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			For my own little prince, Seth 
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			A full-length novel set in the Forbidden City of the 1700s, The Fragrant Concubine is based on the true story of a Muslim woman sent from a conquered land to be the Emperor’s new concubine and the many legends that grew up around her.

			 

			The Historical Novel Society’s Editor’s Choice: I enjoyed the human drama, the love and hurt, the scheming for revenge, rivalries and loyalties in the Forbidden City. Reading this novel was a moving and wonderful excursion into a different time.

		

	
		
			Spelling and Pronunciation

			I have used the international Pinyin system for the Chinese names of people and places. The following list indicates the elements of this spelling system that may cause English speakers problems of pronunciation. To the left, the letter used in the text, to the right, its equivalent English sound.

			 

			The Empress’ name, Lady Fuca, is pronounced Foo-cha.

			 

			c      =      ts

			q      =      ch

			x      =      sh

			z      =      dz

			zh      =      j

		

	
		
			The Forbidden City, China, 1700s

		

	
		
			Honoured Ladies

			Bao is fussing. “Perhaps the pink is better,” he worries, lifting first one and then another flower to my already laden headdress and frowning at both. First attendant amongst my eunuchs and maids, head of my household, Bao is always worrying about something.

			I sigh. “Bao, what does it matter?”

			“It matters,” insists Bao. “It always matters when the new ladies are brought into the Forbidden City. The Emperor may be taken with their novelty, but he must not forget the ladies who already reside here.”

			I make a face at him in the mirror of my dressing table. “The Emperor is besotted with Empress Fuca as well you know,” I point out. “He barely notices the rest of us.” This is true, although I also know that I too readily use this truth to mask my own failures.

			Bao is not put off so easily. “The Empress is a wonderful woman,” he says dutifully, “but the Emperor is still young and a young man has need of variety. He will come to call upon his other ladies more often, you will see. And when he does, he needs to remember your face.”

			I look into the mirror before me while Bao concedes to the last of the early spring’s pink camellias and busies himself tucking them securely into my hair, fastening them with jade pins and rearranging multiple strands of pearls to his satisfaction.

			“And think,” says Bao, stepping back and regarding his handiwork with a beaming smile, “If His Majesty should look upon you with favour then you might have a child. Such a blessing.”

			I’ve heard this too often, though I know loyal Bao means well. I would like a child of my own, to share my life here, but I doubt it will ever happen.

			In the mirror I see a young woman’s face. A pretty face, certainly after Bao’s careful ministrations. An elegant face, of course, for the Honoured Ladies of my rank are always elegant in their grooming.

			A lonely face.

			 

			My palanquin bobs its way through the tiny passageways of the Inner Court. We pass by many other small palaces, each close to the next, separated only by their gardens. Here reside all the women of the court. We are a world of women, children, maids and eunuchs. Amongst our femininity towers the palace of the Emperor himself, the only man allowed to reside in the Forbidden City.

			There is a change in our pace as we come through the gates to the Outer Court, the public face of our lives. Here are mighty temples and receiving halls, watchtowers and endless courtyards, golden lions guarding marble plinths. Everywhere there are scurrying or imposing officials of varying ranks, armoured guards, colourful flags, noise. I let the curtains of my palanquin drop. I am unused to all of this. I hardly ever venture into the Outer Court except for the greatest of occasions.

			We arrive at the grand receiving hall and I join the other ladies of the court there. Most I know only at a distance. I begin by making my obeisance to the Empress Fuca. She’s older than me and is known as a kindly womanbut she is so exalted that I see little of her. Still, she inclines her head and smiles when I bow to her. She was only sixteen when she married the Emperor and although it was an arranged marriage, still Heaven must have smiled on their union, for the two young people fell in love and have remained devoted ever since. There are many other women here at court but few have had much opportunity of advancing, since the Emperor’s affections lie so firmly with his Empress. Other ladies are called to his chambers from time to time, but not as often as any of them would like and so very few have risen through the ranks. Amongst our numbers there are only two women whom everyone knows and watches, for it is clear that they are the most ambitious amongst us. I look about me and quickly spot them.

