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The year is 325.

The powerful Han Dynasty is a distant memory and tribes of barbarian soldiers fight over what was once the Empire.

It is a dangerous time.

Kai is 465 years old – a teenager in dragon years.

He is searching for the person predestined to be his dragonkeeper.

Kai’s search has led him to a Buddhist novice named Tao.

But Tao is certain he is not the one; he has no interest in caring for a difficult dragon. He believes his path lies in another direction.

But Tao must learn to listen to the voice within himself and that no journey ever reveals its true purpose until it is over.
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Chapter One

BRUSH AND INK

An oil lamp cast its pool of light on a blank piece of paper. A hand entered the pale circle – a left hand gently holding a brush exactly perpendicular. In the top right-hand corner, the wolf-hair bristles touched the paper, the black ink soaked in. Fingers, wrist and brush moved as one, leaving behind a column of strong, neat characters, each one perfectly formed. The bottom corner of the paper was held down with an irregular piece of gemstone, deep purple in the dim light. The hand moved to the left and started another column. It gently waved away a moth to save it from flying into the flame, then the brush disappeared for a few moments before returning, recharged with ink. The night crept past and the page slowly filled with columns of characters. Towards the end of the last column on the page, the hand slowed, loosened its grip. The brush became horizontal. A shaved head sank towards the paper.

Tao woke with a start. He heard a sound like wind chimes tinkling in a breeze. The sound faded and he could hear nothing but the steady patter of raindrops. He slid the lamp to the bottom of the page. Fortunately, his brush had been almost empty of ink when he had fallen asleep while writing the third brushstroke of a nine-stroke character. What should have been a firm vertical line was skewed to the right. He dipped just the tip of the brush in the pool of ink on his ink stone. He finished the character, managing to cover the wayward line with the remaining strokes. The character was ill-formed, but it could have been much worse. At least his night’s work wasn’t ruined.

Yinmi Monastery had a single scroll in its library. On it was written a translation of the Vinaya, the rules and disciplines that Buddha had set down for his followers, passed on by word of mouth for centuries before someone wrote them down. Lao Chen, Yinmi’s oldest monk, had brought the Vinaya back with him when he returned from his journey to Tianzhu, the home of the Buddha, many years before. He was the only one at the monastery who understood Sanskrit, and he had translated the words for the other monks to read. This was fortunate, as the original scroll was destroyed in a fire. Only a small, scorched fragment of that scroll survived and it was kept in a scented rosewood box in the monastery’s shrine. Tao was making a copy of the translation.

The rain had stopped. The clouds parted, allowing an almost full moon to dust the needles of the pine trees with pale silver light. Tao blew out the lamp flame to conserve oil. He could hardly keep his eyes open as he rolled up the scroll and put it away on a high shelf, out of sight of the other novices, along with his writing implements. He picked up the purple stone to place it next to them, but reconsidered. There was a thought at the back of his mind that wouldn’t quite form. The more he tried to get hold of it, the further it slipped away, like something almost forgotten. He was too tired to think.

As he picked up the water jar to refill it, he thought he heard the wind-chime sound again. The silver moonlight was replaced by a different light – greenish and unnatural. He turned and dropped the water jar. It shattered on the stone floor. A great four-footed animal stood in the doorway, glowing like a huge piece of polished jade. There were wild animals in the forest, some of them dangerous, but nothing as big as this, and none of them glowed in the moonlight. This creature’s body was covered with glimmering green scales. Long branched horns ending in sharp points protruded from its head. It had a hairy mane and, on each side of its mouth, long whiskers. Large teeth glistened in the eerie light. Curled around its huge front paws was a thick tail that ended in a fan of green spikes.

Tao’s eyes were wide. A terrified whimper escaped from his gaping mouth. Standing in front of him was a dragon.

The creature observed the boy with unblinking eyes, and took a step towards him. Convinced that the dragon was about to attack, Tao turned to run, hoping he could climb out a window. Fear gave him speed, but the dragon was faster. It reached out a paw and grabbed him. Four curved talons, as long and sharp as knife blades, wrapped around his upper arm like a shackle, but didn’t sink into his flesh. Tao cried out for help, even though he knew no one would hear him; the sleeping quarters were too far away. With its other paw, the dragon took the purple stone from Tao’s hand, peering at it as he turned it over so that the moonlight revealed a milky white vein and fine maroon threads. The stone was worn smooth by centuries of constant handling, though Tao thought it would have once had sharp edges.

The dragon pulled the boy closer. The creature had a sharp, tart odour, which Tao didn’t find unpleasant. Two deep parallel wounds on its chest oozed dark purple blood. The dragon made the tinkling wind-chime sounds that Tao had heard before and then looked at him as if it expected him to understand their meaning. The dragon’s tone changed, sounding more like the tolling of a cracked bell. It loosened its grip. The green glow of its scales faded as clouds covered the moon. The dragon turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Tao ran to raise the alarm. It was raining again. He tripped and fell on the steep, slippery steps that led to the abbot’s quarters. He was about to hammer on the door and call to his reverend master that the monastery was in danger, but something stopped him. The dripping trees and the moist, warm air seemed so ordinary, and there was no evidence of the unusual intruder. How would he explain what he was doing up hours after all novices were supposed to be in bed? Tao began to doubt his own senses. He was overtired after working late into the night. Surely he had imagined it. He returned to the Meditation Hall and, weak from exhaustion, swept up the broken pieces of his water jar. Tao stumbled to the novices’ quarters in pitch dark. He took off his robes and sank onto his straw bed.


Chapter Two

TROUBLE

Tao lay with his eyes closed, trying to remember a dream. His dreams usually slid away when he tried to recall them, but this one stayed clear. He’d dreamed about a dragon. He opened his eyes. It was full daylight. The other novices’ beds were empty, their straw mattresses turned back to air, their blankets folded. Tao leaped to his feet. He’d slept late, not even waking when the other boys had risen, no doubt as noisily as ever.

His robes were on the floor in a damp, tangled heap. He shook out the three rectangles of worn and mended cloth, wrapped the under-robe around his waist, and draped the upper piece around his chest and over his left shoulder. He threw the outer robe over his shoulders and secured the robes by tying a frayed cloth belt around his waist and ran outside.

He was so late that the other novices had already finished the morning chores. They had swept the Recitation Hall, beaten the floor mats and filled the water casks from the well. The kitchen was empty. He’d missed the daily meal entirely. It was raining steadily, as it had for most of the summer. Tao pulled his outer robe up over his head as he hurried to the Meditation Hall where all the monks and novices were sitting cross-legged on their mats, listening to the abbot instruct them on the Four Noble Truths. The abbot glared at Tao as he slipped into the back of the hall.

“Life is filled with sorrow and suffering,” the abbot said. “The cause of all this suffering is desire – a constant wish to possess what we do not have. To escape from the unending cycle of suffering that is life, death and rebirth, you must let go of desire and live a life of discipline and meditation as a monk. These are the words of the Buddha.”

The abbot told them to meditate on the Four Noble Truths. Though the sutras didn’t always make sense to Tao, he understood the Four Noble Truths perfectly. His fellow novices were always talking about how much they missed their homes, how they wished they could eat meat, how they would love to be able to play games. Tao knew his own family home had luxuries that the other boys had never experienced – silk-floss quilts, four-course meals and plenty of leisure time – yet he had found it easy to let those comforts go. He was happy to be at the monastery. He had a purpose and a goal.

Unlike the other shuffling, wriggling novices, Tao normally had no difficulty maintaining control over his body and his mind, but that morning he had control over neither. His empty stomach kept rumbling, making the other novices giggle. Instead of focusing on his meditations, his thoughts wandered to the events of the previous night. It must have been a dream, he told himself. Dragons had existed in the world long ago; they were mentioned in the Jataka, the stories of Buddha’s previous lives. Dragons had even sat at the feet of the Blessed One, alongside other celestial beings – devas and yakshas and asuras. But, though there were rumours of dragon sightings from time to time, most people believed they had left the world generations ago. Tao tried to concentrate on the Four Noble Truths, yet his mind kept returning to the fact that his piece of purple gemstone was missing.

The stone had been a gift from his great-grandfather when Tao had left home to join the monastery, a child of just seven years. A novice wasn’t permitted to own anything other than the Five Possessions – his robes, his alms bowl, his mat, a water strainer and a razor to shave his head – but Tao had convinced the monks that the purple stone was just a writing tool, a paperweight which was available for all the monks to use when they needed to stop a corner of a scroll from curling up. Tao was always losing things. Even though he didn’t have much to lose, at any time he had usually misplaced one of his Five Possessions. He was annoyed with himself. This was the first time he had lost the purple stone. He couldn’t lament its loss though. It wasn’t his to lose.

After meditation, as the monks and the other novices filed out of the hall, Tao went to get his writing implements from the shelf, so that he could continue with his transcription. One of the monks approached him. It was Shenli, who was also supposed to transcribe their sutra, but he preferred to spend his time drawing elaborate images to be placed at the beginning of each transcription.

“Since you were unable to perform your morning chores,” Shenli said, “you will, I’m sure, want to make amends for this omission.”

Tao ducked his head, trying to avoid the monk’s eyes.

“Yes, Venerable Brother.”

“You can help the kitchen staff.”

“Yes, Venerable Brother.”

The other novices dawdling in the drizzle outside had overheard.

“The golden boy has to get his hands dirty,” one of them jeered.

Another boy imitated the rumbling of Tao’s stomach. The novices all laughed – not loudly, that was not permitted; instead they sniggered behind their hands.

Tao ignored them and made his way to the kitchen with downcast eyes, as a modest monk should. Actually, he was looking for his lost stone.

Tao’s stomach would be rumbling for some time. Monks were only allowed to eat one meal each day. After noon, no eating was permitted. The food – grain, tofu, vegetables – was cooked each morning by people from the villages who did this holy work in order to accumulate good karma so that they would be reborn as someone who was more spiritually aware. Tao knew how poor the villagers were, and he wondered if they were really hoping to be reborn in less poverty. The followers of Buddha knew that if they committed wrongdoings in this life, in their next life they would be reborn as a criminal or a wild animal or even an insect.
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Yinmi Monastery clung to the western face of the Song Shan Mountains, shrouded in mist until noon most days. When the mist cleared, the monastery was still hidden by thick forest. Yinmi was not as big as the old monasteries in Luoyang had been, each housing hundreds of monks. There were only six monks at Yinmi and fifteen novices. Tao was the only novice who was not a local boy. The others all came from villages nearby. War and hunger were everywhere, and the villagers were struggling to feed their families. Some were so poor they had decided one less mouth to feed would ease their burden. If that had the added benefit of bringing Buddha’s blessing and good karma to their household, all the better.

The monastery was constructed of wood cut from the cypress forest. It was well built and finished with carvings of lotuses, but unpainted, weathered to a dark brown and tinged with green moss. Most of the buildings were roofed with wooden shingles. Only the small shrine had a tiled roof. Larger monasteries had many halls; Yinmi made do with two. Steep flights of steps, cut into the rock of the mountain, linked the halls and led to the sleeping quarters. The monks slept in a separate building divided into simple cells. The novices were crammed together in one makeshift hut.

Tao entered the kitchen, which was where the monks and novices ate their morning meal. There was no refectory at Yinmi. Two men and an old woman were scrubbing out cooking pots and sweeping the floor. The abbot would have preferred not to have a woman within the monastery’s walls, but experience had taught him that the village men had no cooking skills. They managed to burn the vegetables, overcook the grain, and they were not particular when it came to cleanliness.

The abbot had been pleased when he found an old woman living within an hour’s walk who was willing to come every morning to oversee the preparation of the meal. She was stooped, her hair was greying and her face wrinkled like a raisin. There was no risk of the monks thinking impure thoughts about her. Tao asked the old woman what he could do to help. She told him to rake out the ashes from the stove and bring in wood ready for the following morning. As Tao stacked logs near the fireplace, carefully collecting up any spiders and beetles living among them and putting them in a jar, she heard his stomach rumbling.

“Did you not eat this morning, young sir?”

“No. I was up till after midnight transcribing, and I slept late.”

The old woman clicked her tongue. The two men who helped her had shared between them the leftover food from the morning meal to take back to their own families. The woman made them each give Tao a spoonful. As they placed their reluctant donation into his alms bowl, Tao bowed his head and offered blessings he didn’t think he was fit to give. His bowl was less than half full, but he was grateful for their gift. He humbled himself by sitting on the kitchen floor and eating in front of them.

Tao had no difficulty keeping the Five Precepts that Buddha had set down for all his followers to adhere to – he did not take the life of any living creature, he did not steal, nor did he think impure thoughts about women, tell lies or drink alcohol. He had no trouble abiding by the additional five precepts laid down for novices. Tao never ate after noon; on the rare occasions that he came across travelling musicians, he didn’t stop to listen; he wore no adornment; he never sat on a high seat; and he had never accepted gold or silver, not that anyone had ever offered him any.

“You should go to bed earlier,” the old woman said as Tao left.

Out in the garden, Tao freed the captive insects and then walked back to the Meditation Hall. The woman was right. If he was having disturbing dreams and was too weary to do his daily work properly, he would have to make sure that he got more sleep.

It was the Buddha’s wish that monks did not grow their own food. While digging the soil, they risked breaking the first precept by killing worms and slaters. Instead, the Blessed One had decreed that the monks live on alms. Begging for their food had the added benefit of making them humble.

Yinmi Monastery was too remote for the monks to be able to survive on alms alone. There were only two small villages within a day’s walk, and villagers there lived mainly on goat meat and taro root. The monks did not eat meat, and the villagers’ fields were shallow pockets of earth in among the rocks. They could barely grow enough taros for themselves, so the monks only went to the villages once a month to ask for alms. The novices grew the rest of their food in the temple garden.

Tao didn’t have to collect alms or help in the garden. His calligraphy was excellent and the number of characters he knew was far greater than the other novices. Two years ago, he had asked to be allowed to make copies of their one scroll, to distribute to other monasteries. The abbot permitted Tao to do this instead of his other chores. It was a very long scroll. He had completed five copies.

Tao wanted to do everything he could to spread the Buddha knowledge, in order to accumulate as much good karma as possible. He had secretly started to spend an hour or two transcribing in the evenings after the rest of the monastery was asleep. Recently, he had also tried to get up early and transcribe a few columns of characters before the morning meal. Tao was annoyed with himself. As well as neglecting his assigned duties, he had also failed to do his extra transcription.

The abbot had been pleased with Tao’s work and had given him permission to learn the language of Buddha from Lao Chen. Because of his great age, these lessons were the old monk’s only duties. He spent most of his day sleeping, but fortunately the one thing that sparked him to life was his love of Sanskrit. Tao was delighted. His lessons with Lao Chen were his favourite part of the day. He climbed the steps to the Meditation Hall two at a time. He had made amends for his previous lapse, and he still hadn’t missed his Sanskrit lesson.

Tao’s hurried steps were halted when he almost ran into a boy who was wearing the sort of old-fashioned gown with wide sleeves that Tao had seen only in pictures painted many years ago. The boy smiled at him as rain dripped from his nose. He was about Tao’s age and, though Tao was positive he’d never seen him before, there was something familiar about him.

“Are you here to do service?” Tao asked. Sometimes carpenters or gardeners came from the villages to help maintain the monastery.

The boy shook his head. Tao didn’t have time to worry about village boys. He stepped around him and went into the Meditation Hall. Lao Chen was sleeping in the corner. Tao took down his writing tools and began making ink. He poured a small pool of water on his ink stone and rubbed the ink stick on the stone, watching the water darken and thicken as the ink dissolved. It was a satisfying process and he always knew when the ink had reached just the right consistency. However, he couldn’t find his brush. He was on his hands and knees searching for it when, to his annoyance, he realised the boy had followed him inside. Tao stood up.

“You can’t come in here,” he hissed at the boy. “It isn’t permitted.”

He reached out to take the boy’s arm, so that he could lead him out of the hall, but the boy shrank back as if Tao had threatened him with a sharp blade.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Tao said. How could anyone think that of him? “But you must leave.”

He shooed the boy outside, following him to make sure he left, when something peculiar happened. The air around the boy began to shift and shimmer. Tao had never seen anything like it. Then the boy himself started to change. His skin turned green, his head distorted and changed shape. Tao felt ill, but couldn’t tear his eyes away. The boy sprouted horns and grew a long tail. Before his eyes, the boy in the old-fashioned clothes transformed into a dragon.

Tao was sick in the bushes.


Chapter Three

RED CLOUD HERB

The sickness passed. Tao could no longer deny that the dragon was real. He wasn’t afraid, but he wasn’t excited either. His brother would have been excited. His brother would have loved to meet a dragon, but Tao had never been the sort of boy who dreamed of adventure and excitement. Even before he came to the monastery, he had valued calm and quiet. All he wanted to do was study and transcribe.

In the daylight, the dragon didn’t look as dangerous, despite its size and the sharpness of its teeth, talons and horns. In fact the dragon looked unwell. Its scales were a drab green, the spines running down its back drooped, and purple blood dripped onto the path from the unhealed wounds.

It wasn’t Tao’s fault that a dragon had turned up at the monastery in the middle of the night, and yet he felt responsible for it. The creature was the cause of his troubles, but it needed help. Yinmi Monastery welcomed all wayfarers, whether they revered the Blessed One or not, especially if they were sick or injured. Though he sensed it would only lead to more trouble, he couldn’t turn the dragon away.

The monastery was too small to have an infirmary, but there was a herbalist – or at least a monk with some knowledge of herbal medicines who kept a small store of them in a box under his bed.

“I’ll fetch someone to attend to your wounds.”

The dragon made a sound like iron blades scraping together and turned its head from side to side. Tao was astonished. The dragon had understood his words, and it didn’t want anyone else to see him. Tao had a feeling that it was for the best. He went over to a small shed where the novices kept their gardening tools. He opened the door.

