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BOOK I — THE CALL

 


CH.1 — The Junk and the Arrows

The river was black and it was raining blades.

Li Wen had the tiller clamped in both fists, shoulders hunched, the rain pouring down inside his collar as if into a bottomless well. Ahead of him, the fog was swallowing everything that wasn't the bow lantern — and the bow lantern itself was flickering in the wind like a living thing looking for somewhere to die. The deck pitched under his feet. The salt sacks groaned in the hold with every roll, ten thousand pounds of contraband stacked to the beams, ten thousand pounds that would piss off every taxman in the province if he made Hangzhou alive. Which, at that moment, was not a sure bet.

Three yellow lights were moving behind him. He couldn't see them — the fog ate them — but he knew they were there. Since Zhenjiang. Since sundown. Three imperial patrols someone had put on his trail with enough gold to talk three captains into running the Yangtze at night through a spring squall. Three yellow lights, and him: one junk, one old bearded bastard down in the hold, one kid up in the rigging, and the silence he was paying that old bastard to keep.

"West wind, boss."

The voice came from the bow. Old Ma, slumped against the mast, wasn't even looking at him. He was holding an oiled rag, dragging it slow and sparing over the iron of his boarding axe.

"I know," Li Wen said.

"They'll cut the south bend."

"I know."

The old man didn't answer. He never answered twice.

Li Wen tipped the tiller a hair to port. The junk whined — a long groan out of the rudder, the water sliding down the hull with that flat, matte voice he could have recognized blindfolded in any port in Zhejiang. He'd spent more nights on the Yangtze than in a bed. He knew the river better than he'd known his wife. That was about the only thing left he could still brag about, at forty-two, once everything else had gone under: he knew the Yangtze. That river, he had it by the guts.

A white flash cut the fog to starboard. For a second he saw all of it. The river spread flat, the slanted rain, the short crests rising and falling, and, less than three bowshots behind him, the first imperial junk — square sail, two masts, five torches on the deck, a lookout pointing straight at him. Then the black came back and there was nothing but the lantern and the low grumble of thunder dragging off into the eastern hills.

Old Ma spat over the side.

"Three bowshots," he said.

"Two," Li Wen said. "The second one's caught up."

"Two, then."

"Go wake the kid."

The old man stood up without a word and vanished into the hold. The kid — a thirteen-year-old Li Wen had picked up in Yangzhou because his mother had starved to death and Li Wen had eaten hot that night. His name wasn't the kid. His name was Deng. But Li Wen never called him anything else, and Deng didn't take offense. On a smuggling junk, you got called by what you knew how to do, and Deng knew how to climb a mast faster than an alley cat.

Li Wen ran his free hand under his robe and touched the small jade tiger he wore at his throat on a black leather thong. The stone was warm against his sternum. It was always warm, even on nights like this. He'd stopped trying to work out why. He'd worn it for nine years. Maybe skin learned to warm stone, in the end. Maybe the stone didn't give a damn.

A second flame appeared behind the first. Closer.

"Boss."

Deng, at the hatch, hair plastered to his forehead, eyes round.

"Take the tiller."

The kid came up, hooked his hands on the grips. His hands were shaking. It wasn't fear — it was fatigue and cold. He'd passed the fear three hours back, when they'd heard the first horn-call of the imperials. Fear was something you got past. What was left was a second state where you did what you were told.

"You hold south-southwest," Li Wen said. "You don't drift. Even if you see something ahead. You hear me?"

"Yes, boss."

"Even if you see the Queen Mother of the West herself sitting on a rock."

Deng gave a half-smile. He had to still be scared, deep down. A real smile would have hurt.

Li Wen went forward.

Old Ma had already unfolded the spare sail — a piece of misery of gray canvas he kept sealed in a waterproof chest for these occasions. He hoisted it in one clean pull. The junk picked up half a knot. It wasn't enough. The imperials had long fast barges with double banks of rowers, built for this kind of chase. A twenty-pace smuggling junk wasn't going to outrun them in a straight line. He needed something else.

Li Wen closed his eyes a second. He pictured the map of the river. Where they were now — somewhere between the old Guazhou post and the mouth of the Xin'an — there were two sandbars. The first mid-channel, half-eaten by winter floods. The second right up against the north bank, with a lining of stakes driven in by the fishermen to hold back the silt. You had to slide between them. The gap was three fathoms wide. Maybe four. For a junk his size, with a good hand on the tiller, it was doable. For a long imperial barge, wider at the oars, it was a coffin.

He opened his eyes.

"Ma. Kill the lantern."

