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Prologue
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Shambhala—also known as Shangri-La—is said to lie hidden deep within the snow-capped mountains of the Tibetan Plateau. It is a secret realm of vast skies and sprawling boulders, where alpine lakes scatter like jewels across the land, their waters a lapis lazuli blue, as pure as the heavens themselves. They drink in the essence of sun and moon, the spirit of heaven and earth.

She is impossibly clean, like the delicate face of a young girl, untouched and flawless as uncarved jade. She is utterly clear, like a child taking her first steps into the world—transparent, pristine. The scenery there is majestic, the air so pure it cleanses the soul. The men are simple and kind, the women beautiful and full of feeling. It is the last pure land on earth, the fabled paradise of mortals.

A long, winding, and perilous mountain path cuts through the mortal dust and climbs toward the sky. Streams of devout pilgrims, undeterred by hardship, trek along this path with great difficulty, all for the chance to reach this sacred ground, to prostrate themselves, body and soul offered up in reverence.

There, the mountains remain evergreen through all seasons. Birds sing and flowers bloom year-round. There is no suffering. There is no sorrow.

She is called Shambhala—the dwelling place of immortals, the paradise of this world, the final pure land of humanity.
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Chapter 1 I Am Going to Tibet
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I go on my way, halting and slow; My heart is throbbing and throbbing.

The wide streets of Yinchuan, the bustling capital of the northwest, were thick with traffic and alive with noise. Yet among the flow of vehicles and people moved one solitary old Beijing Jeep—rugged, tough, and powerful—and inside it, a weather-beaten middle-aged man. 

His face carried the marks of time and a quiet scholarly air. He appeared calm, yet a faint trace of loneliness and melancholy lingered in his expression. 

No one knew where he had come from, why he had come to Yinchuan, or where he was headed next. 

That man was me. 

I gripped the steering wheel, eyes fixed on the road ahead. My gaze was resolute, yet a hint of uncertainty remained. Following the navigation, I soon reached the expressway entrance to Lanzhou. After a brief hesitation, I turned onto the Beijing-Tibet Expressway without looking back. 

“This is it,” I told myself. “I’ve officially begun the journey to Tibet... to fulfill the promise I made as a young man, to honor a vow that has bound me for a lifetime, and to settle the last great wish of my days.” 

I switched on the car stereo. A bright, bold song titled I’m Going to Tibet filled the cabin. 

I hummed along softly with the melody: 

“...I’m going to Tibet, I’m going to Tibet. Gazing toward the vast snow-covered land, where the scenery is enchanting and the grass lush green— everywhere becomes a pasture for my soul. I’m going to Tibet, I’m going to Tibet...” 

Tibet—the highest plateau on earth, known as the Roof of the World, the place closest to the heavens. It is the birthplace of the ancient Bön religion and Tibetan Buddhism. Lying in China’s remote southwest, its very name in Tibetan means “sacred and pure.” It is an ancient, mysterious, unique, and breathtakingly beautiful land, a place that countless souls, weary from drifting and struggling in the mundane world, long for as their spiritual home. 

There, people are said to be pure-hearted and devout, open-minded, tolerant, and compassionate. Life flows peacefully and joyfully, free from worldly strife. Ancient customs remain, and people hold unique views on life and death. It is the place closest to heaven, where one can almost reach out and touch the sky—a land protected by the gods, the last sacred sanctuary on earth. 

Tibet held my deepest longing and my heaviest promise. 

Would I hear the gospel of heaven there? Would I find the Shambhala of my dreams? Could this journey truly allow me to fulfill the vow I made in my youth? I didn’t know. But once the idea of going to Tibet took root in my heart, it grew and fermented until it could no longer be contained. Nothing in this world could stop me now—not only to seek the Shambhala in my dreams, but also for that promise from my boyhood, and for the Galsang​ flower that had never wilted in my heart. 

There were many ways to reach Tibet. The internet was full of travel guides. Joining a tour group would have been easy and hassle-free, but it would have reduced the journey to a fleeting glimpse, which went against everything I wanted. Planes and trains were comfortable but lacked freedom. Hiking or cycling far exceeded my physical limits. 

This was to be a journey without a fixed route, without a clear destination, and without a set return date—filled with unknowns, variables, hardship, and even danger. The only real choice was to drive myself. 

I had read countless books and guides on self-driving to Tibet. Everything necessary could be bought online for very little money. The hardest part had been saying goodbye to my old life—closing what needed to be closed, ending what needed to be ended, handling what needed to be handled, and explaining what needed to be explained. 

Before leaving, I had a full medical check-up. Fortunately, despite years of hardship and low spirits, my body was still holding up. Everything was ready. The car was in hand. From now on, I would step into the unknown, to fulfill a promise from my youth and chase the Shambhala of my dreams. 

What would this road bring me? Where would fate lead me? Would I hear the voice of heaven? Would I find my dream Shambhala? Could I finally lay to rest the longing of a lifetime? Everything felt hazy and uncertain.

I couldn’t help but smile bitterly at my own impulsive decision once again. “Fine,” I thought. “Let things happen as they will. Wherever my heart finds peace, that is where I belong.” 

Choosing Yinchuan as the starting point of this journey was pure coincidence. While browsing self-driving routes online, I had come across a post selling a used Beijing Jeep. The seller was a man named Wang from Yinchuan who ran a small farmstay. He had once been part of an off-road club and was passionate about long-distance driving. For various reasons, he was now selling his beloved vehicle. 

I called him using the number in the post. The car was in excellent condition and the price was reasonable—exactly what I needed. Besides my childhood fondness for Beijing Jeeps, economic considerations played a part. More importantly, I believed that someone who loved off-roading was usually broad-minded, straightforward, and generous—not the scheming type. My typical B-blood impulsiveness and idealism took over once again, and after a brief online and phone conversation, I made the decision. 