“You can hide in here.”

The dragon was about to enter the shed, but shrank back.

“Go back into the Meditation Hall, then,” Tao said. “No one will see you there. I’ll get water and healing ointment.”

The dragon made the wind-chime sound. Tao was glad to get the beast out of sight. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want the other monks to know it was there. It would be better if Tao just tended to the dragon’s wounds, and sent it on its way – wherever that was.

“You must be quiet,” Tao whispered, glancing at his snoozing Sanskrit teacher.

To avoid being seen by his fellow monks, Tao took a flight of rarely used steps behind the Meditation Hall. This route took him past Yinmi’s shrine. It was a small building, smaller even than the novices’ hut and made of mud bricks. They had no Buddha relics to keep in it, just the fragment of the burned scroll. Tao was the only one who ever visited the shrine. He liked to wipe the dust and bird droppings off the rosewood box.

When Tao returned, out of breath, with a cloth and water from the kitchen, and a healing balm from under the herbalist’s bed, the dragon sat obediently on its haunches waiting for Tao to clean its wounds. He could see now that it had many scratches and bruises. The two chest wounds were by far the worst. They were long and deep, and though they were not fresh wounds, they weren’t healing. Tao held his breath as he dabbed gently at the sores that had formed along the edges. Dark blood soaked into the cloth. There was no doubt that this was a living breathing creature in front of him. The dragon made low sounds that set Tao’s teeth on edge, but didn’t resist his ministrations.

As Tao took the lid off the ointment jar, the dragon leaned over and sniffed the contents. It shook its head firmly, its whiskers swinging from side to side.

“This is good healing ointment,” Tao said. He wasn’t expecting the beast to be fussy.

The dragon moved towards the writing desk, and with its talon picked up Tao’s lost brush, hidden by a wrinkle in a mat. Tao stared in astonishment as the dragon dipped the brush into the ink and made marks on a sheet of paper.

“Don’t scribble on the paper!” Tao snatched up the paper. “It’s very expensive.” He held his breath as the old monk in the corner stirred and then went back to sleep.

The dragon breathed out and a thin tendril of mist issued from its nostrils. It sounded annoyed. Tao looked at the paper. He couldn’t suppress a tingle of excitement. The marks weren’t scribbles. The dragon had written three characters. They were wobbly and crooked, worse than a small child’s first efforts, but they were legible.

Tao read them aloud. “Red cloud herb.”

The dragon bowed its head.

“I know that herb. It grows by a waterfall not far from here. Will that heal your wound?”

The dragon bowed its head again.

“I could go and collect some tomorrow.”

The dragon reached out and clasped Tao’s arm with its talons as it had the previous night and pulled him towards the door.

“I can’t go now!” Tao glanced at the sleeping monk. “I’m supposed to be learning Sanskrit.”

The dragon didn’t let go of Tao’s arm. It made a sound like someone rapidly banging a gong. For a beast, it was very insistent.
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The rain had stopped. Wan sunlight seeped through the clouds, making everything steam. Flowers were blooming, birds sang and small animals scurried through the undergrowth as Tao walked along the narrow path, with the dragon a few paces behind him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d walked through the forest. He breathed in a sweet fragrance. The perfume came from the small, unlovely flowers of the otherwise unremarkable osmanthus tree. He felt guilty. A novice shouldn’t be outdoors enjoying himself. The time for his Sanskrit lesson had passed, and he should have been catching up on his transcribing while the other novices tended the vegetable garden.

Tao heard the waterfall before he saw it. At a place where the mountain shrugged off its mantle of trees, a narrow stream rattled down the hillside and tumbled noisily into a pool. When the other novices went home to visit their families once a month, Tao sometimes went to the waterfall to meditate. There was a view into the distance that wasn’t visible from the monastery hidden in the forest. The deep green foliage of the cypress trees swept down to meet the yellow expanse of the plain far below. In the distance was the city of Luoyang, a dark stain near the horizon.

The plant known as red cloud herb was growing at the edge of the waterfall, its rusty coloured foliage glossy with the mist from the cascading water. Tao set to work collecting the leaves.

“Do you think this will be enough?” He turned to the dragon, holding out a handful of leaves, but the creature was busy searching on the other side of the waterfall, and didn’t hear Tao’s question. Tao shook his head in disbelief. Not only was he talking to a dragon, he’d been waiting for it to reply!

Tao heard a sound above the rush and clatter of the waterfall. It was like someone softly striking rock with a tool. It wasn’t one of the dragon’s sounds. The beast was staring into the distance, flexing its shoulders, snuffing the breeze. It hadn’t heard anything. The sound drew closer. Tao’s heart thudded. It was the sound of horses’ hooves picking their way across rocky ground.

“Quick. We must hide.” It was his turn to grab the dragon and pull him to the shelter of the trees. But the trees were too sparse to hide such a large beast – not even dense enough to conceal a skinny novice. Tao looked around in a panic. There was no other hiding place. The dragon was finally aware of the approaching horses. He started to shimmer and transform. Tao’s stomach lurched and he looked away. When he glanced back, there wasn’t another boy standing in front of him, but a large rock, exactly the same colour and texture as the mountainside. Tao ducked behind it just as five men on horseback came into view.

The men were nomads, members of one of the Five Barbarian Tribes. A crude eagle in flight was painted onto their saddle blankets, though which tribe this symbol belonged to – Xiong Nu, Xianbei, Qiang, Di or Jie – Tao didn’t know. Their faces were dark and bearded. They were dressed in coarse trousers and armoured vests, and sat astride tall horses as if it were the most natural thing in the world. One of them uttered a few ugly sounds, which Tao found hard to imagine could have any civilised meaning. The nomads stared out at the view, just as Tao and the dragon had a few minutes earlier. Then they kicked their horses with their heels and continued along the narrow path in single file.

The dragon returned to his own shape, leaving Tao exposed.

“They’re heading towards Yinmi,” he said as he crouched in the grass, hoping the nomads wouldn’t see him. “If they discover the monastery …”

The abbot had been careful that the monastery’s location was never revealed to the nomads. There was nothing to steal, no land to commandeer, but members of the Five Tribes didn’t always need a reason to kill and destroy.

The dragon transformed again. Tao was getting used to turning away. This time when he looked back, he saw a pure white horse cantering along the path after the nomads. It reared up, its long mane rippling in the breeze. One of the nomads twisted round in his saddle and saw the horse. He called to the others. They all galloped back, shouting and following the horse as it disappeared into the forest.

Tao waited. Minutes crawled past like snails. He strained his ears, but could hear nothing. Perhaps the dragon wasn’t coming back. He collected the red leaves that he’d dropped in his hurry to hide. He straightened up and dropped them again when he found himself staring at a large green vase, taller than himself, that was emitting sounds like the jingling of small bells. Tao felt only slightly queasy as the vase turned back into a dragon.

“Is that your idea of a joke?” Tao didn’t smile, but he was glad to see that the dragon was unharmed. “Have the nomads gone?”

The dragon bowed its head. It picked up the scattered red leaves, squashed them into a ball with one paw and put them into its mouth.

“I was going to prepare an ointment,” Tao said. “I didn’t realise you wanted to eat them!”

The dragon didn’t eat the leaves. It chewed them thoroughly for a minute or two and then spat them onto a rock.

Tao raised an eyebrow. “I would have used a mortar and pestle and mixed it with vegetable oil or a little beeswax, though this is as good a way as any, I suppose.”

The dragon looked at Tao expectantly. Tao gingerly dipped his fingers into the slimy mixture of masticated leaves and dragon saliva and rubbed it onto the dragon’s wounds. The dragon made the wind-chime sounds.

“How did you get this wound? Did you have a fight with a wild animal?”

The dragon didn’t move its head. Whatever had happened, it looked as if the dragon had come off worse. There were older scars, including a large one on his right flank, all well healed. It wasn’t the first fight the creature had been in.

Tao applied the last of the red cloud herb and wiped his fingers on the grass. He looked into the dragon’s brown eyes. The beast was far more intelligent that he had imagined at first.

The dragon lifted a paw and turned it over. Balanced on the pads of the paw was Tao’s piece of purple gemstone.

Tao took it, pleased to feel its cool smoothness again. He was glad that he hadn’t lost the stone; and he didn’t scold the dragon for taking it.

“I wonder if you have a name?”

The dragon picked up a sharp stone and scratched a single character on the rock face. It was just as irregular as the ones he had written on the paper, but Tao could read it.

“Kai. Your name is Kai?”

The dragon bowed his head.
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Tao stared at his abbot’s feet.

“You have always been a well-behaved novice,” the abbot was saying somewhere above Tao’s bowed head. “Diligent, modest, frugal.”

The abbot’s sandals were woven from straw and very worn.

“I have given you special privileges – release from work in the garden so you could transcribe our sutra and have lessons in Sanskrit with Lao Chen. Yet you have neglected your duties. I did not expect you to be disobedient.”

Tao had a terrible feeling that his privileges were now in the past.

“And although monks refrain from pride in appearance, that does not mean we permit laziness in our personal presentation to the world.”

Tao tried to smooth his crumpled robe. He ran his fingers over his bristly scalp that he hadn’t shaved for several days. His fingernails, black from scrabbling around in the earth collecting leaves, were now in full view of the abbot, so Tao quickly tucked his hands under his knees.

“I am sorry, Your Reverence,” Tao stammered.

“Can you explain this behaviour?”

Tao couldn’t admit that he’d been out strolling in the forest with a dragon, when he should have been learning Sanskrit, but he couldn’t lie to the abbot either.

“I was collecting herbs, Your Reverence. There is a herb that I had noticed nearby which I believe helps heal poisoned wounds.”

“And have you given a sample of this herb to our herbalist?”

“No, Your Reverence. I … I … no longer have the leaves I collected.”

“You lost them,” the abbot said. “You must be more careful with your possessions, Tao. Such carelessness is your one fault.”

“Yes, Your Reverence.”

Tao was hoping Kai had gone away now that he had attended to the dragon’s wounds. He wanted to get back to his monkish routine immediately, but the abbot had a different plan.

“I have no choice but to revoke your privileges,” the abbot said sadly. “The storeroom is almost empty. The other novices are going to the villages to collect alms tomorrow. I want you to go to Luoyang.”

Tao looked up. “Luoyang?”

“You heard me correctly. The villagers do not have much food and our grain harvest is a few weeks away yet. We must seek alms further afield.”

“Yes, Your Reverence.”

The abbot leaned towards Tao and patted him on the shoulder.

“The journey to Luoyang will give you time to contemplate your errors. When you return, I am sure you will resume your usual exemplary behaviour. Then you can take up your transcription duties again.”

Tao bowed and made his way to the door, his eyes still downcast.

“A traveller arrived this morning,” the abbot said, “seeking a safe night’s rest on his way to Luoyang. It is rare for us to have a visitor. I don’t know how he found us. You will accompany him along the road.”

Tao glanced back at the abbot.

“It will be safer for you both. The traveller is without speech, he can only communicate by writing, and he has never been to the city before. You can show him the way. Leave at first light.”

Tao’s heart sank. He knew exactly who the traveller without speech was.


Chapter Four

WHITE HORSE TEMPLE

Tao sorted through the collection of frayed and mended straw sandals that the novices wore whenever they left the monastery. He looked up at the man dressed in a worn peasant’s gown.

“I don’t know why you’re following me, Kai,” he complained as he selected the least worn pair. “Haven’t you got important dragonish things to do?”

The man, of course, said nothing. Tao strode off down the path. A silent companion suited him very well. He would meditate as he walked.

Tao took the path that led from the monastery and plunged steeply down the mountainside. The path was seldom used and the vegetation that grew on either side met in the middle. No one but the nearby villagers knew of the existence of Yinmi Monastery and that was the way the abbot liked it. The outside world only distracted his monks.

Tao’s companion shimmered and distorted, then turned into a dragon. Tao looked away to avoid the stomach-turning sight. Kai pushed past Tao and thrust the ferns and bushes out of the way with his forelegs, breaking fronds and branches.

“Don’t damage the plants!” Tao snapped. He gently pushed the bushes aside so that they sprang back as he passed.

Rain soaked into Tao’s robes and leeches reached out from the dripping vegetation to try and latch on to his hands and feet. As Tao shrank away from the blood-sucking creatures, he slipped and landed on his behind. Kai’s scales protected him from the rain and the leeches.

After an hour, they reached a large rock shaped like a turtle. The mist thinned as the path opened onto a flatter area where the vegetation was less dense. Tao shuddered as he pulled off the leeches that had managed to attach themselves to his arms and legs. They were now full of his blood and had swollen to the size of his little finger. Kai found a few that had managed to wriggle between his toes. Tao carefully placed his leeches on nearby leaves. The dragon ate his one at a time.

The path began to descend again. Tao walked as fast as he could. The sooner Tao got to Luoyang, the sooner he could return to his task of transcription. By spreading the Buddha knowledge in this way, he would accumulate good karma. By accumulating karma, a human could eventually escape the cycle of birth, death and rebirth and attain the perfect peace of nirvana. On the other hand, he had to be careful not to walk so fast that he accidently stood on insects or worms. That would be breaking the first precept and would result in bad karma.

Eventually, they reached the plain and their path met a wider path that in turn led to the road to Luoyang. The rain had stopped.

“We might meet people on the road,” Tao said, and Kai took on the shape of a boy again, this time dressed in robes like Tao’s.

Tao couldn’t resist asking another question.

“Why are you following me, Kai?”

The dragon didn’t scratch his answer in the dirt. Instead, he reached beneath his chin, where there were five scales which were larger than all the others and lay in the opposite direction. He pulled a piece of purple gemstone from behind one of his reverse scales. It was smaller than Tao’s, no bigger than a walnut.

Tao took his own piece of gemstone from his bag and held it alongside the dragon’s. Kai’s gemstone had a milky white vein running through it just as his did, and there were faint threads of maroon deep within it. It looked as if the two pieces had once been part of a single stone. Tao couldn’t explain, even to himself, why the stone was precious to him. Though he had tried to convince himself that the purple stone belonged to the monastery, for the use of any monk in need of a paperweight, the fact remained that he didn’t like to be separated from it.

“My great-grandfather gave me the stone,” he said.

Tao had intended to spend the entire journey in silent meditation, but as he walked he couldn’t seem to stop talking.

“My mother says Great-grandfather spoke nothing but nonsense, but I liked to listen to his stories.” Tao stroked the purple stone. “He told me that this is a family heirloom which originally belonged to a female ancestor who was very special. This was long ago, before the nomads came, when the empire was ruled by a strong emperor and stretched far and wide. This ancestor was an imperial minister. No woman has ever held an imperial position before or since. The stone has been handed down through the generations, that’s what Great-grandfather said, always to a left-handed child, whether male or female. When the nomads are defeated and the empire is whole once more, the position will need to be filled again, and this stone will prove that the owner is the legitimate heir – not that I would ever want to be an imperial minister.”

A real, live dragon had turned up. It had presented itself to Tao, and no one else. There was a connection between them, but Tao didn’t know what it was. He didn’t want to know. A dragon was not part of his plan. He couldn’t be diverted from his task of accumulating karma. He wished Kai would just go back to wherever he had come from but at the same time, he was enjoying the companionship.

“I thought dragons could fly,” he said. There had been a winged dragon in his grandfather’s tales.

Kai made a miserable sound. With the tip of his tail, he indicated two lumps near his shoulder blades.

“Did something happen to your wings?” Tao asked.

Kai shook his head and picked a bud from a bush with yellow pea flowers. He pointed a talon at the bud and then at the lumps on his back.

“Your wings haven’t grown yet?”

The dragon bowed his head.

“When will they grow?”

Kai picked up a twig and scratched some numbers in the wet earth.

“Five hundred?”

A stream of mist trailed from Kai’s nostrils as he let out a frustrated sigh.

“Do you mean five hundred years? That’s how long it will be until your wings grow?”

Kai bowed his head again.

“How old are you?”

Kai wrote more numbers.

“Four hundred and sixty-six!” Tao said, staring at the dragon. “That’s extremely old.”

Kai shook his head.

They walked on. Tao had only been alive for fifteen years. Kai had lived for centuries. For the first time, he wished the dragon could talk to him, to tell him the things he had seen.

Patches of blue sky became visible as the cloud broke up. The plain was pretty with late summer flowers. Tao’s damp robes dried out.

Though Kai couldn’t fly, he had other skills. To amuse Tao he transformed himself into all manner of things – a pig wearing a gown and standing on its hind feet, a beetle, a giant plum. Tao couldn’t help laughing. The dragon had already demonstrated how, with his breath, he could create a cloud of mist big enough to conceal him, but the sun was shining and his mist disappeared as fast as he made it.

The dragon also had amazing eyesight. A shepherd with a small flock of boney sheep was the only person they passed all day, and Kai saw him long before Tao did. As the shepherd grew closer, Kai walked off the road into the grassland and his scales took on the colour of the waving grass, so that he seemed to disappear. He could have just shape-changed, but the dragon wanted to impress Tao. He was showing off.

They passed groups of empty and broken houses disintegrating into the earth, and the ghosts of fields, their crops run to seed. The vast plain had once been dotted with thriving villages and flourishing fields, but no one lived there any more. It was too dangerous. Sometimes Kai scanned the sky as well as the road, watching birds, particularly those gliding high. Occasionally, Tao saw bones by the side of the road which he knew were human bones, the remains of an unfortunate victim of war or murder, but they didn’t pass another living soul.

