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Ai Jaruq stood before the
queen’s court in her inch of hair and no hat. No hat, because she
owned no Khitan accoutrements worthy of her station, and she
refused to wear Jin’s. An inch of hair, because her party had
escaped from Jin territory disguised as nuns with shaven heads.
Forged travel documents said their nunnery had burned down in the
uprising and they were being evacuated to another. Nearly two
hundred nuns went unmolested by officials and officers, but if
identified as the sister of Ile Tapien and kin of his insurgents,
they did not expect to live. The Jin government had mass-executed
three hundred with Ile Tapien, and that was not necessarily the end
of it.

Dull with fatigue, Ixin watched
her lady Ai Jaruq explain these events to the Mongol queen and
court.

Nobles didn’t go unhatted,
unless under arrest. Why address the court still in the nun’s guise
of humility? She had a point to make about humiliation. Of course,
Ai Jaruq owned the look. Ixin’s inch of hair stood up in a stupid
way, while Ai Jaruq’s had grown back in a cow’s lick on the left,
nicely irregular, as if designed. Underneath, her features almost
too precision-cut for a human face, on the verge of strange, ‘like
the daughter of a stone demon and a beauty’, one of her women said
once. Ai Jaruq was unique.

Among the audience sat two men
with Khitan hairstyles, illegal in Jin space – Ixin only saw the
old tails and part-shave on frescoes and in scrolls, worn by the
dead. On news of Ai Jaruq’s escape Tchingis Khan had dispatched the
two to lead her to the nearest of his ordos. These men had had the
khan’s ear for years: anti-Jin agitators, absconders from Jin
posts. No wonder they listened devoutly to the sister of Ile
Tapien.

To enter the ordo was like
stepping back in time. Nostalgia for ‘our lost kingdom’ rose up
acutely in Ai Jaruq’s party at the sight of a royal residence of
felt and silk and furs, a palace-camp. “This is how the royal
Khitans lived,” Ai Jaruq told her exhausted women. The Great Khitan
State fell ninety years ago; the Great Mongol State was newly on
its legs.

Now Ai Jaruq described forty
years of horselessness inflicted on a horse people. “The Jin
government installed my brother Ile Tapien as Prince Ai of our
circuit. But our way of life was disallowed, the way of life we
share with our Mongol cousins. Forty years ago the bans were put in
place, and I am thirty. I did not grow up in tents, on horses, with
a bow in my arms: these things were forbidden us. Other items on
the proscribed list: combat-grade tools and utensils; quilted vests
that might serve as armour. Some of this seemed to us more
effective as calculated degradation than as a safety measure. As if
you can get to a Khitan, or a Mongol, through ordinary winter felts
with an axe.”

Mongols, who had suffered at the
hands of the Jin government too – political fragmentation, punitive
tributes, an iron ban of their own – were easy to rouse on the
theme of Jin oppression. In the feeling silence Ixin heard a ladle
in the pot out back – until the cook was told there was a big
speech on, and walked into court to see.

“Forced settlement was a
punishment for past uprisings, but drove my brother to revolt. He,
and those with him, did so not in hope but in despair, and they
knew the consequences. I myself advised my brother to join you
instead of this sacrifice of life. Work from outside; or else wait
until we can coordinate with your attack on Jin. But I think, the
humiliation... I may be hard on my brother, weeks after his
execution. But the humiliation was too much for him, to stand
before you as I do. And say I cannot ride, I cannot shoot. When my
Khitan mothers killed bear and led our famous horse soldiers to
battle.”

She made Ixin’s one-inch hair
stand on end.

Ai Jaruq had considered with
care what line to take on her brother’s short-lived insurrection.
She had not voiced her criticisms – not since her brother left her,
unconvinced by her arguments, and lifted the Ile horse standard
where the Jin mandala belonged. But she had decided to do so at
this venue, though three hundred bodies were hung up for display,
only eight weeks weathered. Ai Jaruq stood and said her dead
brother had been wrong. Every Khitan who heard her forgot to
exhale. Possibly they feared to upset the spirits of the massacred,
who hung unhappily, not laid to rest.

What she didn’t say was that Ile
Tapien, titled a prince by Jin, felt it a further shame to come as
a suitor to the Mongols, who in Khitan glory days had been
scarcely-tamed tribes with savage customs. ‘Our Mongol cousins’ was
a phrase frequently on Khitan lips these days, but in the kingdom,
writings about them weren’t flattering.

