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A caisson ceiling found in some Chinese temples.

A vortex of wooden brackets which form a beautiful dome ceiling.

When viewed from below it offers to some, 

an illusion into a bottomless void.

Some call it an ‘infinity’ pool.
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To my mother, 

Rose (Abbotoni) Howe,

and my father, 

George W. Howe, 

whose parents emigrated to the U.S. 

on different boats in the same year, 1905.

I am the grandson of immigrants.
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Sources

THIS IS A fictional novel. In my life of reading and research, I have read many books ... fictional and non-fictional by many great authors. I owe everything I write to them. Thank you.

On my website (http://rhowe-haozi.com/Sources.html) is a partial list of books I have drawn inspiration from for the three books in this series. This is not an all-inclusive list as that would be impossible ... physically and mentally. In the end ... life is just a story ...

Regarding Names

In most cases, for simplicity, I have used modern names of cities, titles, and regions, e.g., Hangzhou for the Song Capital instead of Lin’an; Grand Counsellor instead of Zaixiang ... some I have retained ... like ChangAn (modern Xian)].
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I will spare you the life story ... and get into the most often question I am asked ... “There is a lot in there ... did you struggle with it?” ... No.

For many years I had wanted to write ... I have always been a creative person ... but whenever I attempted it, the words either didn’t come or the ones that came were trash ... so I put my author’s cap away for many years. In 2020 ... as fate would have it ... I met an editor of a publishing house, and she asked me if I would be interested in doing some translations ... which I did and, in the process, I found my writing legs.

The book she asked me to translate was about Wuyi Mountain ... and it had three parts ... one on the scenic beauty ... one on the da hong pao rock tea ... and the last part was on Zhu Xi, the famous philosopher. I have lived in China for 25 years and traveled throughout the country and was familiar with Wuyi Mountain and the great philosopher.

Chinese books don’t lend themselves to interesting English translation but fortunately the editor gave me the freedom to translate creatively ... so most of the translation ... was my new content.

Anyway ... the words came easily, and I enjoyed the experience ... so much so that I started thinking about what I would like to write for myself. For over 40 years I have explored the mysteries of the universe ... including those eternal questions ... who are we? ... why are we here? ... what happens next?

Through the years, I acquired rooms full of books ... some novels, some historical, but most centered around those eternal metaphysical questions. I was raised as a Christian, but as my search matured, many of the readings were on Asian philosophies ... Buddhism, Zen, Taoism, Vedanta, and Yoga. Finally, after a lifetime, I found my answers.

In 2019, I spent 5 months travelling around Italy, looking for a certain property to relocate. But when I returned to China in December, the pandemic struck and China was in a lockdown ... so, I started writing ... and this time it was enjoyable. Every morning since I started writing these three books, two years ago, I couldn’t wait to get up and start writing ... or better said ... let the words come to me. 

In all that time, there was never a writer’s block or a struggle ... I felt like an ancient scribe ... I was writing what I believed in ... in a way that hopefully people would enjoy the story and later, if they so desired, ponder some of the wisdoms of the ancients.

I have always followed my own pathway ... towards an ever-distant destiny. I have always had a passion for life and the gods have blessed me with good health and a good sense of humor about life. Sure, there were challenges and difficult times ... but every life must have challenges to grow ... just as the best wines come from the difficult soils.
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CHEERS,

Richard Howe
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The Legendary Tale of the Two Wuyi Immortals

As told by Granny Hong Xiongmao (Red Panda) ... 

many years in the future ... during the Yuan Dynasty
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THE CHILDREN RUN UNDER the heavy wooden looms and one young boy bangs his head and cries ... as a trickle of blood drips down his forehead. A little princess with him is horrified, 

“The Prince is hurt!”

The children’s cries ring out “Call the Court Physician ... Call the Empress ... Call the Emperor ... the Prince is hurt!”

Finally, the senior elder in charge, Granny Panda, claps her hands and the women and children go silent. (One time a boy kept talking after Granny Panda clapped her hands and he was severely punished ... no candied apples for a week! So, while his friends ate candied apples, he begged forgiveness ... to no avail ... later, he was the most behaved child ... and much later, one of the most successful khans!)

Gently she admonishes them, “What have I taught you before about when you enter this room?”

The children all cast their eyes to the floor.

She walks over to the injured prince, “Come here, prince.”

The boy is fighting off the tears.

She looks at the cut and tells her aide, “Bring my kit.”

The woman brings the old woman’s medical kit.

“Bring me some water and vinegar.”

Gently the old woman washes the cut and then applies an astringent which stops the bleeding ... then she looks in the eyes of the prince and says, 

“This may sting a little, but you are a brave warrior and won’t cry ... okay?”

Fighting back the tears, the boy nods as granny dabs the vinegar on the wound ... he doesn’t cry.

“Good.”

Then the old woman applies a little salve over the wound and a bandage around his forehead.

Then she holds the prince away from her with her arms “Not bad ... you have prevailed in your first battle, young prince.”

The other children crowd around ... one princess asks, “What battle granny?”

Granny Panda wrinkles her eyes in astonishment, “Don’t you remember when those sea pirates attacked our heroes, and the prince came to help? Look there ...” pointing to a section on the tapestry of a sea battle.

The children look confused at the old woman.

“See here ... that is when the prince fought the pirates ... but one of the pirates slashed him with his sword ... right here ...” pointing to the young prince’s wound.

She looks at the young prince, whose hurt face starts to beam ... then the princess smiles and says, “Yes ... I remember.”

“Now ... you all know you aren’t allowed in here ... it is the Great Khan’s order ... but ...”

They all lean forward.

“He will understand ... when we tell him how the young prince rescued the princess ... what do you think?

The children don’t understand at first but then, like an avalanche they understand and all cheer, “Yes!”

“OK ... so where was I yesterday?”

She looks at the tapestry and with her finger she follows a golden thread .... “Oh, yes ... I remember ...”

“After all the exciting and calamitous events at the Yamen and Wang Manor ... Wuyi village slowly returned to normal, and people went on with their lives....”

“It was over the next few months though, after their return, that a new thread of their journey was started.”

“However, had they known the terrible price to be paid, they would never have ventured on ... but sometimes ... we must walk through the darkness to get to the light ...”

“But first ... let’s catch up from where we left our heroes yesterday ...”

***  
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The sole aim of every individual’s life energies is

to touch the infinite ... the very core of our making

***  
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The earliest book, the Yi Qing (Book of Changes) explains.

how the cosmic energy manifests itself in time ...

and as the times change ... the manifestations change.