The sun was out. It seemed that the summer rains had finally stopped, on the plain at least. Tao had to admit he was enjoying having someone to talk to, even if it was a one-way conversation. His brother, Wei, didn’t speak either, so he was comfortable with that. Wei was his best friend. He had no friends among the novices, who all thought he took his vows too seriously. Perhaps this was how people who owned dogs felt. They could speak their secret thoughts to their pets without having to worry if they would laugh or repeat them to anyone else. And, like the owner of an intelligent dog, Tao knew that the dragon understood every word he spoke.

When they reached the Luo River, they stopped to rest. Tao gently removed three ants and a beetle from the patch of ground where he had chosen to spread his mat. It was still before noon, and Tao needed to keep up his strength. He took out the two dumplings that the kitchen woman had given him for the journey and the crabapples he had picked along the way. Kai had collected wolfberries, as well as catching dragonflies and finding some birds’ eggs. Tao covered his bowl with his straining cloth, cupped some river water in his hands and poured it through the cloth. The dragon watched, his head on one side.

“Followers of Buddha must strain the water they drink,” Tao explained, “in case there are any small creatures in it.”

He took the straining cloth and gently rinsed it in the river. Kai just dipped his snout in the river and drank. There was an altar to heaven by the side of the road, just before a rickety bridge took the road across the river. The dragon’s appetite seemed to be insatiable, and he had wolfed down his food in seconds, so Tao was surprised that Kai kept a few berries and two of the eggs and solemnly laid them on the altar, before closing his eyes as if in prayer. The altar was long neglected and crumbling. Most people had lost faith in the old ways since no amount of prayer or offerings had induced heaven to stop the nomads invading their land and letting them go hungry.

Kai stood on the riverbank, picked up three pebbles and threw them at a rock sticking up out of the river. With each throw he hit the rock. He picked up three more stones and held them out to Tao.

“I’m not good at throwing,” he said.

Kai persisted. He put the three pebbles into Tao’s hand. Tao aimed the stones half-heartedly at the rock. He missed with all three. Kai sighed. Tao could tell that he was proving to be a disappointing travelling companion.
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Luoyang came into view midafternoon. It was an ugly sight. Its walls were crumbling. There were gaps where strong gates had once been, and rubbish in piles where people had thrown it outside the walls. The landscape was dotted with hundreds of mounds of stones, which marked where people had buried relatives and friends. A larger mound, just covered with earth, marked the site of a huge pyre where the bodies of the unclaimed dead had been burned. With so much war for such a long time, Luoyang’s dead far outnumbered the living occupants.

When they reached a fork in the road, Tao didn’t take the branch that led to the city. Instead, he turned north. Kai didn’t follow at first.

“Luoyang’s not safe at night,” Tao explained. “When I go to visit my family, I always spend the night at a temple on the other side of the city. We’ll walk around the walls.”

Kai took on his monk shape. They followed the road that threaded its way between Luoyang’s northern walls and the foothills of Mang Shan, and then turned to hug the western walls of the city. Since he had become a novice, Tao had passed the city twice each year without entering it. There was a tent encampment outside the western walls of the city where soldiers lived. Pennants hung limply on poles, marked with the same eagle insignia Tao had seen on the saddles of the nomads they encountered in the mountains.

Late in the afternoon another building came into view on their right. Lush trees were visible over repaired walls.

“That’s the White Horse Temple,” Tao told Kai. “It’s the oldest temple outside of Tianzhu. More than two hundred years old.”

Tao realised that Kai was twice as old as that. He waited to see if the dragon went his own way, to resume whatever it was dragons usually did, but Kai showed no sign of leaving.

The temple was much bigger than Yinmi Monastery, with many halls and a pagoda three storeys high. A thousand monks had once lived there, so it was said. Though the numbers had decreased since the empire had fallen, there were still more than a hundred monks at the White Horse Temple. Tao could have served as a novice there – it was closer to his home – but a temple was a busy place, with people coming and going all day to pray and give offerings. Tao had chosen the seclusion of a remote monastery.

The gates were open, and the statue of a horse carved from white stone was the only guard. Tao entered the courtyard. The buildings had been damaged in the wars fought over Luoyang, but the monks had worked hard to rebuild them. He felt protected, as he always did when he was within the walls of the temple. But that sense of safety soon disappeared.

The monks were not going about their lives with their usual serenity. They were running in all directions. Some were shouting. Tao had never heard monks shout before. The abbot was usually friendly to him, but this time he didn’t even notice that strangers were in the courtyard. He was standing outside the temple’s three-storey pagoda, staring up at the red brick walls as if they had betrayed him.

Tao grabbed a passing monk by the arm. “Reverend Brother, what has happened?”

“Our sutras have been stolen.”

Tao was stunned. “They have a collections of sutras,” he whispered to Kai. “At least they used to. Two monks brought them from Tianzhu on a white horse long ago. They are most holy, written on birch bark during the lifetime of the Buddha.”

Since there was no one to stop him, Tao ducked through the pagoda’s arched doorway that led to the temple’s shrine. He had only been inside once before, on his first journey to Yinmi as a seven-year-old child. A monk from Yinmi had escorted him and the abbot had shown them the shrine. Inside were the temple’s most precious possessions. As well as the birch-bark sutras, there was a casket inlaid with mother-of-pearl which contained a piece of woven straw from a sandal worn by the Buddha, and threadbare robes that had belonged to one of the monks who had brought the sutras to the temple hundreds of years before. The casket and the robes were still there. Only the sutras were missing.

Tao hadn’t actually seen the scrolls. The monk had only shown him the bamboo cylinder that housed them. At the time, Tao had found the colourful wall paintings of more interest. They depicted one of the stories from Buddha’s previous lives – the one about the elephant and the dog, a particular favourite of his. Now, it was the scrolls and their precious sutras that interested him.

Out in the courtyard, Tao touched the abbot’s sleeve and he came out of his trance.

“All strangers and workers must leave the temple,” the abbot said. “We will close the gates. We need to beseech the Buddha, to find out why our treasured sutras have been taken and what we must do to make amends for our loss. Search everyone as they leave.”

Kai made anxious noises and, as a monk searched Tao’s robes, he quickly transformed into a dog. Tao walked out of the gate and Kai, in his dog shape, trotted after him.
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The sun was low in the sky and the clouds were gathering again when they reached one of Luoyang’s western gates.

Tao didn’t want to go in. “Have you been to Luoyang before?”

Kai shook his head.

The gatehouses were ruined and empty. No one stopped them as they entered.

Kai seemed as anxious as Tao that they had been thrown out of the temple. He looked at the city walls and then wrote in the earth with a talon.

“Emperor?” Tao laughed as he read the characters. “There is no emperor.”


Chapter Five

LUOYANG

Luoyang was in ruins. It had once been the capital of an empire and home to more than half a million people. Now it no longer deserved to be called a city. Tao’s mother was fond of recounting how magnificent its palaces had been, all several storeys high, with yellow-tiled roofs and window blinds made of mother-of-pearl.

“According to my mother,” Tao told Kai, “all the inhabitants of Luoyang were wealthy, and their houses were large and elegant. She says that, at sunset, the buildings glowed like jewel-studded gold.”

Kai, in his monk shape, shook his head in disbelief.

Luoyang had been famous for its three markets – the metal market in the middle of the city; the horse market in the eastern sector; and, outside the walls to the south, the general market where you could buy every sort of food imaginable, as well as bolts of silk and brocade, porcelain dishes, elegant rosewood and camphor furniture, and other goods, all made with the finest craftsmanship.

There were twelve gates in the walls of Luoyang. Tao and Kai had entered through the West Brilliance Gate that led to what had once been the main boulevard. The entire city had been burned to the ground when nomads invaded twelve years earlier. Since then it had been fought over, claimed and reclaimed many times. All that was left of the grand buildings were black stumps and trampled ash shapes on the ground. Waist-high weeds were swallowing up the ruins. The earth wall that surrounded the city was four chang thick at its base and five chang high, but it was crumbling and completely collapsed in places. The tallest sections were covered with strangling vines, which were helping to hold them up.

“It’s hard to believe that this was once the place where the Emperor lived,” Tao said, “and from where the ministers governed the entire empire.”

The city was not entirely abandoned. A few people in ragged clothes shuffled through the broken streets. They looked at the newcomers with suspicion, but no one questioned their right to enter. People lived among the ruins of the once-grand building like rats. Their miserable dwellings had been cobbled together using segments of walls that remained standing and burned wood scavenged from derelict buildings. The few newer houses were inexpertly constructed from rough saplings, roofed with damp thatch made from the grass that grew out on the plain. There were no more than three hundred households in the entire city. Some of the inhabitants peered out at Tao and Kai as they passed. Tao thought their squinting scowls did not promise generosity. A small crowd of urchins trailed after them expectantly, as if they thought the strangers might give them something. Tao wondered how his abbot could have thought these people would be a source of alms.

The road beneath their feet was at least fifteen chang wide, but it was no longer an imperial way with the smoothly paved centre only for the use of the Emperor, and cobbled paths along each side for ordinary people. It had been reduced to an uneven track, littered with animal bones, broken pots and dung. Most of the paving stones had been dug up and used for other purposes. Those that remained were cracked, with weeds growing between them. This was Bronze Camel Street, which had once led to the imperial palace. There was no sign of the huge bronze statue of a camel that had given the street its name. No trace remained of the massive palace gates.

When the city fell to the first nomad invaders, many thousands of people had been slaughtered, including the last Jin Emperor. The imperial family, the ministers and the wealthier survivors had fled and taken refuge in the city of Chang’an. Those with no means had survived as best they could among the smouldering ruins, and had taken great pleasure in using any broken remains of the palace in the construction of their new homes. Since then, the Five Tribes had fought over the ruins. The latest conqueror, a Xiong Nu tribal leader, claimed he was descended from an insignificant Han princess, sent off to marry a barbarian in some long-forgotten and soon-broken peace treaty. He had dared to call his tribe the New Han.

The children melted away into the deepening shadows. Tao didn’t know where he and Kai would spend the night. There were no inns, and no one offered them shelter in their homes as villagers would have. His feet carried him down a smaller street that led off Bronze Camel Street to a square of ash-coloured earth scattered with fragments of broken marble.

“This was my family’s home,” he told Kai. “I was three when the nomads attacked the first time. I only have dim memories of that time and before, but my mother never tires of describing the house that we built here, just a few chang from the imperial palace.” Tao stood in the grey space and tried to reconstruct in his mind the grand house that had once been his home. “It had three storeys and ten rooms, each with a marble floor.”

It was too late for alms gathering, that pointless task would have to wait until morning.

“We may as well sleep here,” Tao said, looking up at the sky that for once didn’t threaten rain. “I hope the people know that monks have nothing and don’t try to rob us.”

Tao cleared a space of rubble, pulled his mat from his bag and spread it on the ground. No one was around, so Kai resumed his true shape and with his sharp talons dug a shallow hole in which to sleep. As he dug, he unearthed a rusty iron cooking spoon. He shrank back from it as if burned.

“What’s wrong?” Tao said.

Kai scratched a character in the ashy earth.

“Hurts? Do you mean iron hurts you?”

The dragon nodded his head. Tao picked up the rusty spoon and threw it as far away as he could. He was learning many things about dragons.

“Let me look at your wounds,” he said.

The dragon allowed Tao to examine the wounds on his chest. The red cloud herb was doing its work. The gashes had stopped oozing and the sores were almost healed. Kai pulled a folded leaf from behind one of his reverse scales and opened it out. It contained a small amount of chewed red cloud herb. Tao applied the ointment to the dragon’s wounds.

“My family was fortunate. We were at our country house when the nomads invaded. That’s where my family lives now. Many people fled to Chang’an, but my mother refused to abandon all our property.”

It had turned out to be a good decision, as Chang’an had fallen to the nomads two years later. Many of its inhabitants had then headed south, out of reach of the nomads.

Tao regretfully watched the sun disappear. The walls glowed orange for a brief time but were soon dark and ominous. There were long hours of darkness ahead when they would be unprotected. He had half hoped that Kai would sit up and keep watch through the night, but the dragon crawled into his hole and was soon asleep, snoring so loudly, Tao was certain it would attract attention.

He needn’t have worried. No one bothered them.
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A shaft of sunlight woke Tao long before the inhabitants of Luoyang had risen. Kai crawled out of his hole and surveyed the dismal scene. He made the cracked-bell sound.

“Some breakfast would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Tao said. “I don’t think there is much chance of us getting alms here.”

Tao still had to do as his abbot had asked, no matter how pointless the task.

They found a well nearby, and Tao hauled up some grey water in a leaky bucket. He poured the water through his straining cloth, and though it was most unlikely that anything was living in the murky water, it did remove other things that were floating in it – rotting leaves, a snail shell, a fragment of blackened wood. He washed his face and hands, then hauled up a little more of the dirty water. He drank two mouthfuls and offered the rest to Kai. The dragon was still in his true shape. He drank the water and shuddered.

“Tastes like mouldy cabbage, doesn’t it?” Tao said.

He straightened his robes, retied his belt and took out his alms bowl. Kai changed to his monk shape. Tao looked away just in time.

Tao knocked on the crooked door of the first house he came to. One of the doorjambs was burned black at the bottom, but the top was carved with flowers and a few flakes of red and green paint still clung to it. It had once been a part of a much grander building.

“Alms for the reverend brothers in the mountains,” Tao called out. “Give so you will be blessed by the Buddha.”

No one responded.

The next house didn’t have a door, just a ragged piece of cloth hanging in a doorway. A sleepy voice from inside shouted at them to go away.

The sun shone on the damp city out of a cloudless sky, and steam rose from the houses as they started to dry out. The inhabitants brought out their worn and grubby bedding to air. It was the first time Tao hadn’t felt damp for weeks.

Silent, sullen people stared at the two monks from their dismal homes and then shut their doors on them. The people of Luoyang trusted no one, not even each other. Hungry children dressed in rags with runny noses and sores on their faces followed them, chanting insults. It was the same wherever they went.

Tao noticed that Kai was staring at the people of Luoyang, listening to the variety of accents. He was starting to imagine that he could interpret the dragon’s mood and thought he looked perplexed.

“The inhabitants of Luoyang are a mix of people – the original inhabitants who were too poor to move south, and members of the Five Tribes, the nomadic people who once lived beyond the Great Wall. Over the years they crossed to this side – some as invaders, some invited to join the imperial army against one of the other tribes. The tribes grew strong, took land that had once belonged to the empire, murdered the Emperor. And then there wasn’t an empire any more.”

Tao looked at the dragon, who was listening carefully to him. It was hard to believe that he had been alive before the fall of the empire.

“No one knew what to call themselves without an imperial dynasty to name them. At first people referred to themselves as Han, since they liked to remember a time when the empire had been strong and stable, but since this band of nomads took up the name, we call our homeland Huaxia, which means Most Cultivated Land. But it could also mean Flowery Summer Land. There’s no one left alive who remembers the empire. I think everyone imagines it was a lovely place, forever summery and prosperous. Or perhaps it’s just that since the nomads took over, the countryside has run wild. It is pretty at this time of year at least, with the plain dotted with flowers.”

The people of Huaxia had found that it was wiser to be more polite to their invaders and had stopped calling them barbarians – at least to their faces. Though many of them now stayed in one place, people still called them nomads.

Whether the inhabitants of Luoyang were Huaxia or members of the Five Tribes, they were all poor and they had no intention of sharing what little food they had with strange monks.

New Han soldiers passed from time to time, patrolling the city. They looked well fed as they cheerfully went about their business of making the inhabitants’ lives even more miserable. They were the only ones who looked happy to be in Luoyang.

By midday, Tao and Kai had worked their way to the north of the city, where nomad soldiers had taken over a fortified area called Little Luoyang and made it their barracks. The walls had been rebuilt and the roofs shingled, though many of the soldiers preferred to live in the tents they had seen to the west of the city. Soldiers leaned against walls in the sunshine or lounged around small fires, heating up kumiss, a drink made of fermented mares’ milk that nomads were fond of. Tao had heard it tasted foul. Guards stood outside a tower, three storeys high, where their general lived. The nomad army had no ranks, but the Huaxia called anyone who appeared to have authority “general” as a mark of respect. Although the nomad soldiers didn’t wear uniforms, it was easy to pick them out. They were the ones with all the weapons, the ones who didn’t look hungry. Tao walked past them, eyes downcast, and didn’t ask for alms.

They passed the imperial ancestral temple and the old altars of soil and grain, which were long abandoned and ruined. In the north east of the city, where the imperial gardens had once been, people had constructed rickety hovels from scraps of wood salvaged from the ruins. In the empty space that had once been a garden full of exotic plants, they were growing grain and vegetables. Men with sharpened sticks and clubs watched over the struggling plants day and night. There were a few goats tethered to posts, one or two pigs and some scrawny chickens pecking at the barren earth. The children were dressed in tattered rags and just as grimy as children in the rest of the city, but they weren’t as thin and they had the energy to play.

“Alms for my reverend brothers,” Tao said half-heartedly, thinking of the journey back to Yinmi Monastery without any food in his stomach. “Those who have generosity of heart will earn the blessings of Buddha.”

A man came out of one of the houses. “We already gave what we could to the other monks.”

Tao wondered if the monks from the White Horse Temple had recently been asking for alms.

“Can you do magic?” one of the children asked.

Tao didn’t think that it was fair to expect the people to give and get nothing in return. He had to offer them something.

“No, but I will tell you a story of the Blessed One in a previous life,” Tao said. “Do you know why you can see a rabbit in the moon?”

He began to recite the story of the wise rabbit that was willing to sacrifice himself for others. As a reward, the lord of the devas had drawn the rabbit’s image on the moon. A few children listened for a while, before wandering off. When Tao had finished, one woman came forward.

“This is all I can spare.”

She put no more than a spoonful of grain into Tao’s alms bowl.

“Thank you,” he said, trying not to sound disappointed. “Your path to nirvana will be less long.”