As expected, people who love off-roading are rarely bad. Boss Wang was open-hearted and warm. He insisted I stay at his small farm stay. Since I was new to Yinchuan and knew no one, I accepted his hospitality. 

During our evening chat, I learned that in his youth Wang had been almost fanatical about off-roading. He had driven across deserts, grasslands, and Gobi, climbed mountains, and forded streams. He possessed rich experience in wilderness driving and survival. Because he couldn’t give up that adventurous life, he had delayed marriage for a long time. Only after turning thirty-five did he finally settle down. Even after marriage, he couldn’t completely let go of his passion. He bought this Beijing Jeep and would occasionally satisfy his craving on nearby routes. 

Unfortunately, a year ago his child was born with a rare case of hemophilia. The heavy medical and nursing costs drained all his savings. With no energy left and little heart for business, his income dropped sharply. His small family was struggling, and he had no choice but to sell the car he loved. 

It was clear that Boss Wang truly cared for his vehicle. He had maintained it meticulously and added various modifications and upgrades. The Jeep was in excellent shape, capable of handling almost any harsh road conditions. Although his asking price was a little high, I no longer had the heart to bargain. The transaction was completed simply and smoothly. 
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Chapter 2 Lamenting the Hardships of the People
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The transfer of ownership for the Jeep went smoothly. By my third day in Yinchuan, the paperwork was complete. Boss Wang strongly recommended a thorough inspection and took me to a repair shop he trusted. The Beijing Jeep had no major issues. We replaced a few small parts, changed the engine oil, installed new brake pads, added an auxiliary fuel tank, and picked up a spare tire, an emergency air pump, a better navigation unit, and some other consumables at the auto parts market.

By the time we finished, it was already past noon. It was too late to set off that day. With half a day still ahead of me and nothing to do, the ever-hospitable Boss Wang offered to show me around Yinchuan. He wanted to introduce me to the local customs and famous sights. Since I also wanted to test the Jeep, I agreed. After a simple lunch, we drove out into the streets.

Like many cities in China, Yinchuan had its share of high-rises, parks, and bustling squares. What set it apart was its distinctive character. As a Hui ethnic stronghold, the architecture carried a strong Islamic flavor. Almost every building featured the gentle curves of Muslim domes, with green and white as the dominant colors. Even the street signs had small canopy-like tops resembling the windows of a mosque.

I drove slowly, taking in the street scenes with interest, and visited several well-known spots in the city. Before I knew it, the clock had passed seven in the evening, and my stomach began to rumble.

I glanced at my watch in surprise and turned to Boss Wang with a smile. “It’s almost eight o’clock. Why is it still so bright?”

“The days are long here,” Boss Wang laughed heartily. “It’s summer, after all.”

I nodded. “I’d heard the sunlight lasts longer in the northwest, but I didn’t expect the sky to still be this bright at eight. Back home in the south, it would already be dark.”

Boss Wang grinned. “Getting hungry? Let’s head back. I’ll fry up a few dishes.” He raised his right hand to his mouth in a drinking gesture. “We can have a couple of drinks to send you off. How about it?”

“Sounds good,” I replied. Then, after a pause, I smiled. “Actually, let’s not go back yet. Tonight’s my treat—let’s have some real local specialties.”

“Oh?” Boss Wang sounded pleased. “What would you like?”

I thought for a moment. “What’s famous in Yinchuan?”

“Mostly beef and lamb,” he said. “The real specialty is hand-grabbed mutton. Otherwise, spicy lamb or grilled lamb chops.”

“Perfect. Lead the way.”

I had long heard that Yinchuan’s hand-grabbed mutton was fatty but not greasy, tender and flavorful. Since tomorrow I would finish all preparations and leave, this would likely be my last night in the city. Boss Wang had been so generous these past two days; it was only right that I treat him.

Following his directions, I turned onto a wide avenue. Traffic suddenly grew heavier—this was clearly the livelier part of town. Although the sky had not yet fully darkened, streetlights were already on. In the distance, I saw a grand, brightly lit building. As we drew closer, I nearly laughed out loud. What stood before me was a miniature version of Tiananmen Gate.

“That’s Yinchuan’s famous South Gate Square,” Boss Wang said proudly, pointing ahead.

“Oh... South Tiananmen?” I asked, startled. “If you hadn’t told me, I would’ve thought it was the real Tiananmen.”

Boss Wang chuckled, missing my teasing tone. “You’re not wrong. Locals call it ‘Little Tiananmen.’”

“It really does look like it,” I thought, amused.

Later that night, before sleep, I looked it up online. The South Gate, originally called Nanxun Gate, was the landmark of ancient Yinchuan and dated back to the Western Xia period. Some said it was built even earlier than Beijing’s Tiananmen. Over time, someone in power had decided to remodel it by removing the original city walls on both sides, adding viewing platforms, and painting it in “Tiananmen Red.” A giant portrait of Mao Zedong hung on the gate, flanked by slogans reading “Long live the Communist Party of China” and “Long live the People’s Republic of China.” The couplet felt neither balanced nor elegant.

By then the square was alive with lights. Neon signs flickered from surrounding shops and restaurants. I parked the car, and Boss Wang and I walked across the square. Looking at the miniature Tiananmen, I couldn’t help smiling to myself.

On the other side of the square, people were strolling, playing, and relaxing. Street vendors had set up stalls selling grilled meat, milk tea, cheap jewelry, and souvenirs. The air carried the aroma of barbecue and sweet tea.

We each lit a cigarette and walked slowly through the square toward a neon-lit restaurant. My eyes were drawn to an elderly woman holding a stick of sugar-coated hawthorns. Her hair was gray, her face dark and deeply wrinkled. She stood trembling slightly, her cloudy eyes watching passersby.

A quiet sadness rose in me. “She’s so old. Why does she still have to come out at night to sell things just to survive?”

