepened, turning
husky.


    “Why?” Sying looked down at the old woman who
crouched by her feet, “I haven’t had a new dress since we began the journey and
this lady here is the best tailor for miles around.”


    “She’s probably the only tailor for miles around,”
Deshi took a step forward feeling his blood change course and rush towards his
groin.


    “You stop right there. I am having a new dress made
by Zhī,” indicating the old lady, “and she needs to get the
measurements right. She says it will be ready by tomorrow afternoon and has
invited me, us, to a wedding ceremony.”


    “I’ve heard about that,” Deshi took another step
into the tent, his breath coming more quickly.


    “Zhī has
been telling me all about that tree you want to cut down to build those ugly
offices. Did you know that it has an amazing root system? They reach as far as
the stream so that the tree will always have water, even in the height of
summer when the rains don’t come. They know a lot about that tree in the
village. It is very special to them.”


    “Sying, send her away and you can tell me all about
the tree after,” Deshi took another step.


    “She stays, you go. And while you’re gone, can I
suggest that a bath would not go amiss. Even from here I smell the dust on you
and believe me, it is not pleasant. Ask the servant to drop some scented oil in
the bath.” She waved him away as if he was her servant, “Now, Zhī,
I like the cloth you have there but do you have it any other colours?”


    The blood flooded his face as he spun about and
stomped out of the tent.


    



  




  

    Chapter 4 – Of Apples and Weddings


     


    Deshi spent
an uncomfortable night sleeping on the very edge of the bed, preferring the
chill of the air to that emanating from his wife. He rued his decision not to
bring one, or even two, of his favourite serving girls on the trip as he tugged
the covers back over him.


    In
the morning he was up and about early, eating a swift breakfast and attending a
variety of important meetings. The first was with the engineers on the far side
of the village to discuss the improvement of the road, widening and cobbling
the surface. The road would see a lot of heavy traffic, carts trundling back
and forth to the mines and then on, beyond the village, to the markets of the
Empire proper. 


    Then
a meeting with the architect and the administrators to discuss the plans for
the new building and the need for further development on the outskirts of the
town. The tax collectors would need a troop of soldiers, who would need
barracks. Both would need baths and shops to spend their pay in. They would
also need a place to drink, so the building of an Inn was discussed. By the end
of the allotted two hours, a new plan for the village had been laid out on the
paper in front of them. The old, tiny village would be gone, replaced by a
small town. The farmers would have to move a little further out as many of
their homes would be taken over, in the first instance, by the builders and
then knocked down to make room for the shops and market area later on.


    The
final meeting with his chef was to decide upon his contribution to the wedding
feast. Apparently, so Sying had heard from the old lady, it was the custom for
every guest to bring some morsel of food to the wedding under the tree.


    Finally,
he returned to his own tent to change into his formal clothes and meet up with
Sying.


    “Do
you like the dress?” Sying twirled round, showing off her new clothes.
“Zhī brought it a little while ago. The material is a local invention –
she tried to explain how it was made but I didn't understand much of it.”


    “It's
very nice, Sying.” He stripped off a silk robe worth more than one of the
houses he planned to demolish, threw it onto the bed and pulled on an even more
expensive one.


    “It
is beautiful and so smooth. I can hardly feel it,” Sying said. “I promised
Zhī  that it would be just the two of us, and Guo of course, at the
ceremony. The villagers don’t need a horde of soldiers scaring everyone.”


    “Well,
the village seems safe enough and I certainly don't want to spoil the bride's
wedding day.” Deshi turned away from his wife and continued in a whisper, “Then
she can begin the important business of ruining her new husband’s life.”


    “When
you're ready we'll go,” Sying said.


    “Lead
on.” He finished tying a belt around the new robe and followed her out of the
tent to meet up with Guo.


    The
Jiin-Wei bowed to them both, arms cradling the chef’s gift of food, “My
Lord, my Lady, we must make our way to the tree. It would not do to be late.”


