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Prologue

 


London, England 2014

 


If young Terry Preston had known taking a
photograph would cost him his life, he would never have touched his
mobile phone. But he didn’t know, and he died.

The last night of his life was a very
pleasant occasion spent with long-time friend Michael Barrow,
thirty-one and strongly built with dark hair and blue eyes, at
Barrow’s flat in Knightsbridge. Preston, six years Barrow’s junior,
was his opposite in build, with a full head of unruly, fair hair.
He wore thick glasses, which Barrow said made him look like an owl.
They drank wine and ate a superb dinner of beef wellington prepared
by Barrow, who was, in Preston’s words, a damn fine cook.
Following the after-dinner coffee and liqueurs they played a game
of chess which Preston won handily as he almost always did, thanks
to Barrow’s utter lack of patience and consequent ill-considered
decisions.

After a flourishing declaration of checkmate,
Preston chuckled and shook his head. “You never learn, Mike. You
need to take the time to set a strategy, not just charge forward
with everything on the board as if you were storming the
Bastille.”

“I know,” said Barrow, with a rueful grin,
“but the blitzkrieg gambit does work sometimes, even on you.”

“Only when I’m tired,” said Preston, “and in
case you didn’t know, blitzkrieg was very carefully planned and
highly organized.”

“More brandy?” asked Barrow. “There’s another
bottle of the best sitting there in the kitchen feeling alone and
neglected.”

Without waiting for an answer, he made for
the kitchen, but muttered, “Damn,” as his mobile phone chirped its
electronic summons. Glancing at the screen, he smiled
apologetically and said, “It’s the boss,” and disappeared into his
bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

Preston, left alone, looked around the
spacious, expensively furnished sitting room. He knew it well.
Leather sofa and deep armchairs, a sizeable flat screen television
on one wall with all the auxiliary sound and video accoutrements
anyone could wish for. Old maps and documents, all elegantly matted
and framed, hung on the other walls. To his left, floor-to-ceiling
bookshelves stood on either side of a glass door providing access
to a small balcony which overlooked the building’s landscaped
central courtyard.

Preston often wondered where Barrow got all
his money. He said he worked for a firm of consultants
headquartered in Germany but evaded any further questions.

“Can’t tell you much more,” he would say.
“Security and all that, you know.”

Occasionally, Preston conjectured that Barrow
might work for MI 5 or 6, or some other such agency, and lived a
James Bond-like existence. It was an entertaining thought, but
somehow, he couldn’t see his friend suavely insinuating himself
into the inner sanctums of foreign governments, much less into the
beds of glamorous female spies from the Balkans, or anywhere else,
for that matter. He was not a bad-looking fellow, Preston
reflected, but no one would have said he was handsome. His parents
had not been particularly well off — he made no secret of that —
his father having gone from one dead-end job to another all his
life. However, they now lived in a posh retirement development in
Bristol, the colossal rent covered by Barrow faithfully each month.
Preston also knew Barrow travelled a good deal, although he never
revealed his destinations, saying only it was all part of the
job. Preston concluded, therefore, whatever his consulting work
was, it paid bloody well, and that was certain.

Barrow’s muffled voice drifted out to Preston
as he let his eye wander over the bookshelves. He was on the point
of deciding he would go and get the brandy himself, when his
attention was unexpectedly arrested by something he had never seen
before. The bookshelves were devoted to almost everything except
books, but Preston knew his friend was not a great reader. When he
did read — salacious novels usually — it was almost always in
electronic form, so in the general absence of books, the shelves
were home to porcelain vases and Toby jugs, crystal glassware, and
other pieces of costly ornamentation. What brought Preston to his
feet and hurrying across the room, however, was none of those
things. What he had seen, resting on a carved wooden stand, was a
flat, roughly oblong piece of bone, divided into squares by fine
grooves, and about the size of a dinner plate. The bone, which was,
in fact, the plastron or underside shell of a freshwater turtle,
was partly covered by columns of small symbols which had been
incised into its surface, and the surface itself displayed a
network of cracks radiating like the root tendrils of grass from a
point at the top where the bone was slightly blackened. Preston
stared at the object for a moment, hardly able to believe what he
saw, before whipping his phone from its belt holster, nearly
dropping it in his haste, and taking a picture. Quickly entering a
series of commands, he watched as the image was emailed away.

Willard needs to see this, he thought. The
old boy’s going to go apoplectic with excitement.

“Sorry about that,” came Barrow’s voice from
behind him. “I’ll just get that bottle of rotgut.”

“Mike,” said Preston, pointing to the bone as
Barrow returned with the brandy, “where on earth did you get
that?”

Barrow’s eyes narrowed, giving him a
momentary look akin to wariness, or even guilt, but when he spoke,
his voice was casual, off-hand.

“That? Oh, I picked it up in an antique shop
a few days ago. Why?”

“Do you know what it is?”

“Haven’t a clue,” said Barrow, decanting the
brandy into their glasses, his voice still neutral. “Just thought
it looked intriguing, that’s all.”

“It’s a jiagu.”

“A what?”

“A Chinese oracle bone,” said Preston,
grinning. “You can find loads of fakes, but this one’s real. Dates
from the bronze age, you see. Around thirty-six hundred years ago,
give or take a century or two.”

“Hardly,” said Barrow, coming to stand next
to Preston and handing him his drink. “It only cost me fifteen
quid.”

“No, it’s genuine,” said Preston, studying it
again. “I’ve seen others, and I can read most of the characters on
this one. In fact, I’ve seen it before, or a photo of it, at any
rate.”

“Oh yes,” said Barrow, “I keep forgetting
you’re into Chinese epi-something-or-other.”

“Epigraphy,” Preston said. “The study of
inscriptions.”

“Right.”

“Oracle bones,” Preston went on as they
reseated themselves, “were used for divination, just as the name
suggests. That one’s especially interesting, because the
inscription — ”

“Oh, no, Terry,” Barrow held up his hands,
laughing, “I surrender. Please…not another Chinese history
lecture.”

“All right,” said Preston, chuckling, “no
lecture. But suffice it to say the inscription on that bone solves
a couple of significant problems in Chinese history.”

“Okay,” said Barrow, after a sip of brandy,
“I’ll take your word for it, but it’s a little hard to
believe.”

“Well, it’s true,” said Preston, “and I took
a photo of it and emailed it to Dr. Willard, my tutor at Oxford.”
He paused for a moment before adding, somewhat diffidently, “I…I
hope that was okay, Mike. I didn’t think to ask, I’m afraid.”

“No worries,” answered Barrow, with a wave of
his hand, his blue eyes shining. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing at all,” said Preston, with a grin.
“I just sent the image. He’ll be beside himself with curiosity by
the time I see him.”

“That’s a dirty trick,” said Barrow,
laughing.

“Old Willard can read bronze age inscriptions
as easily as he can a newspaper,” said Preston, “and if I’m right
about what it says on that bone, we may have to re-write some
history.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really, and I know something else as
well. When word gets out, every sinologist from here to Mongolia
will be clamoring to hear more about it.”

“Sounds all very dramatic,” Barrow
observed.