“Buy one, boss. Crisp and sweet. Buy one,” she called in a weak, pleading voice.

I couldn’t bear the humble, ingratiating look on her face. I took out my wallet, pulled out a ten-yuan note, and handed it to her.

Boss Wang looked surprised. “You like eating these?”

I waved off the stick she tried to give me and turned to leave. The old woman, confused, grabbed my sleeve and tried again to hand me the hawthorns.

Before she could finish, I gestured for her to keep the money. She froze for a moment, then clasped her hands and bowed repeatedly, murmuring endless thanks.

I quickly stepped aside and walked away. She looked at least sixty or seventy. I had only given her ten yuan—how could I possibly deserve such gratitude?

After dinner, we walked back to the car. In the distance, I saw the old woman still standing in the wind, holding her stick of sugar haws, looking small and frail against the vast square. My nose suddenly stung, and two lines from Qu Yuan rose in my mind:

“Long I sigh and wipe away my tears, Lamenting the hardships of the people’s lives.”

I didn’t want to see her humble expression again. I shook my head lightly and pulled Boss Wang to take another route. Just then, a commotion erupted ahead. A group of vendors, carrying their goods on shoulders and backs, came running toward us in panic.

Startled, I grabbed Boss Wang. “What’s happening?”

Boss Wang spat on the ground. “Chengguan again—chasing away the street vendors.”

A crowd rushed past us, followed by several uniformed men waving short batons. Before I could react, the old woman selling sugar haws stumbled into view, with chengguan shouting right behind her.

My heart tightened. “She’s so old—how can she outrun them?”

Sure enough, they caught up quickly. One man grabbed the stick of hawthorns and yelled viciously, “Still running, huh?” He yanked hard. The old woman clung desperately but was no match for him. She fell to the ground.

She refused to let go of her wares. Lying there, she sobbed and begged incoherently, a pitiful sight.

The chengguan, face twisted in anger, kicked her while still trying to wrench the stick away.

My blood surged. I stepped forward instinctively, but Boss Wang grabbed me tightly.

I watched the surrounding crowd. No one intervened—they only watched and murmured. Rage boiled inside me. “Don’t the people of Yinchuan do anything when chengguan beat old women like this?”

Boss Wang shook his head with a bitter smile. “This happens every day. What can we do? They’re part of the system. Ordinary people can’t touch them.”

I kept looking back, worried about the old woman, but Boss Wang pulled me farther away. “You’re an outsider,” he sighed. “Don’t get into trouble.”

I heard sharp cries. Turning once more, I saw the old woman on the ground, white hair disheveled, waving her thin arms helplessly as she wailed.

The scene burned into my mind. My chest felt crushed by a heavy stone. After a long moment, two lines from Du Fu surfaced:

“The clerks shout so fiercely, The woman’s cries are so full of pain.”

I turned my head away, unable to watch any longer. My eyes fell on the towering Nanxun Gate on the other side of the square. Under the brilliant lights, the giant portrait of Mao Zedong gleamed, his gaze sharp as if watching everything. The slogans “Long live the Communist Party of China” and “Long live the People’s Republic of China” shone brightly beside it.

A bitter irony filled my heart.

Did Mao and the Communists lead the poor in revolution, overthrow the old world, just to create this? After all these years of the people supposedly being the masters of the country, why do the poor still live such humble, painful, humiliating lives?*

Waves of turbulent thoughts surged through me.
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Chapter 3 A Parade of Scoundrels –Behold the Heavenly Dynasty
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On the way back, I remained silent the entire time. The scene at Nanxun Gate Square still weighed heavily on my mind. Boss Wang could see my lingering anger and gave an awkward, embarrassed smile.

“Damn, it’s embarrassing. You had to witness all that ugly shit.”

I let out a long sigh. “It’s not just Yinchuan. This kind of thing happens everywhere across the country.”

I hadn’t felt any particular dislike for Yinchuan before. The transfer of the Jeep had gone smoothly, and Boss Wang’s warmth and generosity had even left me with a favorable impression of the city. Now, that impression had vanished in an instant.

Back at the farmstay, Boss Wang seemed equally unsettled. He forced a smile and said, “Tonight’s your last night in Yinchuan. How about the two of us have a few drinks?”

“Sure,” I replied. The frustration in my chest had nowhere to go, and his suggestion hit exactly the right spot. “Let’s drink.”

Two glasses of ice-cold beer slid down my throat and into my stomach. I breathed out deeply, releasing some of the pent-up gloom. I handed Boss Wang a cigarette and said, “Boss Wang, thanks for everything these past few days. I’m leaving tomorrow, so I won’t say too much. Let’s put it all into the drinks.” I raised my glass to him again.

“Hey, no need to be so polite,” Boss Wang clinked his glass against mine and grinned. “What’s there to thank?” Then, looking a little puzzled, he asked, “But brother, are you really planning to drive this old Beijing Jeep all the way to Tibet? By yourself?”

“Yes,” I smiled. “Didn’t I already tell you that when we were chatting online?”

Boss Wang took a sip of beer, set the glass down, and asked casually, “How long do you plan to be gone? If you pass through Yinchuan on the way back, stay with me again.”

“I...” I hesitated, unsure how to answer. With a bitter smile, I said, “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. I don’t even know where I’ll end up. Maybe... maybe I won’t come back at all.”

“Not come back?” Boss Wang nearly jumped out of his seat. He stared at me in shock and pressed, “Why? How is that possible?”

I naturally wouldn’t reveal my true feelings to him. I simply gave him a faint smile. “I’m serious.”

Boss Wang had already found it unbelievable that I was driving alone to Tibet. Hearing that I had no fixed route, no destination, no return date, and might never come back, his mouth fell open in astonishment. He kept muttering that I was crazy.

