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For Bob Barker.

Priceless.





 
 


“Ten years of reforms; the state is rich, the warriors
well-rewarded. The soldiers charge in the face of arrows like thirsty men
heading for drink.”


 



Records of the Grand Historian a.k.a Shiji
Circa 91 BC


 
 



“We have to admit a hard truth.  We must admit a hard truth that
should guide us in the years and decades to come, that if we want to have a
free 21st century, and not the Chinese century of which Xi Jinping dreams, the
old paradigm of blind engagement with China simply won’t get it done.  We must
not continue it and we must not return to it.”


 



US Secretary of State Michael Pompeo
July 23, 2020







PREFACE

 

The black market for stolen art is
massive. It is estimated to be approximately $10 billion per year and growing.
This includes stolen paintings and sculptures, looted artifacts from war zones,
and items that the academic world has no idea even exist.


Artifacts that have never made it out of private collections.


Over the years, some of these collections have been opened to
academics and the public, revealing stunning finds, others have been liberated
by law enforcement.


More recently, many countries, once sources of incredible finds now
enjoyed by museumgoers the world over, have been demanding the return of what
they consider to have been looted. 


So, what would happen if one of these private collections was
finally opened to the world, and a long-lost artifact few knew existed was
returned to a belligerent country with a history of flaunting international
law, and that artifact turned out to be a fake?


Mayhem for an innocent archaeology couple.
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Operations Center 2, CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia


 


CIA
Analyst Supervisor Chris Leroux stood at his station in the heart of the
state-of-the-art operations center he was in charge of, his hands clasped
behind his head as he stared at the live satellite footage from Cairo. Three of
the vehicles they were monitoring broke off their pursuit, suddenly heading
west instead of north where their target SUV continued. “What the hell are they
doing?”


His second-in-command, Sonya Tong, peered at her screen. “The
road they’re now on is four lanes. It’s gonna move a hell of a lot quicker than
that two-lane road the professor’s just turned onto.”


“It looks like the Chinese have a better guide than the
professors,” said the team’s tech wunderkind Randy Child, spinning in his
chair. 


Leroux disagreed. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. It’s always
easier to pick a more optimal route when you’re in pursuit.” He shook his head
as the Egyptian police escorting the Chinese security team rapidly overtook the
professors just two streets down from them. If they could get far enough ahead,
they could cut up and block them. He adjusted his headset. “Professor Acton,
can you hear me?”


“Yeah, I’m here.”


“Your pursuers have broken off and have taken an alternate
route. They’re overtaking you to your south. If they get too far ahead, they’ll
be able to cut north and block you off.” 


Acton cursed. “We’re going as fast as we can, but this damn
street festival has people everywhere. I don’t think we’re gonna be able to get
out of this.”


“If they do catch you, just surrender to them. We’ll work
from the diplomatic side to get you free.”


“That’s assuming the Chinese haven’t already killed us or
taken us back to Beijing.” 


Tong waved her hand and pointed at the map that showed the
Egyptians and Chinese had turned north. 


“Professor, they’re going to have you cut off in less than
two minutes. You need to clear the next intersection before they arrive.” 


Acton relayed the information to the others when someone
cursed and gunfire broke out. 


Leroux spun toward Tong. “What the hell’s going on? Are they
under attack?”
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Kingdom of Min
466 BC


 


“Prepare
yourselves!”


Zhang Fei’s heart, already pounding fiercely, kicked into an
even higher gear at the shout from their commander. This was war. This was a
fight for their very survival. If they failed here today, the women, the
children, the elderly left behind in the farms and villages they all called home
would be slaughtered and worse. The women would be raped, children taken as
slaves, the elderly massacred. And once the pillaging was over and their king
had surrendered, those that survived would live under the banner of a new
leader, a man so feared, every man gathered to oppose him would rather die than
fall under his rule.