The old man looked at him for one second. Just one. Then he went to the bow lantern, cupped his hand, blew. The dark went total.

Deng let out a strangled cry.

"Quiet," Li Wen said. "Hold your line."

He dropped through the aft hatch, felt his way in the black to the arms chest. He drew out his bow — a short composite of horn and wood, oiled, strung since dusk under an oilcloth. He drew out his quiver. Twenty-eight arrows. He counted them by touch without looking. It was a habit he'd picked up in the military corps back when he was commanding his first war junk, in 1340, and never lost. Count them by touch before every engagement. As if death might have the courtesy to wait until you were done.

He came back up.

A firearrow passed over his head and hissed into the fog to starboard. A moment later another one drove into the mizzen rigging, stuck, burned a second, went out in the rain. Old Ma was already on it, an axe in one hand, a water bucket in the other. He didn't speak. He handled it.

A third arrow came straight at the bow. Li Wen saw it coming, threw himself sideways; it cracked off the gunwale and skipped into the river. Three more men, somewhere behind him in the fog, were drawing their bows. He heard them — he thought he heard them — in the gaps between thunderclaps.

He took up a position at the foot of the mast, crouched in the dead angle of the hull, nocked an arrow. He waited. His salt-and-pepper hair ran into his eyes. He didn't wipe it. He breathed through his nose, long, the way they'd taught him forty years ago, in a drill yard where the arms-master used to crack the kids who exhaled too quick.

A second flash.

He loosed.

The lookout on the first imperial junk pitched backward with the arrow driven under his left collarbone. Li Wen knew he'd hit him without needing to watch him fall: he'd felt the string leave clean. That was the hand before the thought. That was what was left of his old life.

"Sandbar in five knots, boss!" Deng shouted.

"Hold your line."

"It's dark, boss!"

"That's why we killed the lantern. Hold your line."

He felt the hull shudder underneath — the junk had just bitten into the countercurrent off the first bar. He closed his eyes. He counted three seconds. He counted them slowly, with the same patience a man uses counting grains of rice into a bowl he'll never fill.

At three, he opened his eyes and saw exactly what he was looking for: the darker line of water to port — the channel — and the lighter line to starboard — the sunken bar. The difference came down to a breath of wind ruffling the surface differently. You had to have spent twenty years on that river to read it.

"Hard to port," he said, calmly. "Now."

Deng pushed the tiller. The junk creaked, heeled, and slid into the gap. To port, the water hissed on the mud of the bar. To starboard, the fishermen's stakes broke through the foam like the teeth of an old black jaw. It was three fathoms wide. Maybe four. They went through. A plank of the starboard gunwale scraped a stake, a dry scrape that went up through Li Wen's bones to his jawbone, and was gone in the thunder.

Behind them, in the dark, an enormous mass drove into the middle bar at full speed. The crash was dull, flat, final — green wood hitting hard sand, a long groan of stays, the howl of a sail ripping off the yard, and then the cries of men. Not fear cries. A cry of command — a lieutenant barking in the dark. Then the fear cries, right after, when the first deck torch fell into the rigging.

Li Wen looked back. A long orange run was already climbing the mast of the beached imperial. A second torch fell. The fire settled onto the deck like a dog coming home. There was a splash, then two, then six — men jumping in the river. The river was cold in April. Mainly, it was treacherous. The current at that spot ran hard south, and men who went in were carried off before they knew what had happened to them.

He saw one who managed to hook a floating spar, thirty paces off Li Wen's hull. A boy. Maybe twenty. He'd lost his helmet, his hair stuck to his face. He was shouting something. Maybe for help. Maybe mama. You couldn't hear.

Li Wen nocked an arrow.

He had, at that second, an image he hadn't invited. A sandbar, another night, ten years back. A man standing waist-deep in the water, no weapon, no helmet, calling him by his given name in a voice that rose into the high notes as the tide came up his hips. A junk pulling away. His junk. His own junk, pulling away. The tiller he would only have had to turn and hadn't turned. The voice calling Li Wen. The voice he hadn't let into his skull for ten years. It came in for a quarter-second, like a warm needle, and went out again.

He loosed.

The boy slumped over the spar, the arrow driven through the back of his neck. The river carried him off.

He killed two more before the shouting stopped. He didn't think about anything. He'd have been unable to say what he was thinking. What he was doing, he was doing because three men who make it back to shore are three men who talk, and a smuggler who lets three men talk is a smuggler dead by the next moon.

Old Ma came and squatted next to him. He was watching the imperial junk finish burning three hundred paces off in their wake, reduced to an orange carcass on black water. He didn't say anything. The old man didn't say anything half the time. That was why Li Wen had taken him on.

