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This is a work of historical fiction. Certain historical figures appear.

All other characters are products of the author’s imagination.

 




For the physicians who kept the knowledge

when the emperors burned the books.

And for the women who practised medicine

in the centuries that forgot to name them.

 


A Note on History

The year 206 BC marks one of the great pivots of Chinese history. The Qin Dynasty, which had unified the warring states of China under the First Emperor Qin Shi Huang in 221 BC, collapsed within four years of his death in 210 BC. The empire that had been built on a combination of military genius, administrative innovation, and a ferocity of purpose that left contemporaries stunned by its speed did not survive its founder by a generation. By 206 BC, the Qin capital of Xianyang had fallen to Liu Bang, a man of peasant origins from the state of Pei who had risen through the chaos of the anti-Qin rebellion to become the dominant military force in the former western territories.

Liu Bang would become the Emperor Gaozu of the Han Dynasty, founding a dynasty that would last, with one interruption, for over four hundred years and whose cultural legacy shapes Chinese civilization to the present day. The Han Dynasty gave the Chinese people their enduring name for themselves: the Han people. But in 206 BC, none of this was yet established. Liu Bang was one of two dominant warlords competing for the remains of the Qin empire, the other being Xiang Yu, the Prince of Chu, whose military genius was widely considered superior to Liu Bang's own and whose position at the beginning of 206 BC appeared considerably stronger.

The Hongmen Banquet, one of the most famous episodes in Chinese historical literature, took place in the early months of 206 BC. The event is described in Sima Qian's Records of the Grand Historian, the Shiji, written approximately a century later and the primary source for the events of this period. At the banquet, Xiang Yu came within a decision of having Liu Bang killed, and Liu Bang survived partly through the loyalty of his followers and partly through the specific combination of political intelligence and physical luck that characterized his career. The incident is considered by historians as one of the decisive moments in the Chu-Han Contention.

The medical tradition of the period is documented in several surviving texts. The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine, the Huangdi Neijing, is the foundational text of traditional Chinese medicine. The version that has come down to us was compiled over several centuries, but its core content reflects medical knowledge of the Warring States and early Han period. The text covers acupuncture, moxibustion, herbal medicine, pulse diagnosis, and the theoretical framework of qi, yin and yang, and the Five Phases that organizes Chinese medical thinking. A copy of a medical text, Wu Shi Er Bing Fang, the Prescriptions for Fifty-Two Ailments, was found in the Mawangdui tomb excavation in Changsha in 1973, dating to approximately 168 BC. This text gives the most detailed picture of early Han medical practice available.

The burning of books ordered by Qin Shi Huang in 213 BC specifically exempted medical texts, agricultural texts, and books on divination, which were considered practically useful. Texts on history, poetry, and Confucian philosophy were the primary targets. Physicians of the Qin period therefore retained access to their professional literature in a way that scholars of other disciplines did not, which gave the medical community a distinctive position in the culture of survival that the Qin collapse produced.

Wei Shen, the protagonist of this novel, is fictional, as are her father Wei Boling, the court physician Gongsun Tao, the merchant Zhao Chunmei, and the soldier Peng Lao. Liu Bang (Emperor Gaozu), Xiang Yu, Zhang Liang, Xiao He, Han Xin, Lu Zhi (later Empress Lu), Fan Kuai, Chen Ping, and Sima Qian are real historical persons. The geography of the Guanzhong plain, the city of Xianyang, the Ba Shang encampment, and the site of the Hongmen Banquet are based on historical and archaeological evidence. All timelines adhere to the scholarship on the late Qin and early Han transition currently available.
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Prologue

The Physician Who Lied to an Emperor

The Palace of Manifest Truth, Xianyang

The Tenth Month of the Third Year of Qin Er Shi, 207 BC

The emperor asked Wei Shen whether his father would live, and she said yes.

She said it the way a physician says things they know to be untrue but which serve a purpose that truth cannot serve at the present moment. She said it with the precision and the calm of eleven years of medical training, looking at a man whose power extended over every person between the Yellow River and the sea, and she did not let her face do anything that her voice was not doing.

The emperor was Qin Er Shi, the Second Qin Emperor, the son of Qin Shi Huang, who had unified China twenty-one years before this conversation took place. He was twenty-two years old, which was old enough to have the power to order her death and young enough to have the habit of doing so casually. He stood in the Zhangtai Palace's inner courtyard, where the early winter morning light fell in long slanted columns through the columns' shadows, and he looked at her with the specific expression of a man who suspected he was being lied to and was deciding whether to punish the lie or use it.

His father was not going to live. His father, the First Emperor Zhao Gao's puppet, was already in the final stage of the hemorrhagic condition that Wei Shen's father Wei Boling had identified six months earlier and had described in the medical records in the careful language that physicians used when they needed to communicate truth to each other and conceal it from the people who held power over them. The records said: the patient presents with prolonged manifestation of rebellious qi in the middle burner, complicated by depletion of the defensive qi in the exterior. The records did not say: this man will be dead within two months and nothing in the materia medica of the Han or the Qin will prevent it.

The palace of Xianyang in its final months had the specific quality of a building that has been emptied of its organizing intelligence while retaining all the physical apparatus of function. The servants continued to perform their duties. The officials continued to file their reports and attend their meetings and issue their decisions in the forms that the institutional routine required. The guards maintained their posts. The cooks prepared the imperial meals. And in the center of all this maintained function, the Second Emperor continued to exist, twenty-two years old and increasingly aware that the awareness of the people around him had shifted in character from the awareness of subjects attending to a power they feared to the awareness of people managing a situation they were not sure how to conclude.