Well, the
kingdom wasn’t right in everything, thought Ixin. We with Ai Jaruq
do not want a restoration. We want a Khitan state, but not a Great
State; we are content to join our wagon to the convoy of the new
leadership. We had our turn. 

The House of Jin also, in charge
of North China and with a finger in every people’s politics
northwards of that, a century ago had been the Wild Jurchens –
forest savages who revolted against our government and overthrew
us. History goes fast.

Isn’t it a
game? Ixin asked herself. Or am I a world-weary, post-kingdom
Khitan? – at twenty-three. Been there, ruled that. Misruled, and
lost our kingdom. May the same be said of Jin, a few years
hence. 

Ai Jaruq, a
prince’s sister though untitled herself, impoverished as punishment
for insurrections of her people, scholar and revolutionary: she
still captured the imagination. She still excited
Ixin. 

#

At night there
was a banquet. 

Ai Jaruq had
reasoned that for Mongol purposes, Ile Tapien’s sacrifice was a
waste. Politeness to the dead aside, and sisterly loyalty
notwithstanding, she reasoned they would like to hear this line
from her. The two Khitans from Tchingis Khan’s in-crowd assured her
he had for years acknowledged his need of a major internal revolt
in Jin. But his policy was not rash. Mongol grievances were old. He
had let them age, while he united the steppe piece by piece with
patience. He was forty now, at the head of a coalition, the People
in Felt and Skin Tents. Tchingis Khan gathered grievances to him
like the dangerous goods they were. When he had enough of them he’d
strike. 

From the
reception of her speech, Ai Jaruq had
reasoned well. 

Ixin had
friends among the executed – not family. She had seen them drawn in
by Ile Tapien, by a tug of melancholy, in a tightening noose like a
horse lasso; like a public strangulation, until they had no air. No
sense of a future. 

As for the
reception of Ai Jaruq herself, Ixin overheard: “Perhaps she hasn’t
killed bear but you can tell her mothers did.” 

“I don’t care
if she can’t ride, she’s the legendary Khitan queens come to
life.” 

For the banquet
Yisui Queen had presented Ai Jaruq with a cartload of Mongol
high hats – as high as an arm, and top-heavy – and
Ai Jaruq had given these out to her circle. Ixin wore one, and felt
like a balancing act. Along with Ai Jaruq she was a descendant of
the Khitan royal clan (a lesser branch). Along with Ai Jaruq, she
hadn’t had to suffer much in the way of inconvenient
ornamentation. 

Mongols were
strong on animal food, almost without admixture from that other
world of farms and towns. Heaps of fatty mutton. Fizzy fermented
mare’s milk, the distinctive drink of horse peoples. Yogurts,
cheeses, and back to the fortresses of meat on the bone. To admit
you were off-put in your attempt to eat all these, was to think how
deep the robbery went. They have taken away your culture, they have
changed your physical self. 

I cannot even
eat my own people’s food. 

Are we to
learn, grown women, to ride a horse, to aim an
arrow? 

Yes. Look to Ai
Jaruq, her lesson on humiliation. It is not us who need be ashamed,
but those who did this to us. 

Listening in,
when free, to Ai Jaruq’s exchanges with the queen, Ixin heard her
talk about her research. One of her topics: chastity. Ai Jaruq’s
collection of writings had hidden under a thin layer of scriptures
and escaped as well. Khitan noblewomen’s writings over the term of
the kingdom, whether commentaries, journals or personal notes,
whatever pertained to Khitan society and its alteration, through
the eyes of women. Ai Jaruq hoped to pull her evidence together and
write an essay (but would she have time to finish, when the Khitan
cause came first?). Pre-existent ‘tribal’ Khitan values slowly lost
ground to the great edifice of civic governance and other imports
from the Chinese tradition of statecraft. Plainly, the shift from a
cooperation of tribes with consultative organs to a Great State
with Chinese offices and influence, had not been to women’s
advantage – in spite of the ‘legendary queens’. 

Ai Jaruq said,
“We Khitans are loyal spouses when we marry. However,
chastity itself was not a
concept of ours. When we had no husband or wife we had nothing to
be loyal to – not an abstract value like chastity. It was about
persons, I think.” 