The second and third imperial junks hadn't shown. They must have seen the fire. They must have picked wisdom. They must have turned back for orders, or reinforcements, or a tavern where they could dry their boots and tell the boys that Old Blade had slipped them again. Old Blade — that was the name they'd hung on him from Jiangyin down to Hangzhou. He didn't like the name. But he'd learned that a name you don't like is sometimes a name that saves your life, because it points to somebody else.

Dawn started to come up behind the eastern hills. A gray dawn, no sun, that made no difference to the rain. Li Wen left the tiller to Deng and went and sat on the upper hold's salt sacks, under a flap of tarp. He set the bow beside him. His hands were shaking now, now that he could afford it. He clenched them on his knees and let them shake. He didn't look at them.

At that hour, the river gave off a smell he knew by heart: churned mud, wet bark, dead smoke. It was the smell of spring on the lower Yangtze. It was the smell he could have picked out of a dream. He drew it in slowly, several times, until the nausea rising out of his gut went back down a little. Then he pulled his hat over his eyes and waited.

They made land two hours later, in a muddy inlet west of Hangzhou, between two fishing villages that had no name on the official maps. Old Ma jumped ashore first, tied the junk to a shell-eaten stake, and went off to the nearest village to pick up the news, the way he did every time they came in to a new bank. Li Wen stayed on board another hour, eyes closed. He didn't sleep. Across the inlet, a child was shouting that he'd caught a fish. A woman was answering that she didn't give a damn. Ordinary voices. The voices of the world going on without knowing what had happened on the river the night before. Li Wen listened to them. He had the strange feeling, the way you get sometimes waking out of a bad sleep, of being a ghost listening through a half-open door to the living in the next room.

When the old man came back, he had that particular look in his eye he had when he was carrying news he didn't like. He set his straw hat down on a bitt and planted himself in front of Li Wen.

"There's a man looking for you," he said.

Li Wen looked up.

"Three days he's been working the river taverns. He doesn't take anything. He doesn't eat. He pays for what he orders and he leaves. He gives your name. Not Old Blade. Your real name."

Li Wen didn't answer.

"He's old," the old man said. "He's very sick. He's coughing black."

There was a long silence. The rain fell on the tarp.

Old Ma took his hat back, set it on his head, and spat over the gunwale.

"He's out of Wudang," he said.

Li Wen stood up.

 


CH.2 — The Messenger from Wudang

Hangzhou stank of fish and fear.

Li Wen went in around midday, hat low, sword rolled in gray cloth so as not to raise questions, a discreet salt satchel over his shoulder — half the price of a piece of information in that town. Old Ma walked two paces behind him, hunched more than usual, two paces — that was the distance between men you don't want people connecting to each other. Old Ma knew how to do that. He'd been a soldier forty years back, on one side of a war he didn't remember which. He'd kept that knack of disappearing into his own back.

The town was soaked. The rain had stopped as they came up the canals, but the water was still everywhere — on the flagstones of the quay, on the thatch roofs, on the awnings of stalls where dried carp hung, on the faces of the porters trotting in file between the merchants' palanquins. The air smelled of salted fish, mud from the banks, brazier charcoal, and that particular incense they burn in the street shrines for the travelers' Guanyin. You could hear, in gusts, the clacking of hammers in a calligrapher's stall and the song of a blind boy begging for a tael on the corner of a bridge. Li Wen didn't love that town. That town, he crossed. Every time he set foot in it he got the impression of being a fish swimming against a current not his own.

The junk quarter started behind the grain hall. Three alleys, a short canal, a hump-backed bridge. The taverns there were low, nameless, or with names painted in characters so small on the doors you'd miss them if you didn't already know where you were going. Old Ma had five he worked. He ruled out three with a jerk of the chin before they even reached them: too many ears, too many guards, too many gambling debts he didn't feel like paying today. He pointed to the fourth.

"The Three Coppers," he said. "If your man came through, Old Song will know it."

Li Wen didn't answer. He opened the door.

The tavern was low-ceilinged, warm, thick with smoke. Rough plank tables laid out in three rows, bowls of rice cooling, a stove where something dark and heavy was simmering that smelled of pork and black vinegar. The men drinking in there didn't look up when he came in. That was the first good sign. In a junk-quarter tavern, if the drinkers watch you, you're already a dead man. If nobody looks at you, nobody's going to know a thing about you when the guard shows up.