*** 
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Prologue I Since we last saw them!
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Xiamei is a small village a few kilometers east of Wuyi. There is a small branch river running through the village down to the main river in Wuyi. Off this branch river, there is another small stream large enough for small skiffs ... and on either side of this small stream, traders had started to erect shops for the booming new trade opportunities ... sending tea, porcelains, and silks ... to the west and to the north. 

A few steps from the entrance off the main street, Yufei has built his new trade shop, Feili & Dragon Trading Company ... and next to it is Yufeng’s new ... Feili’s Herbal Medicine Shop ... the other shops along the stream are similar ... traders and merchants.

On this autumn day, Yufeng is working in her new herbal medicine shop cataloguing a multitude of different herbs. For the past several months she has been collecting herbs, studying medicine, and poring over medical books. She has talked with all the physicians and scholars with medical experience in the area ... and if a physician passes through Wuyi, she is first to welcome him for tea and a chat .... to squeeze the last drop of knowledge he may have. After a while, there are less and less new drops to gleam.

She has a cousin assisting her, Xiaosi, Uncle Wang’s fourth daughter, a few years younger than her but bright and eager to be helpful. Both girls are dressed simply with two overlaying light brown cotton tunics ... Xiaosi is tall and thin and has her hair up in a bun on top while Yufeng’s long flowing hair is tied in a nice ponytail. Everyone thinks Yufeng’s hair is what makes her beautiful ... but Yufei sees only her inner beauty.

Yufei walks in and plops down in a chair. His leather boots are stained and his back wet with perspiration. She sees he is tired.

“Busy?”

“Yeah ... I didn’t know there was so much work to be a trader ... stacking bundles, taking inventory, wrapping the porcelains for shipment ... I am lucky to have Monkey and Pangzi to help.”

“Would you like some herbal tea?”

He looks at her with a crocked head, “Herbal tea?”

“I added some mint and dried flowers to the oolong tea ... it seems to give off more energy.”

She smiles as she hands him a cup.

“It’s good ... I like the flavor ... you serve it cold?”

“Yeah ... in the summer ... hot in the winter.”

Granny’s cat often accompanies Yufeng to the shop for the day ... to catch any wayward mice and bugs ... she nestles up on Yufeng’s countertop ... and starts her purring motor ... purr ... purr ... Yufeng purrs back ... purr ... purr.

“So how did it go this last time ... when you traveled the Way with the Taoist monk?”

“I don’t think the old warrior wants to be found...”

“Oh ... why do you think that?”

“We traveled to several Taoist monasteries which cater to the immortality seekers ... he had been there but had recently left ... I think he sensed we were coming.”

“He is avoiding you? What does he [your father] think?”

“Him? ... Talk? ...He is not much for words ... I don’t know ... something happened between them ... I think he would like to heal the breach ... but ... it is not the right time ...”

“What about his ... business? Is he still doing that?” she asks as she looks at Xiaosi.

He shakes his head, “I don’t think so ... I am not sure though ...”

“Don’t you talk to him? He can’t kill all the corrupt officials in China ... they spawn like cockroaches!”

Yufei rolls his eyes, “Feili ... he is a fantastic warrior ... but all these years as a loner ... he hasn’t really developed ‘conversation skills’... he dodges around my questions, like a sailor navigates around the rocks ... afraid to get too close.”

Yufei continues, “I am afraid to go too far ... one time he said to me ...’I have often thought maybe it would have been better if I had stayed dead.’”

“He said that?”

Yufei nods and shrugs his shoulders. Yufei now is a full-grown man ... not in years but in worldly experience.

Yufeng also has blossomed as a young woman and is very self-confidant in her life’s choices.

Yufeng stamps her foot, “I will talk to him ... otherwise he will end up like the old warrior ... chasing demons in the sky for the rest of his life ... “

‘The knot of hatred should be opened, not tightened.’

He sips the new tea, “Maybe you try this new tea on him...”

“That is a great idea ... I will call this new tea Pacify the Demons.”

“Oh ... I learned why he was afraid of my mother...”

“Why?”

“One time she made a cake for him, as a surprise for him ... but when he looked at it, he laughed because it looked like a cow patty ... then she cried, and that broke his heart ... after that he was afraid of doing anything to displease her.”

Yufeng looks at Yufei, “See ... and you better not laugh at my tea ... but I won’t cry ... I will beat your head with my staff.”

Then they both laugh ... even the assistant girl, Xiaosi, laughs ... she is amazed at the unusual type of affection between these two ‘legendary lovers’ ... and like all young girls in the surrounding villages, she idolizes Yufeng ... although some of the local parents criticize the open relationship, which goes against the strict confines of their traditional culture ... and what is even more scandalous ... that this girl chose her own profession instead of being an obedient housewife ... (My God, what is getting into the minds of these youth?)

At her home in Zixi, Xiaosi’s friends all ask her about Yufei and Yufeng .... the two heroes of The Caravan from the West ... who have become legendary immortals in the eyes of the local youth ...

To each other, Yufei and Yufeng are the same two as before ... sometimes amazed at the stories they hear about themselves ... 

Yufei recalls, 

“Did you know that ... You can fly ... that is why they call you ‘feili’ ... That I killed one hundred pirates myself on the great river! ... That you can talk to the birds, and animals!”

But the most famous tale ... one that he avoids repeating, tells how,  

“Yufei killed himself and fought the Prince of Hell at the bridge to the underworld to bring Yufeng’s spirit back before she passed over to death.”

This last story has even been collaborated by the equally noble gallants, Pangzi and Monkey!

Xiaosi watches them and thinks ... as do all the young girls in the village ...

I hope I can find a love like that ...

––––––––
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LANTING, YUFENG’S OLDER sister, however, is having different problems with her love. With the new government contract, the Wang tea business has multiplied three-fold ... bringing welcome revenue ... but more responsibilities ... not to mention caring for her baby son. 

To lessen the load, she sold the tofu business ... it took too much time and there were several copycat stands popping up weekly like spring blossoms.

Being busy isn’t a problem for her ... she thrives on the tea business ... it is her husband, Chen Anhua, that is her concern. By marrying into the Wang family, he has become a merchant-scholar instead of his childhood dream ... a scholar-official ... this has caused an adjustment which Anhua still hasn’t fully resolved within himself ... and his frustration is obvious ... to her anyway ... and to a few others close to him.

At lunch, he sits playing with his food ... with a blank look ...

Finally, she confronts him, “What is it, Laogong (husband)? ... What is troubling you?”

He shakes his head and puts on a smile, “Nothing ... I am fine ... why do you ask?”

She holds his hand “I am your wife ... remember?”

He casts his eyes down to avoid her gaze.

“Talk to me” she pleads.

“I don’t know ... I feel lost at times ... It is not how I dreamed my life would be ...”