King Goujian, ruler of the Kingdom of Yue, his position
guaranteed by divine right as he possessed the Sword of Leadership, was
vicious, brutal. He led with an iron fist and showed no mercy to his enemies,
and for reasons unknown, he had set his sights on their tiny kingdom. The man’s
thirst for conquest was legendary, and Fei assumed they were a target simply
because they were easy prey. Messengers had been sent to surrounding kingdoms
calling for help, beseeching the others yet to feel the wrath of Yue to join
the fight in the hopes that a united force might oppose the belligerent
kingdom. 


Yet they wouldn’t arrive in time. 


This battle was happening now, and the massive force cresting
the ridge had him close to passing out from fear. 


Someone grabbed his shoulder and shook him. “Breathe!” It was
his best friend, Shu Bao. “Breathe, or you’re going to be of no use to us!”


Fei sucked in a deep breath, followed by several more, the
focus he had lost quickly regained, once again revealing the horror that lay
before him. It wasn’t a dream, it was a nightmare. In reality, this would be
his last day on Earth. This would be the last day on Earth for all of them.
There was no possible way their small ragtag army of peasants and farmers could
oppose the professional, well-trained, and experienced troops marching toward
them.


“Are you all right?”


Fei nodded. “I am now, thanks. You?”


“I think I shit my pants a few minutes ago.”


Fei took an exaggerated look at his friend’s behind. “Well,
it doesn’t show. Nothing’s leaking yet.”


Bao laughed, slapping his friend on his back. “I think what
I’m going to miss most is your sense of humor.”


“I’m going to miss your sister most.”


Bao grabbed him by the throat and squeezed, shaking him
before letting go and giving him a hug, his eyes filling with tears. “Nothing
would have thrilled me more than for you to be my brother-in-law. And it breaks
my heart to think of what might happen to my sister when we fail here today.”


Fei wiped his eyes dry as he pictured his beloved Yuan
ravaged by the evil that lay before them. Fei embraced Bao for what would
likely be the last time, the two of them inseparable since childhood. They
were, in every sense of the word, brothers except for blood, and even there
they were somewhat related, pretty much everyone in the area a distant cousin
of some sort. They would fight to the death here today in a futile effort to
protect those they loved, but the true horror would be saved for those who
survived.


And it crushed him.


“Look!” someone shouted, and everyone spun.


Fei’s heart leaped as he grabbed Bao’s arm, shaking it in
disbelief. “Please tell me my eyes don’t deceive me.”


“They don’t, my friend, for if they do, then mine lie as
well.”


Cheers erupted from their small force and Fei joined in as
hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers marching under the banner of the Kingdom of
Han hurried to join them. Fei embraced his friend once again, both of them
smiling for the first time since they had received word that the forces of Yue
were marching on them. 


“We might yet live to see our families again!”
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Lingkana Palace
Thimphu, Bhutan
Present Day, One Day Earlier


 


“Exquisite!”



Archaeology Professor James Acton agreed with his wife’s
assessment. The sword they were examining was indeed exquisite, but it was also
curious. He was privileged to have seen the Sword of Goujian, an ancient
Chinese blade believed to have been forged over 2500 years ago. It had been
discovered 60 years ago, but it wasn’t the design of it that was of interest,
it was the condition. 


Several swords of this design had been discovered, and they
all shared a single, remarkable trait. All were mostly bronze, and all appeared
as if forged recently. There was no rust. The blades weren’t tarnished. All of
them after millennia were in near-perfect condition, as was this one,
previously unknown to the academic world. 


Acton’s wife, Archaeology Professor Laura Palmer, turned to
their host, Sonam Choden, the curator of the King of Bhutan’s private
collection. “Do we know its pedigree?”


“To a point. Our records, of course, are very sketchy from
back then, but the various royal families responsible for this collection over
thousands of years took their duty seriously. The records have been copied by
each new curator by hand as one of their first duties. It not only introduces
us to the entire collection, but it preserves the records from generation to
generation. This practice wasn’t begun for at least a thousand years after this
particular item was collected. However, much of the initial record was
preserved. Unfortunately, it didn’t tell us much. All we know is when it was
added to the collection approximately 2500 years ago, and that timing, of
course, is interesting.”