Old Song was behind her counter, hair in a tight bun, fifty maybe, maybe more, hands covered in oil burns. She was wiping a pitcher with a rag she must have taken off a dead customer. She looked at Old Ma. She looked at Li Wen. She looked at Ma again. Then, without a word, she jerked her chin toward a nook at the back of the room.

Li Wen went.

The nook was cut off from the rest by a hanging of faded blue cloth. Behind the cloth, a low table, a stool, and on the stool, a shape.

The man was very old, very thin, shriveled up in a soaked gray monk's robe. The skin of his shaved skull glistened with a waxy sweat. He was barely trembling, but he was trembling — a steady low tremor, like a man held on the lip of a cliff and kept there just above indefinitely. In front of him, a bowl of tea he hadn't touched. Beside the bowl, his two hands, fingers laced. The skin on the backs of his hands was covered in small black spots, like drops of ink.

Li Wen sat down without asking.

The old monk raised his eyes.

They were yellow.

"You are Li Wen," he said, in a voice that seemed to come up from a well. "Former commander of the 4th Yangtze Fleet, broken in 1345, discharged in 1346."

Li Wen didn't move.

"I only held it a year," he said. "No one remembers."

"Someone remembers," the monk said.

He coughed. The fit doubled him over. When he lifted his head again, his left sleeve was fouled. The blood was black. Not dark red. Black. A black that wasn't human, that seemed to drink the stove's light. Li Wen looked at that sleeve a long moment. He had never seen black blood. He knew blood that ran on the decks of warships, on the flagstones of alleys, on rigging; he knew its color at night, at dawn, in torchlight. He'd never seen that one. The smell rising off it wasn't a blood smell either. It was flat, vegetal, almost sweet, like rotten tree bark you'd stir with a stick.

"You're sick," he said finally, because something had to be said.

"I'm dead," the monk said. "The difference is small."

He drew from a sleeve of his robe a roll of thin paper tied with a hemp cord and sealed with a lump of red wax. He laid it on the table, pushed the roll toward Li Wen in a slow motion, his blackened fingers cramped around the wax. The wax bore a seal — a dragon coiled on itself inside a circle. The seal of Wudang.

"Read it alone," the monk said. "Not here."

He had another spasm, shorter. He stayed a long moment breathing with his eyes shut. Then he opened his eyes.

"Li Feng," he said.

The given name of his son, out of that unknown mouth, in this tavern. Li Wen felt something open under his ribs, a hatch he'd thought nailed shut a long time ago.

"Say it again," he said.

"Li Feng," the monk said. "Your son. Fourteen. Novice at the monastery."

"Where is he?"

The monk tried to speak. His throat produced a sound that wasn't a word. His yellow eyes clung to Li Wen's with an intensity that no longer belonged to the body he was in. He tried again. This time one word came out:

"Three—"

He slipped sideways off his stool. Li Wen caught him before he hit the floor, held him against his chest. The old monk's body weighed almost nothing. It was like holding a plucked bird. The monk's mouth opened and closed on one last breath. A drop of that black blood fell on the gray robe and traced a thick trail across it that refused to dry.

The monk was dead.

Li Wen didn't move a second. The stove's heat buzzed in his ears. He slid the roll into his tunic, against his skin. The paper was cold.

Then Old Ma, whom he hadn't seen come into the nook, leaned in at his shoulder.

"Three men just came in," he said very low. "They're asking for Old Song. She isn't talking. She's afraid."

"Describe."

"Black robes. Faces painted white. They walk without making a sound."

Li Wen laid the old monk down carefully on the floor, against the wall, hands folded on his chest. He wished briefly, without knowing to whom, a safe journey to this stranger who had just died carrying his given name. Then he drew the sword out of its gray cloth.

"Go out through the yard," he said to Ma. "You take the roll. If I'm not at the bridge in a quarter-stick of incense, you leave without me. You go to Deng. You don't leave the junk."

Old Ma stared at him for half a second. He didn't like what he heard. But he didn't argue. He took the roll Li Wen slid into his sleeve, slid it into his own, and vanished through the small service door at the back.

Li Wen pulled the blue hanging aside.

There were three, as Ma had said. They were standing in the middle of the room. The drinkers, on their benches, had drawn back against the walls, as if pushed by a smell the three men gave off, and no one dared come near it. Under the white paint, the faces expressed nothing. Not hunger, not anger, not curiosity. The eyes had a fixity that didn't belong to an awake man. The hands, coming out of the sleeves, showed fingers too long, with black nails, curved like hooks.

The first one turned his head toward Li Wen.

Then the three of them, at the same time.

They advanced.