“I understand ... even though I am busy with the tea business and with our son, I can see that you haven’t quite found your true pathway in this world.”

“In your world ...” he says a bit too quickly, “I am sorry I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know ...”

Just then Madam Wang comes in with their baby.

“Feeding time for the young master ...” she says as she hands the baby to Lanting who starts to nurse the baby.

Lanting asks Anhua, “Have you talked to Master Zhu lately?”

“No ... he is still in the capital.”

“What about Yufei?”

“No ... he has been out with ... you know who.”

“Oh ... I heard he came back last night ... you two should catch up on things and practice some new wushu that Yufei has picked up from his new ... Taoist master.”

Anhua brightens, “Yeah ... that is a good idea ... but ... (looking back at her) ...can you manage without me?”

Lanting looks at the baby, then to her mother and then back to Anhua. 

“We will try ... but send a message if you are not coming back for dinner ... oh ...they are in Xiamei now ... they have some sleeping rooms above their businesses.”

He gets up, grabs his wushu staff standing inside the doorway and strides out with a new smile on his face.

Madam Wang looks at her daughter, “Don’t worry ... it takes time for young plants to become trees ... he will find his footing soon...”

“I know mother ... it is just that he has so many doubts now ... Chen Yi has been appointed Prefect for Quanzhou, Chen Er is expanding his fleet of trading boats and Lord Chen is in the capital helping with the reforms with Master Zhu ...”

“Don’t worry ... the time for the first picking always comes after the spring rains... oh ... I saw Tingzhen in the market this morning ...”

“How is she doing? I have been so busy with everything I haven’t seen her since she recovered and went back to her old plantation.”

“Master Zhu helped her recover her old family plantation after the collapse of the Liu’s plantation ... and the suicide of Madam Liu ... and with Master Zhu acting as administrator, there was no one to contest the dispensation.”

“She is running it herself?”

“Her mother is there, and some old workers have filtered back ... oh ... and that friend of Yufei ... Houzi (Monkey) helps her when he is in town.”

“I need to visit with her ...”

“I think she would like that ... when she recovered and left, she felt guilty about everything ... maybe you can help her ...”

“I will go there this afternoon ....” she says as she hugs her mother.

“I need to tell father I am going out ... have you seen him?”

“He is in the fields where he is the happiest ... don’t worry, if he comes looking for you, I will tell him he will have to settle for me ... like old times ... haha.”

––––––––
[image: image]


ON HER WAY TO TINGZHEN’S, Lanting stops at the old Taoist temple ... out of habit, to pray for everyone ... especially her new son and husband.

She notices the zaojing on the ceiling but is uncomfortable looking at it for very long as the swirls seem to suck her into the void.

On her way out she notices a new large square window with wood carvings.

(I don’t remember that before...) she thinks as she goes closer to inspect it.

The carving is incredibly detailed and intricate ... a master artisan ... but she doesn’t understand the myriad of scenes layered like a scroll.

She turns and walks home ... little realizing it is the Legend of the Two Wuyi Immortals Journey to ChangAn.

––––––––
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To what can our life on earth be likened? 
To a flock of geese, 
alighting on the snow. 
Sometimes leaving a trace of their passage.
Su Dongpo
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1 Xiamei Village 
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Chen Anhua rides his horse alongside the branch river to Xiamei ... he dismounts and ties his horse up on the main street ... the river is on the left side and Yufei’s shop is down a side street on the right side ... the trade shops straddle the small stream before it meets the river going down from the mountains to the coast.

When he walks in, Yufei is talking to Pangzi about stacking the trade goods. When he sees Anhua he smiles and greets him with a warm embrace.

“Anhua! It’s great to see you ... what brings you out here?”

“Nothing ... I had some time and heard you had learned some new wushu from your ... new master.”

Yufei smiles, “I have ... come on, I will show you ... let’s go up the street, there is an open area not too far. Pangzi ... can you watch things here?”

“Sure ... don’t worry ...you two go off ... later you can show me and Monkey ... you never know when there might be a new adventure ...right?”

They look at him and roll their eyes ... both hoping one adventure was enough for several lifetimes, “Yeah ... okay.”

The two men grab their staves and stride up the narrow side boardwalk to the main street ... no one notices anything different about them ... it could be two youths in any village in China ... but it isn’t ... and there are whispers ... some complimentary ... others not so ...

On the main road, they turn right and walk up the street to a cleared area under a large tree. On hot days, the grannies and grandpas come here to chat in the shade.

Although so much has changed from their schooldays ... to them, it is the same as when they were youths practicing at the academy ... only this time Yufei is the teacher. He patiently goes through some of the maneuvers that Scorpion has taught him....

During a break, Anhua asks him, “What is he like ... your father?”

“He is a fantastic fighter ... much better than any I have ever seen ...”

‘As for lances and staves, they are like sugar and honey to him.’

“Do you remember the time when we were at the academy and that gallant visited and moved-without-moving? He is like that ... only better.”

“Yeah ... but I mean ... does he talk about his past ... the places he has been ... the people he has ...”

“No ... he keeps the past locked away ... even from his own mind ... He is afraid to open it even a little ...”

Then Anhua changes the subject, “Oh ... I got a letter from Quanzhou ...”

“What?”

“Master Su and Physician Wu want to see Yufeng again.”

“What about?”

“Those books she brought back ...”

Anhua’s eyes brighten, “I have an idea ... Chen Er keeps talking about his new fast boat ... maybe while Yufeng talks medicine we go out with him on the boat?”

“That sounds great! Let’s practice some more and then talk to Yufeng ...”

“Okay.”

And the boys resume their mock battle ... 

Little realizing that the real battles ...  will come sooner than they may want.

––––––––
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TINGZHEN’S PLANTATION is south of Wuyi in a village called Zhenghe, which specializes in white tea.

Like Anhua ... Tingzhen is adrift also ... she feels she is forever tarnished ... and even though her nightmarish ordeal is over, all the demons haven’t received their departure notices ... some still visit her at night. 

Getting her family plantation back has helped, her mother has helped, caring for the baby, and watching him smile again has helped, even that man, Monkey, coming by to help and paying obvious attention to her, has helped ... but ... the demons still come.

... the darkness doesn’t yield to the light as easily as people would like...

Lanting arrives with some gifts and Tingzhen is overjoyed ... few visitors come out this way ... most are afraid of catching her bad luck ... in the countryside, superstitions are stronger than reality.

Lanting hugs Tingzhen then holds her away.

“You look great Tingzhen ... really!”

Tingzhen blushes from the compliment. She is wearing a simple light blue frock with her hair tied up in a bun ... but the most obvious change has been the healing ... the bruises are almost gone ... although the scars ... real and imagined remain ... her color has returned, and she even manages a genuine smile.