Acton’s head bobbed. “It’s around the time that King Goujian
ruled.”


“You know your history, professor.”


Acton shrugged with a smirk. “I try.”


“Well, this you might find interesting. After the new king opened
his private collection to the academic world, we’ve been identifying objects
that might be of cultural significance to countries that, shall we say, it
might be in our best interest to be on the good side of.”


Laura smiled as she leaned in closer to the sword. “I think
if China knew you had this, you’d be praying you were on their good
side. They’d do nothing to stop at getting their hands on this. These swords
are a matter of national pride, and they don’t like their antiquities being
taken by other countries.”


“This is true. So, when I realized what this sword actually
was, I reconciled the old calendar of our region with the Chinese calendar of
the time and discovered something rather remarkable.”


This piqued Acton’s interest, and he tore his eyes away from
the intricately carved blade. “What did you find?”


“That this sword was gifted to our king, or rather the king
of this region at the time, the same year and perhaps even the same month that
King Goujian died.”


Acton was disappointed. “That could just be a coincidence.”


“It could. However, I’ve since translated this engraving.” He
pointed at the blade just below the hilt, ten symbols visible as if etched
yesterday.


Acton and Laura both leaned in. “Ten symbols. Interesting.
The Sword of Goujian has eight.”


Laura folded her arms and pinched her chin. “If I recall, six
of the Sword of Goujian’s symbols were translated to mean ‘The King of Yue made
this sword for his personal use.’ The other two were thought to be the name of
that particular king. Are any of those symbols on this sword?”


“Yes. The first eight match exactly those on the Sword of
Goujian.”


“Have you translated the other two?” asked Acton.


“I have.”


“And what do they mean?”


“It’s a curse of death for the unworthy.”


Acton took an involuntary step back. “What do you think it
means?”


“My research suggests that objects from that era were
sometimes inscribed with this curse when they were believed to hold mystical
powers and were only meant to be wielded by those of royal blood.”


“So, what you’re saying is it’s like Thor’s hammer?”


Laura swatted him. Choden smiled slightly, shaking his head.
“No. Thor’s hammer, I don’t believe, promised death if the unworthy touched it.
This does.”


Acton eyed him. “Have you touched it?”


The man chuckled. “On many occasions, and yet here I stand.”


Laura patted him on the shoulder. “Then you must have royal
blood.”


“Funny you should mention that.”


The door opened and a young man entered, saying something in
Dzongkha, the official language of Bhutan. Choden gave an abrupt acknowledgment
and squared his shoulders as the young man left. He was clearly tense.


“Problem?” asked Acton.


“I hope not. The Chinese delegation has just arrived. I must
go greet our guests.” He waved an arm around the room at the other artifacts.
“Please feel free to look around, though I beg of you not to touch anything.”
He bowed and left the room. 


Acton reached out and touched the ancient blade with the tip
of his index finger. Laura batted it away. “Must you tempt fate?” 


He gave her a look. “Don’t tell me you believe in curses
now?”


“I don’t. But if the Chinese find out you, an unworthy soul,
touched their precious sword, they may decide you need to die.”


Acton stared at his fingertip, second thoughts as to the
wisdom of what he had just done running through his head. “Maybe we should
leave. I doubt the Chinese would be too happy to know we, of all people, were
left alone with a piece of their cultural history.” 


Laura took his hand and headed for the door. “The first wise
decision you’ve made all day.” 


He grinned at her. “I think my decision to join you in the
shower this morning was a capital idea.” She swayed her hips and his grin
spread. “Don’t get me started, woman. You know I’ll finish it.” 


