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Chapter One — The Hand Warmer
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The thing I regret most in this life is that, on that snowy day, I did not take her home with me.

It wasn’t for lack of chance. By the time the Jiang family came to fetch her, the sky had gone fully dark and the snow was falling harder and harder. She stood at my side, her small hand gripping my sleeve, looking up at me. Her eyes were red, but she did not cry.

How old was she then? Seven, eight? I can’t remember. I only remember that her hand was cold—cold as if it had just been fished out of the snow. When I pressed the hand warmer into her palm, she wouldn’t take it, and said I should keep it for myself.

“You need it more than I do.” Such a tiny thing, and yet she spoke like a grown woman.

I said nothing, only tucked the warmer into her arms. Then I took off my outer robe and wrapped it around her. My robe was far too big; it dragged on the ground, and bundled inside it she looked like a little sparrow.

“Will you leave me behind?” She tipped her head back and asked me, her gaze clear.

Snow settled on her lashes; she blinked, and the flakes fell away. I was eight then, and I knew nothing of what it meant for the heart to stir, nothing of fate. I only felt that this girl should not be standing here, shivering in the snow.

“I won’t,” I said.

It was the only promise I ever made in my life.

And the only promise I ever failed to keep.

❄

The year of that Lantern Festival, the capital saw the heaviest snow in a decade.

I remember it clearly, because Father had forbidden me to go out. The roads were slick with snow, he said; he was afraid I’d slip and hurt myself. But I had no wish to fall in with his arrangements.

After all, the Lantern Festival came but once a year—a whole city of dazzling lanterns, fireworks blooming in every color, candied hawthorns sweet enough to make your mouth water. For a boy of only eight, how could such temptations be resisted?

As I slipped out of the residence, I was caught red-handed by Uncle Li, the gatekeeper.

So I threw a tantrum, wheedling and carrying on for a good long while, until Uncle Li, unable to win against me, finally let me go—pressing two bits of broken silver into my hand and warning me to come back early.

By the time I went tearing out of the General’s residence, the snow was thick.

The flakes whirling through the air were like cotton wool torn apart by unseen hands, drifting down everywhere, piling on the ground so that it crunched underfoot.

The lanterns along the streets were all lit now—some red, some yellow, some glowing green—hung one after another in neat rows beneath the eaves, set off against the pure white snow until the whole scene looked too beautiful to be real.

I shouldered my way through the crowd, looking this way and that, bought a string of candied hawthorns, and was just eating with my mouth full of crumbs of sugar when I suddenly heard a sound of crying from a side alley.

It was very faint, mostly swallowed up by the wind and snow and the din of the crowd, but I heard it all the same.

I followed the sound and turned into a narrow lane.

The lane was very dim, lit only by a thin sliver of light cast from the distant lanterns.

I saw a little girl, half a head shorter than me, cornered against the wall by three young toughs, one of them reaching out to yank the pearl ornament from her hair.

“Little miss, that hairpiece of yours looks like it’s worth something. Why not let us big brothers have a little fun with it?”

She shrank back into the corner, her lips bitten white, the rims of her eyes flushed red, but she made no sound of crying. Her hand was clenched tight around a small jade pendant, as if she were holding the whole world in her fist.

I have thought, many times since, that if I had not walked into that alley that day, perhaps everyone afterward would have been better off.

I walked in all the same.

“Let her go,” I said. My voice still had the milky softness of a child, yet my tone came out unusually fierce.

The three toughs turned to look at me, and even broke into grins.

“Another little brat come to join the fun.”(Another little brat looking for trouble.)

I said nothing more, and charged straight at them.

Father had taught me boxing and footwork from a young age; though I was small then, the moves I threw were clean and quick.

I swung a fist and knocked the skinniest of them flat to the ground, then kicked the next one aside.

Only the third was a little older, and stronger; in one motion he seized me by the collar and drove his fist hard into my face.

The corner of my mouth split open; blood rushed from my nose and smeared across half my face.

But I did not back down.

I gritted my teeth and threw myself at him again, ramming my head into his chest and knocking him to the ground.

He was left dazed by the blow, and when he scrambled up he ran off cursing, the other two hurrying after him. I lifted a hand to wipe the blood from my face, gasping for breath.

The little girl rose slowly from the corner, looked at me, and said “thank you” with a trace of timidity.

Then she saw the blood on my face, and in an instant the tears came pouring down.

“You’re bleeding—you’re bleeding!” she sobbed, wiping my face with her own sleeve, her movements frantic, smearing it worse the more she wiped, until before long she had spread the blood from my nose all over my face.

I stood there at a complete loss, with no idea what to say.

Only later did I learn she was the daughter of the Jiang family. Jiang Wanning, trueborn daughter of the Minister’s household.

And I was Shen Du, trueborn son of the household of the Zhenyuan General.

Our two families had some history between them, if you traced it back: Father and Lord Jiang served at court together, though their paths rarely crossed.

That night, I sat with her at the mouth of the alley, waiting for her family to come.