Tao and Kai walked around the outskirts of the city, collecting meagre alms from the people of Luoyang – a little more grain, some sunflower seeds, three dried plums. Not enough to sustain the two of them for a single day. Each time they stopped, Tao told another Buddha story, but no one listened.

Every now and again Kai let out a snort and mist issued from his nostrils, which immediately disappeared in the warm sunlight. Fortunately, no one thought this was strange behaviour for a monk.

“You may not approve of collecting alms from such poor people,” Tao said, not sure whether he had interpreted the dragon’s mood or just his own secret thoughts, “but they will benefit from their generosity. They will walk further along the path to perfect peace and a time when they can leave behind the suffering of life.”

It took most of the day to make a slow circuit of the city. When the sun hung low in the sky, Tao’s alms bowl was still less than half full.

“I was hoping we would be on our way back to the monastery by now,” Tao said. “I don’t want to spend another night here, but I don’t want to sleep out on the plain either.”

He wanted to be back within the walls of his monastery. It was the only place he felt safe.

Tao felt dragon talons clasping his wrist, yet when he looked it was a human hand that had hold of his arm. It was a strange sensation. With his other illusory hand, Kai pointed at a knot of people in the shadow of the city’s eastern wall. The dragon’s eyesight was much better than Tao’s; they had to move closer before he could make out what Kai was pointing out.

There, rising out of the dark ruins, was a six-sided pagoda made of new wood, properly sawn and planed smooth. Tao stared at it in wonder. He had never seen a building so new and well built. The most amazing thing was its height. It had seven storeys, each one a little narrower than the one below it, giving it a pleasing tapering shape. The overhanging eaves were carved with lotus flowers. Men were painting the carvings blue and green, and hanging bells from the corners of the roofs. It was as if it had descended from another realm of existence, sent by the Buddha himself. Close by, builders with hammers, saws and a ladder were working on the framework for a larger, rectangular structure. Piles of freshly sawn wood, covered with oiled cloth to keep it dry, stood ready to be formed into other buildings.

“What is happening here?” Tao asked one of the builders.

“The magical monk from a far-off land has chosen this place to build a temple,” the man said. “My uncle and I follow the ways of the Buddha and we are honoured to help him build it.”

Tao could see a monk peering up at the roof beams of the new building, in conversation with another builder. His bright yellow robes could only have been dyed with precious saffron. Tao looked down at his own drab brown robes, dyed with tree bark.

“Who is this monk?” Tao asked. He had not heard of a new temple being built in his lifetime.

“His name is Fo Tu Deng,” the builder said.

Tao gasped. “Fo Tu Deng? Are you certain?”

“Yes, Reverend Sir.”

Tao stared at the monk, his eyes nearly as wide as his mouth.

“He is most holy,” the builder said. “He has powers beyond those of mortal men.”

“He can call up the spirits, heal the sick and bring back the dead,” the builder’s uncle said. “We have witnessed his miracles. He usually does some of his Buddha magic about this time of day.”

Tao stumbled over a plank of wood in his haste to meet the famous monk, and fell to his knees at the feet of the holy man.


Chapter Six

A BLUE LOTUS

“It is an honour to meet Your Holiness.” Tao bowed so low, his nose was resting on the ashy earth. “My abbot has spoken of your great journey from Tianzhu and the wonders you have achieved in our humble land.”

Kai did not bow.

Fo Tu Deng was a short wiry man, with a flap of skin beneath his chin. He looked down at Tao as if he had just discovered a toad or a spider.

“If you have come to be one of my disciples, you must make a donation to the temple fund.”

“I can’t join your disciples, Your Holiness,” Tao said. “And I have nothing to donate to your temple. I am from Yinmi Monastery.” He pointed towards the distant mountains, their peaks hidden in cloud.

Fo Tu Deng looked in the direction of Tao’s pointing finger. “I didn’t know there was a monastery there.”

“It’s about halfway up the second slope, hidden in a crease of the mountain and invisible unless you know where to look. The path is concealed by a juniper tree, just to the left of a large rock that resembles a turtle. It’s a humble place, home to just a few monks.”

Kai made an irritated noise.

Tao bowed again, staring at the holy man’s feet, which he was surprised to see were encased in leather sandals.

“Will this be your temple’s Meditation Hall, Your Holiness?” Tao indicated the framework of a building.

“That? No, that will be my quarters. I will be the abbot.” The building was twice the size of the Meditation Hall at Yinmi. “This will be the Meditation Hall.” He paced around a huge rectangle marked in the earth with pegs at each corner. “My temple will be magnificent.”

“Like the White Horse Temple?”

Fo Tu Deng snorted. “That temple will seem like a village hall compared to mine,” he said.

Tao could see now that there were marks on the ground where other buildings would be built.

Fo Tu Deng surveyed the site. “The wooden roof on the pagoda is just temporary. Eventually it will have a dome of gold to represent an upturned alms bowl. Above that will be a vase carved with lotus petals, a golden parasol topped with a crescent moon, and a jewel.”

“We stopped at the White Horse Temple yesterday. Someone has stolen their ancient sutras.”

“How terrible.” The monk shook his head.

“I don’t know who could have done such an evil thing,” Tao said. “Those sutras may have been touched by Buddha himself.”

“I am not surprised. It is the sort of thing to be expected of the worthless inhabitants of this dreadful place.”

Tao wasn’t so sure. The sutras would have had no value to the poor of Luoyang.

“Will your pagoda house precious sutras?” he asked.

“Yes. I have sutras, and copies of all those that I have translated myself – over a hundred. More precious still will be a tooth of Buddha, which my monks are at this moment bringing back from Tianzhu.”

The monk was smiling into the distance as if he could already see his golden-roofed temple.

“Beyond the temple buildings there will be a garden.” He waved his hand in the direction of a jumble of miserable houses. “There will be trees, a lake and paths where monks will conduct their walking meditation.”

He sighed and his smile faded when he saw Tao still kneeling at his feet.

“Why are you here if you have not come to join me?”

“My abbot sent me … us to collect alms.”

“A waste of a journey, no doubt.”

Tao looked down at his half-full alms bowl. “The people have shared with us what they can.”

Fo Tu Deng snorted again. “You may as well ask a herd of goats. These are the worst sort of people – thieves and bandits, all ignorant of the teachings of the Blessed One. Are you returning to your monastery?”

“Yes, Your Holiness.”

The monk waited, as if he expected Tao to get up and leave immediately. He noticed Kai for the first time and peered at him.

“My reverend brother has taken a vow of silence,” Tao explained. “We are searching for shelter. It is too dangerous to travel at night.”

Fo Tu Deng ignored Tao’s hint and gazed at the site of his temple again.

“A temple is needed in this unholy place if decent people are ever going to feel safe enough to return and rebuild the city. It is hard to believe that there were once more than forty temples in Luoyang. I was in the process of building another on this very site when the nomads invaded and reduced the city to a ruin twelve years ago.”

“My family lived over on Golden Pheasant Street. I can only just remember it.”

Fo Tu Deng looked at Tao again. “Ah, you are from a noble family. I see that in your expression. All the cultured people fled Luoyang, and who can blame them? But Buddha has sent me a vision of the city restored to its former magnificence. My temple will be the beginning of its rebirth. The barbarians will be driven out, and the rich and noble will return.” He gestured for Tao to stand up. “You can stay with us tonight.”

“Thank you, Your Holiness.”

Other yellow-robed monks were preparing for an evening recitation. They struck small bells with little hammers in perfect unison, producing sweet chimes that were more impressive than if a single larger bell had rung. Incense was burning in bronze bowls, filling the air with the smell of cypress forests. Tao put his bowl in his bag and his hand brushed the purple stone. His fingers traced its well-known curves.

“I don’t think this is a good place for a temple.” The words had popped into his mind without him thinking them. And, he realised, he’d spoken them aloud.

Kai, who had been standing silently in his monk shape, made an anxious sound.

“I have received a holy vision,” Fo Tu Deng said angrily. “I have seen the temple as it will be. I understand now why your abbot has sent you on this pointless journey. It is to learn some humility.”

The monk turned sharply and marched into the pagoda. Tao wished he could start again with the famous monk and make a better impression.

People were beginning to gather outside the pagoda, drawn by the fragrant incense smoke and the hypnotic sound of the bells.

The monks began their recitation, punctuating the verses of the sutra with chimes from their bells.

Hearing the sound of the bell, all thinking is stopped.

Wisdom grows; enlightenment appears; hell is left behind.

“There is more incense burning at this moment than we burn at Yinmi Monastery in an entire year,” Tao whispered as he surveyed the growing crowd, the people craning their necks expectantly. “At least half the population of Luoyang must be gathered here.”

If Kai was impressed, he didn’t show it. He was shrinking away from anyone who stood near him, as if he didn’t want them to touch him.

Fo Tu Deng emerged from the pagoda with a small gold statue held over his head. Whether by accident or by careful planning, the statue caught a ray from the setting sun, reflecting a flash of blinding yellow light.

“Behold, the golden Buddha,” Fo Tu Deng intoned.

Tao felt a shiver travel down the length of his spine.

“It’s a statue of the Buddha,” he whispered to Kai. “I’ve never seen an image of the Blessed One before.”

The statue was no more than half a foot high, and Tao pushed through the crowd to get a better view. The Buddha was seated cross-legged, hair tied in a knot on the top of his head, a serene expression on his face, his right hand resting on his left palm, thumbs touching. The chanting grew louder. The bell ringing increased in speed, then stopped, leaving a sudden silence. Expectation tingled in the air like the promise of a thunderstorm. The hairs on Tao’s arms stood up. He had never before experienced the Buddha’s presence so strongly.

Fo Tu Deng placed the golden Buddha on a brocade cushion. The monks struck their bells again. One of the followers stepped forwards carrying a bronze bowl and a slender pottery jar. He kneeled in front of Fo Tu Deng. The last rays of the sun lit up the holy man’s yellow robes as he poured a thin stream of water into the bowl until it was almost full. He intoned something in Sanskrit. Tao understood only two words, but it sounded very holy. The monk waved his hand over the bowl as he recited. There was a flash of flame, a puff of smoke. The crowd gasped, and there on the surface of the water was a beautiful blue lotus. Fo Tu Deng gently scooped the flower into his cupped hands and held it up for the crowd to see.

The people didn’t seem sure of how to respond to such a wonder. Some applauded, some fell to their knees and recited fragments of the sutras they had heard, or muttered prayers as they had for their old religions. The woman standing next to Tao had tears shining in her eyes. “It’s a miracle,” she whispered.

“We pay homage to the Holy One, the Shining One, the Blessed One,” the monks chanted.

Some people cried out. “We pay homage to the Blessed One.”

Fo Tu Deng placed the blue lotus on the cushion next to the statue of the Buddha. He picked up the cushion and carried it back into the pagoda. The other monks followed him, ringing their bells and holding the bowls of incense in their hands. The people turned to go back to their impoverished lives.

Kai, still in his monk form, was standing next to Tao. A low rumbling was issuing from the dragon’s throat. His monk image started to waver slightly, but everyone was focused on Fo Tu Deng, so Tao was the only one who noticed. Kai might not have been able to speak, but Tao could tell that he didn’t like the monk from Tianzhu.

As the crowd dispersed, a man stumbled on a broken flagstone. He reached out to steady himself. Kai tried to move away, but the man clasped his arm. A surprised look crossed his face and then the man collapsed. People gathered around, thinking he had been overcome by the religious experience.

“What happened?” Tao whispered. “Did you do that?”

Kai made a miserable sound.

“Is he dead?”

The monk-shaped dragon shook his head.

“Will he wake up again?”

Kai drew characters in the dirt.

“Seven days?”

Kai guided him away, leaving the man to the attentions of his friends. Tao glanced back at the unconscious man, glad that touching the dragon didn’t have the same effect on him.

When everyone had left and night had fallen, Fo Tu Deng’s followers served food to the monks. The great man himself accepted a bowl filled to the brim with cooked grain and what looked like chicken. Fo Tu Deng saw Tao’s shocked face.

“It is not possible in this unholy place to live exactly as the Buddha wished. He could never have imagined the conditions in these barbarian lands.” The monk picked up a large piece of chicken from his bowl and popped it into his mouth. “We do what we can to adhere to his laws, but sadly we must be content with a lower standard.”

The monks ate their food and disappeared into the pagoda to sleep, which Tao thought was rather disrespectful, since it was a shrine to house Buddha relics. Tao and Kai were not invited to enter. As soon as they were gone, Kai transformed into his true shape, which was the only way he could eat. He sat in the shadow of the city wall and ate his grain and chicken, licking out the bowl when he’d finished. Tao had accepted only a small bowl of grain. He was hungry, but he covered the bowl with his straining cloth.

“I’ll eat mine in the morning.”


Chapter Seven

FIRE

Tao woke just before dawn. Since Fo Tu Deng had not offered him a bed, he had constructed a makeshift tent from a flap of the oiled cloth that protected the piles of wood propped up with sticks. Since Kai hadn’t been able to dig a hole in the temple area, he had decided to sleep under the cloth with Tao. Tao hoped that the darkness and his outer robe would conceal him should anyone pass by in the night. Sleeping with a dragon was not a comfortable experience. Kai took up a lot of room and he snored loudly.

The line of deep pink on the horizon held the promise of a fine day. Tao looked forward to spending the next night on his monk’s pallet, not on damp ground, with dragon scales sticking into him. He wanted to get an early start so he would be back at Yinmi Monastery before nightfall. He was hungry. He looked around for the bowl of food that the monks had given him the night before. His straining cloth was tossed aside and there was no sign of the bowl. Tao pulled his own alms bowl from his bag. It was empty.

“Our food has gone!”

Kai had a big appetite. Tao wondered if he had gotten hungry during the night.

The dragon stirred and yawned. His breath smelled terrible.

Tao felt around in his bag again. His stomach did a somersault. “My stone is missing as well! Someone has stolen my purple stone.”

He no longer felt hungry, just furious. He turned to Kai. “Did you take it?”

The dragon growled deep in his throat and flicked his tail angrily.

Tao searched in vain among the stacks of wood and the piles of rubble, then slumped down.

“Fo Tu Deng was right. The people of Luoyang are nothing but thieves and bandits.”

He didn’t care about the food. He could walk back to the monastery on an empty stomach. He didn’t mind if he got into trouble when he went back to his monastery. The abbot must have known all along that the journey was futile, and wouldn’t be surprised if he returned without any alms. But the loss of the purple stone was harder to bear. He’d had the stone for years. It was the one thing he never misplaced. There had to be a reason why he had lost it for the second time in just a few days. It didn’t take him long to realise what it was: he desired to own the stone. He would pay for that mistake by accumulating bad karma.

“I’m sorry I accused you, Kai,” he said. “It’s my own fault. A novice should have nothing but the Five Possessions. I wanted to own the purple stone. I didn’t even want to share it with the other monks. I must learn to desire nothing.”

The brilliant pink sky to the east mocked Tao with its cheerfulness.

“I thought it was going to be a good day. I hope nothing else goes wrong.”

The words had only just left his mouth when he heard thunder.

“Sounds like there’s a storm coming,” Tao said. “I’ll be walking back to Yinmi in the rain.”

The thunder didn’t die away. In fact, it was growing steadily louder, and there were no clouds in the sky. Bright flares of orange broke off from the dawn glow and arced across the sky. Something was approaching and it was much worse than a rainstorm.

Kai made the sound of scraping metal, which Tao had learned meant the dragon was anxious, perhaps even afraid. He took on his monk shape.

The thunder was the sound of galloping horses. The orange flares were flaming arrows streaking through the air from nomad soldiers’ bows. Through a gap in the wall Tao could see horsemen, several hundred of them, galloping towards the city. The men wore leather helmets and armour. Some horses were draped in armour too. Their pennants depicted a rearing horse.

The monks stumbled out of the pagoda where they had been sleeping.

“Nomads!” one of them shouted.

A burning arrow landed on the pagoda roof, burying its point in the new wooden shingles. The flame died. Nomads on foot spilled into the city through the East Sunlight Gate, whooping and shouting. The inhabitants of Luoyang were running in all directions or cowering in their houses. The city was under attack.

The pagoda roof suddenly blossomed into flames. Tao watched in fascinated horror. Unseen, the fire had spread beneath the roof and was now sprouting along its length. Fo Tu Deng ran out of the pagoda wearing nothing but his under-robe. His outer robes were flung over one shoulder. The golden statue of Buddha was clasped to his naked chest. He had something clamped under his arm. Tao couldn’t see what it was. Fo Tu Deng looked around like a scared rabbit. When he saw the nomad horses leaping through the gap in the wall, he let out a plaintive wail and ran for his life. His monks followed him.

Tao couldn’t understand why anyone would want to capture a ruined city. The pagoda was now fully alight, the fire greedily consuming the wood. He snatched up his bag and started to run as well, but then he realised that Kai wasn’t following him. The dragon was staring at the fire, motionless.

“Kai, don’t just stand there. We have to get away!”

The oil-soaked cloth covering the wood caught fire and soon the stacks of dry wood were also ablaze. The air was thick with smoke. If the nomads had attacked the day before, the houses would have been too wet to burn, but after a day of hot sun, the makeshift wooden houses had dried out and were soon blazing. As the burning arrows fell on the city, flames sprang up everywhere. Tao and Kai were surrounded by fire.

Kai made a sound like someone banging copper bowls together. It was a terrible sound – hollow and without hope. Tao grasped the dragon’s foreleg and tried to get him to move.

“Kai, we will be burned to death. Hurry!”

But it was as if the dragon’s feet were stuck in drying mud. He wouldn’t move. Tao looked around in panic, his eyes stinging, his throat raw from the smoke. There was nowhere to go. He couldn’t see a way through the wall of flames.

A muffled voice came out of the smoke. “Get down. Crawl.”