    As
they approached the tree, the staccato cracks and snaps of firecrackers could
be heard. A cloud of smoke drifted through the air, obscuring the base of the
tree and the crowd of villagers who had formed a large circle there. A red
carpet led down the road, away from the tree, and Deshi could make out the
bride’s wedding procession approaching. 


    Guo
placed the gift of food on the banquet table and returned to stand guard behind
Deshi and Sying. The noise from the firecrackers died down and the smoke began
to clear. The groom, stood on his own next to the trunk of the tree, was
dressed in a red robe. The bride, accompanied only by an elderly lady, was also
dressed in red and carried a fan which she held up to hide her face from the
groom. The crowd fell silent.


    The
groom stretched out a hand as the bride came within reach and she entwined her
fingers with his. They stood facing each other for long moment. Deshi held his
breath. Their direct gaze into one another’s eyes quietened even the wind and
the rustle of leaves. As they let their hands fall apart and took a step back,
there was a sigh from the crowd.


    “Beautiful
isn’t it,” said a feminine voice from his left.


    “Quaint,”
Deshi said without looking away from the couple.


    The
bride and groom bowed once, to honour the heaven and the earth.


    “I
always think that as long as they get the first bow right then everything will
be fine,” said the voice again.


    “It
is not that hard to bow in unison,” Deshi said.


    “You
think so? To me, the first bow is not with the body but with the soul. You can
always tell if they feel it together.” The soft voice tickled in his ear and he
looked away from the couple for the first time. The woman who stood at his
elbow was beautiful. She turned, met his eyes with her own and smiled. His heart
stopped and his lungs went still. He stared into her eyes until she turned back
to wedding and his body remembered its job; his heart started beating and air
filled his lungs.


    “I
suppose the second bow, to the ancestors is just as important but they are dead
and gone from the world. They stare from afar and can do little to intervene,”
she said.


    “The
ancestors make us who we are. Our lineage determines everything about us,” he
said as he traced her profile with his eyes.


    “I
prefer to believe that we make ourselves,” she said, “and now the third bow, to
their parents. Here I can see what you say. The parents have played a large
role in the upbringing of those two children. Their impact is written upon
their actions, their hearts and faces.”


    “You
must respect your parents,” Deshi said.


    “Parent’s
must be worthy of respect. I’ve known some that are not.” She paused and he
willed her to turn back towards him so he could look into those eyes again,
“The final bow, to each other. Beautiful.”


    “And
now they are married,” he said, “I wish them good luck.”


    “A
good wish but if you will excuse me for a moment, I have something to do.” The
young woman walked forward through the crowd of people who parted before her.
Deshi reached out to prevent her from embarrassing herself at the wedding,
missed and received a sword-sharp elbow in his ribs from Sying.


    She
reached the couple and smiled at them, reaching out a caring hand to each and
cupping their cheeks. She faced the crowd who if quiet before were silent now.
Deshi looked at their enraptured faces.


    “It
has been some time since the last wedding but like the birth of a child they
are times worthy of celebration. And today is made even more special as we
have, in our presence, the Duke and Lady of Ya’an.” She bowed in their direction
and, on reflex, Deshi returned it. “I understand the reason for their visit and
have high hopes that a compromise arrangement might be reached to prevent any
harm. However, in this moment, I wanted to share a poem with you. My gift to
the couple;


    You and I

Have so much love

That it

Burns like a fire,

In which we bake a lump of clay

Molded into a figure of you

And a figure of me.

Then we take both of them,

And break them into pieces,

And mix the pieces with water,

And mold again a figure of you,

And a figure of me.

I am in your clay.

You are in my clay.

In life we share a single quilt.

In death we will share one bed.”


     She had a musical voice. The rise and
falls, nuances and stresses, placed with perfect harmony. Every word found its
way through the breeze into the mind of the listener, evoking emotions and
memories of happy times. Deshi raised a long sleeve to wipe away the tears that
were trickling down his cheeks.


    “Now,” she continued, “I have devised a true
test of the new couples love for one another. Should they pass, and am I sure
they will, then eternal happiness will be theirs for the taking.” She raised
her arm and an apple, attached to a smooth green cord, dropped down from the
tree and hung between the couples face. “All they must do is, without using
their hands, bite into the apple at the same time. In accomplishing this they
will demonstrate that they are joined of heart, mind and purpose.”