He didn’t understand my state of mind, but my words seemed to awaken the old wanderlust in him. After calling me crazy a few times, he stared blankly toward the horizon, lost in thought. After a while, he downed his beer in one gulp, slammed the glass on the table, and gave me a thumbs-up.

“Brother, you’ve got guts!”  

Then his expression darkened and he sighed. “If this were a few years earlier, and my kid wasn’t sick, I’d go with you, brother. We’d roam the world together.”

Seeing the usually bold and generous Boss Wang look so dejected, and thinking of my own lifetime of failures, I sighed inwardly. *Everyone has their own misfortunes.* I had no words of comfort, so I simply patted his shoulder and said, as much to him as to myself, “Everything is fate. All things are karma. Just walk your path and cherish what you have.”

Boss Wang had once lived comfortably. His family of three could have enjoyed a peaceful life. But his child’s illness had plunged them into hardship — a classic case of falling back into poverty because of medical costs. As a small business owner outside the system, he couldn’t get reimbursement. He could only struggle on alone.

I didn’t know how much longer he could hold on, nor how many families across China had been ruined by illness. Looking at his furrowed brow, I couldn’t help saying, “If only China had universal free healthcare...”

“How is that possible?” Boss Wang cut me off. “We’re not officials. How could we get free medical care?”

“Why not?” I felt a surge of indignation. “Why should only officials enjoy free healthcare? Why not ordinary citizens? This is just too unfair.”

Boss Wang shook his head helplessly. “China is so big... and has so many people... Of course good policies go to the officials first. How would they ever reach us common folk?”

“That’s not how it should be,” I said, my voice rising slightly. “Don’t officials always talk about democracy, freedom, and equality? Yet they divide people into different ranks and keep all the best things for themselves. Do you know what this is called?”

“What?” Boss Wang looked confused.

“Policy self-enrichment. Institutional exploitation. Understand?”

I despised these blatantly unfair systems and policies. Even though I knew Boss Wang might not fully understand, I couldn’t hold back.

“Policy self-enrichment... institutional exploitation...” Boss Wang muttered, repeating my words. After a while he said quietly, “Maybe the country is still poor... not enough money...”

I cut him off with a cold laugh. “Not enough money? Most countries in the world have universal free healthcare. India is poorer than us, yet they’ve had it for a long time. China claims to be the world’s second-largest economy and gives away hundreds of billions in foreign aid every year, but can’t spare any for its own citizens...” My voice grew more agitated. “If there really isn’t enough money, then everyone should be equal — officials included. Instead, officials live in luxury villas, eat specially supplied food, and squander money without restraint. And that’s not even the worst part — these bastards are wildly corrupt. Any one of them can embezzle hundreds of millions, even billions, while our children can’t afford to see a doctor or go to school...”

“You’re right,” Boss Wang said, thinking of his own situation and recent corruption scandals. He slammed his hand on the table. “We need another Judge Bao to clean house and execute all these corrupt officials.”

“You’re wrong again,” I shook my head. “It’s not about hoping for another upright official. We need a system that *forces* every official to be upright. Do you understand?”

Boss Wang looked bewildered. After a moment, he stood up, slapped the table, and cursed, “It’s all these corrupt officials draining the national treasury...” Then he sighed and slumped back into his seat.

I knew his current understanding made it hard for him to grasp the deeper issues. I was about to explain further when he suddenly gave a mysterious smile, his face full of contempt.

“You know what? Recently they caught a big tiger here too.”

“Oh?” I chuckled, amused by his dramatic tone. “In a place like this, how big could the tiger be?”

“Compared to the ones in Beijing, maybe not that big,” Boss Wang said defensively, “but in our poor northwest, he’s definitely a major tiger.”

“How big?” I asked, growing curious.

Boss Wang’s expression turned serious. He crushed his cigarette fiercely. “Our northwest is poor compared to the south, right? But the dirty money they found was worth several hundred million yuan. They hauled away several truckloads of loot.”

I was genuinely shocked. “Several hundred million? That seems exaggerated.”

Boss Wang swore it was true. “The whole city is talking about it. If anything, the real amount is higher.” His teeth were clenched, as if he wanted to devour the man alive.

I shook my head in disbelief. “These bastards enjoy every privilege the system gives them, yet they’re still so greedy. What do they even need so much money for?”

Boss Wang sneered. “What else? To keep mistresses and chase women, of course.”

I laughed dryly. “As the saying goes, nine out of ten officials are corrupt, and all corrupt officials are lechers.”

“Exactly!” Boss Wang slapped the table. “And they have all kinds of twisted tastes.”

“You even know the details?” I asked, half teasing, half curious.

Boss Wang lowered his voice mysteriously. “This big tiger is Han Chinese, but he has a special fetish. Guess what it is?”

I spread my hands. “How would I know? I’ve never been here before.”

Boss Wang burst out laughing, then leaned in. “This dog official doesn’t just love money — he swore to sleep with women from all fifty-six ethnic groups in China.”

I was stunned. “That’s fucking perverted. Does it feel different just because they’re different ethnicities?”

Boss Wang laughed even harder. “Who knows? Maybe it does.”

He went on to say the man would fly to Guizhou and Yunnan whenever he had time just to hunt for minority women.

“Truly depraved,” I muttered.

Boss Wang nodded vigorously, a mix of indignation and envy on his face. “Being an official is just too damn good!”

Looking at his conflicted expression, I found it both funny and sad. Lust is human nature, but when officials indulge to this extent, it becomes a grotesque spectacle. The real question was: why, in China, does gaining power mean one can do whatever they want with women?

Boss Wang suddenly asked, “Brother, you’re not an official yourself, are you?”

“Do I look like one?” I rolled my eyes and laughed. “By the way, how do you know all these details?”

“It’s all over town. How could it be fake?”

I asked how old the official was and how many ethnic groups he had “collected.” Boss Wang said he was around fifty and had already slept with women from nearly fifty ethnic groups.