“So, what’s the name of the shop where you
found it?” Preston asked, after another mouthful of brandy. “Did
they have any more of them?”

“You know,” said Barrow, frowning slightly,
“I can’t recall the name just now, but I think that was the only
one I saw. I told you it was cheap. Are you certain it’s not
a fake?”

“Yes,” said Preston, “it’s authentic, and it
really belongs in a museum.”

“No kidding?” said Barrow, with a grin. “Then
maybe I can make some money off it.”

“Maybe,” said Preston, thinking it a little
odd Barrow should so soon have forgotten where he bought the bone,
but he mentally shrugged it off for the time being. The first
priority was to translate the inscription, and then he’d try to
persuade Barrow to donate the bone to the Ashmolean, Oxford
University’s ancient and venerable museum of art and archeology. He
hoped Willard would be able to see enough from the photo to
translate what was there. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of
asking Barrow if he could take it with him to Oxford but decided
against it. He did not want to be responsible for it, and it was
probably perfectly safe where it was.

By eleven o’clock, the tide had gone
completely out in the bottle of brandy, and Preston got to his
feet.

“I must get me gone, as Shakespeare would
say. I’m off back to Oxford tomorrow, and I want to get an early
start.”

“Well,” said Barrow, walking over to the
glass door and peering out into the darkness, “I think it’s
raining, and I know it’s damn cold, so let me give you a lift.”

“Heaven forefend,” said Preston, rolling his
eyes to the ceiling. “You’re much too full of alcohol. I can easily
walk. It’s not that far.”

“It is in this weather,” countered Barrow.
“You could catch a bus.”

“Not worth the wait,” said Preston. “I’ll be
fine on foot.”

“You sure?” asked Barrow, as Preston
retrieved his hat and coat from their peg in the hall.

“Perfectly, thanks anyway, Mike. I’ll be home
in a quarter of an hour. Twenty minutes, tops.”

Preston shrugged on a heavy raincoat and
planted a wool cap firmly on his head before bidding Barrow a
cheery farewell, and a promise to be in touch again soon.

“I’m sure you’ll be interested in what old
Willard says about that jiagu,” he finished, as he walked
out into the corridor. “’Night Mike.”

Once outside, Preston turned right and set
off at a brisk pace through the chilly February night. The road and
sidewalk glistened in the incandescence of the streetlamps, and
vehicles passed in a hiss of flying spray, their headlights
speckled by the drizzling rain. Oblivious to the weather, however,
he strode on, preoccupied with thoughts of the oracle bone. He was
dwelling on its potential significance as he rounded the corner and
started down the street on which he lived and was so absorbed he
failed to notice the dark-clad figure stepping out of a shadowed
alley as he passed. Preston hit the pavement a moment later, having
never so much as heard the muffled cough of the silenced pistol
shot that killed him.


Part One

The Valley of the Huang He, China

The Late Xia Period, c. 1605 to 1600 BCE


Chapter One

 


 


Chang the Hunter tightened his grip on the
spear he held, hardly daring to breathe. The muntjac was close, but
had neither smelled nor heard him, thanks to Chang’s stealth and
the still air in the forest. These tiny, red and brown deer were
seldom seen in the valley of the Yellow River, and Chang offered a
brief silent prayer of gratitude to his ancestors and the spirits
of the forest for their generosity. He had hunted all day, moving
cautiously through the thickly tangled undergrowth bordering the
mighty river, but without reward — not so much as a mangy squirrel
— until now. His family had eaten no meat for many days, but here,
at last, was a chance. The forest surrounding him was dim; the
sunlight barely penetrating the interwoven, green canopy overhead,
and bushes and vines grew in tight profusion between the gnarled
trunks of ancient trees. The small deer, standing in a patch of
dappled sunshine slanting into a narrow, natural clearing by a
shallow pool of spring water, browsed contentedly on the abundant
leaves and berries.

It was by no means an easy throw, but Chang
dared not move from where he stood, lest he give himself away. With
infinite care, he drew back his arm, aimed, then, summoning all his
strength, he sent the bronze-headed lance streaking between the
trees. The well-honed point sank deep into the animal’s side, and
it collapsed, its legs flailing as it died in a final paroxysmal
attempt to flee. Jubilant, Chang ran towards the clearing, leaping
over bushes and tearing vines out of his way, and dropped to his
knees beside the deer. At last he could take meat home to his wife
and eight-year-old son. He spared a moment to thank the spirits for
giving up this living thing to him for his sustenance, stopping
just short of reminding them their largesse had been rather long
delayed. Removing his spear from the carcass, he wiped the blade
and examined it for possible damage.

He was proud of his bronze spear, and it had
enabled him to become the finest hunter in his village. Other men
used spear points of carefully flaked flint, or sometimes black
obsidian traded from the mysterious hairy peoples of the cold
northern regions, and Chang had made such points for himself for
years. Many a patient hour had he spent chipping a lump of stone,
striking off large pieces for rough shaping, before using a piece
of bone or antler to detach smaller flakes, thinner and more
precise, until he had a strong and sharp point or blade of the size
he wanted. He then attached them to carefully made wooden handles
or shafts with gum and wet leather thongs that shrank and hardened
as they dried. In that way, he made arrows and spears, as well as
reaping knives and other domestic tools. It was an arduous and
time-consuming craft, at which he was an acknowledged master, and
he still made many such weapons and implements for his fellow
villagers, but he no longer made spear points for himself.

Two years before, the spirits had smiled upon
Chang.

On his way home from market, he came upon a
wealthy man, his wife, and children, whose cartwheel had broken.
They were stranded on the open road, the six men-at-arms escorting
them powerless to help for lack of skill. Chang, a gifted worker in
wood as well as stone, roughly shaped new spokes from the branches
of a tree and repaired the shattered wheel. The grateful man —
Chang never learned his name — offered him a heavy gold pin with a
garnet at its head, but such a bauble, valuable as it undoubtedly
was, meant nothing to Chang; he could not bring down an animal with
a gold pin, garnet or no garnet. He asked instead for one of the
spears being carried by the guards, and the nobleman, happy, if a
little bewildered, to have purchased his salvation so cheaply,
agreed at once. So great was the value of that spear, both to Chang
and his whole village, he slept with it by his side each night for
fear of its being stolen.

Bronze, the alloy of copper and tin, was
prized for its ability to take and retain a keen edge. Only royalty
and the nobility could afford the daily use of bronze implements
and utensils, but it was the priests who made greatest use of the
valuable metal. They commissioned the casting of highly decorated
three and four-legged vessels of all sizes, some too heavy for a
man to lift unaided, which were used to hold ritual wine or boil
herbs and grain for ceremonial feasts and sacrifices.

