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      The civil exam to test my knowledge of the law started in an hour.

      I know, I know! I shouldn’t pronounce the coming of my exams, where I’d be tested on the Lui land law, the same way I’d announce news of the crazed horsemen from the north sweeping across the plains and attacking my little city of Da Shan.

      It wasn’t even as bad as the stinking foreigners coming up from the south and buying up as much property as they could.

      Still, it was a fate, and it was to be mine, this poor Rabbit.

      Today would determine if I would pass from being merely an apprentice law clerk, under the service of Master Wei, to becoming a full-fledged law clerk, able to set up my own shop. Several such civil exams had been set up in recent years, including archery exams for the military and general knowledge exams for becoming a bureaucrat.

      Of course, even if I passed, no one would hire me, not even with the booming business we’d had with the smelly southern foreigners. It would take many years (and possibly more exams) before I would become as respected as Master Wei and could expect to take on clients.

      I would have two additional chances after this one, if I flubbed my first attempt. Three tries, total.

      I had to pass. If for nothing else, to prove to Master Wei that his faith in me for all these years hadn’t been misplaced.

      The fact that Mother had declared that once I passed my civil law exams she would begin to actively start searching for a bride for me may have been an motivator as well.

      First, though, I had to get to the Hall of Learning, at the law school nearby.

      Despite my late night cramming in as much knowledge as I could, I’d still woken early that morning. The sun was just making herself known, the late spring air still cool. I could hear the soup vendors already out in the street, calling customers for warm conji—chicken and garlic soup with rice that had been soaked in it overnight, making it more like a thick stew.

      I had dressed in my second best robe. Better to appear too humble than too proud, or at least that was what Mother said. It was the color of gray morning clouds before the sun touched them and melted them away. I didn’t wear this robe to the office where I worked with Master Wei, so the cuffs were not stained with ink. However, it wasn’t a new robe, and they had been replaced once already, with a light spring-green color that I actually thought looked better than the original. The collar had been replaced with the same material at my persistence, no matter the grumbling of Mother.

      That had happened a lot more often recently, me insisting on something and Mother giving way.

      Who knows? Maybe she would actually go and seek me a bride if I passed the exams.

      I carried my own writing implements with me: my best inkstone, inkstick, and brushes, along with a clever little tin cup for holding water. They were all rolled up in a leather case that showed much wear.

      It had been my father’s, one of the few items that I, as the fourth and unlucky son, had inherited after his untimely death.

      I didn’t bother to go see Mother. I knew she wished me well. She wouldn’t be awake yet.

      Instead, I made my way to Bái Hua Bàn’s temple.

      My friends tease me for my devotion to her. I am fully aware that she is just a little local goddess. However, she’d always looked after me, and after Da Shan. She had a special place in my heart, particularly after the old priest had died and it became my duty to find the will.

      Kan Ou, the new priest for the temple, had done wonderous things over the past three years. He still looked like a farmhand, with broad shoulders and beefy hands, his eyes wide and somewhat glazed. However, he’d wielded that innocence like a knife, carving contributions out of the richer men in the neighborhood to improve the temple.

      A fine floor of slate tiles now covered what had once been dirt. Actual cushions were piled up against the wall, for supplicants to use. The plain wooden walls had been painted white, and currently, Kan Ou was collecting money for the series of murals he wanted to have painted there.

      Kan Ou had replaced the statue of the goddess, of course, after that thief Zhan had stolen it. (I’d met with Zhan a couple of times since then, favors owed and given freely. The man was articulate, clever, and more dangerous than the Emperor’s executioners with their curved dadao blades.)

      The new statue still had the lilting grace of the old one, and was about as tall as my arm was long. Bái Hua Bàn looked down on her followers with a tiny, half smile, as if she knew all the mysteries of the world but had no intention of sharing them. Great intelligence shone from her wide eyes and broad brow. Her robes flowed down beautifully and pooled at her feet. She held a simple blossom in her hands, offering it to her followers, a symbol of her purity and great fecundity. This new earthly representation was actually made of silver, and not just plated.

      Kan Ou hadn’t replaced the altar. It was still rustic and wooden, standing against the far wall. Nine mystical candles lit the area around my lady, adding to her beauty and mystery.

      Bái Hua Bàn waited for me, patient as always, as I stumbled into the temple. I bowed to the four directions, to the Emperor and his golden court in the west, then to the south from where all the foreigners and their cash came, to the east where fairy tale monsters and huge ocean lay, then finally to the north, where the horsemen stood poised, ready to carry war to us again.

      Then I centered myself, breathing deeply, and bowed once more, to the center of the sacred space, bowing to my little town of Da Shan as well as to my goddess, who still took up the heart of me.

      And possibly would continue to do so, even after Mother found me a bride.