Strong hands pulled Tao to the ground. Through the smoke, he could just make out a crouching figure, a head wrapped in a length of cloth.

“Follow me.”

Tao turned and grabbed one of the dragon’s whiskers. He pulled it hard, wincing at the thought of the pain it would cause.

“Kai, you must come.”

The dragon moved slowly. Tao yanked the whisker with both hands as hard as he could and then crawled after the dim figure before it disappeared into the smoke. His eyes and throat were burning. The heat of the flames was red-hot on his face. Tao had never experienced fire like this before. He had watched Luoyang burn from the safe distance of his family’s country house. His family had waited for the fire to subside before returning to the city to find their home a pile of ashes.

On his hands and knees, Tao followed the figure wearing the headscarf along a stone gutter constructed to channel rainwater. It was two or three blocks high and gave some protection from the flames. The heat was burning his unprotected scalp and the back of his neck. He looked over his shoulder. He could see no sign of Kai.

The figure in front suddenly dropped out of sight. Tao felt the hands drag him down. He fell headfirst down a shaft. Darkness replaced the smoke and flames. He landed heavily in a cistern full of water. It hurt. He didn’t mind. It was a relief to be away from the flames. He wanted to lie there in the water and rejoice that he wasn’t being burned alive, but his rescuer had other ideas, shouting at him to get moving. Tao stumbled forward and ran into a damp earth wall.

“This way.”

He was yanked sideways and dragged by his robes along some sort of underground passage.

Tao followed the sound of the voice along the tunnel. He didn’t know if Kai was behind him. They came to a narrow doorway that opened into a cool, dark room with stone walls. Falling at the feet of his unknown saviour, he rasped words of thanks that hurt his throat. In the dim light he could just make out a pair of elegant slippers decorated with embroidery and pearls. Wan light seeped in from a slatted air vent near the ceiling. He looked up, but his eyes were sore and watering, so the figure in front of him was a blur. Hands unwound the headscarf and dark hair tumbled onto slender shoulders. The figure came into focus. Tao pulled his hands away from the feet as if he had touched hot coals.

Blue eyes glared at him. They belonged to a girl.


Chapter Eight

FINDERS KEEPERS

The girl’s mouth was pressed shut as if she were trying to suppress a smile, but her eyes were cold.

Tao glanced around anxiously. “I’m not supposed to be alone with a female,” he said.

“Sorry,” the girl said. “I should have left you in the flames to cook.”

“No, I’m grateful that you saved us, but I have to leave immediately.”

“Us? If there was someone else here you wouldn’t be alone with me would you?”

Tao looked around again, panicked. “Where’s Kai? I have to go back and get him.”

“If he’s still out there, he’s dead,” the girl said in a flat voice without a trace of emotion.

She took a bag from her shoulder.

“But he might be too big to fit in that underground passage,” Tao said. “He might get stuck.”

“Serves him right. Anyone who has enough food to get fat in this place is making other people go hungry.”

“He’s not fat, he’s –”

Tao was interrupted when a large green head poked through the narrow doorway. There was a lot of grunting as Kai squeezed through and collapsed on the floor. The girl’s cool and confident smirk disappeared, and it was her turn to gape in stunned silence.

Tao went over to the dragon. “Kai, are you all right?”

His mane was smoking and almost burned away, his whiskers were singed and the scales along his back were scorched black.

The dragon sat up and made a weary tinkling sound. His head grazed the ceiling. The girl recovered her composure, and lit a lamp.

“So this is your large companion.” There was a tremor in her voice. “Does he bite?”

Tao smiled. “Not if you’re nice to him.”

The girl poured water into bowls and handed one to Tao, who gulped the water without even thinking of straining it. She slowly pushed another bowl along the floor towards Kai and watched as the dragon picked up the bowl with his front paw and lifted it to his mouth. Then she wet a shawl and handed it to Tao. He draped it over the dragon’s head to stop his mane smouldering. He carefully wiped the dragon’s scales. Most of the black came off; only a few were charred at the tips.

“Now you don’t have to worry about being alone with me,” the girl said. She was trying not to look alarmed, but her eyes never left the dragon.

Once Tao’s eyes had stopped stinging and had grown accustomed to the dim light, he could see that in the underground room there was a comfortable-looking wooden bed covered with a brocade quilt, a pile of embroidered cushions and a low table for eating. There were bowls and cooking pots, a jug of water and a basin.

The girl took some things from her bag – plums, a dead pigeon, a bowl of grain.

“I recognise that bowl,” Tao exclaimed. It was the bowl the monks had given him the night before. “You stole that food from the poor people of Luoyang – and me!”

The girl shrugged. “How else can I survive?”

She pulled other things from her bag that Tao couldn’t quite see and put them on the shelf. Then he saw her take out a bamboo cylinder. It looked old and had a broken strap. She removed a stopper made of beeswax and shook the contents onto her bed. A number of scrolls tumbled out. The girl examined them briefly and then swept them onto the floor. They were of no interest to her.

Tao gasped and fell to his knees. He picked up one of the scrolls, handling it as if it were as delicate as dragonfly wings. He held it up to the light.

“These …” He couldn’t speak. The scrolls weren’t made of paper; they were made of curls of birch bark. The Sanskrit words were faded, and he couldn’t make them out in the dim light. “These are the ancient scrolls that were stolen from the White Horse Temple.”

His hands trembled. He couldn’t believe he was holding them. “The Blessed One might have touched these.”

“You can have them. They’re no use to me.”

“You’ll get bad karma for stealing such holy things.”

She didn’t sound at all offended at being accused of theft.

“I didn’t steal them. The foreign monk dropped the cylinder when he fled. I found it. Finders keepers is the rule in this town.” She fingered the cylinder’s broken strap.

Tao carefully slid the delicate scrolls back into their bamboo cylinder and refitted the stopper. “I won’t let them out of my sight until I can return them to the White Horse Temple.”

She leaned back against the cushions. Tao was sitting cross-legged, his back straight.

“My name is Pema,” the girl said, “since it doesn’t seem like you’re going to ask.”

“I am Tao and this is –”

“Kai,” the girl said.

“How long have you lived here?” Tao said.

“All my life.”

Tao waited for her to continue, but she didn’t offer any more information. To avoid looking at the girl, he surveyed her possessions. The bowls glinted like silver. Everything looked well made and expensive, though the brocade on Pema’s bed was faded, the threads on the embroidered cushions worn away.

“Do you think it’s safe for us to go outside now?” Tao asked.

“Not yet. These raids don’t last long. The New Han soldiers of the garrison will soon drive the attackers off. Sometimes they last for hours, sometimes a day or two.”

“I can’t stay for a day or two! I have to return to my monastery. I have transcription work to do.”

“I didn’t invite you to stay,” Pema said.

Tao got up, flustered. Invited or not, he shouldn’t have been in a room with a girl. “We’ll leave immediately.”

“That’s not a good idea, unless you’re ready for your next life.”

Tao sat down again. What the girl meant wasn’t clear from her words alone. He couldn’t resist looking at her, to see if he could read from her face if she was angry, or making fun of him.

Kai made a rumbling noise. Pema flinched and shuffled further away from the dragon.

“I think he’s tired of listening to us bicker,” Tao said. “We will stay until things quieten down out there, if you would be kind enough to allow it. Just an hour or two.”

The sounds of the attack were already dying down.

Pema couldn’t hide her curiosity.

“Has your dragon been with you for a long time?”

Tao smiled. “He doesn’t belong to me. I didn’t choose to have a dragon as my companion. He just turned up at my monastery a few days ago.”

“I thought you had been together for years.”

“No, less than a week, though it feels much longer.”

“Where did he come from?”

“I don’t know,” Tao said.

“I thought you could understand him.”

“It’s as if he expects me to understand him, but I can’t. Only when he writes.”

Pema’s eyes widened. “The dragon can write?”

“A little, yes.” Tao felt a little twinge of pride, which not only transgressed one of Buddha’s rules, but was also ridiculous, as he wasn’t in any way responsible for Kai acquiring the skill of writing.

To avoid looking at the girl, Tao followed the progress of a spider across the stone floor.

“How did you come to live here?” he asked.

“This was the cellar of my family’s home,” Pema said. There was pride in her voice as well. “Above here, we had a great house with many rooms and servants. The barbarians destroyed it when they attacked the city the first time.”

“My family lived in Luoyang before the attack,” Tao said, moving his foot so that the spider didn’t have to navigate its way around it. “We also had a big house which was destroyed. My family moved to the country. Where is your family?”

“They were killed in the attack. Mother, sister, brothers. All dead.”

“And you’ve lived here since the attack?”

Pema nodded. “Since I was five.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes.”

Now there was something to be proud of. Tao couldn’t help staring at the girl in admiration. Tao tried to imagine five-year-old Pema finding food, clearing the rubble, salvaging what she could. The images in his head got worse as he realised she must have witnessed the murder of her family members. And then faced a life filled with nothing but loneliness.

“But you’re just a b …”

“A barbarian?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I am a barbarian,” she said proudly, “but not Xiong Nu.” She spat out the words as if they were poison. “My family were Di people; my father was a merchant.”

“Surely some other family would have taken you in. You were so young.”

Tao remembered when he was five, the certainty that his mother and father would provide food, shelter and safety.

“I hid from people. I didn’t want to live with Xiong Nu.”

“There are Huaxia people here as well.”

“I didn’t want to live with them either. I could take care of myself.”

Pema wasn’t a grubby urchin. Her hair was combed, her face clean, and she smelled of something sweet. She was wearing a skirt that looked as if it had been made from a wall hanging, and a jacket with ragged cuffs that was too small for her, clasped with a jewelled pin. Tao could see her shoes more clearly now. They were made of silk with frayed embroidery and pearls sewn onto them in the shape of a flower. But it was her eyes that were astounding. Tao had never seen anyone with blue eyes before. They were beautiful yet cold, like the sky lit by winter sun. She stared at him without any shyness, her small mouth held firm and unsmiling. She would have been very pretty if she smiled.

Tao looked away quickly. He focused on the things around the room instead. Pema had a lot of things in the cellar that had been her home for twelve years, more bowls and cooking pots than one person needed. There were other items that were purely decorative, which must have belonged to her family – a glazed vase, a painting of mountains, a small jade statue of a dancer. Tao realised that many of Pema’s belongings were probably stolen.

Kai was looking at the things she had just taken out of her bag and something caught his eye. He picked it up and held it out on his paw. It was a piece of purple gemstone, its edges rounded from much handling, a white vein snaking through it. Tao couldn’t believe his eyes. He took the stone and turned it over in his hands, feeling each curve and irregularity with his fingers. He held it up to the light coming through the slats. It was his piece. He would have recognised it just by touch.

“This is mine,” Tao said softly. “My great-grandfather gave it to me.”

“No it isn’t!” Pema looked right into Tao’s eyes. “I’ve had it for years.”

“You stole it from me during the night, with the food we’d collected from the people of Luoyang.”

Pema shrugged. “I thought it looked pretty, but you can have it back.”

Kai growled deep in his throat. Pema looked at him nervously.

The spider had made its way across the room and stopped at the hem of Pema’s skirt as if considering crawling onto it. Pema slipped off one of her embroidered slippers and slammed it down onto the spider, squashing it flat.

Tao gasped. “I only met you a few minutes ago and in that time you’ve broken three of the Five Precepts!”

“What are precepts?”

“Rules, laws decreed by Buddha. You have stolen, lied and killed a living creature.”

“Those are your rules, Holy Boy, not mine. I have my own ‘precepts’. Just three of them – to survive, to find the barbarian who murdered my family, and to kill him.”

She glared at Tao, daring him to argue with her. The pretty girl he had admired a few minutes earlier had become a grim-faced young woman with hatred in her eyes. Tao could easily believe that she was capable of killing more than a spider.

They sat in silence. Kai snoozed. Tao meditated. Pema mended the broken strap on the bamboo cylinder, weaving a length of blue ribbon with the bamboo strands that had broken. She made some food on a small brazier. Kai moved away, making unhappy sounds.

“Doesn’t he want to eat?” Pema said.

“He wants to eat. He’s always hungry. It’s the pot and brazier that he doesn’t like. Iron hurts him.”

Tao wouldn’t eat, as it was well past noon. Kai ate Tao’s share as well as his own.

“You were right,” Pema said. “He definitely wanted to eat.”

The fighting was getting louder again. Pema’s brow creased as she listened. There were shouts, children crying, the clatter of horses’ hooves. She was reading the sounds like Tao did when Lao Chen spoke Sanskrit, trying to find the ones that made sense, interpreting those that were unfamiliar.

Smoke was seeping into the cellar. Tao wanted to get out into the air, even if it was thick with smoke. He wanted to get away from Luoyang and return to Yinmi and his simple life. He needed to get back to his transcription, to his brush and ink stone.

“Usually a group of rival nomads raids the stores or the stables. They test their skills against the New Han to show how brave they are,” Pema said. “This sounds like more than a raid.”

The smoke was thicker. Kai was making anxious noises. He paced up and down in the cellar like a caged tiger. Tao didn’t know where the dragon wanted to go, but he knew how he felt. He would rather have been somewhere else too.

Through the slats they could see feet and hear sounds of fighting – ugly barbarian words, swords clashing, then the awful sound of a blade entering flesh and the agonised cry of a dying man. The fighting was right outside. Something fell hard against the slats, and they were plunged into darkness.

Tao held his breath, half expecting someone to burst through the doorway. But the sounds of violence moved away.

“What are they fighting for?”

“The city.”

“Why? There’s nothing here worth having.”

“There is a new faction who have broken away from the New Han. That’s what I heard. They call themselves the Zhao. They want to be able to say they captured Luoyang. It was once the capital of an empire, so even though it is a ruin, these stupid barbarians still feel proud to conquer it.”

“We have to leave this place,” Tao said.

“Go then.”

“You must come too. It’s too dangerous here.”

“I’m not leaving. This is my home. The city has changed hands before. It has never affected my life.”

“Your belongings are safely hidden here. You can come back when things have settled down. Should the nomads discover this hiding place, they will take what they want whether you are here or not. You might think you are tough, but you can’t fight off an invading army. If we are going to survive, we have to get out of this ruin until the battle is over.”

“What do you care about me?”

“I have vowed to preserve the life of all living things. Even spiders,” Tao looked at Pema. “Even a thief.”

“I have nowhere to go.”

“We could go back to my monastery.”

Kai shook his head.

“Where is it?” Pema asked.

“On Song Shan.”

“The dragon is right,” Pema said. “The invaders came from the east. They’re probably camped out on the eastern plain. It would be too dangerous to go in that direction.”

Tao thought for a moment. “I know a place where we can go. It will take about four hours to walk there. We should wait until nightfall.”


Chapter Nine

ABOVE

Tao was surprised there was anything left in Luoyang to burn, but whichever way they turned there were flames. It had become clear that Kai was terrified of fire; it left him frozen with fear and unable to change his shape or create a mirage to blend in with his surroundings. Tao led him through the chaos, coaxing him with gentle words.

Pema was familiar with the city’s layout, and had no trouble finding her way in the darkness. Night-time was when she usually came out to steal food from the people of Luoyang. The glow of the fires lit the way and she navigated through the dark ruins with ease towards the Heavenly Purple Palace Gate on the western side of the city. It should have been difficult to conceal a dragon, but Pema led them through narrow alleys in sparsely inhabited sections of the city where there was no fighting. She moved like a wary animal, her head cocked, listening, stopping when she heard someone approach and disappearing into the shadows as they passed, as if she had the skills of a dragon.

The bag over Pema’s shoulder rattled and chinked as she walked.

“You should have left your trinkets behind,” Tao said. “They won’t be of any use to you while we’re travelling. If anyone guesses that you are carrying valuables, it will make us a target for attack.”

Tao had the bamboo cylinder’s strap looped over his shoulder and was clutching the sutras to his chest.

“You have your precious things,” Pema said. “I have mine.”

In the north of the city, the barracks which Tao and Kai had passed just the day before were in flames. Whoever had attacked the city knew where the New Han soldiers were garrisoned and had targeted them.

A company of retreating soldiers burst out of the darkness, chased by another band of soldiers. Pema pulled Tao into the shadows. Kai hid on the other side of the street as the pursuing soldiers surrounded their enemies and attacked them with a clash of weapons. None of the soldiers wore any emblems and Tao didn’t know how they could tell each other apart. The only difference was that the invaders’ vests and trousers were stained with sweat and dirt. It looked as if they had ridden a long way before they attacked the city. However, they were overcoming the New Han.

One man escaped from the melee. He ran into the shadows and collided with Pema. Her bag fell to the ground and its contents spilled out. The soldier was about to keep running, but the light from the flames glinted on silver and gemstones. Pema kneeled down to pick up her precious things. The nomad glanced back to the knot of men preoccupied with slaughtering each other. No one had noticed he’d slipped away, so he reached for the shiny things lying on the ground. Pema leaped on him. He was a strong man, but it took him a few moments to get Pema off his back and pull her round where he could see her. He raised his bloodied axe. Tao attempted to grab the man’s arm and the nomad turned on him instead. He hit Tao with the blunt end of the axe and Tao stumbled and fell. Pema tried to wriggle out of the nomad’s grip, but he twisted her arm behind her back, making her cry out in pain. Tao was dizzy; he felt blood running down his face. He looked to Kai, hoping the dragon would help him, but he was hidden in the shadows, still transfixed by fear of the tongues of orange flame that were surrounding them. The nomad tried to undo Pema’s jewelled pin with one hand.

“Don’t hurt me.” The pleading voice was hardly recognisable as Pema’s. “I’ll give you whatever you want. I have gold.”