Now, having satisfied himself the point was
undamaged, Chang tied the deer’s legs together and slung the
carcass across his back. Picking up his weapon, he walked out of
the forest towards Liushu Village where he and his family lived in
the summer. The declining sun warmed him as he trudged along the
narrow forest path. To his right and left the trees grew thick,
casting long shadows across the ground. Chang, tall and muscular,
did not find the deer particularly heavy — he wished it had been
larger — but the meat would be welcome, however much or little
there was. He would try to save something to share with his
neighbors, as was the custom, but he knew all too soon it would be
gone. The rains had been sparse in recent months, the millet and
vegetable crops had suffered, so after payment of tribute to the
king and rent to the landlord, there was precious little left.
Although Chang and his fellow villagers were inured to an uncertain
existence that was never bountiful, this year was uncommonly
lean.

​ As it always
did, this thought set his heart smoldering with anger. The nobleman
who owned the land on which the village stood did so simply because
of who he was. The land was his birthright, and Chang often
wondered how that had come to be. At least he was known to the
peasants, for he came each year to collect his rent and survey his
property, but the king was a different matter. Neither Chang, nor
anyone he knew, had ever set eyes on Jie, seventeenth king of Xia,
ensconced as he was in his fortified city far away, yet tribute was
paid to him. Worse still, his soldiers marauded throughout the
countryside pillaging and enslaving at will as they collected the
bags of grain the king demanded.

Can that be right and just, Chang asked
himself. The gods and spirits had placed the king on his throne,
and he was a divine being, that was understood by all, and yet
should a divine being act with such ruthless barbarity? Did he not
have a duty towards his people, his subjects? The priests declared
the king had obligations to no one, and counselled fortitude and
forbearance, but Chang could not suppress the questions in his
heart. Were the gods so malignant as to visit hardship and fear on
simple folk who were powerless to resist? Had the divine ones no
compassion? Or, he wondered as he walked, were the scarcity of game
and the summer’s drought signals that the gods were no longer
content to see Jie on his throne? Could it be that heaven itself
was turning against this tyrannous monster? It was said by some
that the gods sometimes manifested their displeasure through the
manipulation of natural disasters; so was this such a time, then?
How were mere mortal men to know?

As he neared home, Chang began to smell
smoke, but thought little of it. It was late afternoon by now, and
the cooking fires would be burning. His anger cooled somewhat as he
pictured the rejoicing that would ensue as he entered the village
with his prize. The people of his village kept pigs and chickens,
but all that could be killed and eaten had long ago been consumed.
Those that remained had to be kept alive to replenish the stock for
next year.

Rounding a bend, the broadening pathway
emerged from the forest at the extreme edge of a wide expense of
fields surrounding Liushu, and forgetting the ache growing in his
shoulder, he quickened his pace. Once amongst the fields he was
able to see the village clearly, and he stopped, paralyzed, staring
in horror at what he beheld.

His village was ablaze. The houses, built
afresh each summer of bamboo and thatch, burned fiercely, and far
to his right he saw horsemen, perhaps as many as a hundred,
galloping into the distance, leaving a churning cloud of yellow
dust behind them. He saw no other living souls.

Dropping his burden, Chang ran towards the
burning houses, his heart hammering in his chest as though to crack
his very ribs. As he drew closer to the fires, he heard the crackle
of the devouring flames and glowing embers drifted on the light
breeze. Gasping for breath, he reached the devastated village,
seeing bodies strewn on the ground, some decapitated, others
bearing the fearful wounds inflicted by swords and clubs.
Approaching the smoldering ruins of his own hut, Chang shrieked in
anguish and sank to his knees as he recognized the bodies of his
wife and son, their skulls split like melons. Raising his arms
skyward and throwing back his head, he cried out to heaven,
pleading with the gods that he, himself, might die, for he had no
further wish to live.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Seven women and three men had managed to
escape the carnage, but all the rest had either been killed or
carried off as slaves. As night fell, the survivors crept out of
the forest’s protective depths, and Chang, numb with shock and
despair, somehow contrived to organize the men to help him build a
crude shelter of bamboo and rough thatch. A man was sent to
retrieve the dead deer, but he returned empty-handed, the carcass
evidently dragged off and eaten by forest scavengers. The remnant
of the village huddled together all that interminable night. No one
slept, and the silence was disturbed only by muffled weeping and
the occasional crackling of the dying fires. Trying to extinguish
them would have been a pointless waste of effort and water; nothing
remained to save.

Chang himself, seeking solitude, sat outside
under a sky emblazoned with an infinitude of glittering stars. The
air he breathed remained heavy with the stench of smoke and burnt
flesh. He stared at the bodies of his wife and son where they lay
next to him and vowed before all the gods and the spirits of his
ancestors, he would one day avenge their deaths. His indescribable
grief, a pain deeper than any he had ever known, slowly transformed
into an anger so bitter and monumental as to consume his very
soul.

 


 


* * *

 


 


​ At daybreak, one
of the women was sent to Hongshan, the neighboring village, to tell
the news. She returned in the late afternoon with a shaman, a woman
of about fifty with black hair hanging past her waist and dressed
in a gray robe, who began at once to prepare for the funeral rites.
She had brought herbs and leaves to be burned and two chickens for
sacrifice, and she busied herself laying the fire in the prescribed
manner and trussing the chickens so their throats could later be
cut. Chang and the three surviving men of Liushu spent the day
digging graves, twenty-three in all, and as they worked, Chang
heard the story of the previous day’s horror.

​​​ “They rode in just
after midday,” said one, as he wielded his wooden spade, “and after
collecting the tribute grain for the king they asked for food and
water. We gave them what we had, but they demanded meat. When we
told them there was none, they slaughtered all the pigs and
chickens, and then threatened to kill us as well. We begged for
mercy. Their leader, I think his name was Fu, said they had come to
collect the king’s tribute, and when Bau Ling told them we had just
paid it, he demanded we pay it again. When Bau Ling said we could
not, Fu seized his daughter and, before us all, he raped and killed
her.”

“And you did nothing!” Chang snapped,
flinging aside a spade-full of earth, too overwrought to realize
the stupidity and injustice of the accusation. Anguish and fury
robbed him of reason.

“What would you expect us to do, in the name
of heaven?” the men retorted, heaving a large stone up and out of
the grave he was digging. “We are not soldiers. They wore armor and
carried swords and lances of bronze. We were powerless.”

“So, you did not even try to resist? You just
waited for the slaughter like a flock of frightened ducks.”

“I told you,” said the man, indignantly,
“there was nothing we could do.”

“There must have been something,” Chang
muttered, his grief still mastering his common sense, and the man
turned on him in outright rage.

“You were not here, Chang. If you had seen
what we saw, seen what they did… It is easy for you to blame us for
not trying to save ourselves, but they were many and we were few.
We are farmers; they were warriors. And mark this,” the man went
on, his finger raised, “We shall bury my wife and my two daughters
this day, as we shall bury your wife and son. Do not tell me what I
should or should not have done, for there is no need. I will ask
myself those questions from now until the day I die.”

Chang thrust his spade savagely into the
ground, saying nothing, as he tried to smother his shame.

I will avenge them all, he told himself. Hear
this, my revered ancestors, and remember well what I say. Every
soul that cries out from the earth of this place shall be redeemed.
King Jie will fall. The scales of heaven shall be balanced, I swear
it.

Chang worked on in grim silence, anger still
showing in his dark eyes and compressed lips.