She winked at him. “I’m counting on it.”
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Kingdom of Min
466 BC


 


Zhang
Fei thrust his spear forward, piercing the stomach of his enemy. The man cried
out in agony, gripping the flame-hardened wood. Fei yanked it free, stepping
over the man as he collapsed, already picking out his next target. They were
losing this battle, but it was going far better than any of them had hoped with
the arrival of the Han troops. If they could hold out long enough, word had
been shared that the Kingdom of Chu had also sent a large contingent and were
expected to arrive before nightfall. 


The kingdoms were uniting against the belligerent Yue.


Bao fought beside him, so many of their friends already
fallen, he had stopped counting. It was too depressing. But every breath he
continued to take was one more as a free man, and as long as he remained free,
so did his home. All they had to do was hold out long enough and the day could
be theirs. He was no longer concerned with saving himself. All that mattered
was that the kingdom survived so his beloved Yuan would be safe.


He tried not to think of what that meant, her going on
without him. She was beautiful, funny, a hard worker. She would find a mate
without any difficulty. He just prayed to the gods that whoever she did end up
with loved her as much as he did, and gave her the life she deserved. 


He parried a thrust then countered with one of his own,
catching his opponent in the shoulder as Bao lunged, finishing the man off.


Bao smacked Fei on the shoulder, pointing ahead with his
spear. “Do you see that?”


“What?” Fei squinted through the mayhem. “You mean the man on
the horse?”


“No, the men surrounding him.”


Fei peered ahead, counting eight or nine soldiers on
horseback, all surrounding one man who appeared no different than any other,
other than the fact he was afforded such protection. “What about them?”


“Look at the emblem on their chest.”


Fei couldn’t make it out. “I can’t see it. What is it?”


“It’s the Imperial Guard.”


Fei thrust again, Bao joining him, dispatching another of the
enemy to the great beyond. “So, they’re Imperial Guard. It makes sense that
their king would be here so they would be as well.”


“You don’t understand. The Imperial Guard only protects the
king. They don’t fight unless the king is threatened.”


Fei was too preoccupied to puzzle out whatever it was his
friend had already. A sword swung at him from his left and he ducked, shoving
his spear upward and catching the man in his side. He groaned, dropping his
sword, and Bao buried the tip of his spear in the fallen enemy’s throat. “Just
tell me whatever it is you’ve figured out. I don’t have time for games.”


“If you expect to marry my sister, you’re going to have to be
a hell of a lot smarter than you are today.”


Fei gave his friend a look. “You and I both know your
sister’s the smart one.”


“Clearly.” Bao jabbed a finger toward the group on horseback.
“If they’re Imperial Guard, then that man who looks like any other soldier is
King Goujian.”


Fei’s jaw dropped as he stared. Could it be, could Goujian
himself be here? Could he be foolish enough to advance so deeply into the fray,
so near the line of battle? “It can’t be.”


“It has to be. There’s no other explanation. Two or three,
perhaps, sent ahead to give a personal report, but not nine, not all
surrounding one man.”


“Is there any way to know for sure?”


“Get his sword.”


Fei’s eyes narrowed. “His sword?”


“If it’s him, then it’s the Sword of Leadership.”


“How will we know?”


“There’s an inscription on it.”


Fei regarded his friend. “How do you know?”


“My father told me.”


“How would he know?”


Bao gave him the stink-eye. “Do we really have time for this?
If we can get the Sword of Leadership, we might be able to put an end to this.”


“How? It’s only a sword.”


Bao shook his head. “No, it’s more than that. His army will
only follow whoever wields it. If we can get that sword, then his army might
stand down.”


Fei stared at the man on horseback responsible for so much
death and destruction. “Forget the sword. Let’s just kill the man.”
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Lingkana Palace
Thimphu, Bhutan
Present Day


 


Acton
and Laura stood against the wall as the Chinese delegation swarmed the sword,
the curator, Choden, explaining what little they knew about it. Several other
delegations were also in the room, some with members he recognized
professionally, including Professor Vikram Kalam, who stood to his immediate
left. 