Pema reached into her bag. Then she had a knife in her hand and she slashed the nomad, cutting deep into his upper arm. He yelped and knocked the knife from her grasp with his other hand. He pushed her onto the ground, holding her down with his knee on her neck. He examined his wound and raised his axe again.

Pema’s eyes were on Tao, asking for help. The knife was on the ground. Tao could have snatched it up and stabbed the man, but he had taken a vow not to harm anyone. Is that what Buddha intended? For monks to stand by and watch people get hurt? The precepts had always seemed straightforward to him before. Tao closed his eyes. He didn’t want to witness what was about to happen.

A wind blew up – a strange wind that came not from east or west, but from above. Tao opened his eyes and looked up. So did the nomad. There was something above them – a large shape with flapping wings. The creature made a deep rumbling sound, like Kai when he was angry.

Tao could just make out the shape in the firelight. “It’s another dragon!”

This dragon was smaller than Kai, yet it had wings, and its eyes were red and glazed over. Tao couldn’t believe how different a dragon was when it was in the air. It moved with ease and grace, like a dancer, and yet it had such power. An earthbound dragon seemed a heavy plodding thing compared to this soaring, swooping creature. A nomad sat astride the beast. His knees clamped around the dragon’s yellowish body, enabling him to ride with his hands free to fit an arrow to his bow. But the dragon wasn’t only a means of getting into the air, it was also a weapon. The rider goaded the beast, whipping it with a strip of leather, and it swooped down on the soldiers who had all stopped fighting to stare up at the dragon. The beast was furious. It dived on the men, backing them into a corner where they couldn’t escape. Then it raked their flesh with its talons, gored them with its horns, snatched them up in its jaws. It didn’t discriminate, attacking soldiers from both sides. The dragon rider, who must have belonged to one side or the other, didn’t seem to care. It was the most horrible sight Tao had ever seen.

Kai made a screeching sound, the scraping blades sound he made when he was afraid, only this time it was so loud and sharp it made Tao’s teeth hurt. The yellow dragon swerved in the air when it heard the sound. It swooped down, searching for the source of that other dragon voice. The rider had to lower his bow and cling to the dragon’s mane, shouting curses at the beast. It flew low enough for Tao to see the rider clearly for the first time. He was a handsome young man of the Five Tribes. He wore a plumed helmet and armour made of metal scales. He almost seemed to be a part of the dragon. The yellow dragon made a deafening roar and its frenzied eyes, unable to find Kai, caught sight of Tao. It dived at him, lashing out with its great tail and knocking him to the ground.

The dragon rider beat his dragon’s ears with his whip to get it back under control. Then he raised his bow again. Tao was expecting the rider to aim at him, but instead he aimed his arrow at the nomad who still had his axe raised above Pema, frozen in fear and amazement as he gazed up at the lethal creature above him. An arrow flew through the air and lodged in the nomad’s throat. He fell to the ground.

Pema was staring up at the young man astride the dragon who had just saved her life. He smiled at her, touched his helmet, struck the dragon’s flank with his whip, and the yellow dragon flew off.

Pema picked up her knife and wiped it on the dead nomad’s tunic.

Tao tried to get to his feet, but fell down again – the yellow dragon’s tail had hit him hard. He waited for his eyes to focus, his lungs to fill with air again. He felt someone hoist him up under his arms. It was Pema. She had collected her possessions and repinned her jacket with the jewelled pin. Pema didn’t want to encounter any more nomads, so she changed direction. She supported Tao and, avoiding the Heavenly Purple Palace Gate, led them to a hole in the wall.

“I’m sorry, Pema,” Tao said. He was ashamed that he’d been unable to help her, but he’d had no choice. “I have taken a vow not to harm any living creature. I –”

“I don’t need anyone to help me. I can manage on my own.”

Tao wasn’t convinced. If the dragon rider hadn’t come to her aid, Pema would be lying with her head split open. He regretted the harsh things he’d said to her earlier. This was what her life was like – living in constant danger.

Pema stepped through the hole in the wall. As Tao clambered over the broken bricks, he tripped and fell. Kai just managed to squeeze through. He helped Tao to his feet.

They hurried on past the dark shape of the White Horse Temple. Tao hoped the monks there had escaped the violence.
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When they were at a safe distance from the city walls, they stopped to catch their breath.

“I’m very glad you talked me into leaving my cellar, Holy Boy,” Pema said. “It’s much safer outside.”

“My escape plan wasn’t perfect, but at least we didn’t burn to death.”

Away from the fires, Kai’s calm had returned.

“I didn’t know dragons could be so vicious and cruel,” Tao said. “Did you know the yellow dragon?”

Kai didn’t respond. He took on his monk shape again. Pema watched, fascinated, even though Tao knew it must have made her feel sick.

“I never thought I’d see one dragon,” Pema said, “and now I’ve seen two in a single day.”

Tao felt for the strap over his shoulder. “Where are the sutras?”

“I don’t know,” Pema said. “I was too busy trying to stay alive to be worried about them.”

“The strap must have broken again. We have to go back for them.”

Even as he spoke the words Tao knew it wasn’t possible. He looked back at the burning city. The flames were dying, but he couldn’t risk returning. It had been his responsibility to save the holy words of Buddha. He had held the ancient scrolls in his hands. But he had lost them.


Chapter Ten

REUNION

Tao couldn’t go back for the sutras, but there was one thing he could do, and that was lead his friends to safety.

“Where are we going?” Pema asked.

“To my family home.”

When Tao eventually became a monk, his abbot would give him a new Buddhist name. He would break all ties with his family and no longer use the family name – Huan. As a novice he was expected to visit his home regularly and he had done so twice a year – once at New Year and again at mid-Autumn Festival – since he had joined the monastery. In the daylight, he knew the road well, but in the dark it wasn’t as familiar. He hoped he wouldn’t lead Kai and Pema astray.

After an hour of stumbling along the road in pitch darkness, the moon rose and lit their way.

“At least we don’t have to worry about losing the dragon,” Pema said.

Kai was glowing a pale shade of green, though there were dark patches where his scorched scales didn’t absorb the moonlight. It hardly seemed possible that the wide-eyed girl staring at the dragon was the same one who, just an hour before, had calmly stabbed a man. Sometimes Pema seemed old, with knowledge and experience far beyond her years. The next moment, she was like an innocent child of five. She reached out to touch Kai’s glowing scales.

“Don’t!” Tao shouted. He was about to pull Pema back, but then he remembered that Buddha’s rules forbade monks from touching females.

Pema laughed. Instead of a robed arm, her fingers felt a scaly leg.

“A man touched him in Luoyang and collapsed,” Tao said. “Why didn’t you?”

Pema shrugged. “I knew what to expect, I suppose.”

Kai made his wind-chime sound.

Tao was glad of the moonlight. As the road climbed through the Longevity Hills, he could see familiar landmarks – a twisted cypress tree, an abandoned village, a small lake – that enabled him to find his way. They met no one on the road.

A thought at the back of Tao’s mind wouldn’t go away. This visit to his home would be different. He didn’t know how. He tried to focus on the thought, as he did when trying to remember a Sanskrit word, but the more he concentrated, the more it faded.

Tao had hoped to reach his home in a single march, but they were all weary, and he didn’t want to wake the household in the middle of the night. When they passed a dilapidated farmhouse, Tao suggested they rest there, and neither Kai nor Pema objected. Even though the farmhouse had no roof, the broken walls gave the illusion of protection.
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The smell of smoke woke Tao and for a moment he thought he was still in burning Luoyang. He leaped to his feet. There was a fire: just a tiny one that Pema had made, hemmed in by stones. She and Kai were leaning over it. Kai was holding three dead birds that were hanging from a thin thread of silk.

Tao looked horrified.

Pema’s grave face was lit briefly by a smile. “The dragon was up early. He caught some breakfast!”

She skewered the dead birds on sticks. Her fire had just the right amount of fuel to make it blaze for the exact length of time needed to roast the birds. Tao felt sick at the smell of burning feathers and flesh, even though his traitorous mouth was watering. Pema offered him a bird.

“I don’t eat meat,” he said.

Pema bit into her bird, making approving noises as the juice dribbled down her chin.

“You’ll receive bad karma for killing a living creature,” Tao said.

She picked the bones clean.

Kai ate his bird in one mouthful, crunching the bones. Tao sat apart from them, closed his eyes and silently recited a sutra. At least he tried to, but he couldn’t remember past the fifth line. He opened his eyes again. The two of them were smiling and tinkling like old friends, convivially sharing the third bird that Kai had ripped in two.

“Why are you travelling with a dragon, Holy Boy?” Pema asked when they resumed their journey. “Does your abbot want to parade him in front of stupid people so that they’ll give money for your monastery, like that skinny old man and his magic tricks in Luoyang?”

“No!” Tao couldn’t decide what offended him most, the insult to the great monk Fo Tu Deng or to his abbot. “The dragon appeared at the monastery one night, and he has been following me ever since. Not that I mind travelling with him. He’s quite good company.”

Pema laughed. “Only you would think a creature who never speaks is good company.” She had a child’s laugh.

Tao glanced at the girl striding alongside him. It was the first time he’d seen her in daylight. Once he’d looked at her, it was hard to drag his eyes away. Her long dark hair swung around her shoulders as she easily kept pace with him. Her skin was smooth and the colour of potter’s clay. Her mouth was still unsmiling, her blue eyes fierce, her brow creased. The breeze carried the smell of her to him. He didn’t know what it was, some sort of oil that she combed through her hair. It was sweet and spicy, like apples flavoured with cinnamon.

“So why is the dragon following you?” she asked.

“I don’t know. He seems to expect me to do something or to say something important. I don’t know what, but I can see him watching me sometimes. And he makes a strange noise and waits, as if I should understand him and answer.”

“How can you know this? He doesn’t speak.”

“He’s disappointed in me. I can tell. And I think I know why. He’s got the wrong person. I think it’s really my brother he seeks. He’s cleverer than I am. Perhaps he’ll make sense of Kai’s sounds.”

Tao felt his mouth widen into a smile at the mention of his brother. He turned to Kai.

“You’ll like my brother. He doesn’t read or write, but he’s very intelligent.”

“You are lucky to have a family,” Pema said.

“My brother and I were born at the same time. We look the same. My mother says that we should have been one, but something happened before we were born and we became two.”

“I have never heard of such a thing,” Pema said. “How strange to look at another person and see yourself.”

“It isn’t strange to me. It’s what I’ve known since my earliest memories. I can’t imagine my life without him. Even though I only see him twice a year, he’s always in my heart.”

The road continued its winding way through the Longevity Hills. Their gentle slopes and rounded peaks had been terraced to make fields to produce enough food for the many thousands of people who had once lived in Luoyang. The farms had been abandoned long ago and the terraces had disappeared beneath rank grass and brambles.
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A cluster of buildings came into view midmorning. They were squashed on top of the tallest hill and surrounded by a high earth wall. Wooden stakes sharpened to vicious points had been driven in along the top. It was the only place they had seen since they left Luoyang that was inhabited. The building on the top of the hill was Tao’s family home. The Huan house had been built in more peaceful times, placed where its inhabitants could enjoy views of the surrounding countryside in all directions. It had been a summer house, a place to go for holidays, but now it was valued as a vantage point from where attackers could be seen long before they arrived. Simpler dwellings crowded like sheep around a shepherd on the slopes below the house. The poor farmers who couldn’t afford to move south had formed a community around the Huan house, about fifty families. Next they had built the wall around themselves. With its watchtowers, which were manned day and night, it was like a fortress.

“Soon you will meet my brother,” Tao said to Kai. “Wei is a very special person. I have always known he has hidden skills, and I just have this feeling that they will be revealed once he is in the presence of a dragon.”

Kai made impatient sounds, like someone striking a small gong. Tao’s heart was thumping in his chest and Pema had to lengthen her stride to keep up with them.

A huge wooden gate was the only break in the wall around the fortress, but it was solid and impenetrable. Two guards in a watchtower raised bows to their shoulders when they saw the three figures approach. Tao wasn’t due to visit again for another two months. The guards didn’t recognise him at first.

“It is Huan Tao,” Tao shouted up to the guards. “I have come to visit my family.”

The guards lowered their weapons and called out a greeting. The gate opened a crack and another guard armed with a sword came out. He approached Kai, who made a sound like scraping metal.

“My friends have no weapons,” Tao said.

But the guard still reached out to search Kai. A surprised expression crossed the man’s face as his hands disappeared into the illusory sleeves. He fell to the ground and lay there unconscious. Kai made unhappy sounds like a cracked bell tolling.

Armed men rushed towards Kai, their swords pointed at him.

“Don’t touch the silent monk!” Pema shouted. “He is so holy that if anyone with impure thoughts touches him, they fall down senseless.”

The other men who were about to grab Kai pulled back their hands.

“We can let you in, Master Huan,” one of them said, “but we can’t let strangers in without the mistress’s approval.”

Tao’s father, mother and sister were waiting for him inside the house. They sat on three chairs, like ministers receiving envoys from another land. The household servants were assembled behind them. Tao stood awkwardly in front of this welcoming committee and made a slight bow.

“It is good to see you,” he said, though it didn’t sound like he was enjoying the experience.

“Why are you here, Tao?” his mother asked. “You aren’t due to visit for another two months.”

“Last night I escaped from the city as it was being attacked by the Zhao.”

“The Zhao?”

“They are a new nomad band that has split from the New Han. The city is destroyed again, burned to the ground once more.”

An anxious murmur passed through the people of the household.

“Are the New Han defeated?” Mrs Huan asked.

“I don’t know. We barely escaped with our lives. The invaders are encamped on the eastern plain. I couldn’t get back to my monastery. I brought my friends here instead, until it’s safe to travel.”

“What were you doing in Luoyang anyway?”

“My abbot sent me there to collect alms.”

The guards brought in the unconscious man and laid him in front of the Huans. They gave a garbled account of what had happened. Mrs Huan got up and poked him with the toe of her shoe. “Will this man recover from his senseless state?”

“He will,” Tao said, “in seven days.”

Mrs Huan gave permission for Kai and Pema to enter the fortress. The guards, swords at the ready, brought them in, keeping a close watch on Kai.

“How did you think up that story about Kai so quickly?” Tao whispered to Pema. “I couldn’t think of anything to explain it.”

Pema shrugged. “I have spent most of my life thinking up lies.”

Tao admired her cleverness and felt sorry for her, both at the same time.

“Introduce your companions, Tao,” his sister, Meiling said.

“This is Kai. He is a wandering monk who has taken a vow of silence. He is a most holy man.” Tao listened to the lies falling from his mouth as if he were hearing a stranger speak. “He has been in the presence of holy items touched by the Buddha himself. This has given him powers beyond normal men.”

“And the young woman?”

“Pema was living alone in the city. Her family was killed in the Fall of Luoyang. She had nowhere else to go.”

“I will return to Luoyang as soon as it is safe,” Pema assured them.

“Who were your family?” Mrs Huan asked. “What did your father do? We were acquainted with most of the families of influence in Luoyang.”

“Not mine,” Pema said. “My father was a Di merchant.”

Mrs Huan looked her up and down. “We did not associate with people from the Five Tribes.”

Throughout the interview, Tao’s father didn’t say a word.

“You are dirty, Tao. You must bathe and give your robes to the servants for washing and mending.” Mrs Huan stood up. Tao’s welcome was over.

“Thank you, Mother, but first I must see Wei. Where is he?”

“He is in the peony pavilion, of course.”

“Come with me,” Tao said to Pema and Kai. “I want you both to meet my brother.”

Tao hurried through the house and out into the garden. Pema and Kai had trouble keeping up. It had been months since he’d seen his brother. He’d learned to manage without him in the monastery, but he always missed him. A path made from coloured pebbles arranged into a pattern led to a pavilion with an elegant double roof. The pavilion was open on three sides providing views of a flower garden, a bamboo grove and a fish pond. Tao couldn’t stop himself from breaking into a run.

“Wei!” he shouted. “I’m here. It’s good to see you.”

Pema and Kai entered the pavilion and both stared at Tao’s brother. Wei had the same eyes as Tao, the same mouth that curled into the same smile and his nose was exactly the same shape. His head was even shaved like Tao’s. But that was where the similarities ended. Pema looked at Kai, as if checking that she wasn’t imagining what she saw. Kai made soft, sad sounds. Wei was lying on a couch. A thin trail of drool ran from the corner of his mouth. He made a wordless sound. He slowly lifted a hand, his left hand, which was as stiff and inflexible as a claw. He could raise it no more than an inch or two from the bed. No other part of his body moved.

Tao was smiling so wide, he thought his face would crack open like an egg. He clasped his brother’s hand, leaned down and kissed him on the cheek.

“It’s so good to see you, Wei,” he said. Tears spilled down his face, but they weren’t tears of sadness, they were tears of joy.


Chapter Eleven

WILLOW

“Wei-Wei, these are my friends. This is Pema. She’s very brave. She rescued us from the fire in Luoyang. And this is Kai.” He turned to the dragon. “You can show my brother your true shape.”

Kai stayed in his monk shape, making anxious noises.

“It’s all right. He must know.” Tao looked around to make sure there were no servants nearby. “Close your eyes for a moment, Wei. Not because I want you to get a surprise, though you will, because Kai is not a monk. He is going to show himself as he really is and it can make you feel a little sick if you watch.”

Wei slowly closed his eyes. Pema and Tao turned away.

Tao looked back at the dragon standing at the foot of the couch, his green scales bright in the morning sunlight.

“You can open your eyes now, Wei.”

Wei opened his eyes, focused on the dragon and smiled. The muscles that enabled his mouth to smile seemed to be one of the few parts of his body that worked.

“I knew he wouldn’t be afraid,” Tao said.

Wei’s eyes turned to study Pema.

“He is clever, like you said,” she whispered. “I can see it in his eyes.”

Tao told his brother about the night he first met Kai.