			Lady Ling was only a lady-in-waiting, not even a chosen concubine, when I first came here but two years ago she caught the Emperor’s eye and within a year had been promoted twice – first to an Honoured Lady like myself, then to an Imperial Concubine. I am not sure what she has done to be so liked, for she has not yet born a son, only a daughter. Whispers wondered if, being Han Chinese, she offered variety from many of the other ladies who are Manchus, but I am Han by birth myself and it has not made me a favourite. The whispers went on to suggest that she must therefore be very accomplished in the bedchamber and those who whisper watch her to see how high she can rise on such skills alone. Today she stands with her head held high, her body held erect, full of confidence. Her robes are a rich purple with complex embroidery and her hair is full of silken flowers.

			The other woman whom all the court knows is Lady Ula Nara. Already a Noble Consort, only two ranks lower than the Empress herself, Ula Nara has been at court since before the Emperor was enthroned. There are others more senior to her, but Ula Nara is known to be a jealous woman. She craves the position of Empress, though that is unlikely to ever happen, for Empress Fuca has been the Emperor’s Primary Consort since he was a prince and he did not hesitate to make her Empress once he ascended the throne. Today Ula Nara is in full court dress, her robes a rich yellow: not quite the imperial yellow to which she aspires, but certainly close to it. Her posture is immaculate but there is a tension in how she holds herself that speaks of something hidden below, a fear or even an anger, it is hard to tell. Her hair glitters with gems. Ula Nara is fond of jewellery.

			We have gathered to mark the end of the Daughters’ Draft, the lengthy selection process for new concubines, when every Manchu girl between thirteen and sixteen must be presented at court so that the Emperor may have his pick of them. Today those chosen will enter the Forbidden City and join our ranks. This is a day when the ambitious and the jealous are watchful and afraid. They scan the new faces for future rivals. The rest of us wonder what use the Emperor can have for more women when he makes little use of the ones he already has.

			 

			I find a space to stand but as other ladies arrive after me I find myself edged forwards until, to my dismay, I am side by side with Lady Ula Nara. I keep my eyes low so as not to meet her gaze and try not to move too much, so that I will not draw her attention to me. But perhaps I need not worry. Ula Nara’s face is tight with tension, her eyes are locked firmly onto the great doors through which will enter first the Emperor and then each of the new arrivals.

			There is much rustling and jostling for a good viewing position before a loud call announces the Emperor and we all fall to our knees to complete the sequence of kowtows required as he strides past and takes up his place on the imperial throne. By his side is the Empress Dowager, his mother, who gives him a brief smile before nodding to the Chief Eunuch to begin the naming of the girls who are about to become concubines. In theory it is the Emperor’s mother who chooses each girl. In practice the choices have mostly been made through the endless checks that are made into everything from each girl’s lineage and family to her body odour, height, quality of hair and demeanour. Any found wanting will have been sent away long before now. Any actual choosing the Empress Dowager has done was from a bevy of already-perfect beauties.

			 

			The naming goes on for a long time, tedious in its elaborate detail. Each girl advances, kowtows, has her family announced before being given a new name which wipes out her past and brings her like a fresh empty scroll to our world, ready to have a new destiny written upon it. There are not even that many new women this year but the proclamations are so slow there might as well be hundreds. Endless titles and allocations of silver, jewels, servants and palaces are read out for each new face. I shift in boredom and stifle a yawn. To amuse myself I do not look at any of the new girls until I have guessed by the look on Ula Nara’s face how beautiful each one is. I almost laugh when her face darkens in rage and I turn to see a very beautiful girl join us. The more senior ranks are called first, before we slowly work downwards.

			We have reached the Honoured Ladies, my own rank: higher than a lady in waiting but not by much. A few girls are named and enter our strange lives. I’m surprised as Ula Nara’s face lightens with relief and I turn to see what manner of ugly girl has somehow slipped through the rigorous selection process.