“They raped many of the women and girls,
young and old,” said another of the men, “then set fire to the
houses. My family and I ran for the forest, but a soldier rode
after us and cut down my wife and children. I reached the trees,
where he could not follow. I know not how the others escaped. I
watched as they bound the women’s hands and put them on the horses
behind the soldiers. The children they put across their saddles.
They rode away, leaving the dead and dying where they lay.”

Chang listened, his fury surpassing any he
had ever known. If nothing was done yesterday, he thought, then
something will be done tomorrow. King Jie and his henchmen will pay
for this.

When the woman returned with the shaman, she
was accompanied as well by a small group of men and women. The men
helped dig the last few graves, while the women set out the food
they had brought. The two villages shared many kinsfolk through
intermarriage, but today there were no happy greetings, no cheerful
talk and chatter, as there would normally have been. There were
only murmured words of sorrow, while people’s faces wore somber
expressions of bleak resignation. As the sun set, the burial
ceremonies were completed under the direction of the shaman who
delivered the souls of the dead to the afterlife amongst their
ancestors through prayers, ritual burning, and sacrifices to the
spirits of the trees, the mountains, the sky, the sun, moon, and
stars, promising them as she did so the everlasting reverence and
obedience of those left behind.

Chang wept openly as the savaged bodies of
his wife and son were covered in cold, dry earth. He was the last
of his family now. He had no living relatives. Without a son, his
name would disappear and there would be no grandchildren to revere
his spirit when he joined his ancestors.

“You must marry again,” said the shaman, her
efforts at consolation being somewhat misplaced, “and have another
son. Such a thing would be pleasing to the gods and spirits.”

“And what about the demons?” Chang asked.
“What pleases the demons? The deaths of innocent children such as
took place here?”

“We fight the demons through the power of
good,” answered the shaman, placing a hand on Chang’s shoulder.
“Heaven must prevail in the end if we do the best we can and do all
that is right.”

“Heaven did not prevail against the demons
who did this,” snapped Chang, gesturing towards the earth heaped up
over the new graves, “and the demons responsible were made of flesh
and blood. The demon soldiers of King Jie, the foulest demon of
them all.”

“You mourn, and you are angry, young sir,”
said the shaman, in a gentle voice. “That is easily understood. But
in time, anger and sorrow fade, and the world is made anew for the
sufferer. The sovereign lords of heaven who created all things make
this possible.”

Chang stared at the old woman, finding
nothing to say. He had heard such mystical words for as long as he
could remember, but their familiarity held no solace for him
today.

“There are only a few weeks of summer
remaining,” the shaman said to Chang and the small group of
survivors an hour later, “We shall send men here to harvest what
they can when the time comes. Your grain and vegetables will not be
wasted. After that you can move to your winter village, if you
wish, although I fear now there is nothing for you there, either.
It is my honor, therefore, to invite you to stay with us and join
our people.”

Following the harvest, all the farmers in the
river valley left their summer fields and villages — taking food
supplies and livestock with them — and moved to their winter
settlements close outside the walled cities. There, the houses were
built of mud brick, rather than flimsy bamboo, affording protection
from howling storms and deadly cold during the months when no
farming could be done.

“You are generous,” answered Chang, taking it
upon himself to speak for the group of survivors of Liushu. “We
shall come, and we shall revere you and your kinsmen for your
kindness.”

“Not so,” said one of the three other
surviving men. “I, and these other two, do not choose to go with
you. We ask only that the women be taken into your families and
cared for.”

“I swear it shall be done,” said the shaman,
bowing, “but what of you?”

“We shall go our own way,” the man said, “and
find new lives for ourselves elsewhere.”

All attempts at persuasion proved fruitless.
Taking up the small bundles of food made ready for them, they bowed
in thanks once again before walking down the track into the
distance and eventually out of sight.

“They will die,” said Chang, soberly, as he
watched them go. “They were my friends and neighbors, but they will
die.”

“Perhaps that is what they want,” answered
the shaman, waving a frond of sacred bamboo after them in a final
blessing. “Great sorrow can sometimes cause men to lose sight even
of their own lives. It is as though they exist, but do not
live.”

“The king has taken our lives from us,
although we still live,” Chang said, as he turned away, “but it
shall not be forgotten.”

And so it was, that Chang and the seven women
turned their backs on the still-smoldering remnants of Liushu, and
in grief, departed. Chang, carrying his only possession, his
bronze-bladed spear, went with them. Casting a final backward
glance at the grave-mounds of his wife and son close by the
blackened shards of the hut he had built for them to live in, he
trudged out of the devastated village. In his tumultuous thoughts,
the tiny seed of a plan was germinating and beginning to grow.
Sorrow and rage clamored within his very soul, and he vowed yet
again he would kill King Jie with his own hand. If the gods and
spirits of heaven and earth were moved to help him, so much the
better. If not, however, he would do it without them or die in the
attempt. At that moment, he had never felt so utterly and
monstrously alone.


Chapter Two

 


 


The merciless heat of late summer slowly
relinquished its hold on the desiccated countryside as autumn drew
on. The days shortened as Chang helped the men and women of
Hongshan gather in the vegetable and millet harvests in preparation
for the return to their winter settlement. They had been
compassionate and generous to him, helping him build a small hut
for himself, and giving him a full share of the harvest, meager
though it was, thanks to the persistent drought. In return, he
spent many hours hunting, providing Hongshan with venison and the
meat of wild buffalo and boar. And the hours were numerous indeed,
for the chase was arduous. The game had retreated from the
crucible-like heat of the valley to more comfortable feeding
grounds in the cool hills, but he pursued his quarries
relentlessly, all the while nurturing the plan he had made,
nourishing it, and watching it grow.

He became popular amongst the villagers, but
he kept to himself as much as politeness would allow.

“Sharpening your spear again?” the villagers
would ask, with a cheerful wave, seeing him sitting on a
four-legged stool outside his hut, patiently honing the blade with
a flat piece of black basalt he had found one day as he stalked a
deer. It was the perfect hardness, and after that he polished the
metal to a gleaming finish with a thick piece of boar’s hide he had
cured for the very purpose. He nodded and waved in return, but as
he stroked the blade with the stone, his thoughts dwelt not on the
hunt, but on plunging the weapon into the heart of King Jie of
Xia.

At summer’s end, the villagers urged him to
accompany them to their winter settlement.

“Make your home with us,” they said, and
eventually he agreed. He had first thought to return to his own
winter village, but as he pictured it, he could not face living in
the house he had once shared with his wife and son. He saw himself
alone throughout the bitter days and black nights which were to
come, with wind-driven snow scouring the land, and the ground as
hard as stone. For all that he desired solitude, it was more than
he could bear. He had no fear of loneliness itself, but what he did
fear were his own thoughts and memories. Sweet memories of living
in that house in winters past with his small family around him. Far
from sustaining him in his sorrow, he feared those memories would
drive him mad.