I was speechless. “Unbelievable. Some things you really couldn’t make up.”

Boss Wang cursed angrily. Then I told him some even more outrageous stories I had read online — officials collecting pubic hair to make calligraphy brushes, hoarding used sanitary pads and underwear, preferring virgins or underage girls, swapping wives, sleeping with mothers and daughters, sisters, even fathers and sons sharing the same woman...

Boss Wang was shocked. “Are those even human? They’re animals!”

I drained my glass and laughed. “Don’t forget — they’re officials. Of course they’re not human.”

Boss Wang kept nodding. “Right, right. They’re officials, not humans...”

As I watched his furious face, a deep sense of despair settled over me. China is ruled by such corrupt and lecherous officials. Why does power turn people rotten here? Why are corrupt officials almost always sexual deviants?

Power is an aphrodisiac. Absolute, unsupervised power is the ultimate one.

Two years ago, when I was still working in a development zone, I had a fierce argument with a leader over policy. In the end, he used his authority to force it through. When I accused him of having no humanity, he sneered and replied, “If you want to be human, don’t become an official. If you become an official, don’t expect to remain human. What humanity exists in officialdom?”

At the time, I despised him. Now, I realize his words were perhaps the truest description of China’s officials.

Feeling the wine, I suddenly felt poetic. I decided to compose a short ci poem to express my “respect” for these corrupt lechers of our time.

After a moment’s thought, I recited slowly:

“Across the vast land of China,  

nightingales sing for a thousand miles,  

beauties moan for ten thousand.  

Behold — inside and outside the Great Wall,  

orioles sing and swallows dance.  

South of the Yangtze and north,  

plump and slender beauties abound.  

With Viagra in hand,  

one seeks the clouds and rain with all the fair maidens.  

Such full buttocks and heaving breasts,  

utterly enchanting.  

With beauties so alluring,  

all the great and minor lecherous officials bend low in admiration.  

Laugh at Cao Cao, who only knew the Two Qiaos,  

at Li Longji, who favored only Yang Guifei.  

Even the hero Wu Sangui raised an army for the sake of a beauty.  

All of them belong to the past.  

When counting the most debauched figures,  

look to this Heavenly Dynasty.”
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Chapter 4 Companions in Misfortune
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Early the next morning, I packed my belongings and said goodbye to Boss Wang and his family. Just as I was about to get in the car, Boss Wang brought out a large bundle of off-road equipment he had collected over the years and insisted on giving it all to me. He explained each item in detail and showed me how to use them.

I felt deeply grateful but hesitated, wondering how much I should pay him. Before I could speak, Boss Wang’s expression turned serious. “I won’t have any use for these things anymore. Brother, I see you as a friend. If you mention money again, you’re looking down on me.”

Seeing that he was genuinely upset, I had no choice but to accept with thanks. Boss Wang patted my shoulder and grinned. “That’s more like it. No need to thank me. If you pass through Yinchuan again someday, just come see me.”

My journey ahead was long and uncertain. There was a real chance I might never return. Whether I would ever come back to Yinchuan again was unknown, so I could only give a vague reply.

As I thought about finally setting off to fulfill the promise of a lifetime, a mixture of excitement, anxiety, and confusion stirred inside me.

Boss Wang asked his wife to bring out their child. He repeatedly reminded me to drive safely and call him if anything happened to the car. Looking at the little boy in his mother’s arms — barely two years old, eyes wide and curious as he stared at me — I felt a pang of sorrow. He had only just begun to speak, yet he was already battling a serious illness. No one knew how long he could hold on.

I reached out and gently stroked the child’s soft cheek, then took off the string of green jade beads I wore on my left wrist and placed it around his neck.

The beads were not particularly valuable, but I had asked a respected monk to bless them before my departure. After receiving so much kindness from Boss Wang these past few days, this was the only way I could think of to repay him. I hoped they might bring the child safety and help him overcome his hardship.

Boss Wang hurriedly tried to take the beads off, but I pressed his hand down and said firmly, “These have been blessed. Let the child wear them. They will protect him.”

Boss Wang’s eyes reddened. He gripped my hand tightly, voice choking with emotion as he thanked me repeatedly.

After a moment, he suddenly slapped his forehead. “Look at me, I almost forgot!” He rushed to the storeroom and brought out a whole case of mineral water.

I knew that refusing again would be too pretentious. I accepted the water, loaded it into the car, and waved goodbye. With a final exchange of well-wishes, I slowly drove out of the small courtyard.

On the expressway from Yinchuan to Lanzhou, the song I’m Going to Tibet finished, and Blue Lotus began to play. I hummed along softly:

“Nothing can stop  

your longing for freedom...  

A life of unrestrained freedom,  

your heart without any burdens...”

I took a sip of mineral water and thought of Boss Wang’s family, feeling a quiet wave of emotion. He hadn’t received much education — he dropped out before finishing high school — and had worked his way up from a small restaurant kitchen to head chef, then opened his own place, and finally this farm stay. His passion for off-roading had consumed much of his early earnings. Now, with his child’s illness draining what little remained, he was in urgent need of money. Yet he had generously given me all his treasured off-road gear without accepting a single cent in return.

It truly proved the old saying: “The most righteous are often found among butchers and common folk, while the heartless are frequently scholars.”

Lanzhou was the first major stop on the way to Tibet — roughly four hundred kilometers from Yinchuan. With clear weather and good road conditions, the drive would take about five hours. I planned to spend the night in Lanzhou. There was no rush, so I drove the Beijing Jeep at a leisurely pace, listening to music and enjoying the scenery along the way.

The wheels rolled steadily onward as the Beijing-Tibet Expressway, like a gray ribbon, gently pulled me from Yinchuan’s “Jiangnan beyond the frontier” toward Lanzhou, the “Golden City.”