Kalam, who spoke Chinese, leaned slightly closer. “They
seemed to be excited by two additional symbols on the sword.”


“Apparently, it’s a curse for the unworthy.” 


Kalam grunted. “I’ve heard of such things. Nonsense, of
course, but not so much to the Chinese as to those of us trained in Western
methods. The Chinese still give great stock to mysticism, which is curious
since as a communist society, religion in all its forms is frowned upon.
There’s something more going on here though.” He lowered his voice. “Have you
ever heard of the Sword of Leadership?”


“Can’t say I have.”


“They seem to think this is it.”


“Sounds important.”


“They’re definitely very excited about it.”


“Notice how none of them have touched it,” whispered Laura. 


Acton hadn’t, but took note of it now. They would lean in
within inches, but that was it. None dared lay a finger on it. In fact, every
time one leaned in, they purposefully clasped their hands behind their back,
leaving no chance of accidental contact. “The Chinese do take their curses
seriously.”


She eyeballed him. “Let’s hope it’s not for good reason,
since my foolish husband touched it.”


Kalam chuckled. “You touched it?”


Acton shrugged. “Someone tells me I can’t touch something,
well, you know?”


Kalam grinned. “I’ve missed working with you, Professor. I
don’t think I’ve laughed as hard as I did during our last dig together in all
the years since.”


“Then perhaps you should join us in Peru or Egypt at one of
our digs. We’ve made remarkable discoveries that I think you’ll find
fascinating, and I promise to keep you in stitches the entire time.”


“I just might take you up on that offer.”


The Chinese delegation abruptly stepped away from the sword
and switched to English, the only language everyone in the room shared. The
leader of their delegation, Professor Xudong, addressed Choden directly. “As a
representative of the People’s Republic of China, I formally demand you return
this artifact to its rightful owners, the people of China.”


Choden smiled and bowed. “I’m afraid that’s not my decision
to make. However, the king is hosting a reception in honor of all his guests,
and he will be making several announcements, one of which I think you’ll be
quite pleased with.”


Xudong stepped forward. “I don’t think you understand. We are
taking this sword with us.”


Choden’s smile eased somewhat. “You are guests in this
country, sir. My king invited you here to show you this artifact in good faith.
The reception starts in one hour. I suggest you be there on your best behavior.
Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He strode from the room, leaving a stunned Chinese
delegation behind along with a dozen uncomfortable academics.


Kalam leaned over. “I think we should leave.” There was a
sense of urgency in his voice that they both picked up on. 


“Agreed.” Laura led them from the room, and when the door
closed behind them, Acton turned to Kalam. 


“You heard something.” 


Kalam nodded, any of the frivolity from earlier erased from
his face. “They’re calling in a strike team to steal the sword tonight.” 


Acton cursed. “That’s all we need.”


“I think I’m going to reschedule my flight and leave
immediately after the reception.”


“That’s probably wise. We’ll do the same. I don’t want to be
anywhere near this place when the Chinese come knocking.”
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Kingdom of Min
466 BC


 


Bao
cried out, dropping to the blood-soaked ground. “No!” cried Fei as he bent over
his friend then groaned, his back arching, his free hand reaching behind him
before he dropped atop his friend as the battle continued to rage around them.
Bao’s chest heaved under him as Fei struggled to control his own breathing, a
difficult task considering how long they had been fighting. He was as tired as
he had ever been, farm life difficult but nothing compared to this.


“Do you think they bought it?” he asked, his voice a harsh,
gasped whisper.


“Nobody has stabbed me in the back yet, but if you don’t stop
talking and breathing so heavy, we’re not going to fool them for long.”


“Good point.”


With the conversation finished, Fei focused on his breathing,
his eyes barely open as he kept a watchful eye on what was happening around
them. Just ahead, not twenty paces, was the front line of the Imperial Guard on
horseback, continuing to advance slowly as the forces of Yue continued to grind
away at their weaker opponents. 