“I am sorry for not coming out sooner, but I have been so busy these days ... I barely have time to pee...”

They both laugh and Tingzhen brings her only friend to a table and pours some tea. Her plantation was vacant for several years after the marriage and the death of her father ... the furnishings are simple, but she and her mother have cleaned it all up and it is functioning as it did before Tingzhen was sold off to her dark fate like many daughters of ancient China.

Tingzhen speaks first, “So what is new at your place? How are your mom and dad? How is your younger sister? How is the baby?”

“They are all doing fine ... my father is happy in the fields, my mother is happy spoiling my son, my husband is happiest when I don’t nag him ... haha.”

“You ... nag? I don’t believe it!”

Lanting smiles, “Maybe a little ... today he was moping around, so I sent him off to play wushu with Yufei “

“How is Yufeng?”

“She is incredibly happy ... she has her boyfriend with her always ... and her new passion is medicine ... she is reading every book she can find, and she has taken over from granny collecting herbs.... she wants to be China’s #1 herbal doctor ...can you believe it?”

“Really? “

“Yes ... it’s true... so how are you doing?”

Tingzhen turns her eyes away, “I am doing fine .... (pauses) ... much better now ... I still have some spells, but I am doing like you said and being aware of them when they come.”

Just then Monkey comes in.

“Oh ... I am sorry ... I didn’t know you had company ... hello Miss Lanting.”

“Hi Monkey ... what brings you by here?”

“Oh ... just helping to fix some things ... in my spare time ... when I am in town ... when I am not traveling ... you know on a caravan ... out west ... to ...”.

Lanting smiles, “I know ... I just stopped by for tea ...”

“Well ... I will head home now ... if you need anything Tingzhen, just leave me a note on the post outside.”

“I will ... thank you Houzi.”

Monkey leaves and Lanting raises her eyebrows, “A suitor?”

Tingzhen blushes, “No ... no ... he just comes around sometimes to fix things ... he ... I ...”

“It is okay Tingzhen ... my sister knows him ... he is a good man... maybe it is time you started thinking about ...”

“No! Never! I will never be any man’s slave again!”
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Those that can’t fall in love ... suffer even more.
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THE VEHEMENCE SURPRISES Lanting but she lets it pass ... for now ... there is plenty of time to heal.

“Where is your baby?”

Slow to recover, Tingzhen stumbles her reply, “He is ... he is (looking around) ... he must be outside with my mother ...”

She rises and calls to her mother who comes in with the boy by her side.

“Hi ... Wang Lanting” her mother greets her ...

Looking at the boy, Tingzhen asks her son, “Child ... do you remember Auntie Lanting?”

The boy, dressed in a simple one-piece tunic, like all village children, looks at Lanting and then to his mom ... 

“Maybe ...” then laughing, “Who is she?”

Smiling, Lanting goes up to the boy and kneels, “I am your mom’s old friend from childhood ... when we were your age.”

The boy looks at her strangely ... then at his mother, 

“You were a child before?”

They all laugh ... 

Lanting glances at Tingzhen thinking ... she used to have such happy eyes ... it is a pity. 
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Events can cause physical pain ... but the suffering is created by your mind.
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BACK IN XIAMEI ... the two young men are finishing their mock wushu combat.

Chen Anhua’s eyes are wide with excitement, “Wow! That was fantastic! He taught you all that?”

“Yeah ... and more ... he has traveled to many lands and learned their different fighting styles.”

“That last style ... where was it from ... it was fierce.”

“He said it was from some Arab lands ...”

“Wow ... I hope we never face that in combat.”

“Yeah, me too ... let’s go to Yufeng’s shop for a drink.”

“Okay.”

They head back to the herbal medicine shop.

When they enter, the two girls, Yufeng and Xiaosi are finishing putting all the herbs into the small drawers that line the walls. Each little drawer has a label on the outside with the name of the herb.

Yufeng turns to see who has entered and smiles to greet her brother-in-law, “Greetings jie fu (older sister’s husband)! I see you found my lazy rascal ... just when we started working, he snuck out!”

“What? I was in my shop ... I didn’t know you needed me ...”

They all laugh ... Xiaosi is new to their bantering, but she laughs along with them.

Saving some of her bantering for Chen, Yufeng asks him, 

“So, my sister finally kicked you out of the house?”

Now it is Chen Anhua’s turn to stutter, 

“No ... well I ... I mean ... she suggested maybe I ...”

They all started laughing again.

Yufei saves him, “It is okay we all know how fierce those Wang girls are ... right Xiaosi?”

Now it is Xiaosi’s turn to be embarrassed, “What... I ... no... I mean ...”

They all laugh again.

“Anhua ... do you recognize Xiaosi?”

Anhua looks at her and then remembers going to Uncle Wang’s before their journey west.

“Yes ... but before she looked like a farm girl ... now she is your herbal assistant?”

Pointing to Xiaosi’s head, Yufeng says, 

“The change starts here ... the rest follows easily.”

Xiaosi smiles at the complement and bows to her relative.

“Nice to see you again jie fu.”

Yufeng changes the mood by asking Anhua, 

“Any news from the capital or Quanzhou?”

Anhua tells them, “The news from the capital is the same ... my father and Master Zhu are terribly busy and apologize for having no time to correspond. Chen Yi is busy as the new Prefect of Quanzhou. Chen Er has a new fast boat and invites us all to visit for a ride. Masters Su and Physician Wu want to see you as soon as you have time ... they want to discuss those books again that you brought back from the old capital.”

Yufeng looks at Yufei and they both have the same idea ...

“Time for a trip?”

Then looking at Anhua, Yufei asks, “How about it?”

Chen Anhua smiles ... inside he wonders if he should stay in Wuyi to help his wife ... 

“Let me ask Lanting if she can handle things without me for a few days...”

The other two smile at each other ... Xiaosi doesn’t understand.

Yufei says, “Great, let’s start packing ... we can leave in the morning ...I will ask Pangzi to watch the shops.”

Yufeng says, “Xiaosi ... you can watch the shop and now that all the drawers are labeled you can put the herbs in them when the grannies bring them here...”

She nods.

“And if someone comes in with a prescription from a good physician, fill it out and keep a record.”

‘Yes Yufeng ... I will do my best.”

Yufeng smiles and hugs her cousin, “That’s all I ask.”

Then looking at the two men, “It will be like old times again ... just the three of us ...”

As they say ...
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Destiny won’t come looking for you.

But be careful of what you seek.
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2. Campsite
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The next day they leave early and have a good day’s ride ... and when you are young and talking all the time, the day goes by fast ... then as the sun starts to set, they find a campsite for the night close to the river. After hobbling the horses and building a campfire, the three travelers spread out their bedrolls ... 