If Ile Tapien
had scorned Mongols, his sister with her research did not; less
nostalgic for the kingdom, she was more likely to idealise Khitans
before they had a state. Mongols were at the start of that
process. 

How fresh the
world looks here. See who serves the banquet: a tribal nobility,
who interact freely with the queen herself and do actually ladle up
her sheep. In fifty years’ time Queen’s Cook will be a title for
stiffly decorous peers of the realm who never smell a stove in
action. 

How eager
people are to become a Great State and figure in the world. We were
eager once. 

Ai Jaruq was
still on chastity to the queen. What did this mean? A message about
political marriage? ‘I’m thirty and unchaste (as per my people’s
values), but if you can cope with that, I’m open to a marriage’? In
the Khitan cause. Or did she mean the opposite: ‘I ought to warn
you I’m not a prospect to seal our alliance by
marriage’? 

This was a
subject she had not discussed, even with her intimate
friends. 

Yisui Queen’s
voice cut through the noise. “We say it is swell-root that
guarantees a wife through a husband’s absences at war. Swell-root
is better than men. We tell our husbands so, to reassure
them.” 

The khan’s most
elegant wife, they had heard, his third, from the Tatar people,
Yisui Queen was astonishing-faced herself. It was hard not to stare
at the two of them, the queen and her guest of honour, and most of
the court didn’t try. 

They seemed in
danger of staring at each other. Research talk had taken a turn,
and Ai Jaruq said next, “Perhaps we can have a Khitan-Mongol
exchange of instruments.” 

Wait, wait. I
think that was outrageous. It’s hard to tell at
court. 

A companion of
the queen intervened. “In Jin high circles, a consort can keep a
‘fake pageboy’, a girl in boy’s attire with whom she spends her
nights.” 

Yisui Queen,
finely offhand, answered, “We are not so
institutionalised.” 

Court is where
you don’t believe your ears but hang on fascinated. And Ai Jaruq?
Is she in her element here – an element that Jin has kept her out
of, that she has just now found? By the way she laughs at the
queen’s riposte, perhaps. 

A significant
number of Ai Jaruq’s women might jump at the chance to be her ‘fake
pageboy’. I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t jump at the chance. I’d turn her
down. 

She is the most
splendid person I have known, and yet – maybe this Mongol venture
is my opportunity to leave. 

That thought
popped out of nowhere, utterly unsuspected. Ixin had followed Ai
Jaruq since she was fifteen. 

#

Outside for
air, Ixin took a walk to the ‘dirty outskirts’. Back at the wagon
ring she visited her party’s carts, whose big red wheels caught the
lantern light. Mongol guards had not known how to stack them,
unused to two-wheeled carts that unbalance when unhitched; they had
invented a way, neat but odd to Ixin’s eyes, the six-foot-wide red
wheels in a staggered row. 

Another figure
wandered from the outskirts, seemingly also on a detour to have a
look at the Khitan carts. Alone, which was unusual and made Ixin
aware of how unsocial she had been to do the same. A guest not a
guard, by the lick of light on silk at trouser knee and coat
skirts. Ixin accosted the other solitary, who was inspecting a cart
hands-on and hadn’t seen her. “Do you go to piss alone, too? Don’t
you have friends?” 

An abrupt turn.
“Friends? I’m in the ordo on an errand from Ulun Queen’s ordo. I
know few here.” The person considered a moment. “Then again, I’m
never fond of group trips to the piss station. I guess that was a
lesson instilled in me young.” 

“I only meant a
conversation starter, not a deep and heavy reminder of your
past.” 

“That’s
fine.” 

The stranger
was above forty. What else? Hard to tell. Figure, voice – neither
gave Ixin a clue as to the person’s sex. 

I don’t want to
be like townspeople with their bad jokes about tribals, how they
can’t tell the women from the men. Women who wrestled sheep were
too burly, and tribals wore trousers, whatever. More than burly,
this individual stood low and wide, with the strength to push a
horse over with one hand. 

Like nobility,
sex was indicated at the head: hats, hair. To be fair, if you
weren’t initiated in the local headwear, the feather hats in
fashion for men at the court, dainty objects, weren’t much of an
aid. This person had a tribal shave Ixin didn’t recognise, knotted
locks on the right, shaven the left, and neither the women’s high
hat nor the feathers but a close round hat with embroidery of
birds. 

From Ai Jaruq
she had learned to ‘observe behind the words’. Townspeople say it’s
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