    A drum began to beat a rhythm that quickened as
the newly married couple smiled at each other and leant forward to bite the
apple. As their mouths closed on the golden fruit it was, at the last second,
whisked up and away on its cord. The couple’s mouths met not the flesh of the
apple but each other’s lips in their first kiss as a married couple. The young
woman laughed and the crowd followed. 




  




  

    Chapter 5: Of compromise and consequence


     


    The
wedding banquet took some time to settle down from the excited congratulations,
dancing and singing. The young woman who had delivered the poem and played the
trick on the newlyweds circulated through the crowd, spending time with
everyone there. Her glass clear laughter cut through the general murmur of the
conversation. 


    “Who
is she?” Deshi managed to corner the chief against one of the tables.


    “Shù,” the chief replied.


    “That’s her name but who is she?” Deshi pressed.


    “She always speaks at weddings, blessings and funerals,” the
chief explained.


    “She is a Nun or Priestess?” Deshi asked.


    “Yes.”


    “She doesn’t look old enough.” Deshi glanced across at the
woman who was, at that moment, dancing with one of the older men from the
village. 


    “She is very wise,” the chief said. “I must pay respects to
your Lady, where is she?”


    “Over by the tree with Guo, my Jiin-Wei.” Deshi said
absently, his gaze focused upon the dancing couple.


    “Are they truly that terrible?” A note of interest in the
chief’s voice broke into Deshi’s reverie.


    “Who? The Jiin-Wei?” the chief nodded and Deshi
smiled. “Skilled swordsman, trained by the Fang-shi magicians, unquestionable
loyalty to the Emperor, they are every bit as you’ve heard them described. When
the first Emperor created their order to be his personal guards he selected
the  best and brightest of his warriors. The Fang-shi trained their minds
even further and taught them to use magic. The Emperor shows me his favour by
placing Guo in my service. I’ve seen him quell a mob just by standing still and
staring at them. I’ve seen him do magic that defies belief and seen his sword
slice a fly on the wing clean in half, and he wasn’t even looking.”


    “It
must be a great comfort to have your wife protected so diligently by one such
as he,” the chief smiled.


    “Mmm…”
Deshi turned his gaze on to the pair stood beneath the branches of the tree.
They were deep in conversation. “Yes… yes, it is.”


    “I
think the banquet is coming to an end.” The chief nodded at the darkening sky.


    “I
must give my gifts and allow the happy couple retire to their new bed.” Deshi
stepped through the crowd of villagers to the main table, raising his arms for
quiet. The crowd calmed and turned their gaze on him. 


    He
spoke eloquently, in his own opinion, on the joys of marriage and the need for
service to each other and to the Emperor. At the close of his speech he handed
the customary red and gold embossed envelope to the bride and groom. He bowed
to them both, to their families and to the crowd. A few minutes of polite
applause marked the end of the wedding. 


    “My
Lord,” the chief said, “The Lady Sying and Shù
have requested a moment of your time.”


    “Lead on,” Deshi followed the chief across the open space
towards the tree, his wife, the Jiin-Wei and the young lady he had been
speaking to earlier.


    “My Lord,” Sying said as he approached, “may I present the
Lady Shù.”


    “Mistress Shù,” Deshi bowed, “that was a nice poem you read
for the happy couple.”


    “I hope they can live by its words and sentiment. So many
married couples find it difficult.” Her look was direct and did not waver from
his eyes. “But perhaps we can come to some compromise about the tree. I
understand that you wish to cut it down and replace it with administrative
offices.”


    “That is correct. This is a prime location; central and on
the main thoroughfare. The village will undergo other modifications to enable
commerce and government to be effective,” the Duke said.


    “I had hoped that you would be open to a compromise position
whereby the tree could be saved. As you can tell, it is an important part of
village life.”