 


 


* * *

 


 


In the middle of the ninth month, the
residents of Hongshan departed, leaving their bamboo summer houses
to collapse under the inevitable burden of winter snow.
Preparations for the trek had been underway all the previous week.
Carts were loaded with wooden boxes of grain, large earthenware
jars of dried fruit and pickled vegetables. Bamboo cages were
fashioned for raucously protesting chickens, quacking ducks, and
squealing pigs. There were boxes of clothing, and two carts
reserved for spades, hoes, obsidian-bladed reaping knives and
saw-edged sickles, hammers, chisels, and a multitude of other tools
and accoutrements which made life possible. One cart had been piled
high with stools and small pieces of furniture, while each family
carefully packed its own cooking pots and wooden utensils. It was
an immemorial ritual, performed every autumn, and again in the
spring for the return. Everyone knew what had to be done.

On the day appointed by the men of the
village for departure, a day selected in consultation with shamans
who themselves consulted the spirits of the land and forests, oxen
were yoked to the heaviest carts, while men assembled to push or
pull the lighter ones. Women and older children walked with bundles
on their backs, while youngsters rode in carts. Elderly villagers
sat on the loaded ox carts, many of them holding a bundle on their
knees or in their arms. Everyone helped who was able to, and the
procession moved off down the dusty track at mid-morning amid much
talk and laughter, the cacophonous cackle of poultry and livestock
mingling with the squeaking of wooden wheels on inadequately
greased axles.

Ten men, Chang amongst them, acted as guards,
carrying nothing apart from spears and wooden clubs. Two walked at
the head of the column, two at the rear, and three ranged on either
side. Many villages were on the move at this time of year, and
bandits abounded, but the greater menace by far was the marauding
squads of soldiers, eager for easy plunder, very little of which,
if any at all, was ever presented to the king as it should have
been.

Casting his gaze about him constantly asty he
walked, Chang was reminded of why this summer village was named
Hongshan — Red Mountain. Behind the expanse of level ground
enclosing the houses and fields, there rose a low hill covered in
thick stands of deciduous trees, their autumn leaves turning the
slopes into a patchwork of vivid reds and golds. The day was cool,
but it made the walking easier. Although the drought had finally
broken, albeit too late to help the crops, there had been several
days without rain prior to departure allowing the track to dry out,
for which small mercy everyone gave grateful thanks. A single day’s
rain could turn the road into a morass of viscous, yellow mud which
sucked and grasped at everything that walked through it, bringing
even the oxen to an exhausted standstill.

Notwithstanding the absence of mud, progress
was still slow. Frequent rests were necessary, and while the
lumbering brown oxen plodded along steadily enough, they certainly
did not do so speedily. An entire day was lost when a woman went
into labor, and in the afternoon was delivered of a healthy son.
There was much jubilant rejoicing, but the wailing of the new-born
infant tore at Chang’s heart. He, his wife and son, along with the
rest of Liushu village, had made the journey to their winter
settlement many times, but this year he was alone, bereft, in spite
of the kindness shown him by those he now walked beside and
guarded.

As the journey progressed, however, the birth
brought him an unexpected solace, slight though it was. The cries
of the new, tiny being heralded the perpetual renewal of life, and
Chang, sitting one day under the spreading branches of a gnarled
old oak tree, found himself reflecting upon the unquenchable
strength of life. Despite whatever disaster might befall mortals,
life itself endured, eternal and tenacious. Was this the will of
heaven, he asked himself, or was it simply the Dao, the
irresistible way of nature? As he raised his eyes to the massive
branches of the mighty tree above him, he blessed the woman’s child
as he had blessed his own son on the day of his birth. He did not
know how to explain the world, but for better or worse, the world
was where mortals found themselves, so they must live in it as best
they could. But that small glimpse into the unfathomable did
nothing to palliate his inflexible determination to avenge the
horror of what had been done at his village. He thought again of
the words spoken by the elders and shamans he had heard so often
before, but which had now become his creed.

“Kings rule at the behest of heaven, but
heaven’s mandate may be withdrawn if a king is prideful, unjust, or
disobedient to the dictates of heaven.”

“How do men know the will of the gods?” he
had once asked. “To whom does heaven speak?”

“Heaven speaks to no man,” was the quick
reply, “but heaven shows its abandonment of an evil ruler by
bringing upon his kingdom great misfortunes and catastrophes.
Storms, floods, droughts, even earthquakes. Heaven’s anger is
unleashed upon all.”

Then surely, he said to himself, listening
again to the crying child, men must have the right to act as the
instruments of heaven and overthrow an evil ruler. There have been
months of drought, and they say there have been terrible storms of
wind and dust in the western regions that have buried fields and
killed the crops. Is not this the time? If Jie has displeased the
gods, as surely he must have, then I shall bring about his
downfall. This child shall grow up in a better world than the one
into which he has been born. I pledge it to him.

 


 


* * *

 


 


​​ The people of Hongshan called the collection
of meager mud-brick houses huddled close by the walled city of Li,
Dongtian de zhusuo, the Winter Dwelling Place, or Dongzhu
for short. After seven toilsome days, during which Chang and the
other guards repelled two attacks by brigands on the open road, a
child was born, and a chicken and two ducks died, the tired and
footsore villagers reached their home. Chang had no possessions
apart from his treasured spear when he arrived in Hongshan, but now
he owned a stool, two cooking pots of different sizes, and a
reaping knife of his own manufacture. These items were carried for
him to the winter settlement on a small handcart pushed by a
ten-year-old lad for whom he had fashioned a bow and five arrows in
a deerskin quiver. Now they had arrived he stood alone by the cart,
for he had nowhere to take it. He had thought about this from time
to time during the journey and decided he would try to find a
vacant hut somewhere nearby and take work in the city as a
carpenter or maker of tools. As he scanned the scene before him,
however, his eyes ranging along the line of houses to his right and
left, he saw no unoccupied dwellings. Families were dispersing to
their homes. People moved in and out of the houses unloading carts
and unpacking boxes, young children played outside, and wisps of
blue smoke were already beginning to curl up through chimney holes.
He would have to build a shelter of some kind for himself, he
decided, but where was he to obtain the materials?

​ “Do not worry,
my friend,” said a hearty voice from behind him, as though someone
had divined his thoughts. Turning in astonishment, he saw Zhou Ma,
an elder of the village, approaching with a broad, gap-toothed
smile on his thin, wrinkled face.

“Did you think we would leave you to the
rats, Master Hunter?” said he, clapping Chang on the shoulder with
a strength belying his age. “Come.”

Pushing the small cart, Chang followed the
old man to a small house with a tiled roof, into whose single
interior room he was ushered with a flourish of Zhou’s boney hand.
The floor was bare earth, pressed as hard and smooth as polished
stone by generations of feet. Zhou left the door open for light,
there being no window openings. The room was unfurnished save for a
clay stove in one corner, but it was by no means unoccupied. There
were other living things already in residence. Chang could smell
them, even if he could not yet see them; the acrid, sickening
stench was unmistakable. He could hear them as well. A rustling
susurration filled the dim space. His eyes growing used to the
half-light, he looked around, certain of what he would see, and
sure enough, it was as if the very walls were moving. They
undulated, almost writhed. He saw exactly what he expected to see.
An uncountable multitude of black cockroaches swarming thickly
everywhere, disturbed, no doubt, by the unheralded appearance of
human intruders in the domain they had hitherto called their
own.