Once I left the Yinchuan Plain, the landscape opened up, becoming vast and sparse. When I passed through Zhongwei, I deliberately slowed down. In the distance, the Tengger Desert stretched like a giant golden satin, shimmering under the sunlight. Nearby, the Yellow River wound its way through the scene — a unique sight at Shapotou: endless sand dunes on one side, the curving river on the other. Stillness and motion, gold and muddy yellow, painted a magnificent and desolate picture between heaven and earth.

Further south, the terrain gradually shifted into the deeply gullied Loess Plateau. The rolling hills outside the window took on the dry, earthy yellow that is the true color of the northwest. Near Jingtai in Baiyin, the scenery changed dramatically — towering red Danxia landforms stood like blades on both sides of the highway. These were the Yellow River Stone Forests: stone pillars shaped by a million years of wind and water, glowing with a rusty red under the setting sun, silent and majestic as they watched over the river.

As the altitude slowly rose, the wind through the window carried a touch of coolness. When the outline of Lanzhou finally appeared on the horizon, the Yellow River had become swift and powerful, cutting through the city. High-rises and White Pagoda Mountain loomed faintly in the twilight.

This was my first long-distance drive through the northwest. In just four hundred kilometers, I had traveled visually from plains to plateaus, from the middle reaches of the Yellow River to the upper reaches. The journey lacked the misty elegance of the south, but possessed the unique grandeur and desolation of the northwest. With every turn of the wheels, it felt as though I had read half a geographic record of the region — from plains to plateaus, deserts to Danxia. Every landscape was a deep mark left by time on this ancient land.

I checked into a simple chain hotel on the edge of Lanzhou, took a long, hot shower to wash away the fatigue of the day’s drive, and then wandered aimlessly around the neighborhood. I didn’t plan to stay long in Lanzhou, but I figured I should at least try authentic Lanzhou hand-pulled noodles. I found a local noodle shop and ordered a bowl.

The spacious, bustling restaurant was full of families, groups of friends, and couples. I was the only lone traveler occupying a table by myself. A strong sense of loneliness suddenly rose within me, spreading through my body. Even the delicious noodles seemed to lose their flavor.

After finishing dinner quickly, I had no desire to wander further and headed back the way I came. As I passed the outdoor eateries again, groups of people — families, young couples — were laughing and talking loudly after their meals. Several burly men walked out of the dog meat hotpot restaurant, toothpicks in their mouths, faces shiny with grease, looking thoroughly satisfied.

I felt a surge of disgust and quickened my steps to walk past. Then I heard a low, mournful howl — faint but filled with extreme terror and despair, like a lone wolf in the wilderness crying out in its final moments. The sound was hoarse, weak, yet piercingly heartbreaking.

I turned toward the source. The iron cages in front of the dog meat restaurant were now empty. Several dogs had already been taken. Only one small yellow dog remained, huddled in the corner of a cage, eyes wide with fear as it stared at passersby.

My heart tightened. “In such a short time, all the other dogs had already been slaughtered and eaten?”

This little yellow dog was still young and underweight, so it had been spared for now. Behind the cages, under dim lighting, I saw a small drainage ditch stained with dark red patches, several large pots stacked nearby, and two slaughtering knives glinting coldly on the ground. I cursed inwardly at the owner’s cruelty — killing the dogs right in front of the others.

These dogs might be destined for the pot, but they should not have to watch their companions die before facing the same fate. The terror and despair they must feel... No wonder this little yellow dog was crying so pitifully.

It was still early in the evening, and customers continued entering the restaurant. Every time someone walked by, the small yellow dog would shrink back in fear and whimper. My heart ached. I walked closer. Under the dim light, our eyes met.

I was deeply shaken. The dog’s eyes were filled with tears — a complex mix of terror, deep sorrow, despair, and a faint, humble glimmer of hope.

I had never seen such emotional depth in a dog’s eyes before. I took another step forward. The little yellow dog seemed to sense my pity. It hesitantly stood up, wagged its tail weakly, and let out a soft whine, as if begging me to save its life.

A sharp pain pierced my heart. I couldn’t move. I reached out and gently stroked its head. The dog whimpered more urgently, wagged its tail harder, and licked my palm with its warm tongue.

A profound sense of shared suffering washed over me. This little dog’s fate felt so similar to my own — both of us abandoned by fortune, lonely, helpless, drifting without direction. Since I was destined to grow old alone in this life, with no one by my side, why not take this dog with me? At least then I wouldn’t be so lonely.

I made up my mind. I would save this poor creature no matter what.

I walked straight into the dog meat restaurant, negotiated with the owner, and bought the little yellow dog for 550 yuan. Strangely, the dog that had been trembling and howling in the cage moments earlier became gentle the moment I held it. It wagged its tail lightly and licked my hand as if it knew it had been saved.

I stroked its dirty, trembling body and comforted it.

Although I felt relieved and happy to have saved it, new problems arose immediately. The dog was filthy and smelled strongly. I didn’t know how long it had been caged or whether it carried any diseases. It needed a thorough bath and a check-up.

Fortunately, there was a pet shop just two streets away. I carried the dog there without hesitation. After a careful examination, the vet said it was only frightened, weak, and undernourished — no serious illnesses or viruses. I breathed a sigh of relief and asked the owner to give it a bath, vaccinations, and food.

The little yellow dog was gentle and well-behaved. It knew it had escaped danger and stayed quiet throughout the examination. I stayed with it at the pet shop, watching it eat dog food and finally fall asleep from exhaustion.

Hotels definitely wouldn’t allow dogs, so I had to leave it at the pet shop overnight. I paid and gave instructions for it to be well cared for.

As I turned to leave, the little yellow dog woke up suddenly. It looked at me with fear and anxiety, letting out another low, mournful whine, as if terrified I would abandon it.