Bao’s plan was simple in explanation, but Fei feared it would
prove far more difficult in execution. A direct assault on these highly-trained
soldiers wearing body armor and wielding swords would be suicide. This
subterfuge was their only hope of succeeding, though he was confident it still
meant certain death.


A horse snorted, not ten paces away. So far, their deception
had worked, and why wouldn’t it? The ground was littered with corpses, with men
writhing in agony. Some of the voices crying out, begging for their mothers,
were ones he recognized, and it made him wonder who he would call for in his
final moments. His mother, his father, his siblings, or his beloved Yuan?


Five paces. 


He didn’t have time to think of such things. He didn’t intend
to die, despite the apparently inevitable, anticipated outcome.


Three paces. 


“Get ready,” he whispered to Bao who couldn’t see what was
happening.


The horse ahead shifted course, its rider guiding it around
the bodies lying in their path. A dark shadow was cast over them as the lead
rider passed them. If Bao was right, and the man the Imperial Guard appeared to
be protecting was indeed King Goujian, he should be only a few paces behind. It
was his call as to when to begin the attack that could turn the tide of the
battle, and his pulse pounded in his ears with the responsibility. So many
lives depended on the next few moments, it had him hesitating. 


Another shadow, another snort. 


It had to be him.


He shoved to his feet, roaring to the others, “Now!” He
opened his eyes fully, thrusting his spear upward, plunging it into the thigh
of the unsuspecting monarch. The man screamed in agony and reached for his
sword, still sheathed at his side, the arrogance galling.


Bao leaped to his feet, his dagger in hand, and reached up,
cutting the leather strap holding the sword as their friends around them, in on
the surprise attack, engaged the Imperial Guard, most of them dead or wounded
within the first few moments, none able to protect their liege as they fought
for their own lives.


Fei shoved his spear in deeper, twisting it, the king roaring
in pain, his grip on the hilt of his sword released as he reached for the
source of the pain. Bao grabbed the blade and thrust it into the air. “I wield
the Sword of Leadership! You shall all obey me!” he shouted at the top of his
lungs.


The battle around them ceased, if only for a moment, as
everyone within earshot turned to see what was going on.


He thrust the sword high once again, then his eyes bulged and
he gasped.


Fei tensed. “What’s wrong?”


Bao opened his mouth to speak but instead coughed, blood
trickling from his lips as he fell forward, revealing the king’s hand gripping
a dagger thrust into Bao’s back. The sword clattered to the ground as King
Goujian leaped from his horse, wincing as Fei’s forgotten spear wagged, still
embedded deep in the man’s leg. Goujian reached for his sword as the battle
resumed, his troops assuming he was about to successfully recover it, and a rage
engulfed Fei, demanding failure on the king’s part. His fist darted out,
catching the king in the stomach. The man jerked back as Fei swiftly placed his
dying friend on the ground. His foot snapped forward, catching his opponent in
the knee, and the king stumbled. Fei yanked his spear free then plunged it at
Goujian’s chest. The monarch twisted to avoid the blow and the tip buried
itself deep into his shoulder. Fei tore it free, then with his right hand still
gripping the staff, thrust his fist forward, catching the man’s jaw and sending
him to the ground.


Fei grabbed the sword then looked down at his friend, who
stared up at him, the life rapidly fading from his eyes as he gasped his final
words. “It’s up to you to save them.”


Fei’s heart ached as his friend delivered his final words
before a heartbreaking death rattle. A yell unlike anything he had ever heard
erupted, and it took him a moment to realize he was the source as he thrust the
Sword of Leadership high into the air, echoing his friend’s words.


“I wield the Sword of Leadership! You shall all obey me!”
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Lingkana Palace
Thimphu, Bhutan
Present Day


 


All
had been forgiven, the tensions of earlier relieved. The King of Bhutan had
gifted several of the artifacts back to their so-called rightful owners. A
sculpture of the goddess Durga had been gifted back to India, a Dong Som bronze
drum to Vietnam, and the sword lost thousands of years ago to China. When the
announcement had been made, Acton, Laura, and Professor Kalam had all exchanged
relieved smiles, and Kalam had leaned over. 