It did not concern him unduly, however. Such
pestilential invasions were commonplace, an inescapable part of
life, and he knew what would have to be done. A torch of blazing
pitch would drive out the hordes of sharp-jawed insects, leaving
thousands of them dead. He had done it many times in his own house
every autumn, but no sooner had that recollection come to mind than
it was supplanted by the realization that this was not his house.
Then what of its real owners, he wondered.

“This is where you shall live,” announced
Zhou, answering his thoughts for a second time. “The owner of this
house died a year ago, and it has been unoccupied ever since. We
have decided to give it to you.” Zhou gestured expansively towards
the open door, and said, “See what now comes.”

As Chang watched in mute astonishment, a
group of men carried in a wooden table and four stools, while women
brought boxes and pots of preserved food; dried fruit, grain, meat,
both dried and pickled. More than enough to last him through the
hardest winter. He would have no need to work.

“All for you,” said Zhou, as the men grinned,
and the women giggled at his bewilderment. “We wish you to stay
here and be one of us, good Master Chang, and later,” he went on,
more diffidently, “later you may find a wife from amongst our
daughters…”

Chang could no more think of marrying again
than he could of flying to heaven to converse with the gods. He was
only twenty-seven, and a wife and children would normally have been
an urgent goal, but his bereavement was still too recent, too raw a
wound, and in any case, there was something he had to do before
ever he thought of resuming the life of a simple village hunter and
farmer. Nevertheless, he recognized the generosity of his new
friends, and was touched by their abundant kindness.

“I give you all my deepest thanks,” he said
to Zhou and the others who had assembled in the dim interior of the
small, mud-brick house. “I am moved by your invitation and your
goodness. I would be honored to dwell here.” And he bowed.

They received his words with smiles, nods,
and happy laughter.

“You shall be my brother,” said Zhou. “It is
we who are honored. You shall venerate our ancestors, and we shall
venerate yours.”

“You are all very kind,” he said, and then,
looking at the floor and seeing the army of cockroaches approaching
his feet, he went on hastily, “but before anything else, I should
be most grateful if someone would bring me fire with which to purge
my new home of its present tenants before all is lost.”

Zhou laughed and said, “It seems you have
many tenants, but I fear they pay no rent.”

He gave an order to a couple of young men who
scurried away, returning a few minutes later with blazing torches,
and the house was soon filled with black smoke and the vile,
stomach-turning stink of the burned insects. Chang and his two
helpers coughed and gagged as they scoured the walls and the inside
of the clay stove. After twenty long minutes they were finished,
and the three of them staggered outside to draw grateful gulps of
fresh air into their congested lungs. Finally, Chang, finding a
broom made of rice straw amongst the household utensils he had so
recently been given, ventured back inside to sweep the dead and
dying cockroaches, each one looking like a shard of charcoal, into
heaps which the two men shoveled outside and buried. They had won
this battle, but Chang knew the war was never-ending; the black
insects were as tenacious as they were numerous, and they were as
numerous as the stars. There were a thousand replacements for each
one killed, and they would invade again almost immediately. Once he
was in residence himself, however, their legions could never
overwhelm the house as they had when it was empty. He stood in the
middle of the floor and surveyed his house in the light of a tallow
lamp on the table and was content.

Thus, Chang the Hunter became a man of the
Hongshan people. Zhou and his kinsfolk, both men and women, treated
him as a true relation, and, in his turn, he assumed the roles of
brother, nephew, brother-in-law, cousin, and uncle. Throughout that
winter he learned to be a part of his new extended family. Using
his skill as a maker of wooden furniture, boxes, and other
necessities as a means of contributing to the village, he did his
best to settle into the community. As an adopted member of Zhou’s
family, he took part in the many ceremonies of ancestor worship and
the winter festivals honoring both the spiritual and natural
worlds. But, in spite of it all, he felt himself an outsider, an
observer rather than a true participant. He lived in a house but
could not feel he had a home. He kept his spear by the door,
reminding him of what he had promised himself to do. And so, during
the long, cold nights of winter, as bitter winds from the north and
west raked the countryside and heaped the snow into mountains, he
sat alone, his house warmed by the clay stove and lit by the yellow
glow of tallow lamps, planning, encompassing in his mind the death
of King Jie, and the extirpation of the House of Xia.

 


 


* * *

 


 


Protected by the walls of the city of Li
beside which Dongzhu was built, the nobility and other wealthy
landowning families dwelt in lavish houses. They lived their lives
in easeful contentment, surrounded by legions of slaves and
servants, and guarded by men armed with bronze weapons. To venture
inside the walls without a legitimate reason was to risk a fearful
flogging, or worse, but Chang had neither wish, nor reason, to
explore the city. His interests lay not within the walls, but
outside them. Outside, their year-round houses built right against
the high walls, lived the common folk. These people were not
hunters or farmers but workers who derived their sustenance from
serving the urban gentry. They were shopkeepers, metalworkers,
carpenters, potters, jade and ivory carvers, sellers of silk, stone
cutters, gem merchants, and other artisans and tradesmen. Chang
spent many hours cultivating friendships amongst them, for the
information he gleaned held the key to his plans. He wanted to hear
the rumors and stories these people told, those laborers whose
daily toils and moils made possible the excesses of the arrogant,
heedless few living in their walled fastness.

Although the world of the wealthy was a
foreign place to him, Chang did not question its right to exist,
nor did he believe that wealth itself was intrinsically
illegitimate or evil. He shared the general understanding that a
few men were favored by the gods in the circumstances of their
birth, and the rest were not. It was a simple enough proposition.
Such was the way of heaven, and such was the consequent way of the
world beneath heaven, capricious though heaven might sometimes
seem.

What he did question, however, was the wanton
and abhorrent cruelty of those favored few. Was there not a moral
and honorable way to live amongst one’s fellow beings, he asked
himself, without regard to a man’s rank or the size of his house?
Should wealth and privilege be granted to men for no better purpose
than the oppression of others less fortunate? Did gold, lapis, and
jade give men the right to kill? Most people, rich and poor alike,
seemed to think they did; the rich believing in their innate and
indisputable superiority, while the poor believed they could do
nothing, save endure in silence.

As winter swooped down like a predatory bird,
sinking its frozen talons into the shivering ground, Chang spent as
much time as he could talking to his new friends living against the
city walls. He found a kindred spirit in the person of Lai, the
jade carver, a wizened, gray-bearded old man of nearly sixty years
— a prodigious age — who was much celebrated for his technique and
artistry. When the summer weather was kindly, neither too wet nor
too hot, Lai walked from city to city, hawking his wares or
delivering pieces to those from whom he had received
commissions.

“It is all that walking which keeps my legs
strong and my heart young,” he told Chang, with a cheerful
laugh.