“He makes strange noises,” Tao said, “like tinkling wind chimes when he’s happy, like a cracked bell when he’s sad. He looks at me as if he thinks I should understand him, but I can’t. I’m sure it’s you who’ll be able to understand him.”

Tao turned to the dragon. “Speak to him, Kai.”

Wei moved his head to get a clear view of the dragon. Kai made his dragonish sounds.

“Can you understand him, Wei?”

The brother made a sideways motion with his head. He could have just been making himself more comfortable, but Tao’s shoulders sagged.

“Say something else, Kai.”

The dragon made sounds like metal scraping on metal. Tao looked at his brother hopefully, but the result was the same. There was no understanding.

“Listen carefully, Wei. Are you certain you can’t understand him? Perhaps you won’t hear words. Perhaps understanding will be more of a feeling.”

“It’s nearly noon, Tao,” Pema whispered. “You must eat something.”

Since Tao had first suspected that it was Wei whom the dragon was seeking, the idea had grown in his mind until it was an indisputable fact. Kai had come into his life to help Wei. It was the only thing that made sense. Why else would a dragon have sought him out? Tao had allowed himself to hope. His hopes had been crushed. He had never been so disappointed in his life.
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Mrs Huan grumbled about having to eat earlier than usual, as she did every time Tao came to visit. Two servants, whose only job was to look after Wei, carried him into the room where the family ate their meals and sat him on a chair that had been specially built for him. There was a lot of fuss, but the family did eat together just in time for Tao to swallow a few hasty mouthfuls of grain and lotus root before noon. The rest of the family and Pema ate goat stew and boiled chicken eggs. Kai could only eat in his true shape, so Pema made up a story about him taking a vow to only eat alone, and he ate in another room.

Pema helped herself to food without waiting to be asked. She picked up eggs with her fingers, stuffed them in her mouth whole and talked with her mouth full. Tao hardly spoke throughout the meal. Pema made up for his silence by asking questions about everything from Tao’s mother’s age to the value of their bowls. Mrs Huan spent most of the meal feeding Wei with a spoon, hardly eating anything herself.

“Why can’t Wei feed himself?” Pema asked through a mouthful of chewed chicken.

A silence fell over the room.

“He can’t use his hands,” Tao whispered.

That satisfied Pema’s curiosity. She resumed eating everything that was put in front of her, and then asked if there was more. In between mouthfuls, she told them how her family had been killed at the Fall of Luoyang.

Meiling was about the same age as Pema. “I don’t know how you have survived,” Meiling said when Pema had finished her tale. “I could not have fended for myself at such a young age.”

Pema was staring enviously at Meiling’s lovely clothes and jewellery. She reached over to feel the cloth of her gown.

“I hid in the cellar. My father was away from home at the time. Many of the survivors fled to Chang’an, but I wanted to be at home when my father returned. We didn’t have any friends in the city. The Huaxia and the Xiong Nu all hate Di people.” She looked into the eyes of everyone in the room. “I didn’t know anyone else who was Di like us. I waited. And waited. But my father never came back.”

She pushed away her bowl. She’d finally had enough to eat.

“It is too dangerous in Luoyang,” Meiling said. “Pema should stay here with us, shouldn’t she, Mother?”

Mrs Huan didn’t reply.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Tao said.

“I don’t want to stay,” Pema said.

“We take in people who have lost their homes all the time,” Meiling persisted. “We can fit in one more.”

“I have a home in Luoyang. It’s the one thing I haven’t lost. That’s where I belong and that’s where I’m going to stay!”

She glared at everyone in turn. No one argued with her.
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After the mdday meal, it was time for Wei’s walk. His servants lifted him into a wheelbarrow that had been fitted with a chair and cushions so that he could sit up and be wheeled around.

“I was the one who thought of it,” Tao said proudly as he strapped his brother into the wheelbarrow and adjusted the cushions.

Tao insisted on wheeling his brother himself, shooing away the servants.

The peony pavilion, the garden bed around it and the fish pond were all that survived of the lovely gardens that had once surrounded the Huan house. Most of it had been cleared to accommodate the other families who had sought protection. Animal stalls and vegetable gardens had eaten up every other available inch.

“There’s not much to see here,” Pema said. “Why don’t we take Wei to the stream and the willows we saw outside the walls?”

“Mother doesn’t like Wei going outside,” Tao said.

Pema looked at him. She didn’t say anything, but Tao knew she was challenging him to defy his mother.

At the gates, the guards were nervous about letting Master Wei leave the compound.

“It will be safe,” he said. “The Zhao are camped on the other side of the city. My mother has given permission.”

As a child, before the Huans’ country house became a fortress, Tao spent many hours exploring the surrounding countryside, collecting fallen persimmons or the season’s first cherries which he took back to share with his brother. He never returned without a brilliant dragonfly or some tadpoles in a jar to show Wei, or a story he had heard from the workers in the fields. Back then, there had been only a handful of people who worked in the fields. Now, with two hundred or more people to feed, the fields had been extended. Each day, under the watchful eyes of the guards, a small army of workers ventured outside the walls to tend the fields. Guards also patrolled the walls during the night, looking out for thieves who might steal the compound’s valuable grain or their fruit and vegetables.

It was a sunny day. Tao cheered up as he bumped his brother along the uneven path, pointing out birds and butterflies, clouds and clusters of berries. Wei made a gurgling sound in his throat that Tao told everyone was laughter.

Tao led them to a stream swollen with rain. They walked along its banks until they came to a willow tree whose trailing branches were being tugged by the fast-flowing water. They ate berries and Tao told his brother everything that had happened to him since his last visit home. No detail was too small to recount. He told him about the pranks of the other novices, the quirks of the monks, the wise words of the abbot. He described the plants that were in flower on the mountain, the crops in the monastery garden and the birds nesting under the eves of the novices’ hut. He talked about his transcriptions and his Sanskrit lessons with Lao Chen. Then he explained how Kai had come into his life, and how he’d ended up in Luoyang. Finally, he told him how he’d met the famous monk Fo Tu Deng.

When they were out of sight of the compound, Kai returned to his true shape. Some of his scorched scales had fallen out and new ones were growing. When they reached the stream, he leaped in and splashed around.

Kai gave Pema lessons on how to fish like a dragon. She got very wet, but was delighted when she caught her first fish with her bare hands. Tao tried not to think about the dead fish and instead just enjoy watching Wei smile and Pema laugh. He took his straining cloth and bowl from his bag and strained some water. As he raised the bowl to his mouth to drink, he saw his cloth float downstream. He dropped the bowl and chased after it, but the stream was flowing too fast. His cloth was gone.

Kai picked up three round stones, all about the same size. Tao was expecting the dragon to show off his throwing skills again. Instead he sat on his haunches and threw them in the air one at a time, keeping all three stones aloft with the skill of a juggler. Pema applauded him. Kai offered Tao the stones so that he could try. Tao shook his head. He knew he wouldn’t be able to do it.

They all fell silent. Tao wished there was something he could do to show Pema that he wasn’t entirely useless.

A desperate cheeping broke the silence. Tao got up to see where it came from. A tiny bird lay under the willow tree, featherless, all open beak and gaping throat. The nest from which it had fallen was high above his head. Aware that Pema was watching him, he picked up the baby bird and holding it in one hand, he tried to climb the tree with the other. He had only climbed a few feet when his foot slipped. He had to let go of the bird as he tried to grab hold of a branch, but only succeeded in skinning his palms on the rough bark. He fell onto the branch below, and then onto the ground. He lay winded. The little bird fluttered down and landed on his chest unharmed. Pema laughed. Kai made a sound like a string of jingling bells. Wei smiled.

“Some rescuer you are,” Pema said, gently picking up the bird. “You’re more likely to injure something than save it.”

She put the little bird inside her jacket and without hesitation climbed the tree, finding footholds where there seemed to be none. Tao held his breath as she climbed two, then three chang above their heads until she reached the nest. She put the baby bird back among its brothers and sisters.

Up until that moment, Tao had thought Pema seemed selfish, hard-hearted. He was surprised to see her display such care and tenderness. For a moment, he let himself imagine that it was his influence on her, that his monkish ways had taught her compassion, but he immediately realised that was just pride. It was understandable that Pema had no tender feelings for humans, but there was no reason why she should not be kind to baby birds.

“You could have fallen and broken your neck,” Tao said, when she climbed down again.

“But I didn’t.”

Kai was staring to the north and making anxious sounds.

“What can you see, Kai?” Tao asked.

Belatedly the clash of a gong sounded out from the compound. The guards were signalling danger to the workers in the fields. Pema followed Kai’s gaze. A dark shape was moving through overgrown fields to the north.

Kai made the sound like scraping blades. As the dark shape drew closer, Tao could see that it was several hundred horses heading straight towards them.

“It’s an army! We have to get back to the compound.”

“There isn’t time,” Pema said. “They’re moving too fast. We must hide.”

Kai turned into a rock.

“Easy for you, dragon,” she said as she helped wheel Wei behind the rock. She and Tao lay flat in the long grass, hoping that would conceal them.

The horses were at full gallop, their riders spurring them on. The first horsemen reached the stream in moments.

Tao peered through the grass wishing he hadn’t agreed to bring Wei out of the compound.

“Is it another force invading the city?” Tao whispered.

“No.” Pema pointed at the fluttering sign of the rearing horse. “It’s the Zhao.”

“But they’ve already taken the city.”

Tao watched, hoping the grass didn’t make anyone sneeze, as the riders reached the stream and paused on the opposite bank to allow their horses to drink. The Zhao leader took off his helmet and wiped the sweat from his brow. Pema made a noise like a frightened animal. The leader had an unattractive face dominated by a large nose. His small and squinty eyes were out of proportion with the rest of his face. He didn’t even glance in the direction of Tao and his companions. The nomad spurred his horse and the other soldiers did the same. They splashed across the stream and were soon riding hard towards Luoyang, leaving behind muddy water, trampled grass and the smell of horse sweat.

Kai turned back into his true shape. Pema was still staring after them, her face drained of colour.

Tao instinctively touched her shoulder, then pulled his hand away as if he’d been burned. How could he forget that he wasn’t supposed to touch a female?

“It’s okay, Pema,” he said. “They’ve gone now. They won’t bother us.”

“I’ve seen that man before,” she said, her voice faint. “He is the barbarian who murdered my family.”


Chapter Twelve

THE PEONY PAVILION

Tao’s mother was waiting anxiously at the gate.

“How dare you take Wei out without my permission!” she said as she rushed to embrace Wei. “He could have been killed.”

“The nomads didn’t even see us,” Tao said.

“You are a thoughtless, selfish boy, as always, Tao. It is too dangerous outside the gate. Wei must never go out.”

She called for the servants who tended Wei. “Take Master Wei to his room,” she said. “It is time for him to have his massage and medicines.”

Tao’s father was sitting in the sun near the gate carving a spoon from a piece of wood. He was fashioning an intricate design of birds and flowers on the handle. Pema sat next to him, watching him work.

“That is the most beautiful carving I ever saw,” she said. “You are very skilled, sir.”

“It’s a useless pastime,” Tao’s mother complained. “He should be organising the workers in the fields. If he’s so keen to use his hands, he could mend the broken plough instead of wasting his time decorating spoons. Even fishing would be more useful, if he just wants to sit.”

“I caught a fish!” Pema said, beaming as she held up her catch.

Meiling was sitting in the peony pavilion. A maidservant was arranging her hair. Tao and the others joined her. The peony bushes that the pavilion was named after were not in flower at that time of year, but there were yellow and rusty orange chrysanthemums. Pema admired Meiling’s collection of hair combs which were made of lacquered wood, delicately carved bone and jade. She examined each one, turning them over in her hand, pointing out the gems and the painted swirls, like an envious child with toys she couldn’t have. There was one that particularly entranced her, it was made of green jade and was in the shape of a butterfly.

Meiling noticed her brother’s grazed and bleeding hands. “You need some soothing lotion,” she said, and sent her maid in search of some.

Pema dipped a corner of her skirt in the pond and went to clean his scratches. Tao snatched his hand away.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said.

Tao hadn’t been concerned about her hurting him. He just didn’t want her to touch him. Pema didn’t notice his discomfort and grabbed his wrist firmly. Tao stopped resisting. She dabbed at the graze, getting spots of his blood on her gown. Kai in his monk shape was sitting in the shade, watching.

“You have a splinter,” Pema said.

Tao could feel her breath on his fingers as she leaned closer. She unpinned the clasp from her jacket and very gently lifted out the splinter with the pin. The maid came back with some healing lotion and Pema rubbed it into Tao’s palms.

“Ow!” Tao cried out. “It stings.”

“What a baby you are,” Pema said.

She looked up at him and smiled, her face close to his. Tao couldn’t look away.

“What is in that bag that you have with you?” Meiling asked. “You never let it go.”

Pema took the things from her bag and arranged them on the low wall around the pond. There was a necklace, a knife, a wooden toy horse, an eighteen-sided die and a round red lacquerware box.

“These are my precious things,” she said.

She fingered the necklace that was a pretty string of gemstones with silver discs between them. “This belonged to my mother,” she said.

She picked up the knife. It was the one with which she had slashed the nomad soldier back in Luoyang. It was an elegant bronze weapon with a curved blade and a bone handle incised with spiral patterns. “This was my father’s.”

The eighteen-sided die had been her elder brother’s, the lacquerware box her sister’s. She picked up the wooden horse. “And this belonged to my baby brother.”

They all watched Pema handling her precious things.

The silence was broken by the sound of Mrs Huan’s raised voice. Wei’s treatment had finished. On the other side of the pond, she was chiding the servants for banging Wei’s carrying chair against a wall. Meiling called out to her mother.

“Have the servants bring Wei over here to sit with us,” she said. “It is lovely in the sunshine.”

“But it’s time for his nap.”

“He can doze here if he wants to.”

Mrs Huan relented and the servants brought Wei into the pavilion and arranged him on his couch. While his mother tucked a blanket over him and his sister held a cup of water to his mouth, Tao saw Pema slip the jade hair comb inside her jacket. He was about to lecture her about the precept that forbade theft, but the words didn’t come out. Pema was alone in the world. With no one to guide her, she had learned how to look after herself. Even though she had lost everyone who was close to her, she still had a kind heart. If it gave her pleasure, let her have the hair comb. His sister had plenty; she wouldn’t miss one.

The house was quiet and sleepy. Kai was watching the goldfish in the pond. Tao smiled to himself, convinced that the dragon was considering them as a snack rather than admiring their beauty. Meiling was braiding Pema’s hair. A breeze rustled the bamboo leaves.

“What’s that on Wei’s arms and legs?” Pema asked. Wei’s limbs were glistening and yellowish.

“Every day my mother massages a mixture of sesame oil and dried safflower into Wei’s arms and legs,” Tao explained. “A physician told her it would make them stronger. He also prescribed a herbal mixture of plants rich in qi which she prepares herself. Wei has to drink it three times a day. He doesn’t like it.”

“What happened to your brother, Tao?” Pema asked. “Did he have an accident?”

Tao shook his head sadly. “No. He was born without the use of his limbs, and though he is very clever, he has never been able to speak. The physician said that he has crooked-bones disease and there is no cure for it.” He took his brother’s hand. “My mother refuses to believe him. She says that Wei should have been the first-born son, but I was impatient. I wrapped Wei’s birth cord around his neck to slow him so that I could be born first. That constricted the cord and meant my mother’s qi was cut off from him.”

There were tears in Pema’s eyes as she rearranged Wei’s cushions.

“It is my fault that my brother was born the way he is,” Tao whispered.

“Is that why your mother sent you away to the monastery?” Pema asked.

“Mother didn’t send Tao away,” Meiling said. “It was his own idea.”

“If I can accumulate enough good karma, Wei will be cured, if not in this life, then in the next,” Tao said. “That has been my ambition since I was seven.”

“I think your mother is wrong,” Pema said. “I don’t think it’s Tao’s fault that Wei was born this way.”

“You are just a girl and you’ve lived alone in a cellar all your life. Are you trying to tell me you’re more knowledgeable than my mother?”

“I may not have book knowledge, but I learn by watching and listening. That’s how I have survived. Your mother is blinded by love for Wei. So are you.”

Tao felt anger bubble up inside him. Pema had a knack of saying things that upset him.

“You’ve been in this household for less than a day. You don’t know anything about my family!”

Clouds moved over the sun. It grew cooler. Meiling went inside.

Tao was trying to calm his thoughts. He was angry with Pema and confused by his his shifting emotions. Normally when he came home, he spent all his time with Wei, and everyone left them in peace, even his mother, who knew how much Wei enjoyed Tao’s company. This visit was different. He wished everyone would leave the two of them alone.

He took hold of Wei’s hands, which were still slippery with oil from his massage, grasping one hand in each of his own, hoping that his brother’s serenity would calm him. But Wei’s eyes were staring right into his. Wei wasn’t calm at all. He was concentrating hard as his hands slowly closed around Tao’s. For anyone else it would have been a gentle squeeze. For Wei it was his strongest grip. Tao felt a faint pulse in the fingers of his brother’s left hand that transferred into the fingers of his own right hand and then into his palm. The pulse became a tingle and spread to his wrist and up his arm. The feeling strengthened a little inside him before it passed from his left hand into Wei’s right hand. The tingle became an ache. A force was flowing through his brother and back to himself, getting stronger with each circulation. He had grasped Wei’s hands many times, but he’d never experienced anything like that before.

“What’s wrong, Tao?” Pema asked.

Kai moved closer, watching.

Tao couldn’t speak. The ache had turned into a sharp pain making him gasp. He could see that Wei felt it too, yet he didn’t let go. He wanted the pain to get stronger. The force circled through them like a strengthening wind, like a stream swelling with rain.

Kai made anxious sounds.