In the mountains, in the autumn, it is especially cooler at night, so, they have all dressed warmly ... felt boots, outer jackets, even felt hats ... Yufeng’s hat has red fox fur lining. Yufei and Yufeng’s bedrolls are next to each other ... even the bedrolls seem a part of their cosmic entanglement.

Once everything is settled, they sit around the fire eating some baked round bread, dried meats, and drinking tea ... and talking ... well, Yufei and Yufeng haven’t stopped talking since they left.

But Anhua is quiet, so Yufei asks him,

“Older brother ... what is up with you?”

“I don’t know ... everyone is busy ... except me ... what about you?”

Yufei laughs, “Me? Organizing the new trading business, stocking everything, getting new goods to send, talking to merchants who want to be sole distributors in their towns ... and I must be alert every minute ...”

“In case of danger?”

“No ... worse than that ... in case the fierce Feili needs something ... haha.”

Yufeng pushes him, “What a lazy rascal! He spends all day chasing the immortals ...”

Anhua laughs ... he sees that these two have a different relationship than he does with Lanting ... but he prefers his ... his relationship with Lanting fits his orderly temperament better ... and Lanting is like him in this regard. 

“Immortals? I haven’t heard about that.” he looks at Yufei.

“Nothing ... just a joke ...” Yufei frowns at Yufeng.

Then Anhua asks Yufeng, “So how is your new business, sister?”

She starts talking about all the herbs and medicine ... and then throws up her hands ...

“There is so much to learn ... you two spent years studying ... while I helped my father in the plantation and granny in the mountains ... I have almost no book learning.”

Yufei smiles, “You have something better ... your instincts.”

“But what is the benefit of instinct without knowledge?”

Yufei thinks about that for a moment and says, 

“Many times, ‘knowledge’ can be a burden ... holding people back.”

The other two look at him.

Anhua asks, “What do you mean?”

“To understand the hidden meanings of the ancient teachings ... we need to discard all knowledge and rely on our instinct. It’s like climbing up a mountain, while carrying this heavy load, called knowledge.”

Anhua tries to defend the learning, “But it is preparing us for becoming scholar officials so we can solve the problems and help the people.”

Yufei looks into the fire at the burning twigs, 

“And what happens? Nine out of ten officials are corrupt, and the good officials are exiled by the corrupt ones at the top.”

“But Master Zhu, my father and the others are reforming the capital ...”

Yufei shakes his head prophetically, “So many times that has been tried ... remember Wang Anshi, Su Shi, Lu You ... many have tried ... too many times, the darkness is stronger than the light ... especially in the center of power in our country ... a few years of reform ... followed by a decades of corruption...”

Yufeng tries to bring the discussion back to the books, 

“But all your learning? You think it was useless?”

“No ... you have to learn these things first but then afterwards, in order climb higher, you need to discard it all ... the knowledge is just baggage weight holding you back ... even your mind is a burden...”

“But I know so little about medicine ... I need to learn more ...”

“They say Confucius once visited Laozi and upon departing, Laozi gave him this advice ... Don’t believe everything you read in the old texts.”

“Look at Master Zhu ... to make everything he writes acceptable ... he has to somehow connect it to some obscure ancient teaching.”

Yufeng frowns, “Master Wu was saying the same about medicine ... they have to connect every new medical discovery back to the ancient philosophies of Classical Medicine Theory ... Yin/Yang, the Five Elements, etc., or it won’t be accepted.”

“That is what I mean ... when a sick person comes in ... you can’t consult every ancient book on your shelves ... you follow your instinct ...”

“When we were fighting those bandits and pirates ... I didn’t think about all the wushu training I had ... I relied on my instincts ...”

Anhua looks at Yufei and asks, “Little brother, there is something I have wanted to ask you ...”

“What? You know you can ask me anything ... we are brothers.”

“Which books did you find the most helpful? You read so many of the teachings ... more than any of the other students ... which ones helped you ... the most ... to find enlightenment?”

Yufei looks at Yufeng, who is also curious about this. Then he looks at the sky.

“They were all helpful ... but then again ... no one was the most helpful ... what was the most helpful was going inside ...”

Pointing to the night sky he says, 

“The wisdoms in the teachings are like those stars ... we study and learn about one star for a time and it seems wonderful ... deeply profound ...but still we can’t see a meaning to everything ... then we study another star ... and it seems deeply profound, but it is not until you have an experience that the connections are made ... first between what happened (the experience) and the teachings you had read and then later after enough of these connected experiences ... you start to see the overall picture of something ... and then the hidden meaning, the wisdom ... comes to you... from inside ... like it was always there. But it is different for everyone ... and ...unfortunately ... as Buddha said ... it can’t be taught.”

“There is a story ... an Indian Buddhist named Bodhidharma came to China, and he sat facing a wall for nine years and didn’t do anything ... he didn't say a word.”

Yufeng says, “I don’t understand.”

“The point was that one achieves Buddhahood through elimination of the mind, not through reading a sutra, not through the performance of a temple ritual ... like chanting all day long.”

“Don’t you see? The texts are all just words ... words preparing you for an experience ... enlightenment isn’t a philosophy or concept ... that borderless unity they call enlightenment is an experience ....”

“And here is the interesting part ... the experience can be picking tea leaves, finding herbs, or just fishing ... not the writings.”

They are all quiet ... and then Yufei says something they will never forget.

“When I picked up my clothes yesterday at the academy, Gonggong pulled me aside ... it was strange ... like there was an urgency in his voice.”

“We were talking about finding the Truth.”

“I told him what Master Zhu and Master Su said ... that they both were seeking the Truth ... just in different ways.”

“What did he say?”

“He said ... We are not concerned about truth, but rather its utility to transform the human mind ... it is simply a device to change your mind ... so that you can look at the world in an altogether different way.”

“Like telling a blind man the house is on fire, so he will go outside and appreciate the flowers.”

Yufeng doesn’t quite follow this and asks, “A blind man? Flowers?”

“The goal ... the purpose ... was to have the blind man go outside to smell the flowers ... but he wouldn’t understand flowers ... so they told him the house was on fire ... and they told him this as if it were the truth ... to them, it didn’t matter if it was true or false ... it was just a device to get him outside ... like some of those Chan sayings ... just a device to break the confused mind up ... to see the world differently ...”

They are both silent ... thinking ... truth is just a device?

Yufei looks at the stream.

“My way is not for others ... I am like the water flowing towards the river ... filling up every hole before moving along to the river and down to the ocean ... like crossing the stream one rock at a time ... but Yufeng’s pathway is different, she has Mother Nature’s instincts inside and she sails over the water ... effortlessly ... reading all the books would just be an anchor holding her back ...”