I couldn’t bear it. Since it wasn’t too late and the shop was still open, I stayed, comforting the dog while chatting with the owner. The little dog seemed to know I had saved it. It stayed close to me, rubbing against my legs, wagging its tail, and licking my ankles. Eventually, overcome by exhaustion, it curled up at my feet and fell asleep again.
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Chapter 5 The Most Tragic of All – The Heqin Princesses
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Early the next morning, I woke with my little yellow dog on my mind. I checked out of the hotel at dawn, stopped at a nearby supermarket to buy dried provisions, fruit, snacks, and water for the journey into Tibet, then drove to the pet shop.

I had barely parked when I heard my dog’s excited barking. The moment the owner saw me, he greeted me and opened the cage. The little yellow dog dashed out like a golden streak and threw himself at my feet, spinning around me joyfully, barking nonstop, his tail wagging furiously.

The shop owner grinned. “This dog is really smart. He’s a good one.”

I nodded, bent down, picked him up, and lifted him high overhead, teasing him gently. “Hi, little yellow dog, still remember me? From now on, you’ll stay with me, okay?”

Whether he understood my words or it was pure coincidence, he barked twice, making both the owner and me burst into laughter.

After playing with him for a while, I set him down and bought a leash. As the owner fastened it around Ah Huang’s neck and stroked his head, he asked, “He’s a fine dog. Have you thought of a name for him yet?”

“Not yet,” I replied. Last night’s events had happened so suddenly that I hadn’t had time to consider one. Watching the little yellow dog happily circling on the ground, I smiled at the owner. “I haven’t decided. What do you think would be a good name?”

“Look at him — pure golden fur, not a single stray hair,” the owner said, pointing. “Why not call him Ah Huang?”

The owner had taken excellent care of him overnight. After a thorough bath and a good night’s sleep, the little yellow dog looked energetic, and the fear had vanished from his eyes. I looked down at him. Though his coat was not yet sleek and glossy, it was pure golden without a single patch of another color. I didn’t know his breed, but I could tell he was a good dog.

“Ah Huang...” I repeated the name. It sounded a little plain, yet it fit him perfectly. I clapped my hands and laughed. “Alright, Ah Huang it is.”

I picked him up again, lifted one of his front paws, and waved it at the owner. “Ah Huang, say thank you to Aku.”

Ah Huang barked twice on cue, sending us both into another round of laughter.

The night before, when the owner learned I had paid a high price to rescue Ah Huang from the dog meat restaurant, he had been deeply moved. He was a dog lover himself. Before I left, he insisted on giving me a large bag of dog food for the journey. I was touched, yet I also felt a quiet sigh: “People are truly so different. Some love dogs with all their hearts; others love only dog meat.”

I said goodbye to the owner, placed Ah Huang on the passenger seat, gently patted his head, and said with feeling, “Ah Huang, from now on it’s just the two of us — one man and one dog, relying on each other as we wander the ends of the earth.”

Whether Ah Huang understood or not, he wagged his tail vigorously, barked happily, and sniffed around curiously. I smiled to myself. Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined that on this journey to Tibet I would rescue a dog by the roadside and end up traveling with him. Little did I know that later in Tibet, Ah Huang would not only help me greatly but would save my life several times.

Leaving Lanzhou, I drove onto the expressway heading toward Qinghai Lake. Lanzhou, an ancient stronghold on the Silk Road and the central city of northwest China, is where the Yellow River — the mother river of the Chinese nation — flows through the city. It has many historic sites and scenic spots. The Binhe Road along the Yellow River is the longest urban riverside avenue in the country and is known as Lanzhou’s “Bund.” The river scenery and sunsets there are widely praised. Yet at that time, I had little mood to linger or appreciate the views. I only wanted to reach Tibet as soon as possible, to fulfill the promise I made in my youth and settle a wish I had carried for many years. As for what would come after fulfilling that promise... I dared not think about it.

Along the way, Ah Huang could not speak and did not understand my thoughts. He simply sat obediently, looking around with fresh curiosity at everything he saw. With him beside me, the loneliness in my heart was no longer so heavy. I no longer felt as isolated as I had the previous day driving alone.

The scenery along the road was unremarkable. There were no meticulously cultivated farmlands like those in the plains, nor clusters of villages. All I saw were range upon range of barren, bald mountains. Though steep, the mountains in Gansu were stark and desolate. Only after entering Qinghai did the landscape change dramatically, transforming into lush green mountains and verdant ridges.

Lanzhou to Xining is not far. I passed through Xining just after noon. Originally, I had planned to stay one night in Xining, visit the famous Ta’er Temple, and offer a prayer for my journey to Tibet. But after a brief hesitation, I decided to keep going. Though the temple was close, I chose to pass by without stopping.

Not far beyond Xining lies the famous Riyue Mountain (Sun and Moon Mountain), a small peak known throughout the world because of Princess Wencheng. Before entering Tibet for her political marriage, the Tang Dynasty princess had stopped here and looked back toward Chang’an one last time, shedding tears of grief and bitter resentment. Riyue Mountain is filled with legends about Princess Wencheng and remains a must-visit site for travelers heading into Tibet.

Princess Wencheng is undoubtedly one of the most famous women in Chinese history, and one of the most notable heqin (peace-marriage) princesses. China’s heqin system began with Emperor Gaozu of Han and continued until the Qing Dynasty. Countless princesses were sent away in such marriages, but the most famous are Wang Zhaojun and Princess Wencheng.

Since ancient times, China has had the saying that beautiful women suffer unhappy fates. The lives of China’s renowned beauties were mostly tragic — filled with bitterness, helplessness, and sorrow, with few enjoying happiness. The most pitiful of all were those heqin princesses sacrificed for political reasons. No matter how much honor official histories or folk legends bestowed upon them, no matter how noble their later evaluations, how revered their historical status, or how much they were praised for promoting ethnic harmony and cultural exchange, nothing could hide the personal tragedy and misery of their lives.