      Only then did I allow myself to drop to the ground and prostrate myself, pouring out all my worries and woes to the temple goddess, begging, pleading, as well as imploring Bái Hua Bàn to watch over me that day, to prompt my overfull brain to remember what it needed to, as well as to make my words clever.

      Finally, I raised up my head and hurried out. Not just because I saw Kan Ou enter the temple out of the corner of my eye and I really couldn’t donate any more money just then. But also because I heard the morning bells tolling the double hour of the Dragon.

      If I didn’t hurry, I was going to be late to my exam, which were going to occur during the next half hour.

      Of course, that was when all of Da Shan decided to vex me. First, there was a group of laborers carrying a large load of wood on a cart which had broken down. The beams were strewn all over the street. A group of onlookers were offering “helpful” suggestions as the poor men struggled to clear the way. Between the people and the street full of wood, it was too congested to get through.

      Luckily, I’d gone on enough tours of Da Shan with Xin Chao, that great ox and one of my best friends, so I thought I knew an alley I could cut through and around.

      That turned out to be a mistake, as the alley wound around and around. There was no passage out! I had not taken the first street that crossed the alley, thinking that I was making better time this way. But the alley had grown narrower as it passed behind several shops. I hopped over baskets being woven, the straw bale of a broom maker, even several (very smelly) vats of bamboo being turned into paper.

      When I finally made my way out of the winding narrow alley, I discovered I was north of the law school. I tried heading toward it as quickly as I could, merely rushing and not running.

      Which was of course when I tripped and fell, managing not only to rip my robes at the knee as I landed hard, but covering the front of them with dirt.

      My only blessing at that point was that I’d only fallen down on a dusty road. I hadn’t stepped in manure or tripped over a laborer’s bucket of paint.

      I tried to straighten my robe as best I could without taking off my belt, as well as brush off the dirt that now seemed embedded on my pretty green cuffs.

      I didn’t have time to go home and change.

      I knew, knew the examiners were going to have a problem with me arriving in this condition.

      I will admit that the old Rabbit might have stood there fretting and wringing his hands over his appearance, possibly making him later than he already was.

      This new Rabbit, who I’d become over the last few years, managed to find some of that courage that Xin Chao and my other friends claimed I had. I limped forward, still determined to make it to my exams.

      I reminded myself that Master Wei’s eyes were no longer the best, and so he was constantly squinting at things. He frequently wore the remains of his previous meal in his long beard. He’d only acquired new robes at Mother’s insistence, and they didn’t stay clean for long.

      Yet, Master Wei was respected by every Xi law office in Da Shan. He knew the law, love the law, and was intimate with every little clause or quirk within it.

      And I was his apprentice. I, too, would prove that I could be respected for what I knew and not for how I looked.

      I finally arrived at the school.

      However, no one was waiting outside the exam room! Was I so late that the exams had already finished?

      No.

      The exams had been postponed for a day.
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      I arrived in better shape the next day, just after the hour of the Dragon. I’d had to wear my best robe, which was a beautiful yellow color, perfect for spring. My friend Long Yen, who was the son of the head of the Weaver’s Guild, had gotten it for me, at a bargain as well.

      Two other young men waited in line before the door. An older man stood there, verifying the identity papers of the people wanting to take the exam. He also had a rolled up piece of paper that contained the names of all those who had applied and paid their fees. He checked off each name before the person was allowed into the examination room.

      He was very thorough in his examination of all the papers handed to them, reading the names out loud. It made me feel very official when he finally passed me through.

      I wasn’t the first to be allowed into the examination room, but the third.

      Possibly my luck was changing, as I wasn’t the unlucky fourth that day.

      The room had low desks to accommodate twenty students. Beautiful, wistful watercolor paintings hung on scrolls between the windows. No dust was allowed to gather in the corners, no cobwebs hung from the ceiling.

      It was the epitome of a clean, tidy environment.

      It was also the exact opposite of the office I shared with Master Wei, which was stuffed full of scrolls, books, and old contracts, the desks like islands moored between towering mountains of paper. This room had windows that would allow delightful breezes through. We were on the second story of a courtyard that faced a dyer, and frequently the office was full of the acrid smell of the dyes, in addition to the constant smell of moldering paper.

      Maybe some year I could actually have such a clean workspace myself.

      In the meanwhile, I choose my desk in the far back corner, rolled up my sleeves and tied them back so I wouldn’t stain the cuffs, then prepared my writing materials. I filled my cup with water from the jug up front, then poured a little bit of water into my inkstone. The inkstick I used was my favorite, the compressed ink releasing perfectly as I ground it across the inkstone.

      Soon, I had the perfect ink ready to use for writing my exam essays. The smell of it relaxed me: it was the smell of hard work, of all the contracts I’d already reviewed or put together at Master Wei’s behest.

      Our office was the dirty little secret of the Xi office: instead of doing the actual work themselves of land contracts or wills, they handed it to us. We collected a very good fee in exchange, though they were the
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