Li Wen kicked the nearest table aside, sent the bowls and rice flying on the floor, and drew the fight out of the tavern by falling back toward the door. He didn't want to fight in a closed room where drinkers might catch a blade he hadn't meant for them. He made the alley. The three followed. Old Song, behind her counter, didn't move an inch; she went on wiping her pitcher, eyes down, as if none of this were happening in her tavern.

The alley opened onto the covered market.

Li Wen fell back among the stalls. Dried fish hung in bunches, silks strung on poles, red lacquers, calligraphies still hanging in wet ink. An old incense-seller shrieked seeing him back into her and bolted between two stalls. The three painted men came on in horseshoe formation. They weren't running. They weren't hurrying. They didn't seem to have a human rhythm.

The first one closed on Li Wen with a speed you didn't guess from his walk. His black-nailed hand hissed three inches from Li Wen's throat. Li Wen ducked on the roll of his shoulders, cut low at the belly — the sword went in, cleared the black robe, came out. The man didn't cry out. He barely bled. He kept coming, without appearing troubled by the sword cut, until Li Wen, on his second beat, pinned him against a stall of lacquer jars and drove the blade straight into the sternum up to the guard. The lacquer jars fell, shattered, a red puddle started to flow across the paving — not blood, paint. The painted man collapsed on the debris. That time, he didn't get up.

Li Wen didn't have time to free his blade. The second one was already on him from behind.

He spun. A hooked hand came down on his left forearm and traced four long gashes. Li Wen felt a burn, the nails seeming white-hot — then, right after, a cold heaviness climbing up along the bone, something that wasn't ordinary pain, something he had no word for. He roared in spite of himself, ripped the sword out of the first body with a twist of the hips, turned, and struck a rising backhand. The blade went in under the second attacker's jaw and came out through the top of the skull. The white paint on the face split in a long vertical cut. Again there was almost no blood. A clear liquid, almost water, ran from the dead lips. The man fell backward without a sound, his empty eyes still wide open.

Two.

The third had stopped at five paces.

The rain came back. A fine, spring rain, beading on the tile roofs of the market and falling in heavy drops through the breaks in the thatch. One drop cracked against the third man's painted cheek and let the white paint run in a thin streamlet. Beneath it, you could see gray skin, almost purplish.

The man didn't speak. He brought a slow hand inside his robe and drew out a small square of yellow paper covered in characters drawn in red ink. He looked at it a moment. Then he brought it to his mouth, and chewed it.

Li Wen took a step.

He could have been faster. He should have been. But he was watching, watching this man chewing a piece of paper with the slowness of a rite, and something in him refused to believe what he was seeing.

A very fine gray smoke rose out of the third adept's eyes. Then out of his mouth. Then out of his skin. The body folded in on itself in one motion, collapsed, and turned to ash on the ground in the span of two breaths. Nothing was left but the empty black robe, crumpled on the wet paving of the market, and a small damp gray stain in the hollow of the cloth. The rain started right away to wash it away.

Li Wen stayed standing.

The market around him started breathing again. Somebody shouted for someone to fetch the guard. A child was screaming. A cloth-seller went back to stacking her silks, crying. Li Wen wiped his sword on the hem of one of the two dead men's black robes, put it back in its cloth, and left the market on the far side from where he'd come in.

He found Ma on the humpbacked bridge, off to the side, leaning against the parapet. The old man watched him come. He didn't ask a thing. He saw the gashes on Li Wen's left forearm, saw the blood already running with the rain, and gave a small unnoticeable jerk of the chin — a thing that, in him, might have passed for a prayer.

"The roll," Li Wen said.

Ma took it out of his sleeve. They walked together up to a small votive pagoda abandoned halfway to the quay, a round room of blackened brick where people hadn't come in a long time. Li Wen crouched against the wall. Light came through a crack. He broke the wax on the dragon seal. He unrolled the paper.

The writing was fine, precise, shaky toward the end, as if the hand that had drawn it knew it might not finish.

You do not know me. My name is Cheng, humble professed monk of the monastery of Wudang. The monastery was destroyed on the night of the twelfth day of the third month. We were slaughtered by adepts in black robes we did not see coming. They have taken your son Li Feng, fourteen years old. He will live until the total eclipse of the fifth lunar month. Seventy-five days from the massacre. After that, he will no longer be your son. What I have to tell you I cannot write here — I would be tracked to you. Follow the river northwest, take the road to Wudang. Another of our brothers will wait for you at the halfway point. Hear him as you would hear me. If I die before you, know that I will have died carrying your name.