Lai, a man of keen perception, invariably
returned from these expeditions with his head full of information,
and Chang rapidly discovered how valuable it was. One cold, snowy
evening, just after the mid-winter festival, Lai and Chang sat
talking together in Lai’s small workshop house, sipping steaming
cups of herb tea and warming themselves over a clay stove. To one
side of the single room stood a stout workbench Chang had made for
his friend out of durable blackwood, after seeing him working
cross-legged on the earthen floor. Several lumps of raw jade, some
emerald green, others white or variegated, lay on the bench along
with an array of chisels and grindstones which were the tools of
Lai’s trade. Around the bench, shards of jade, many of them as
sharp as a fine bronze sword, littered the floor.

“Now look, my friend,” said Chang, gesturing
towards the workbench, “you carve a fine piece of jade and sell it
to some rich man or other, and what does he pay you for it? He pays
you barely enough to buy food for a week. Am I not right? It is an
unjust and dishonorable thing that is done to you.”

“At least I eat that week,” said Lai, with a
rueful smile. “But that is the way of things. He is what he is, and
I am what I am. What can be done? Nothing at all. Is that not
so?”

“He feeds you for that week, yes,” said
Chang, nodding, “but what of the week after, and the one after
that?”

“The next week,” Lai said, with a shrug, “I
sell something else. I told you, it is the way of the world, and
who can change it? I cannot hunt as you do, my friend, nor do I
know anything of crops and livestock. Heaven, therefore, has
graciously provided me another way by which to live.” Lai paused,
then added, “I am a jade carver, and few men have my skill. The
gods have been generous to me in their own way.”

Chang sipped his tea, contemplating what Lai
had said. He, Chang, could track an animal and bring it down with a
sure throw of his spear, but if he were to try to carve jade, he
would not know even how to begin. The gods had not deserted their
people, but why, then, did heaven allow the rape and pillage of
peaceful villages, and the murder of innocents? Why were the rich
allowed to enslave defenseless folk, or pay a pittance for a fine
carving? It made no sense to him, but he left the subject for the
time being, resolving to dwell further upon it at a later time.

“Have you heard anything recently?” he asked
Lai. “What is being whispered elsewhere?”

“Well now,” said Lai, finishing his tea and
casting Chang a conspiratorial glance, “I do have news which may be
of interest.”

“Go on,” said Chang, his eyes wide with
anticipation. “What is it?”

“I have not been able to travel much since
the end of the summer, but I hear the Shang village of Bo, twelve
day’s walk to the west of here, has been savaged by the soldiers of
King Jie of Xia. Many died, and many more were taken as
slaves.”

“That evil man is the worst of tyrants,”
Chang growled. “My heart overflows with hatred for him and his
people. I would have them consumed by a plague, had I the power to
command it.”

“It is said the destruction of Bo was an act
of revenge,” continued Lai, pouring himself more tea from a copper
jug steaming on the stove.

“Revenge?” Chang held out his own cup.

“Just so,” said Lai, nodding. “Revenge for
Jie’s defeat in battle.”

“He has been defeated in battle?” Chang was
exultant. At last. King Jie is not invincible after all. He
is not mightier than heaven “Are you sure?” he asked, half afraid
Lai would say it was all rumor or mere wishful thinking.

“Yes,” said Lai. “There has been a battle. I
have a friend who journeyed back from the river which yields up her
jade to us, and he found a wounded soldier who told him of it
before he died. It was not a great battle, mind you, really a minor
skirmish, I gather, but the soldiers of Jie were routed by warriors
of the Shang. Bo was attacked in reprisal.”

Chang’s eyes glittered in fierce delight. Was
heaven finally turning against him?

“And who led the men of Shang?” he asked.

“Well,” said Lai, stretching out his
calloused hands to the warm stove, “it seems a powerful Shang king
has risen far to the west, whose name is Tang, although many now
call him Da Yi. He is the leader of the clan of Zi, the hereditary
rulers of all the Shang, but until now, no Shang king has ever been
strong enough to unite the Shang peoples and challenge the House of
Xia.”

“I have never heard of this king,” said
Chang, “but if he is the enemy of Xia, then perhaps he is a man to
watch.”

“I cannot say,” answered Lai. “The man I
spoke to could tell me very little of the battle itself. He said he
believes many smaller clans and lineages are coming under Da Yi’s
sway, either willingly or by conquest. It is said Da Yi is a mighty
man, just and honorable, who declares he has the mandate of heaven
to rule all people.”

“So also says King Jie,” replied Chang,
angrily. “But think now…if what you were told is true, perhaps we
shall see which of them is right.”


Chapter Three

 


 


With an imperious beckoning wave, King Da Yi
summoned Chang to come before him. Chang, feeling decidedly ill at
ease in this royal place, stepped forward and bowed deeply.

“Lord King.”

“Who are you?” demanded Da Yi, transfixing
Chang with an appraising gaze from his dark, penetrating eyes. “Why
have you come here?”

“To serve you, Lord King,” said Chang,
raising himself a little to avoid the appearance of addressing the
floor.

“To judge by your speech,” said Da Yi,
frowning slightly, “you are not of Shang. You are not even of this
region.”

Straightening himself fully, Chang looked at
the king of the Shang people. His clothing was of white silk, a
wide-sleeved cross-collar tunic with decorative stitching at its
borders and secured around his waist by a wide, black sash. A
calf-length kilt stamped with circular designs in red completed his
attire, but it was the king’s physical appearance which at once
arrested Chang’s attention. The stories he had heard of military
prowess had led him to imagine Da Yi would be a tall, powerfully
built fighting man with a fierce expression of warlike
determination fixed upon his face and wearing bronze-studded armor,
but seeing him now, he could scarcely credit the evidence of his
eyes. The king was thirty or thereabouts, short and slight of
physique, not looking to Chang as if he could lift a sword, let
alone wield one in battle. Chang was a head taller than the king,
and his many years of hunting, farming, and carpentry had given him
broad shoulders and muscular arms. No, Da Yi did not look like a
warrior king, but Chang soon came to know he behaved like one.

“I have come from the east, Lord King,” said
Chang, “from the lands conquered by King Jie of Xia, and I offer
myself to you as a soldier and vassal.”

“A single man alone?” asked Da Yi, his
eyebrows raised. “That is not so mighty an army, I think.”

A rustle of dutiful laughter emanated from
the assembled courtiers and ministers in the hall, while Chang
stood in some perplexity and disappointment. He had expected at
least a few words of welcome from this king, this ruler who had by
now brought nearly forty other kingdoms and clans under his
suzerainty.

“Indeed, I am but one man, Lord King,” he
said, striving for a humble tone, “yet I am pledged to die in your
cause, if that is the will of heaven.”

“And why are you thus pledged?” Da Yi sat
back in his chair, regarding Chang with an intense, unwavering
stare. “And what is my cause, as you call it?”

Here, at last, was the question Chang had
anticipated. His answer came swiftly and with conviction as he
spoke the words he had so often rehearsed in his mind.

“My lord, I have been touched by the
blood-stained fingers of the king of Xia. I have seen his cruelty.
My wife and son died at the hands of his lawless soldiers when they
raided my village, killing, raping, and enslaving. Surely such a
man is not fit to rule. Can heaven countenance so evil a king?”