    “Forgive my abruptness, Mistress Shù, but the village will
grow and become a town. That is unstoppable. The recent census shows that
Empire’s population is rising quickly and we will need more homes and jobs.
There is no lack of land in the Empire and the growth of towns is the natural
consequence. Given the discovery of minerals and metals in the mountains this
village is in a prime location to make the most of this opportunity.” Deshi
smiled at the chief, encouraging his support in this matter, and was surprised
to see a concerned expression upon the man’s face “Progress cannot be stopped,
Mistress. After all, it is just a tree.”


    The chief sucked in a sharp breath and Deshi took a step back
from cold hardness Shù’s eyes. He raised a placating palm, “Surely, you can see
that, in the long run, everyone will benefit from these changes.”


    “You have no desire to reach a compromise?” The young woman
was staring into his eyes, searching for something.


    “The plan is set and cannot be stopped.” Deshi stated,
unwilling to bend.


    “I cannot permit you to go ahead, Duke Deshi.” Shù stepped forward.


    Behind her, Guo wrapped a hand round the hilt of his Jian
sword, his leg sliding back to make room for the draw and give power to the
lunge. Sying raised a delicate hand to her mouth, covering her shocked face.


    “You cannot permit me,” Deshi puffed out his chest and stood
up as straight as he could so he could stare down at her. “Lady, you forget who
you are dealing with.”


    “And you, little lordling, have no idea who you are dealing
with.” Her eyes changed hue from dark autumnal brown to a bright spring green.


    Deshi felt them first around his arms, creeping, sliding,
entwining and tightening. He tore at the thin tendrils of green wrapping around
him. Fingers plucked at the sprouting leaves, tearing them off but still they
wormed their way around his body. In short order, his arms were pinned to his
side and his legs tied together. His feet left the floor as the tree branches
lifted him up.


    “Guo,” he shouted, fear infecting his voice.


    “My Lord,” Guo called back, “I am stuck.”


    Deshi looked down. The Jiin-Wei’s sword was out and
raised in the air but his arm was caught by the same branches that had seized
Deshi. Around the bodyguard’s legs more branches were wrapping themselves,
rooting him to the floor. As Deshi watched, Guo dug his still free hand into
one of the pouches on his belt and threw the contents, a small ball of paper,
at Shù, shouting a word as he did so.


    The paper burst into a ball of fire which sped across the gap
between captured Jiin-Wei
and the Lady Shù. It struck her between her
shoulder-blades and she stumbled forward, smoke rising from the wound. Deshi,
from his arboreal prison, smiled and called encouragement to Guo.


     Shù turned from Deshi to face Guo who was struggling to open
another pouch. Now that she was facing the Jiin-Wei Deshi could see that
the woman’s back. He caught his breath. Where there should have been charred
skin there was a furrowed and wrinkled surface. It reminded him of the tree’s
bark and already a green fluid was leaking from the wound. Guo screamed as the
bonds tightened and his sword dropped from fingers that were reddened and
swelling.


    “Stop,” Sying called and placed herself in front of Shù,
“you’re hurting him.”


    “He hurt me,” Shù said.


    “He doesn’t know,” Sying was clutching at the lady’s clothes.
“Please, we had a plan.”


    Though Deshi could not see Shù’s face he could tell that his
wife’s words were having an effect. He breathed a sigh of relief, anticipating
relief from the strangling branches any second. 


    “Keep your man under control,” Shù said to Sying.


    “I will, I will,” Sying’s eyes were full of tears. “Thank
you.”


    Guo let out a cry and then collapsed as the branches released
him. Deshi watched Sying rush over to the fallen Jiin-Wei and he called
to her, “Get the sword.”


    Sying ignored the command and knelt down beside Guo, reaching
out and stroking the hair away from his face.


    “What’s this?” Deshi cried out.


    “You care for no one but yourself.” Shù had turned back to
him.


    “What are you?” Deshi’s eyes widened and his bowels loosened.


    “I am the tree, the tree is me,” Shù smiled, exposing white
teeth that had earlier looked beautiful but now seemed ready to tear him apart.


    “I am Shēngmìng,” and Shù shrank, transformed into the small girl, “who told you about the
importance of the tree. You didn’t listen.”