“I am married off by my family to a distant land,  

Sent far away to become the wife of the King of Wusun.  

A yurt is my chamber, felt my walls,  

I eat meat and drink sour milk.  

I constantly long for home and my heart aches with grief,  

I wish I were a yellow swan and could fly back to my native land.”

These sorrowful, helpless lines were written by Princess Liu Xijun, the Han princess who pioneered the heqin system in Chinese history. She rendered extraordinary service to the Han Dynasty and brought peace between the Han and the Xiongnu. Yet how many people know how much humiliation and torment she endured during her lifetime? How many truly understand the helplessness and bitterness in her heart? How many have shed tears of sympathy for her tragic fate?

Wang Zhaojun was forced to marry a crude old chieftain beyond the northern deserts. Three years later, she was compelled to marry his son. She endured endless humiliation in that cold, harsh land and died in depression. Yet later historians and unscrupulous writers twisted the story, portraying her as falling in love at first sight and willingly going for love, living happily ever after. The titles “Zhaojun’s Lament” and “Zhaojun’s Sigh” reveal the true resentment and helplessness of her life far better.

And what of Princess Wencheng? Was her marriage to Songtsen Gampo truly as harmonious and happy as the official histories claim?

Riyue Mountain lay before me, with its statue of Princess Wencheng and countless legends surrounding her.

Since childhood, I have been deeply interested in famous figures in Chinese history — especially beautiful women. I could skip Ta’er Temple, but I could not pass by a place where such a renowned beauty had once stood without paying my respects and shedding a tear of sympathy for her tragic fate.

Riyue Mountain is called “Nyima Dawa” in Tibetan and “Nara Sara” in Mongolian — both names mean “Sun and Moon.” Because the mountain’s rock formations are reddish in color, it was also known in ancient times as “Chiling” (Red Ridge). Located about forty kilometers southwest of Huangyuan County in Qinghai Province, on the eastern side of Qinghai Lake, it is a branch of the Qilian Mountains. It serves as one of China’s most significant geographical boundaries: the dividing line between exorheic and endorheic drainage systems, between monsoon and non-monsoon regions, between the Loess Plateau and the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, and within Qinghai Province, between agricultural and pastoral zones. For these reasons, it is known as the “Screen of the Western Sea” and the “Gateway to the Grasslands.” Historically, Riyue Mountain also marked the border between the Tang Dynasty and Tubo (today’s Tibet).

I drove to the foot of the mountain and looked up. The sky was a deep azure, the clouds pure white. Prayer flags fluttered like colorful ribbons across the slopes. Below, the grass was lush green, dotted with herds of cattle and sheep. Yaks stood decorated as if they were brides awaiting their grooms. To the east lay crisscrossing fields and vast farmland, resembling the Jiangnan of the Frontier. To the west stretched boundless grasslands teeming with livestock — a classic scene of the frontier beyond the pass.

Everywhere on Riyue Mountain were tales of Princess Wencheng. The first sight upon entering the scenic area was the Princess Spring, adorned with prayer flags. Legend says that when Princess Wencheng looked east toward Chang’an and could no longer see her homeland because of the mountains, she wept bitterly. Her tears transformed into this spring.

Further along was the ancient Tang-Tibet Road that Princess Wencheng once traveled. Beside it stood a memorial hall and statues. On a platform higher up was a nine-meter-tall statue of Princess Wencheng in noble attire, holding a precious mirror and gazing into the distance. Behind her were large bronze reliefs depicting her journey to Tibet.

At the summit square stood a stone tablet and the “Looking Back Rock” — the place where Princess Wencheng reportedly shed her final tears while gazing toward her homeland.

Not far behind the statue rose two small peaks — the Sun Mountain and Moon Mountain. Legend tells that when the princess, overwhelmed with grief at leaving her homeland, threw the precious mirror given by the emperor, it shattered into two halves. One half faced west, reflecting the setting sun; the other faced east, catching the morning light. Thus, the mountain gained its name.

On the mountain stand the Sun Pavilion and Moon Pavilion. Inside, inscriptions and murals record scenes from Princess Wencheng’s journey to Tibet. Below stands the Princess Wencheng Temple with its towering white marble statue. Tibetan songs drift in the wind, prayer flags flutter, and herds of livestock graze under the vast sky. Time has passed, and the princess’s sorrowful face is long gone, yet in the howling mountain wind, one can almost still hear her faint, resentful sighs.

When Princess Wencheng learned she had been chosen to go to Tubo as a heqin princess, was she happy or sad? The Tang records do not say. Tibetan histories offer two different accounts: one says “joy,” the other “weeping.” Although outsiders cannot know her true feelings, common sense suggests “weeping” is more believable. She was only sixteen — a girl in the bloom of youth, full of dreams about the future and love. How could she have willingly left her family and homeland to travel to a cold, harsh frontier to marry a stranger?

At that moment, her heart must have been filled with shock and terror, followed by overwhelming sorrow. Yet in the solemn and majestic imperial court, she dared not cry out loud. She could only weep in secret. This is why the single word “weeping” recorded in The Tibetan Royal Genealogy feels so vivid, so profoundly moving, and so convincing.

The murals in the pavilions tell many stories about her journey. But are these stories true? Are they the real history?

The tale of Princess Wencheng’s journey to Tibet has been widely celebrated for symbolizing ethnic unity and cultural fusion. The peace it supposedly brought is heavily emphasized, while the underlying humiliation of “sending a daughter to ensure safety” is carefully avoided. Instead, great effort is made to portray the Tang princess as highly respected in a foreign land, with all the “barbarians” admiring and submitting to her, bathing happily in the grace of the Heavenly Dynasty.

This fabricated version of history has been quietly passed down through the generations by official historians and has been promoted
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