Yufei looks out at the stream flowing by their campsite ... a water bug dances on top of the water ...

Looking at Yufeng he says, “Look at that bug ... that is you ... you skip along on top of the water ... where others would sink ...”

“What do you mean?”

“You see nature differently than others ... you understand the birds and plants and animals differently ... what is true to you is different than it is to them ... you hear a bird, and you know it is looking for its mate ... they just hear the bird cries ... how do you do that?”

She thinks about that, “I don’t know how ... it is something inside me ...”

Yufei nods, “That is what I mean ... we both see the world differently ... you the natural world ... me ... I sense this world, but inside the cosmos.” 

Then he said something they all remembered ...
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“And since we left this morning ... I have sensed that we are starting out on a new journey...”
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YUFENG SENSES THE SAME thing and silently nods and holds Yufei’s hand.

They look up at the night sky and they all start to see many constellations ... the stars, forming into animals ... almost alive ...

Yufeng, looking up says, “There is the Big Bear ... oh ... and there is the Scorpion ...” she looks at Yufei who laughs,

“See he is following us everywhere...”

Anhua looks up but doesn’t understand ... when he looks up at the stars ... he sees ... stars.
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“We are separated from the source by our minds.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3 The Materia Medica
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Riding in from the north, they crossed the long Luoyang stone bridge to enter Quanzhou city. Yufeng knows the way to Master Su’s and plans to go directly there by herself. Chen Anhua and Yufei will head to the port area to meet Chen Er for a few days ... then they will all meet at Su’s.

Yufei wants to go with her all the way to Su’s, but she reassures him she is safe and knows the way. Reluctantly, they part ... like splitting a rainbow in halves ... each half looks complete ... but it feels different ... to them.

An hour later, Yufeng arrives safely at Su Xiao’s compound. 

Inside ... she finds the two men sitting at the round table pouring over the Tang books and some similar Song books.

Su Xiao, the scientist, and Master Wu, the great physician ... are going through the ancient Tang medical books opened before them ...  comparing entries to the most recent Materia Medica books received from the capital. 

Su is dressed casually since it is his home, and he is not expecting any formal guests. Physician Wu is more formally dressed in his physician tunic and robe and high winged top hat.

The table is a round, dark-red wood table about two meters in diameter, much like a dinner table where a circular serving center revolves easily ... so when one person finds something in a book, he can rotate it around to show the others.

They welcome Yufeng and invite her to look at some entries.

“We are looking for differences ... between the old Tang Materia Medica and the new Song Materia Medica ... something different or something missing ... mostly regarding the cold disorder herbal medicines for the epidemics.

Yufeng scans a page in the Song book ... then compares it to the same herb description in the Tang book.

“See here, Uncle Su.” Yufeng points to the page in the Tang Materia Medica (compiled in the year 659 which lists 850 medicines) which differs from the newer Song Materia Medica originally compiled by Su Xiao’s grandfather in the last century ... but updated a few years ago by the Medical Bureau. She rotates the table to Su, as he and Wu read it together.

She explains, “The herb locations, harvest season, and storage conditions are missing.” 

Wu smiles ... marveling at the girls’ quick insight. Su smiles ... knowing other secrets about this girl ...

“Yufeng, you certainly have a talent for this.” Wu smiles in admiration.

“Would you consider, working more as my apprentice?”

Yufeng is overjoyed inside, thinking what an honor it would be and realizing how wonderful fate can work sometime. 

“I would like that very much, Honorable Master!” she says.

Su looks at Wu, “Bah! I invite you into my home and you steal my treasure!”

Wu and the girl look at the dejected Su.

“What is wrong Uncle Su?”  Yufeng asks coyly.

“I was hoping you would help me rewrite my grandfather’s Materia Medica.”

Wu laughs, “What? You crazy goat! It will take the entire Hanlin Academy years to do that ... if we can even convince them.”

Su’s indignation is not too deep, but he is sincere about the need to start such a large undertaking.

“I know you are right, but I fear fate won’t give us the time we need.”

“What have you heard?”

“There is a new epidemic in Guangdong.”

The other two are startled.

Wu says, “Where did you hear that? I haven’t heard anything.”

“A sailing friend told me last night ... one of his captains arrived yesterday and passed the word to him secretly ... the government is keeping it secret for now.”

Wu snorts, “Ha! What are they thinking? They can hide an epidemic ... the fools!”

Yufeng asks, “Physician Wu ... do they know where these epidemics come from?”

“No one is sure ... the old folk think it is punishment from the gods ... “

Yufeng raises her eyebrows, “Do you believe that?”

“Of course, not ... I only tell you, so you know what you are dealing with ... I think some of the new diseases are coming in on the trading ships ...”

“Why do you think that?”

“We have had these epidemics before ... especially here in the south as people move further into the jungle areas ... they are connected to Yin/Yang, the five elements and the four seasons ... but since we have opened up more international trade during the Southern Song, the number of epidemics has increased, and the symptoms are different.”

Su adds, “Everything is connected ... the cosmos ... nature, animals, man ... “

Wu nods and continues, “In man ... the important thing we look for is the balance in the forces in the body ... of the various qi forces ... if there are imbalances, then we need to select the treatment to rebalance things to bring about a cure.”

“What treatments have been effective in the past for epidemics?”

“Acupuncture, moxibustion, herbal medicines ... we try to treat the whole body.”

“And when a new disease appears?”

“Some of the old treatments work ... but many don’t ... then we will try different herbal combinations to treat the different symptoms.”

They both shake their heads and sigh.

Yufeng thinks ... there must be a better way ...

Yufeng looks at the silent pair, finally Wu says, “The rich can flee but it is terrible for the poor people who remain ... who fear the unseen.”

Yufeng says, “But the government has the Medical Department and the Pharmacy...” 

Just then a servant comes in and whispers to Su.

Su holds up his hand ...

“You should know the whole story, but it will take a while ... let’s talk tomorrow.”

They agree and Wu and Yufeng leave to go to their rooms ... but Su steals away in the night to talk to his network of contacts.

Yufeng lies awake wondering where Yufei is ...

And in a rocking boat out at sea ...Yufei is thinking about Yufeng ... 
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Together we gazed on flowing waters ... alone I now sit in a lone boat.
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YUFENG GIVES UP TRYING to force sleep and goes to look at the acupuncture model.

Master Wu couldn’t sleep either ... and he too wanders to the laboratory and sees Yufeng looking at the acupuncture training model.

“Hi ... interested in this?” he asks.

Then seeing her smile, he continues, “Let me explain.”