    “I am Zhī,” and she changed into the old tailor
he’d seen in Sying’s tent, “to whom your wife told her problems and about the
Duke who cared not for her or their son.”


    “And
I am Shù,” returning to her most recent face and
form, “who has tried to compromise.”


    “Let me go. If you harm me then the might of the Ya’an army
will descend onto this village and destroy it all. They will cut down your
precious tree and chop it into kindling,” Deshi screamed at her.


    Shù smiled at him, “I had considered that. However, your wife
and I have come to an arrangement. It is a strange thing with women that we
share confidences easily but trust with caution. Within those bounds we found a
compromise.”


    Deshi looked towards his wife, “Sying?”


    “Please,” she said, “let’s get it over with.”


    “Of course, Lady Sying of Ya’an,” Shù bowed to Deshi’s wife.
“We have a reached a compromise, your wife and I. She has life about her, did
you know that? You do not, nor does your void-stealing bodyguard and under
other circumstances I would see him dead, but not today. She has life, she does
not know how to use it yet but I can teach her a little and there others that
can teach her more should she need it. Her children will have it too, that is
part of our bargain, I have strengthened the bond to the spirit.”


    “Life? Children? Our son died.” Deshi thrashed about
attempting to escape but the branches grew tighter.


    “You will learn not to struggle in time,” Shù said. “She will
have more children who in turn will become the rulers of Ya’an. They will
protect the tree as she does. It is clear that she has already picked out a new
husband.”


    Sying gazed at Deshi, her fingers stoking Guo’s unconscious
face, “I will tell the troops that you fell in the river and were swept away.
Guo will back up this story, as will the chief and any villager that is spoken
to.” She let Guo’s head fall gently from her lap and rest on the short grass,
“We will leave the village and build a town further along, towards the
mountains. A small monument to your passing will be raised here, designating
the village as a protected site. Custom, tradition and laws will protect it
from development.”


    “And what about me? Are you going to drown me?” Deshi felt
fear grow in his stomach, his heart beat rapidly, and his limbs trembled.


    “No,” Shù spoke, “you are coming with me, into the tree. You
will live out your life in my home, at my beck and call. You will be my servant
to use as I see fit, and when I see fit. Your wife tells me that you have
similar servants in your palace. You will do as I say, when I say, or there
will be consequences.”


    The bark of the tree’s trunk began to split apart and green
light shone forth. Deshi was pulled towards it by the constricting branches. He
screamed all the way.
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    Note: This was
originally the first chapter to Book 2 of the Forbidden List – The Blue
Mountain but it was cut in early draft. However, I quite liked it and I hope
you do too.


    



  




  

    The Chase


     


    Zhou
ran.


    Saplings tugged at his cotton trousers and the
fallen leaves that carpeted the ground made his footing treacherous. He drew
the cold mountain air into his lungs as he scrambled up the steep incline. The
tired ache in his thighs and calves was an unwelcome indication that his
endurance was nearing its end and the clatter of pursuit was coming closer.


    Zhou looked around. There was nowhere to hide. Either
side of the narrow trail tall, thin trunks of mountain trees rose high before
the first branches spread out their arms to catch the sunlight. The canopy
covered the forest floor in shadow and ferns sprouted where patches of clear
sky allowed a beam of sunlight through.


    With tiring legs there was little point pushing
further up the mountain, Zhou decided, and so he ran, skidding through the
crowd of trees at a right angle to the slope. His left foot, being the lower of
the two, left deep gouges in the humus - evidence of his passage that he could
do nothing about.


    Sweat dripped down his forehead and with his free
hand he wiped it away, never stopping, following the contour of the steep
slope. The smell of wet earth and slow rotting leaves surrounded him. Despite
the situation, he smiled. Using his right hand he swung round the smooth trunks
using them as support to add speed to his traverse.


    In the act of reaching for the next tree the leaves
beneath his feet slid away in a miniature avalanche of greens and browns. Zhou
fell. Left leg skidded out following the leaves downslope and down he went onto
his right knee and then forward onto his face. Reflex drove his hands towards
the ground to brace and protect. Forward momentum was the enemy of balance and
control. 