Li Wen read it twice. He folded the roll very slowly, very carefully, with the caution you use for a thing capable of suffering from a wrong move. He slid the roll against his skin, under his tunic, in the place where the dead old monk had had it. The heat of his own body couldn't warm it. He stayed that way, one knee down, cheek against the cool brick, breathing through his mouth.

Then he stayed a long moment with his forehead against the cold wall of the pagoda.

Old Ma, three paces off, was waiting. He asked nothing. He was looking at the strip of shadow at his feet.

"Ma," Li Wen said finally, in a voice he didn't recognize.

"Boss."

"How many days to get back up to Wudang?"

The old man thought. He counted on his fingers with the same slowness he used counting salt grains at a weighing.

"By the river, twenty-five. By the road, thirty."

"We've got sixty-eight left."

"Then the river."

Li Wen stood up.


CH.3 — The Massacre Told

They had left Hangzhou at the first gray of dawn.

Li Wen had the tiller. He hadn't slept. He hadn't wanted to. His left forearm, under the bandages Ma had tightened at the tavern in the inlet, was still bleeding — not much, but with a slowness that wasn't right. Ma had cleaned the cuts with strong wine, put in a pinch of bramble-bark powder and a pinch of a black root he'd carried in a small leather pouch for twenty years. Ordinarily, those things closed a wound in a few hours. Not this time. The flesh stayed open, damp, shining with a fluid clearer than blood. Around the cuts, the skin was going, very slowly, gray.

Ma had looked, and grunted, and said nothing else.

Deng, at the bow, was sleeping standing up against the mast. It had stopped raining. The southern sky was opening on a low cold light that cut the tile roofs of the villages one after another along the canal. They'd taken the imperial canal north — the only fast way to reach the Yangtze and head west up it — and they were making progress through a thin traffic of fishing boats, bamboo rafts, small merchant junks.

Li Wen was watching every bank. He was watching every quay. He was watching every man in a robe, every woman carrying a basket, every child playing at throwing pebbles in the water. He didn't know anymore what he was looking for — a face painted white, a dying monk, someone who would say his son's name a second time. Maybe all three. The thought that he could be followed and awaited at the same time, at two points on the same road, had settled behind his ribs like a second breath.

At the third hour of the day, they reached a landing that had no name on the official maps: three houses, a stone jetty, three old willows leaning over the water. A hamlet the locals called Three Willows Landing. They usually stopped there to take on water. There was almost never anyone. The air always smelled of smoke from a small forge a smith worked in a shed a hundred paces from the bank, and of the wet musk of the willows at that time of year.

That morning, there was someone.

A man stood at the end of the jetty, motionless. He wore the gray robe of a Wudang monk. His right sleeve hung empty at the elbow, burned. His left hand held a staff. He watched the junk approach with the calm intensity of a man who has been waiting for an appointment a long time.

"Boss," Ma said low.

"I see him."

Li Wen tied off fifty paces from the jetty, in a shallow of mud. He went ashore alone. Deng, awake now, followed him three paces back, bow across his back. Ma stayed with the junk, axe across his knees.

The monk waited for Li Wen to be on the jetty before he spoke.

"You are the son of the sea," he said in a cracked voice. "You wear at your neck a jade tiger. You have a scar that runs from your right temple down to the jawline. Brother Cheng described you well."

"Brother Cheng died yesterday."

"I know."

"How?"

"The bird we had entrusted to the monks of Songjiang came through last night. He carried a note of three characters. I read them an hour ago."

Li Wen looked at him. The man was tall, dry, fifty maybe. He had a long dark scar running from the collarbone up to the jaw. His shaved skull carried two recent wounds, badly closed. His right arm — Li Wen could see it now — ended cleanly above the elbow, the skin puffed up from a burn not yet scarred over. The smell coming off it was sweet, unpleasant, the same flat vegetal smell Li Wen had smelled on the sleeves of the dying monk in Hangzhou.

"My name is Wu," the monk said. "Brother Wu. Professed of the infirmary at Wudang, until five days ago."

He didn't put out his hand. He didn't bow. He was a man without manners, or one who had burned them all.

"Brother Cheng left a roll," Li Wen said.

"He'll have told you another would come at the halfway point, at a spot he won't have named. I came further south than we'd agreed. I wasn't sure you were still alive."

Li Wen didn't answer.

The monk sat down on the jetty, back against a stone bollard, legs hanging over the water. He grimaced. He set his staff across his knees.

"You need to know what happened on the night of the twelfth day," he said. "You can't leave without knowing. I'll try to go fast. I may not have much time."

He pulled up his left sleeve — the one he still had — and Li Wen saw, at the height of the arm, a small black spot the size of a fingernail, exactly like the ones that had marked the hands of the dead monk in Hangzhou. Brother Wu looked at it without expression, put the sleeve back in place.