The snow came down thick and fast, heavier and heavier; (Snow fell in dense curtains, growing heavier by the moment.)her small hands were cold to the bone, clenched tight around that jade pendant, unwilling to loosen for an instant.

I held out the hand warmer to her, but she would not take it, so I took off my own outer robe and wrapped it around her. She let herself be bundled up obediently, only a small face peeking out.

“Will you leave me behind?” she asked, tilting her face up to me.

“I won’t,” I said.

At those two words she seemed to let out a breath, and the corners of her mouth curved up.

“Then hold my hand.” She shifted the pendant to her other hand, freeing one to offer me.

I took it.

Her hand was very small, very cold, but it held on tight.

We waited in the snow about the time it takes a stick of incense to burn before the Jiang family’s steward finally found us. Thanking me over and over, he made to take her away. She let go of my hand, then turned back for one more look.

And in that single glance over her shoulder, she smiled at me.

Not a smile of courtesy, but the kind that comes right after crying—nose still red, eyes still wet, and yet the corners of the mouth lifting all the same. As if to say, “I’m all right now; don’t worry about me.”

I stood in the snow, watching as the Jiang steward carried her off, the lantern light receding bit by bit into the distance.

❄

That winter was very long; the whirling snow kept falling for a full month.

I was forever finding excuses to wander near the Jiang residence.

Sometimes I’d have a steaming bowl of wontons at the stall by their gate; sometimes I’d idly leaf through the books on the shelves of the bookshop across the way—yet my eyes stayed fixed, the whole time, on the gate of the Jiang house.

But after that, I never saw her again.

It was a long while before, one day, I glimpsed from afar the side gate of the Jiang residence easing open, and a little girl in a goose-yellow jacket came running lightly out, chasing a kitten across the snow-white ground.

She ran until her forehead was beaded with sweat, her face bright with laughter, calling out cheerfully, “Mimi, come back!”—her voice crisp and sweet, lovely as a silver bell.

I stood at the corner of the street and watched for a long time.

At last the cat sprang up onto the top of a wall, out of her reach, and she stamped her feet in frustration. I walked over, scaled the wall in two or three quick moves, brought the cat down, and handed it to her.

She took the cat, looked up at me, and tilted her head. “Who are you?”

So she no longer remembered me.

“Just passing by,” I said.

“Thank you.” She ran off with the cat in her arms, then turned back after a few steps. “What’s your name?”

“Shen Du.”

“I’m Jiang Wanning.” She gave a small smile. “Which ‘Du’ is that?”

“The ‘Du’ that means to cross a river.”

“Oh.” She thought for a moment. “So are you going to cross over to the far side of the river?”

I didn’t know how to answer. I could hardly say, “I want to cross over to your side”—I couldn’t get the words out.

“No,” I said.

“Then are you going to ferry other people across?”

I paused.

“Maybe,” I said.

She nodded, and ran with the cat in through the side gate. Just before it closed, she waved at me.

“Shen Du, come help me catch the cat again next time!”

I stood in the snow, looking at that closed gate, and suddenly the winter did not seem so cold.

But “next time” never came.

The next spring, the whole Jiang family moved south to Jiangnan; word had it that Lord Jiang had been posted to a distant office.

I stood at the city gate, watching the Jiang family’s carriages roll out one after another.

As the last carriage passed beside me, a gust of wind lifted a corner of its curtain, and I saw a small hand resting on the window’s edge, a string of silver bells around the wrist.

That time I could not see her face clearly. But I remembered the sound of those bells—crisp and sweet, a tinkling chime, like snow falling onto ice.

In the six years that followed, I never saw her again.

❄

Father always said I was silent and withdrawn, unlike him—more like my mother. But my mother died when I was three; I have no real memory of her, only what I sometimes heard from Father, that she too had been a woman of few words.

“You take after her—you bottle everything up inside.” When Father said this of me, there was always a touch of a sigh in it.

I did not argue. It was true that I liked to keep everything pent up in my heart—just as, over those six years, on every snowy day I could not help but recall that hand warmer; just as, every time I saw someone in camp receive a letter from home, I would wonder to myself whether snow was falling, at that very moment, over the Jiang house down in Jiangnan.

In my fourteenth year, I marched northwest with the army.

Before we set out, I rode a long way around to the Jiang family’s old residence in the capital.

That house had long since changed hands; even the plaque above the gate had been replaced.

I stood outside the gate a long while, until my guards came to hurry me, and only then turned my horse and left.

As I was about to go, I lifted my eyes toward where her chamber had been. The window was black and empty; no lamplight showed through.

I told myself, silently: when I return in triumph, I will surely go and find her.

Life at the frontier was harsh and long.

Wild winds drove the yellow sand across the sky; the bitter north wind cut like a blade. But I never found such days hard to bear.

I trained with everything I had, fought the enemy with all my strength; in every charge into battle my mind was on one and the same thing.

One more merit won meant one more measure of standing when, one day, I went to ask
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