“There are 361 acupuncture points plus an additional forty-eight points ... the acupuncture points follow along the fourteen main meridian channels ... see these lines here. A meridian channel is also known as a jinglou through which the qi (vital life energy), xue (blood), jinye (body fluids), jing (essence) and shen (spirit) flow. Each meridian channel relates to twelve inner organs. The two additional channels relate to “extraordinary vessels” – the interior of the spine and another along the midline of the abdomen.”

“Meridians are not visible channels, but energy channels. Each of the fourteen meridian channels has a specific number, as do the acupuncture point numbers. For example ... Lung (1); Large intestine (20); Stomach (45); Spleen (21); Heart (9); Small intestine (19); Bladder (67); Kidney (27); Pericardium (9); Triple energizer (23); Gallbladder (44); Liver (14); Governing Vessel (28); and Conception Vessel (24). Each acupuncture point can treat many different disorders.”

“The meridians are like rivers of energy flowing through the body to irrigate and nourish the tissues, blood flows ... and nerve pulses also follow meridians to run through the body to various parts and organs. An obstruction in the movement of these energy rivers is like a dam that backs up the flow in one part of the body and restricts it in others. Any obstruction or blockages or deficiencies of energy, blood or nervous pulses eventually lead to disease.”

“Needling the acupuncture points (with small needles) can influence the meridians: the acupuncture needles can unblock the obstruction and reestablish the regular flow of energy through the meridians. Acupuncture treatments can therefore help the body's internal organs to correct imbalances in their activities, and in the circulation of their energy through the meridians.”

Pointing to the figure, “Here are some commonly used points ... Stomach: ST36 – located on the front of the leg and below the knee, this point treats digestive disorders, immune deficiency, fatigue, and a variety of other illnesses. 

Liver: LV3 – Located on the top of the foot and between the second and first toes, this point treats headaches, is used to balance emotional energy, regulate menstruation, and reduce high blood pressure.”

And on and on and on .... into the night ... Yufeng listening attentively and Physician Wu teaching ... equally attentively ... until sleep finally overcomes them both in the early hours ... 
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4 Song Medical System 
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The next day, the three start the day a little later and sit around the same round table but this day, in the place of books, there are various local food dishes already on the table ... fresh fish, clams in soy sauce, thin noodles with seafood soup, green vegetables, scallop, congee, mantou bread, and bailuobo (white radish) soup, ... a traditional coastal late breakfast.

Su speaks first, “Let me continue from yesterday when you asked about epidemics ... epidemics are ancient ... they would come, people would die and then .... in time ... and a false belief in sacrifices ... the diseases would fade ... until the next time. ... but that all changed in our grandfather’s time when the epidemics arrived more frequently and more deadly. Renzong, the emperor at that time, felt that his Mandate from Heaven, depended upon eradicating ... or at least controlling the epidemics which were scrouging the country in 1050’s.”

“Renzong established the medical branch of the government, with scholars and physicians tasked to learning about the diseases and controlling them. They gathered all the medical books in the country from public and private collections ... usually voluntarily but sometimes they coerced the private owners to turn over all their books. The appointed officials ... some scholars and some physicians ... poured over the tomes and produced a whole new and expanded encyclopedia of plants, herbs, minerals, animal parts, etc., ... as well as medical remedies for diseases based upon the symptoms.”

Pointing to two large books on another table, “Those two books are updated versions of the ones my grandfather, Su Song, compiled ... the Jiayou Materia Media and the Illustrated Materia Medica ... and they were followed by others.”

Su and Wu go back and forth explaining the history and development of medicine from the early dynasties ... Han to Sui to Tang to Song China. Then Wu gets into ‘Cold Damage Disorders’.

Yufeng asks, “What are those?” 

“They are the ones that are connected to the epidemics ... an ancient physician, Zhang Zhongjing, wrote in the Later Han Dynasty a new book called, The Treatise on Cold Damage Disorders ... and since then ... the Bureau of Revising Medical Texts has authorized many other treatises and canons looking at the causes and treatments of ‘cold damage disorders’ ...the diseases of epidemics.”

“Later in Emperor Renzong’s time, they set up the Pharmacy, to collect and grow herbs and prepare medicines from all over the country and even other lands.”

Yufeng asks, “Why?”

Wu explains, “To help really ... because before this there were some large private enterprises which controlled the medicines markets to enrich themselves. By setting up the pharmacy it broke up the old monopolies.”

Su adds, “And created a new monopoly ... the government’s monopoly which has been very profitable.”

Wu interjects, “But the older abuses were cleared away and for the most part it has been a good thing.”

Su nods, “I would agree .... but then they standardized medicines and remedies for each disease... which has turned out to be good and bad.”

Yufeng asks, “How is that bad?”

Wu interjects, “Well ... in an unforeseen way ... it has been abused ...”

“With these new books ... nowadays, anyone can be a physician ... just ask the patient for the symptoms, look those symptoms up in the book, and prescribe the recommended official medicine for those symptoms ...”

“How is that bad, uncle?”

“The problem is some of these new would-be physicians don’t even bother to examine the patient, to feel the four pulses, to learn their history ... in the countryside there are a lot of imposter-physicians ... some wearing Taoist robes and claiming they have immortal Qigong healing powers.”

Looking carefully at Yufeng, “You must understand ... and this is important ...every patient is different ... different ancestry, different hometown locations, different physical bodies, different qi ... and these things must be taken into account when recommending drugs for that patient ... or ... it could be fatal.”

“I don’t understand.” Yufeng says.

Wu continues, “Too many times, it has been the mis-prescribed medicines that have killed the patients... not the disease.”

Su continues, “The medical system has worked well. The government has even made inexpensive copies of the books and sent these copies to large cities throughout the country and established local pharmacies to dispense the medicines.”

Yufeng looks up from her plate, “But what about the grannies?”

Both men look at her bewildered.

“The grannies?” Su asks.

Yufeng explains, “Yes ... the grannies ... in our village and every village in the mountains of Fujian ... it is the grannies who traditionally have gone into the hills to find the herbs for the medicines. Their knowledge has been passed down for generations ... if the government takes over growing the herbs and medicines, what happens to the grannies?’

Su motions to Wu to explain, “The government has taken this over ... the grannies have been replaced with a better system.”

Yufeng rises ... a bit indignant, “Replaced!”

Wu motions for her to sit, “It is best for everyone. The government has gathered the seedlings of all the important herbs and grows them now in ‘herb farms’ ... so that the supply is better regulated and guaranteed.”

Yufeng is incredulous, “And the grannies?”

“The grannies are no longer needed ... they can go back to helping raise the grandchildren.”

This doesn’t seem to pacify Yufeng who broods over the news. 

“So ... what you are saying is ... that the old grandpas in the capital ... let’s call them the high officials ...have decided they don’t need the old granny’s wisdom anymore?”