    He bounced and rolled down the slope. Leaves sprayed
upwards with each desperate attempt to halt his tumble. Zhou yelped in pain as
his elbow caught a hidden root or stone beneath the thin cushion of the forest
floor and then his mouth was filled with leaves and dirt. He tucked his arms in
close around his head and gave himself over the uncontrollable descent. 


    The journey came to an abrupt end as his ribs
crashed into the trunk of a tall tree. Zhou lay still, gasping for air whilst
the world continued to spin around him. When at last the wild rotations died
down he probed his ribs with a delicate touch, wincing as he did so. 


    Don’t think any are broken, he surmised, but there’s going
to be a nasty bruise.


    Using the self-same tree that had caused the damage
he pulled himself to his feet. Gazing upward and following the route of his
tumble he saw scars of black earth amongst the green leaf litter. Each one
marked where a shoulder, hip or leg had gouged into the ground during the fall.
He sucked in air between gritted teeth as he realised how many times he had
narrowly missed a raised stone or tree. If his head had struck any it would
have been the end and he would be reunited with wife and child. The thought had
some appeal.


    Through the forest Zhou heard the sound of pursuit again.
They would be on his scent, though the evidence of his passage required no
great tracking skill to unpick. He had to move on and he did so but this time
with a little less pace and a lot more care. There was still a long way to fall.



    The land beneath his feet began to curve inward
towards the mountain itself and a new sound filtered past the leaves and
branches. Zhou stopped, clinging onto a tree with his right hand, calmed his
breathing and focused. The sounds of the forest drifted through him and he sieved
them one by one, identifying and discarding them. The flutter of leaves on the
breeze, the creaking groan of bending branches, the skittering claws of small animals
in the leaf litter, the call of birds in the high trees and there, in amongst
them all, was a new sound. He let it swell in his consciousness, comparing it
with past experiences and after a few moments nodded. The ache in his legs
forgotten, replaced by hope and the germ of an idea. 


    A hundred or so paces later he stumbled out of the
trees into clear sky and the warmth of the late afternoon sun. He checked over his
shoulder, beyond the first few ranks of trees nothing else could be seen. The
water course had cut a shallow valley into the side of the mountain. Either
side the rocks were covered moss, lichen and low growing ferns. The stream was
shallow, more a series of tiny waterfalls over smooth, flat rocks that reminded
him of a collapsed wall. For a second memory of the tumbled wall and charred
wood of his smouldering home encroached on the present. He forced it away, back
into the recesses, behind the cell door that contained away all those memories.
He turned the key again and kept it safe, next to all the others, in his heart.



    All morning he had been moving upwards, not with any
great plan but because instinct told him to. If he was careful, the flat stones
beneath the water course could be climbed like a staircase. He looked down
stream. They could also be a good route of descent. Perhaps a change in
direction would throw his pursuers off the trail. In addition, he knew, the
water would mask his scent and passage from the trackers and dogs they had
brought with them.


    He stooped and caught some of the falling water in
cupped hands. Much of it dripped through his fingers before it reached his
mouth but it tasted fresh on his tongue. More than that, it gave him a lift and
sharpened his focus. After three more drinks from the mountain stream and
placing his feet with great care he began to pick his way down.


    Water soaked his trousers and whenever he reached
out a hand to steady his balance it ran along his arms making him shiver. One
waterfall was too high to step down and he was forced to sit and lower himself.
After that he no longer noticed the rivulets of water, the wet tunic or the
saturated trousers.


    The bubbling noises of the waterfall masked the sounds
pursuit but he had a clear view up stream could see no sign of them. That did
not mean they were not coming, just that they were not in sight right now. The dimming
light hinted that dusk would soon fall upon the forest and soon after the utter
darkness of night. Travelling the mountain forest at night was not an option he
could consider. He had no means of making fire and at this altitude the nights were
cold. 