Then he began to speak.

That evening, Wu was going down to the spring. It was his turn. He liked that office. Three hundred paces from the monastery gate, a small path along the mountainside, a black stone basin where a very cold water came out of the rock. He liked the sound it made falling into the buckets — a patient sound that hadn't changed in a thousand years.

He carried two empty buckets on a bamboo yoke. He passed through the west gate, saluted the old brother who kept the porch, walked along the outer wall, took the path. The light was falling. He could smell, coming up in gusts behind him, the evening incense in the main hall. He could hear, through the breeze, the muffled percussion of the wooden fish the novice-master was striking to the rhythm of prayer. Nothing was uneasy that evening. It was an ordinary April evening on the mountain.

He filled the first bucket. He set the full bucket on the rock. He started to fill the second.

Then, in one second, the birds went silent.

Not one after the other. All of them together. The thrush singing in the pine above him — silent. The owl you heard in the distance — silent. The crows in the valley below — silent. A total silence, immediate, as though someone had set a hand on the forest.

Brother Wu looked up.

He didn't see anyone. But something was moving in the pines. He couldn't say what. They weren't shadows — shadows fall in one direction. They were folds of shadow, more like, as if the air itself were creasing here and there.

He set the bucket down. He went back up the path half its length, without a sound. He crouched between two rocks. He looked toward the monastery wall.

Silhouettes were advancing toward the west gate out of the pines. Ten. Maybe more. They wore black robes. They made no sound. They were already a hundred paces from the wall.

Wu held his breath.

The first cry he heard was not a cry of pain. It was a cry of surprise — the voice of the old porch brother, torn all at once out of a serene throat. Then a silence. Then another cry, shorter. Then a silence longer still.

He should have run. He didn't run.

He crawled between the rocks higher up on the ridge, to a point from which he could see into the outer courtyard.

There, what he saw, he didn't know how to say it.

The adepts were already in the courtyard. He hadn't seen them come through the gate; he hadn't seen them climb the wall; they were inside, as if the wall hadn't stopped them. They were carrying small yellow squares of paper covered in characters drawn in red ink, held between forefinger and middle finger, at chest height. They were advancing without haste toward the monks who were coming out of the buildings one by one — the monks who, hearing the shouts, had broken off their office and were coming to see.

One of the adepts came up to the master of Discipline, old brother Yao, seventy years old, who came forward with his staff. Wu clearly saw the adept lay his small yellow paper on Yao's forehead. Yao tried to speak. He didn't have time. In three heartbeats — Wu counted later, without knowing why — Yao collapsed. The old monk's gray robe fell in a small heap on the ground. There was only a little gray ash left under the cloth.

The wooden fish went on being struck in the main hall. Someone kept beating it, mechanically, until an adept walked into the hall and the percussion stopped in one clean cut.

Wu counted twelve emptied robes before he looked away.

Then he heard the voice.

It came from none of the adepts present. It didn't come from any set place. It resonated in the courtyard, as if it were springing from the stones of the wall themselves. A soft voice. A voice that wasn't shouting. A voice giving an order in the tone of a man ordering tea.

Bring me the child with the mark of the dragon.

It repeated the sentence twice, with exactly the same patience. Then it went silent.

Two adepts went into the novices' dorm. Wu heard the door open, then close. Inside, there was a small cry — a young voice, cut short by a hand clapped over a mouth. Then nothing more. The two adepts came out. Between them, they were carrying an unconscious boy, head lolling, held like a grain sack. The head fell back. Wu saw the face.

It was the youngest novice. Wu knew him — every morning he taught him the characters. A boy with clear soft eyes, who learned well.

That was your son, Wu said to Li Wen.

On the jetty, Wu's voice had cracked. He was staring at a fixed point beyond Li Wen's shoulder, somewhere on the other bank of the canal, where a child was pasturing two goats in the tall grass.

Li Wen hadn't moved through the whole telling. He stayed still a moment longer. The lapping of the water under the jetty went on, even, indifferent to what had just been said.

"The voice," he said at last. "You're sure of what it said?"

"Every word."

"The child with the mark of the dragon."

"Yes."

Li Wen felt something shift inside him. Not fear. A kind of adjustment, the way an old sailor feels the swell change under the hull.

"My son has no mark," he said.

Wu looked at him a long time. Then he said:

"You haven't held him for a long time, have you?"

Li Wen didn't answer.

"At birth, did his mother swaddle him?"

"Yes."