“That somehow these old men, who have never hiked in the mountains to pick herbs ... are smarter than the traditions passed down from Mother Nature through generations of grandmothers?”

Su nods and asks, “What is wrong with that? It is called progress.”

Yufeng shrugs and shakes her head. (Men!)

“Maybe to these men ... but, when I was a little girl, I would go with granny to collect the herbs ...  she taught me everything ... and then we would take the herbs to the market and exchange with all the other grannies ... it was the happiest time of my early years.... but... until this last epidemic hit my granny ... I hadn’t gone out with my granny for a long time.”

“And then ... when the last epidemic hit ... the medicines, grown by the Pharmacy, weren’t really working... and people died ... until we could reorganize the grannies and get the original herbs collected and distributed to them.”

“And that is why we are here ... to try to find out why or how that happened.”

The room is quiet and then a servant comes in and whispers to Su, who rises and announces, 

“We have some seafaring guests.”
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5 Enter the Sailors
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Chen Er, Chen Anhua and Yufei arrive ... warm greetings are exchanged ... Yufeng is especially happy to see Yufei safe.

“Rascal! I thought you had forgotten about me! And you bring your pirate mates too!” she hugs Yufei as the others feign looking away.

Embarrassed a little himself, Yufei smiles and gently pushes her away... laughing.

“What? How could I forget the legendary Feili?”

Chen Er asks her, 

“Little sister, what have you been doing? Teaching these old goats how to fly?” 

She laughs and Su ushers them into the dining room as the servants add three chairs,

“Come in ... come in ... first eat ... you, sea-faring sailors must be starved ... have you eaten?”

Chen Er laughs, “Sailors live on sea water and clouds!”

Su laughs, “Great then we can put away all this earthly food?”

Chen Er motions with his hand, “Ah ... not so fast ... maybe we can have a small bite to honor our host ... right Anhua?”

Anhua has his mouth full of a chicken leg and nods his speechless assent.

Su asks, “So where have you three been?”

Yufeng laughs, “Ha! Didn’t you know uncle? Elder brother has been teaching my sweet rascal how to be a pirate!” 

Then she almost rolls over in uncontrolled laughter, and they all join in.

“I took the new fast boat out on a shakedown run from Citong port around Jinmen Island ... Yufei and Anhua wanted to come along ... they are natural sailors.”

Yufeng smiles at Yufei, “Really?”

Su asks, “Any problems?’

Chen Er, “No. It runs fast just like we thought ... there were a few small leaks in the waterproof holds which my men are fixing now.”

“Did you test the ... new toys?” Su asks.

Yufeng looks at Yufei, “Have you boys been playing with new toys without me?”

Then she grabs Chen Er’s tunic and pleads to him, “Brother-in-law, when are you going to take me out on your new boat and show me the toys?”

Chen Er says, “How about tomorrow at dawn?”

Then she laughs, “Great! Should I bring my toys?” ... thinking (crossbow, poisonous bolts, throwing knives ...)

Chen shakes his head and laughs, “No ... not this time ... it will be a peaceful sail.”

(I hope.)

Then talking to Su, he adds, 

“The ‘toys’ worked great. If anyone tries to interfere with us, they will feel our bite.”

Wu is confused, “Why would anyone want to interfere with a merchant trader?”

Su decides to change the subject, “Ahhh ... I will get with you later about that ... right now I want you to tell Physician Wu what your captain told you about the epidemic in Guangdong.”

“Captain Ding arrived yesterday around mid-day from a journey up the coast from Annan. He stopped in several ports along the way to trade. In Guangzhou he talked to some locals who were acting strange.”

“Strange?”

“The government inspectors were inspecting every cargo carefully and also limiting the number of people allowed to get off ship.”

“Why?”

“They told him it was a new government policy, but he heard from two captains that it was because of an outbreak of a new epidemic in the city.”

Wu asks, “What kind of epidemic? Did they say anything about the symptoms?”

“Very little ... they talked about high fevers and coughing ... then a quick death.”

Wu asks, “But the government medical doctors must have posted notices?”

Su looks at Chen and shakes his head slightly. 

Chen says, “The officials are downplaying it ... they tell everyone it is under control.

“But your captain didn’t believe them?”

“No ... he saw the fear in these captains ... and these are pirate-fighting men.”

“Fear?”

“For their families ... from an enemy they don’t know how to fight.”

Su rises, “We have to prepare Fujian!”

Wu interjects, “I will talk to the medical officials to stock up supplies of epidemic fighting herbs.”

Su notices something in Chen’s face, “What else did the captain say?”

Chen looks around first then decides to continue, 

“They talked to an old Arab doctor the captain knew ... he told him that the epidemic was much worse than the government is saying.”

“And ...”

“And the old medicines from the Pharmacy weren’t working ... many are dying ... more than during other epidemics.”

Wu stands up, “Then all the more reason to alert the authorities!”

The others look at him ... finally Su motions for him to sit and says, 

“Uncle Wu ... don’t you think the government knows?”

Wu looks perplexed, trying to digest the implications.

“What? We can’t wait ... I will go now to the provincial medical offices in Fuzhou.”

The others nod politely, wishing him success as he leaves.

Yufei and Yufeng look perplexed.

Yufeng asks Su, “Uncle ... what did we miss just then?”

Su tells them, “Sit down ... we need to talk.”
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6 The Carriers
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Su explains to Yufeng and Yufei, 

“Since you left on your western journey, Master Zhu, Chen Er and I have suspected that there is something not right with the government medical bureau in Fujian. There have been other instances of medicines not working correctly and we don’t think it is by chance.”

“Not by chance? Are the diseases changing ... adapting?”

“That is one possibility ... the other is that there is something wrong with the medicines.”

“Wrong?” Yufeng wrinkles her eyebrows confused.

“They are not as effective as before.”

“We don’t know the reason ... that is why getting those Tang books and researching like we did yesterday is necessary.”

Chen Er looks to Su and crooks his head questioningly.

Su adds, “We found ... actually Yufeng found several inconsistencies between the revised Song Materia Medica with the Tang Materia Medica.”

Yufei looks at Yufeng who crooks her head and smiles demurely.

“Sometimes it is about the soils, the climate, sometimes it is the picking time ... all small inconsistencies or missing sections ... but taken together it changes important elements ... and I think it is why the medicines are less effective than before ... these changes are affecting the herb’s qi ... its essence ... and its healing power.”

Yufei asks, “Less effective than before?”

Yufeng explains, “In the early days the local grannies gathered the herbs ... in the mountains ... at special places ... only at certain times of the year ... and this was all passed down through generations... but now, the government has ‘herb
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