    Somewhere to get dry and a bit of shelter for the
night before it got too dark to see,
he thought


    With the decision made, he stepped out of the stream
that had been his path through the trees for the past few hours and headed back
into the forest. Under the canopy, the early evening sun made little impression
on the gloom beneath. As soon as the stream was no longer visible through the
trees, he stopped and stripped off the sodden clothes. The first twist of
material and water flowed from the clothes in a steady stream which soaked into
the earth. Each subsequent twist brought forth less and less water until,
finally, with aching wrists only a single drop formed. He laid the damp clothes
over a low fern and hoped the slight breeze would dry them by morning. Damp and
naked, Zhou felt the chill as the breeze evaporated the last of the water on
his skin.


    Shelter?
Zhou pondered as he looked around. There were no helpful trees with low hanging
branches over-burdened with leaves that could be pulled down and made into a
simple lean-to. Like all the trees in this forest, the trunks were smooth and
uninterrupted save for the occasional bare stub of a branch. All the leaves
were up in the high canopy or littered on the floor beneath his feet. 


    Better than nothing, he decided and began to move
around the area kicking and sweeping the leaves into a large pile close to a trunk.
The black earth beneath was as damp as his clothes and clung to the leather of
his shoes. He noticed small grubs and beetles scuttle away from the last rays
of the sun as he exposed them. Without thought he ducked down and caught those
he could see. Plucking them from the safety of the detritus he popped them into
his mouth and crunched down. The grubs squished between his teeth; warm and
tasting of dirt. The beetles carapaces jabbed into his gums, their wings caught
between his teeth, forcing him to fish around and hook them out between thumb
and forefinger. He continued to pile the leaves higher and higher.


    When he judged the pile was great enough and the
light nearly gone he stopped and examined the area once more. A great swathe of
the forest floor was empty of leaves and only the black damp earth was visible.
Here and there, the root of a tree poked up through the dirt. Zhou checked the
condition of his clothes, they were drier but still wet and wet clothes were
not good to sleep in. They sapped the heat and energy from your body, using it
to evaporate the moisture so that, by the morning, your clothes were dry but
you were dead from the chills.


    Zhou closed his eyes, took a calming breath and
called to his spirit. It came easier now and he felt the familiar presence rise
and swell through his entire being. It brought warmth to his bones and the
night forest came alive with sounds and scents. His vision sharpened also and
the dark shadows vanished. He smiled, he felt alive, and a low, guttural growl
escaped his lips. Turning in the direction of the stream, he clamped down on
the spirit’s natural exuberance, and with clear sight through the gloom he
moved like a ghost through the trees.


    Pausing at the tree line before the stream, he
sniffed the air and listened. The only noises were those of the forest and
though there may have been just the hint of smoke on the air it was not enough
to judge the fire close by. It may simply have been his imagination. However,
he waited for time. Letting the sounds of the forest become familiar and
developing a feeling the rhythm of the night. At last, sure that no one was
close, he crept out of the tree line and to the stream. Bending down he cupped
more water to his lips. After each drink, he raised his head and sniffed the
air again. When he had drunk his fill, Zhou moved back to the tree line and
resumed his patient surveillance. 


    Satisfied that nothing was close by, he moved back
through the forest to the clearing of dark earth and pile of leaves. He tasted
the scents on the air again and then, with a sad regret, let the spirit go.


    Immediately, he felt cold. Goose pimples broke out
across his exposed skin. The spirit was a blessing and could keep him warm but
it did burn through his energy reserves at a pace he could not sustain even if
he had a good days rest and full stomach. He had neither and had to be careful.
It was quite possible, he had been told, to die from using the spirit too much
without rest and food. So, whilst it could keep him warm throughout the coming
night he would wake, if he did, as weak as new born kitten. Easy prey for those
chasing him.


    Leaving the clothes on the branch he turned to the
pile of leaves he had made. With care he lay down on them and with gentle
movements wormed his way deeper into their embrace, pulling more leaves over
him as he sunk. His mattress of leaves would protect him from the draining
coolness of the earth and the blanket of leaves would protect him from the
worst of the chill wind and cold night air. It would not be an easy night but
Zhou knew if he made it through, it would be the last.


    Tomorrow was a new day.
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