"On the nape, at the base of the hairline, there's a small brown mark. About the size of a large coin. It's shaped like a dragon coiled on itself. It's very pale. You mostly see it when the skin is warm and you look close."

Li Wen shut his eyes.

He saw, very clearly, his wife in her last hour. She was holding the baby wrapped in a raw cotton blanket. She had said — he had almost forgotten — she had said: look. He's got a little coin on his neck. Maybe he'll be lucky. She had smiled. It was the last time he had seen her smile.

He opened his eyes.

"That was a mother's joke," he said.

"That was a mother's joke," Wu answered gently. "You're right. She couldn't have known."

"Known what?"

"That this mark comes back once a century, or twice, on certain children. Our old ones called it the Seal of the Vessel. A body carrying that mark can, under certain conditions, host a soul that is not its own. They are going to empty your son, Master Wen. They are going to put someone else into his body. It will be done during the total eclipse of the fifth lunar month."

Li Wen didn't answer.

He was thinking — he was hearing himself think, he was trying to hold onto that thought — he was thinking: poison. A slow drug that would drive the boy mad, make his kidnappers believe another spirit had come into him. Or a political sect that used these stories to scare peasants and raise an army. Those explanations, he could hold in his hands. The rest — a square of paper that reduces an old man to ash, a voice coming from the walls, a birthmark worth a kidnapping — the rest, he still refused.

"How do you stop it?" he asked.

Wu breathed a long time. His empty sleeve moved in the breeze.

"There are three keys," he said. "Three objects. Used together under the eclipse, they can undo what is going to be done. There is no other way."

"Name them."

"The first is the Bronze Mirror of Queen Xi Wangmu. It is still in the sunken city of Longcheng, at the bottom of Lake Dongting. The second is the Jade Sword of the Ghost General. It is sealed in a tomb in the Kunlun Mountains, to the west. The third is the Breath of the Last True Dragon — a phial taken from the only creature of its kind still alive, in the marshes of southern Guangdong."

He stopped. He closed his eyes. He opened them again.

"You have seventy-two days," he said. "Don't lose an hour."

He tilted his head to the side. His breathing turned loud. He didn't try to say anything else. His left hand, on the staff, went slack. The staff slid off the jetty.

Brother Wu died leaning against the stone bollard, the back of his neck against the stone, the water lapping at his feet. He had neither a cry nor a convulsion. He went like a man setting down a load carried too long.

Li Wen knelt beside him. He stayed that way for a long time.

Deng, behind him, was no longer moving. Old Ma came onto the jetty. He looked at the monk's body, he looked at Li Wen, he laid his hand a moment on his boss's shoulder — the one time in nine years he made that gesture — then he went for a tarp in the junk.

They wrapped the monk. They hoisted him aboard. They would burn him at sundown, by the rules, on a fire of willow wood, with the characters of his name traced in ink on three sheets of rice paper. Ma knew how to do that. He'd had to do it too often.

When the junk left the landing, the three old willows were rocking their yellow leaves gently in the water.

Li Wen held the tiller.

He was thinking about the three objects — one in a lake, one in a mountain, one in a marsh. He was thinking it was a story for children. He was thinking about poison, about a sect, about faces painted white, about a small yellow square of paper. He was thinking about his dead wife smiling as she showed him a small brown mark on the nape of a baby.

His left hand went on bleeding, slowly, into the bandages.

He brought his other hand under his tunic and touched the jade tiger at the end of the black leather thong. The stone was warmer than usual.

He said nothing to anyone.

 


CH.4 — The Temple of the Straw Men

They had burned the monk's body at nightfall, on a small pebble beach, by the rules.

Ma had gathered the willow wood; Deng had drawn the characters of Wu's name in ink on three sheets of rice paper — one badly done stroke, one botched character he'd had to redo — and Li Wen, sword at his belt, had waited for the pyre to catch. He had not spoken a prayer. He didn't know what prayer you spoke for a monk whose order and mother you had never known. He had watched the flames climb, dig at the wet wood, take at last, and he had thought that a man who dies on a jetty to hand three words to a stranger deserved at least a fire that held till morning.

The fire was still holding when night was full.

They had drawn off a pace or two. Ma had squatted near the coals. Deng, who hadn't eaten since Hangzhou, had ended up asleep against a coil of rope. Li Wen had stayed standing, his back to the river.

He couldn't go on board. Not yet. The deck of the junk, that night, seemed too full to him — too full of the things he hadn't said to his dead wife, too full of the hand of an old monk he hadn't held onto, too full of a small brown coin on the neck of a baby he didn't remember holding enough.

He turned his back on the pyre. He went up.
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