Wei Shen had been navigating this shifting awareness for three months, since the diagnosis of the emperor's father had become, in her private assessment, terminal. The navigation required the specific double vision that medical practice in politically dangerous contexts always required: the visible layer of professional competence and appropriate deference that the institutional role demanded, and the private layer of accurate clinical assessment and honest analysis that the physician's obligation to truth demanded, with the constant management of the gap between the two layers that the specific danger of the current situation made urgent.

She had not yet decided, in those three months, what she would do if the gap became impossible to manage. The decision to lie to the Second Emperor about his father's prognosis had been made in the moment the question was asked, with the speed of a clinical decision made under pressure, and it had been the right decision for the moment: the truth would have produced an immediate crisis in a court that was already in a state of advanced institutional fragility, and the crisis would have been destructive before it was productive. But the lie was not sustainable indefinitely, and the sustainability question was the one that was becoming urgent as the emperor's father's condition progressed toward its inevitable conclusion.

The lie that she had told the Second Emperor was not, in the framework of the medical ethics that her father had taught her, a lie that violated the physician's obligation to truth. The obligation to truth in the medical tradition was an obligation to the patient, not to every person who asked the physician about the patient's condition. The emperor's father was her patient. The Second Emperor was not. The truth she owed to her patient was in her clinical records, and those records were honest. The representation she made to the Second Emperor was a political calculation rather than a clinical one, and the political calculation was the one that the situation required.

She had thought about this distinction carefully, because thinking carefully about ethical distinctions was the discipline that the medical tradition required and that her father had specifically cultivated in her. The distinction was real: the physician's obligation to the patient and the physician's obligation to the persons who asked about the patient were not the same obligation, and they could conflict without the conflict requiring the violation of the primary obligation. But the distinction was also the kind of distinction that could be used to rationalize a great deal of professionally convenient dishonesty if applied without the rigorous self-examination that ethical distinctions required, and she held it with that awareness.

She had inherited the records when her father disappeared fourteen days earlier. She had inherited the position when the court physician Gongsun Tao had chosen, with the wisdom of a sixty-year-old man who had survived the entire reign of the First Emperor, to be suddenly unavailable. She was twenty-six years old and had been assisting in the imperial medical service for three years, and she was the only person currently standing between the emperor and the knowledge that his father was dying.

She said yes, your father will recover, and she watched the emperor's face decide to believe her, because believing her was more comfortable than the alternative, and because a twenty-two-year-old man who has grown up in the court of Qin Shi Huang has developed specific coping strategies for uncomfortable truths that involve not believing them until they are unavoidable.

She left the palace that afternoon through the servants' gate, carrying her father's medical kit and his private case of texts wrapped in oilcloth, and she did not look back at the walls of Xianyang because she understood, with the clear-eyed practicality that eleven years of medical training had given her, that she was looking at something she would not see again in its current form.

The Qin Dynasty had three months to live. The Second Emperor would be dead within two. And somewhere outside the walls, in the camps of the men who were coming to replace the dynasty that had replaced the world, a future emperor was eating soldiers' rations and making promises and practicing the specific skills that turn a man from Pei into a Son of Heaven.

She had no opinion yet about the man from Pei. She had read the medical implications of everything she had observed in the Qin court for three years, and she had conclusions about the medical implications of the empire's collapse. She carried those conclusions in the oilcloth case alongside her father's texts.

She would form an opinion about the man from Pei. It would take longer than she expected, and cost more than she had planned for, and produce a result that neither of them would have predicted on the morning she walked out of Xianyang's servants' gate with her father's life's work tucked under her arm.

This is that story.

 


CHAPTER I

The Daughter of the Dragon Bone Collector

The dragon bone collector came to Wei Boling's house twice a year, in the second month and the ninth month, because those were the months when the roads from Henan were passable without extraordinary difficulty and when the pharmacies in Xianyang were running low on their current supplies. He was a lean man from Anyang who had been in the trade for thirty years and who had the particular character of someone whose livelihood depended on the intersection of superstition and medicine: an ability to speak the language of both without being committed to either.

Dragon bones were not dragon bones. They were fossil animal bones, primarily the remains of ancient mammals and occasionally marine creatures, which had been accumulating in the limestone and loess deposits of Henan and Shaanxi for millions of years and which local people had been digging up, selling to pharmacies, and grinding into medicinal powder since before the historical record began. The name was an artifact of the world's prior understanding of what they were, and it persisted with the tenacity of names that have been attached to things for long enough that the name has become more real than the description.

Ground dragon bone, Long Gu, was prescribed in the medical tradition for conditions involving what the texts called the restless spirit: insomnia, anxiety, the specific agitation that came from long illness or grief or the kind of sustained terror that certain kinds of power produce in the people it operates on. Wei Boling prescribed it regularly, with the confidence of a physician who had been prescribing it for twenty years and whose patients reported improvement consistently enough that he had stopped examining his skepticism about the mechanism.

His daughter Wei Shen had been examining the mechanism since she was nine years old, which was the year she had first accompanied him to the dragon bone collector's visit and had held one of the specimens in her hand and asked her father what it was that made the ground powder effective. He had told her what the texts said: the bone of the dragon carried the settled nature of a creature of vast power, and this quality transferred to the patient through the principle of correspondence by which like influenced like in the medical framework of qi and the Five Phases. She had listened to this carefully, as she listened to everything carefully, and then she had asked whether that meant that a patient who was already very calm would become too settled if they took it, and whether there was a point at which the settling became something else.

Wei Boling had been startled by the question, not because it was wrong but because it was the right question, the question that the medical tradition's framework of correspondences raised if you took the framework seriously rather than using it as a convenient shorthand for clinical observations whose mechanism you preferred not to examine too carefully. He had spent three years finding




