			She is not Manchu, nor Chinese. She is a Mongol, something of a rarity amongst us, with high broad cheekbones and very white skin. Her cheeks are painted pink, for the Mongols prize pink cheeks on their pale-skinned women. She seems older than many of the girls, at least sixteen and perhaps closer to seventeen. They have taken away her own traditional clothes and dressed her in the Manchu style. She will have been used to striding about in sturdy boots and now she must sway precariously on our cloud-climbing shoes, raised a full hand’s width above the ground on a tiny platform requiring a good deal of practice to walk in. Her black hair has been pinned with the first white almond blossoms and she is tall, taller than many of the women here. Her eyes are dark and I think at once of a hawk or falcon, perhaps even a young eagle such as the Mongols use for hunting. Fettered by her high shoes, the heavy silken robes, her almond blossom hair, but fierce and longing to be free. This is no dainty girl who will fly to the Emperor’s command. This is a wild bird. No wonder Ula Nara is relieved. She is not ugly, but no-one could imagine this girl trying hard to please the Emperor, simpering and longing for his attention. I will be surprised if she does not die here, fading away as wild birds often do if you try to cage them.

			“Honoured Lady Ying,” announces the Chief Eunuch and I stifle a laugh. Her new name denotes intelligence but also brings to mind the eagle. She has been well named. She looks about her, twisting her neck and shifting uneasily on her cloud-climbing shoes. As she is led past us to leave the ceremony she stumbles and a eunuch has to catch her before she falls. She stands again, flustered and angry at her loss of dignity. I smile at her, wanting to reassure her and she gives me a small tight smile in return, unsure of my intentions.

			“I am Qing,” I tell her before she has a chance to move away, hardly even knowing why I am addressing her. “Welcome to court,” I add, almost blurting out the words.

			She hovers, uncertain whether to follow the gesturing eunuch or speak with me.

			“I’d follow the eunuch, if I were you.”

			I startle. Lady Ula Nara has been watching us and now she has intervened. I bow my head to her and Lady Ying awkwardly follows suit.

			“You are new to court,” says Ula Nara, speaking only to Ying and ignoring me. “You cannot be expected to know with whom you should associate. But I would suggest that you do not waste your time on those who may bring you ill luck through being supremely ill favoured.” As she finishes speaking she sinks into a gracious bow to the Emperor and leaves the hall.

			I stand still in front of the new arrival. I can feel heat rising up my neck and know that an ugly blotchy stain is creeping from my collarbones up into my face. I know now why I spoke to her: because I hoped that an outsider would not know what there is to know about me, that someone here might overlook my failings. I struggle to meet the curious gaze of the newcomer before she is hurried away by her guide.

			Somehow I make my way from the hall and back into my palanquin, where I have a few moments of solitude to force the rising tears out of my eyes and to cool the flush of shame that has scarred me. Bao waits in my courtyard garden, eager for gossip.

			“Well?” he asks before I’ve even alighted from my chair.

			“The usual,” I say. “Mostly pretty, one very beautiful that annoyed Lady Ula Nara.” I pause, thinking of angry eyes under delicate almond blossom, of my crushing shame at Ula Nara’s words. “And a Lady Ying,” I say, despite myself.

			“Who, my Lady?”

			I don’t even know why I said her name. I don’t want to tell my loyal Bao what Ula Nara said. I have heard it too many times before from other lips and he will only hurry to reassure me, to comfort me that her truthful words were false. I shrug. “She looked cross,” I say. I don’t want to tell Bao that she was like a fettered eagle. He will think I have gone mad.

			Bao tuts. “What has she to be cross about?” he says. “She has been chosen as a concubine for the Son of Heaven. What more could a woman wish for?”

			“A glimpse of him from time to time?” I say.

			 

			Spring passes away and as the weather grows warm we move from the high red walls of the Forbidden City into the open green spaces and wide lakes of the Summer Palace. On our first day there I set out early to walk alone along the lakeside, one of my favourite pastimes.

			“You spend too much time alone,” sighs Bao. “You should at least walk with one of the other ladies to pick fruit or flowers. I can send a maid with you to carry baskets if you need one. Or go down to the lake house where they play card games. Why don’t you spend time with the
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