“Perhaps we were a little premature in rebooking our
flights.” 


Acton disagreed. “It’s always wise to be prepared when the
Chinese are involved. They’re too unpredictable.”


“This is true, especially when it comes to small powers like
Bhutan. It’s evident what’s going on here. The king is clearly looking to curry
favor with his neighbors. It’s unfortunate he’s surrounded by such
unpredictability.”


Acton grunted. “Make nice with the snake coiled on your
doorstep, or the teddy bear over the horizon.”


“Exactly. I think, however, I’m going to reschedule my flight
back to tomorrow evening. After all, it would be rude to take what has been
gifted to my country and run.”


Acton chuckled. “It would’ve come off as in poor taste.” He turned
to Laura. “We, on the other hand”—she gave an imperceptible nod—“are still
going to leave tonight since nothing was gifted to either of our countries, and
I’m guessing the Chinese strike team is either still en route or already here.”
He gestured toward the Chinese delegation. “I haven’t seen one of them pull out
a phone to cancel whatever plans they put in motion earlier today.”


Kalam frowned. “Once the sword is unsheathed, it cannot be
put away until it has drawn blood?”


“Is that an ancient Chinese proverb?”


“I think so.”


Acton shrugged. “Sounds more Klingon to me. Either way, it’s
not good.”
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Kingdom of Min
466 BC


 


Once
again, the melee surrounding him settled if only for a brief moment, but Fei
didn’t make the mistake his friend had. He didn’t let his guard down under the
assumption their enemy would lower their weapons and leave the field of battle.
Instead, he ran, the sword held high, back toward where his king sat atop his
horse, all the while shouting, “Soldiers of Yue, return to your homes! I
command thee!”


As he put distance between himself and the enemy’s fallen
king, his compatriots rallied, taking advantage of the confusion infecting
their enemy. A cheer erupted and he glanced over his shoulder to see what
remained of the Imperial Guard retreating. King Goujian sat slumped over the
back of his horse, the reins gripped by one of his guard as they fled the scene
of battle, the sight of which broke the spirit of the enemy, leading to a mass
exodus. 


A horn sounded and Fei spotted flags across the rear of the
battlefield rise, signaling them to hold their positions and not pursue. They
had won the day, they had won the battle, but perhaps not the war, and he had
no doubt their commanders had no idea why it was so. 


He continued toward his king though at a much slower pace,
the urgency gone. Those involved in the ambush of Goujian that had managed to
survive surrounded him, cheering him on, telling everyone who asked what had
happened, the legend that would be his life story being written as he strode
toward his liege. 


As the word spread that he had single-handedly taken down
King Goujian and stolen the Sword of Leadership, both guilt and pride gripped
him. It had been Bao’s idea. He should get the credit, for he had been the one
who first gripped the sword. But the way his fellow defenders looked at him,
their eyes wide, their mouths agape in awe at what he had accomplished, was
intoxicating. He was a simple farmer. It was all he had ever been. It was all
he imagined he ever would be. Such adoration wasn’t meant for men like him. It
was meant for kings, for nobility. He liked it, yet no matter how much he was
enjoying what was the greatest moment in his life, he would set the record
straight. Bao was the real hero of the day, and had given his life to save his
people.


The defenders parted, making way for him and his entourage,
and he soon found himself prostrated on the ground, his hands extended in front
of him, the Sword of Leadership held mere inches from the bloody ground.


“Rise, my son.”


Fei’s heart hammered as he scrambled to his feet, his eyes
still closed, his chin pressed tight against his chest, the sword still held
out in front of him.


“Is this what we think it is?”


Fei nodded, not daring to speak.


“Do you not have a tongue?”
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