“And who are you to decide who is fit
to rule and who is not?” demanded Da Yi, in a voice as cold as a
high mountain stream.

Chang hesitated, sensing he might be
venturing onto dangerous ground. Speaking of fitness to rule in the
presence of one who does rule is not always prudent.

“I…I am no one, Lord King,” he said. “The
spirits of the sun, the rivers, the winds, and the souls of our
ancestors govern us all, even those who reign on earth, but how
long will the spirits allow an unrighteous man to rule? There have
been droughts and floods, Lord King, storms, and landslides. A
hideous sickness came upon several hill villages last year which
caused the limbs of children to swell until they burst, and there
has been sore famine in many lands. Could that not be the gods of
heaven and earth declaring to us they no longer grant the king of
Xia the right to rule?”

He had shot his last arrow; there was nothing
more he could say.

Da Yi said nothing, and Chang, fearing he had
been injudicious yet again in the plainness of his speech, waited.
The thunderous silence lengthened as the assembled courtiers
watched the king’s impassive face. Chang heard the crowing of a
rooster somewhere a great way off, incongruous, yet reassuringly
familiar, and he realized he was barely breathing. Finally, after
an eon of suspenseful expectation, Da Yi nodded slowly, and said,
“Perhaps it is as you say, but if so, to whom has the mandate been
transferred, I wonder? If calamities portend the withdrawal of the
mandate, by what means are we then to know upon whom the mandate
now rests?”

Chang was dumbstruck. In all his mental
deliberations and planning he had never considered that particular
saliency, and he had no answer.

Unexpectedly, Da Yi threw back his head with
a loud laugh, and all those present obediently did the same, albeit
with some bewilderment. Chang was equally confused. What on earth
was coming now? The best he could manage was a sheepish grin.

“You see,” Da Yi said, “you are neither a
mighty army, nor a mighty philosopher.”

Chang felt embarrassed and humiliated, but Da
Yi appeared not to notice. His tone became severe once again as he
said, addressing the entire assembly, “Listen to me, all of you,
and mark well what I say. Heaven shares no secrets with men, no
matter they be high-born or base-born, king or slave. Each of us is
what heaven has made us. If the mandate has been taken from one and
given to another, we shall know it in heaven’s good time. All a man
can hope to do is believe in his own destiny and strive to follow
it.”

Believe in his own destiny, Chang repeated to
himself, and strive to follow it. Was that not what he was trying
to do? Was that not the very thing which had brought him here?

Standing there before the king of Shang,
surrounded by his royal courtiers, advisors, generals, and
servants, Chang was unexpectedly overcome with memories. He relived
the mental turmoil he had experienced as he wrestled with the
conflicting desires and emotions surging within him all those
months ago. He had found a new life with the good people of
Hongshan Village, a life offering him familial contentment and
peace, were he to embrace it, but there still remained within him
the conviction that life held more for him than the daily labor of
a peasant farmer, continually at the mercy of weather and
pestilence. He had journeyed for weeks in order to stand where now
he stood. Why had he done it, if not to follow the destiny he
believed in, if not to wreak the revenge he had promised his slain
wife and child?

It had been in the warm weather of early
spring that Chang bade farewell to Lai the jade carver and the
other friends he had made while at the winter settlement and
returned to Hongshan Village with his new kinsfolk. The procession
wound its ponderous way from the city and back to the countryside
along the same dusty track it had followed the previous autumn. As
he journeyed, Chang became ever more resolute in his determination
to find the king of Shang, this Da Yi, and become his liegeman.

At the village site, the men cut new bamboo,
and Chang helped build huts to replace the ones destroyed by
winter. The fields were made ready, crops planted, and the
immemorial cycle of farming life resumed. Although he knew the ways
of farming, Chang preferred the solitude of the hunt, and so most
days he took up his spear and went into the forest in search of
game, sometimes staying away for two or three days. He was a canny
hunter who knew the habits of his quarry, so he usually returned
with venison to supplement the chicken and pork which formed the
basic diet, along with eggs, vegetables, grain gruel, and
powerfully strong millet beer. The people of the village had so
taken him to their hearts they fully expected him to stay forever,
yet he knew he did not truly belong there with them. He had become
convinced his destiny lay elsewhere, and his lust for revenge was
undiminished.

“You are restless, Younger Brother,” said
Zhou, one warm evening towards midsummer as the two sat with pots
of beer outside Zhou’s hut. “What is it that so troubles your soul?
Are you not happy here?”

“This village has become my home, Older
Brother,” he answered, “but I cannot stay.”

Old Zhou smiled knowingly and nodded.

“I thought as much. You have other work to
do.”

“The king of the Shang people is leading a
rebellion of some kind against King Jie. I am called to that
cause.”

“Then you must surely go,” said Zhou, with
firm conviction. “Perchance you are to be the instrument by which
heaven will destroy the king of Xia.”

“I have heard the king of Shang is called Da
Yi, and his kingdom lies in the direction of the western mountains.
He has defeated Jie in battle, and I am told he believes he
possesses the mandate of heaven to rule.”

“And what if Da Yi’s belief in the mandate is
mere vanity, Younger Brother?” asked Zhou, in a gentle voice,
entirely without sarcasm or mockery.

“Then I may lose my life as recompense for my
inability to discern evil from good, but surely heaven sees the
horrors wrought by Jie. They cannot be so perfidious as to ignore
them and condemn so many people to such suffering.”

Zhou nodded slowly, and with a grave smile
said again, “You must go, Younger Brother, and we shall pray and
make sacrifice for you. These are mighty matters, and you are but a
mortal man.”

“The stories of Da Yi may be nothing but
rumor,” Chang said, “but I must find out. If, indeed, he is so
great a king, then I wish to serve him.”

Two weeks thereafter, Chang gathered together
a few necessities along with a little food, and, slinging them over
his shoulder in a deerskin pouch made for him by Zhou’s youngest
daughter, he took up his spear and bade farewell to his friends and
putative kinsfolk of Hongshan Village. They saw him off down the
dusty summer road with tears and waves, as a shaman chanted a
solemn prayer for his safety. He stepped resolutely forward, but
his thoughts were in turmoil.

Am I a complete fool, he asked himself, as he
rounded a bend and the village was lost to sight, an idiot? One
family has been torn from me, and now I am deliberately abandoning
another. Is it sheer arrogance to think I can aid heaven in the
accomplishment of its purpose? And do I really know that purpose,
or am I an addle-headed dreamer of dreams?

He stopped where he was and looked around at
the mighty forest which lined each side of the track, and then,
unable to settle his whirling thoughts and mounting doubts, he
prayed aloud.

“Be with me, revered ancestors. Watch over
me, you great ones who have gone before. I shall honor you always,
wherever I may be. Guide me now. I will accept my destiny. If I am
to die, then I shall ride the dragon to bow before you in paradise,
but if I am to live, then help me be worthy of the life I am to
lead. Is it your wish that I go on into the unknown?”

He waited, unsure how, or if, an answer would
come. He believed in the spirits of his ancestors and was conscious
of their
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