Tao heard a voice in his head, faint at first, just a whisper. The voice was both unknown and familiar. For a moment he thought it was Wei’s voice that he could hear, but he dismissed that thought as soon as it arrived. It wasn’t Wei speaking to him. Kai was making his tinkling sounds. The voice became clearer, as if whoever was speaking was getting closer, speaking right into his ear.

“What are we having for dinner?” the voice said.

Tao tore his eyes away from Wei’s and looked at Kai.

“Did you say that?”

The dragon made a sound, almost like a roar. He transformed into his true shape. Stood tall.

“Two horns above, one foot below.

No reason to hurry, so I move very slow.

Yet wherever I roam,

I never leave home.”

It was the dragon’s voice Tao could hear. And he understood the words he spoke. Their meaning, however, was a complete mystery.


Chapter Thirteen

VOICES

Tao felt as if he’d found something that had been lost for a very long time.

“What’s happening?” Pema asked.

“I can hear!” said Tao.

“Hear what?”

Kai’s words were without sound like Tao’s own thoughts, not so much heard as felt.

“A voice.”

“All I can hear is Kai making his usual rumbles and grumbles.”

Tao laughed. “I can hear that too, as I always could, but in my mind those sounds make sense, like hearing Sanskrit spoken and having someone translate it for you. Except it’s not someone else. I can understand him.”

Tao looked at Wei, who was exhausted by the effort of their bonding, but he could see that his eyes were bright with happiness. He had known this would happen.

Pema was infuriated that she could only hear one side of the conversation. “Tell me what Kai is saying.”

“Something about one foot, two horns and never being far from home. I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

“I knew you were the one!” Kai said. The dragon jumped from one foot to the other and turned in a circle, knocking over a table with a vase on it.

“Kai, what are you doing?”

“A dance!” The dragon wriggled his rear and shook his mane. “Do you like jujubes? I have an itch. I need a back scratcher. Did you guess my riddle?”

Tao had imagined that the dragon would choose his words with care and use them sparingly. He’d thought the dragon’s voice would be like a monk intoning a sutra, but the voice was cheerful. The words tumbled into his mind like rice grains tipped from a jar, like raindrops falling from a cloud.

“Riddle?” Tao was still trying to interpret what he heard. “Kai. You have to talk about one thing at a time. I’m not used to this.”

“You and Wei are one not two,” Kai said. “Together you are a dragonkeeper!”

“Dragonkeeper?”

“A rare person who can bond with a dragon. I had a dragonkeeper when I was a hatchling. Her name was Ping. She liked jujubes. Aren’t Pema’s eyes pretty?”

“You must be mistaken. It can’t be me.”

Pema couldn’t contain her frustration. “What’s a dragonkeeper? Tell me!”

Tao ignored her.

“Your family name is Huan,” the dragon was saying. “You have the shard.”

“The shard?”

“The piece of purple shell.”

Tao took the purple gemstone from his bag.

“Do you mean this?”

“I do,” the dragon’s voice said, and he pulled out his own small piece from behind the reverse scale. “It is not stone. It is eggshell, part of the egg that I hatched from. This is what drew me to you. Ping was your ancestor.”

Tao stared at the stone in the palm of his hand. He had hardly been parted from it since he was seven years old. Its shape and coolness were familiar, every curve and facet was known to him. But now it was also strange and unknown. It had a history that he knew nothing of, and it had once been part of a living, growing egg that had protected the dragon in front of him.

Pema was hopping around them, impatient, exasperated. “Tell me. Tell me what Kai is saying!”

“It’s between us, Pema. Give me time to get used to this new form of communication, to take in what Kai’s saying, to think about what it means.”

Pema folded her arms and glared at Tao.

Tao ignored her. “Are all this woman’s descendants dragon people?”

“Dragonkeepers,” Kai said. “Not all. Just a few special ones. Those who have the three characteristics. Let’s play pitch ball. I bet I can beat you.”

“What characteristics?”

“They use their left hand. They can hear a dragon’s voice. They have second sight.”

“Other people use their left hand, and what makes you think I have second sight?”

“You sense that something is about to happen.”

“I have always had vague feelings that something is about to happen, but I don’t know what it is until after it’s happened. What’s the use of that? I wouldn’t call it second sight.”

“The second sight of each dragonkeeper is different. It is always difficult to master. Sometimes it takes years.”

“You can’t be sure.”

“I can,” the voice in Tao’s head said. “I want pheasant eggs for dinner! And stewed worms!”

Tao had so many questions to ask Kai, he hardly knew where to begin. Where was he from? How many other dragons were there?

“I have come from a mountain far away.”

That was all Kai would say.

“Did you live with other dragons?”

“I did.”

Tao was thrilled to know that there were other dragons hidden in the world. He was about to ask about them, when he suddenly thought of a very different question.

“Can Wei hear your voice too?”

“I do not know.”

“Can you hear his voice?”

“I can hear the faint whisper that is his voice, but I cannot make out the words.”

Tao felt something blossom inside him, like a lotus bud opening.

“You have powers, Kai, special powers. I knew from the moment you came into my life that it was for some purpose. You are here to help Wei, to heal his bones.”

Kai made sad sounds and moved his great head from side to side. “I cannot help Wei.”

“It’s wonderful to be able to hear your voice, Kai, but I’d give it up immediately if I could see Wei walk, if I could hear his voice. Are you absolutely sure you can’t heal him? Perhaps it will take years to achieve, like a dragonkeeper’s second sight.”

Kai shook his head.

“I have no healing powers. And if I did, Wei is beyond healing. I cannot reverse time and rebirth him.” Kai sighed and mist trailed from his nostrils. “I produce mist for making rain or to conceal myself. I shape-change. I create mirage. These are my skills. I am also an excellent swimmer.”

Tao felt the hope and joy inside him die, the petals of the lotus wither.

“Then why are you here?”

Kai’s voice was silent.

“It’s a snail!” Pema exclaimed.

Tao had no idea what she was talking about. “A snail?”

“The answer to Kai’s riddle.”

Tao was in no mood for riddles. He looked at his brother. He didn’t need words to tell him Wei was exhausted after their bonding. He held his hands again, though this time no force flowed through them. He was worried it had been too much for him. Despite their mother’s attentions, every time Tao came home he thought Wei looked frailer.

“Someone’s coming,” Pema said.

Kai changed back into his monk shape, just before Mrs Huan marched into the room.

“Tell me about the monk from Tianzhu who has the magic powers,” she demanded.

“What monk?”

“Fo Tu Deng, I believe is his name. You told your brother about him.” Tao should have realised that the servants reported everything they heard to Mrs Huan. “And my maid heard talk of him when she visited her grandmother in Luoyang.”

An angry rumble came from Kai’s direction. The dragon didn’t like Fo Tu Deng. And Tao was no longer certain of the monk’s abilities. After all, Fo Tu Deng’s “vision” of a temple in Luoyang had proved false, and he must have stolen the ancient sutras from the White Horse Temple and then dropped them as he fled Luoyang.

“You are a wicked boy, Tao,” his mother said. “Why didn’t you ask this holy man to beseech Buddha to heal Wei? You don’t want your brother to be healed.”

“Of course I do, Mother, but there was something about Fo Tu Deng I didn’t like. He seemed impressive, but now I’m not so sure that he has any special powers.”
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At the evening meal, Kai was grumpy. He had to sit in his monk shape and pretend he didn’t want to eat while he watched Pema devour the fish that she had caught earlier, without offering to share it with anyone. Tao sipped a cup of water.

Mrs Huan again brought up the subject of Fo Tu Deng.

“If you truly loved your brother, you would want him to see the famous monk.”

“Even in a time of peace the journey to Luoyang would be hard for Wei,” Tao said. “You remember how he suffered when we moved here. And it’s dangerous to be out on the road.”

“I didn’t say anything about Wei travelling. You must go and fetch the monk. Why didn’t you bring him here in the first place?”

Tao smiled grimly. “I am a novice from a small monastery. I don’t know why you think someone like Fo Tu Deng would do what I ask. And anyway, I don’t know where he is. He looked like he was fleeing Luoyang the last time I saw him.”

“We can offer to make a generous donation to his new temple.”

“That will bring him running.” It was Kai’s voice in his head. No one seemed to think it was strange that the silent monk made occasional grunts and snorts.

“I thought you would learn respect at the monastery,” Mrs Huan said. “But you are disrespectful to monks, impolite to your mother and cruel to your brother.”

One thing Tao’s years in the monastery had taught him was how to stay silent. He didn’t take the bait his mother was dangling to provoke him into an argument with her. Tao had never won an argument with his mother, not once in his entire life. He sipped his water. Only the sound of Kai’s stomach rumbling broke the silence.

Pema said goodnight and went to sleep in Meiling’s quarters. The servants took Wei to his room, and Tao went with them to check that his brother was comfortable and to wish him goodnight. Farm servants now occupied all the spare rooms in the house, so he and Kai were sleeping in a storeroom between sacks of grain.

“I am hungry,” Kai announced, just as Tao was settling down. “I will go to the kitchens.”

Tao could imagine the dragon making a mess in the kitchens.

“I’ll go,” he said. “What do you want?”

“Roasted swallow perhaps?” the dragon said.

Tao went to the kitchen and fetched cold meat and eggs. “You’ll have to make do with this.”

“Are you not eating?”

“I can’t. Not until morning.”

Kai swallowed two eggs. “What does it matter to Buddha what time of day you eat?”

“It’s just one of the rules.”

“Does Buddha like his followers to go hungry?”

“No, it’s not that …” Tao couldn’t think of any way to explain it.

After Kai had finished eating, he wanted to make a nest. Tao went to the stables and brought back an armful of straw.

“Why did you take so long?” Kai asked. “I have composed another riddle for you.” He cleared his throat.

“My whiskers are neat,

My pink nose is sweet.

But your grain I steal,

To be my next meal.”

Tao sighed. “I’m not in the mood for riddles, Kai. Go to sleep.”

But as he spread the straw on the storeroom floor, the thoughts churning around in his head found their way to his tongue.

“I don’t belong in this house any more,” he said. “My mother is right. Living in a monastery for years has not taught me to be a good son.”

“You are a good brother.”

After Kai had wriggled around for a long time, he was finally happy with his nest. Tao was just dozing off when he felt a dragon talon poke him in the ribs.

“It is very draughty in here. I would like a bearskin. Ping always made sure I had a bearskin.”

Tao was too tired to remind Kai that they had been sleeping outdoors up until then.

“We don’t have a bearskin,” Tao said. “You’ll have to make do with a woollen blanket.” He got up again and went to find a blanket.

Tao wondered if this was what Kai expected from a dragonkeeper – to fetch and carry for him, even though he could manage well enough on his own. Tao didn’t much like the idea of being a dragon’s servant.

“What is a dragonkeeper supposed to do?” Tao asked.

“I only had one when I was small. She taught me things. She cleaned out my ears and trimmed my talons. She protected me from the world. What a grown dragon should expect from a dragonkeeper, I do not know.”

Kai dug around in the straw again and settled himself into it.

“Ping was special. No other dragonkeeper has been female. She took me to the dragon haven, the place high in the mountains where the remaining dragons hide. They did not want her there. She believed I would be better off with my own kind. She left, and I never saw Ping again.”

Though Tao could hear Kai’s voice in his mind, he could still hear the sad cracked bell sound.

“I miss human companionship. I miss Ping. But she was a girl. She did not like adventures. You and I can wander the empire. We can go on quests together. That is what I would like.”

Tao thought about all the things that he missed. He longed for the peace and tranquillity of the monastery. He missed the gentle rhythm of his days on the mountain, where the only unexpected event might be a flurry of unseasonal snow or the sight of a rare bird. He missed the quiet calm of his hours transcribing, his only company the moths that circled the lamp. Most of all he missed the contentment at the end of each day, when he could look back and be satisfied that he’d recited the set number of sutras, he’d transcribed and meditated, he’d added to his store of good karma for Wei. All that was required of him he had achieved. Now his days had no order. His feelings were not under his control. He didn’t know what was required of him and he never felt that he accomplished anything. He was about to explain all that to Kai, but the dragon was already snoring.

Tao knew he couldn’t possibly go on adventures with the dragon. He didn’t want to disappoint Kai so soon after they had started communicating properly. And he was curious about the dragon’s life and why he was wandering the world alone.

He listened to the scratching of a mouse helping itself to some of the grain and belatedly guessed the answer to Kai’s last riddle. Even though he’d slept little the last few days, he couldn’t find peace in sleep. He tried reciting sutras. No matter how hard he tried to concentrate on the holy words, his thoughts wandered like unpenned goats.

Secretly Tao had hoped that he had accrued enough good karma to make his brother better, and he had convinced himself that Kai would be the one to make it happen. He had thought that if only he could communicate with the dragon, everything would make sense and a way to heal his brother would be revealed. Now he could talk to Kai, but it had made no difference. Even though the dragon could make clouds and see for miles, he didn’t have any skills that could help Wei.

Tao got up and padded through the silent house.

Wei was awake when he went into his room. Whether he had woken him or whether he too had been sleepless, Tao didn’t know. He felt a twinge of sadness. The room had once been his room as well.

“What should I do, Wei-Wei? Everyone expects me to do things for them. Kai wants me to go on adventures with him. Our sister says I should stay and help with the farm. Mother wants me to fetch Fo Tu Deng to perform some magic on you. If I thought there was any chance of him helping you, I would do that. I would beg him to come. I would kidnap him and bring him here, but it wouldn’t do any good.” Tao recalled how the monk had twice started to build a temple in Luoyang just before it was burned to the ground. He remembered how terrified Fo Tu Deng had looked as he had fled, almost naked, from the city. “He pretends to have magic powers, but they are just tricks to hoodwink simple people.”

He looked into his brother’s eyes.

“I wish it was your voice I could hear, Wei.” He had always been sure he knew Wei’s thoughts. Now he was beginning to think he’d been deceiving himself.

Tao crawled under the blanket and lay next to his brother. This was how it had been when they were young – lying next to each other, feeling each other’s warmth, listening to each other’s breathing – like baby birds in a nest. They were as close as they could be without being one. He loved the silent companionship of his brother. He didn’t need to hear his voice. He never had. Just being with him made everything clear.

“I must go back to Yinmi and continue transcribing Buddha’s words. That’s the only way I can continue to accumulate karma for you,” he whispered. “Everything that has happened has been a distraction. Especially Kai. I have to obey Buddha’s precepts. I have to stop talking to girls.”

He recited a section from The Sutra with Forty-Two Chapters to Wei.

“Those who are pure in heart and single in purpose are able to understand the most supreme Way. Remove your desires, and have no hankering and the Buddha knowledge will be revealed to you. It is like polishing a mirror, which becomes bright when the dust is removed.”

Tao felt the tension slip from his body, peace and sleep came at last.


Chapter Fourteen

SESAME AND SAFFLOWER

Tao slept for a few hours and woke before dawn. The silence of the house reminded him of Yinmi and he was reassured that he had made the right decision, even though he’d dreamed of climbing up to the dragon haven with Kai. He was going back to the monastery. He couldn’t win arguments with everybody, so he would just leave. He was sorry that meant he would lose his friendship with Kai, especially since he was now finally able to talk to him. But the dragon had a long life ahead of him, up to three thousand years, Kai had told him. He had plenty of time to find another dragonkeeper among Ping’s descendants. Tao would miss Pema as well, but that only gave him more reason to leave. Returning to Yinmi would solve all his problems.

He didn’t want to say goodbye to Kai and Pema. He didn’t want a fuss. The only person he needed to say goodbye to was Wei.

His brother was awake.

“I’m leaving. I’m going back to the monastery to continue my transcriptions and accumulate more good karma. For you, Wei. I’m a simple novice. I don’t belong in a world of dragons and warlords.”

Tao had a feeling that his brother approved of his decision.

His mother had left a jar of the sesame oil and safflower mixture next to Wei’s bed. Tao poured a few drops into his cupped hand and rubbed it into his brother’s limbs. He didn’t believe it would make them stronger, but he knew that Wei enjoyed the massage.

Tears welled in Tao’s eyes at the thought of leaving his brother again. He was glad Pema wasn’t there to see. He looked down at his hands. They were covered in a film of yellow oil. He held them together so they formed a shallow bowl and stared at them. Though tears were blurring his vision, he thought he could see shapes, moving shapes. He blinked away the tears. The shapes didn’t go with them, instead they came into focus. He saw a deep, dark hole, ringed by a pale circle. Around the hole there were pretty yellow fans, which were all fluttering. The image wasn’t flat like a painting. It rose up from his hands as if the things he saw truly existed. He couldn’t see inside the hole, but he knew something was in there.

Tao looked up. Kai was there in his dragon shape. Without realising it, he had called to the dragon with his mind.

“I saw something,” he said. “An image in the oil on my hands.”

He held up his oily hands.

Kai made his wind-chime sound, louder than Tao had ever heard it, as if the chimes were being stirred by a gale rather than a breeze; at the same time, the dragon made an impatient gonging sound that echoed around the silent house.

“You had a vision!” Kai said. “What did you see?”

Pema rushed into the room. She had heard the dragon’s noise.

“What’s happening?”

“I had a vision.”

Pema looked around the room. “Where?”

He held up his oily hands to Pema. “Here.”

She peered at them. “All I can see is some oil and the scratches you got when you fell out of the tree.”

Tao looked at his hands again. The image had faded. He was ready to believe he’d imagined it, that it was the result of having too little sleep, not enough food, too much excitement, but Kai’s voice was in his head asking questions.

“I saw a hole,” Tao said.

“Oh.” Kai sounded disappointed. “Where was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What else did you see?”

“Fans. Lots of yellow fans with wavy edges.”

“What does it mean?” Pema asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the point of a vision that makes no sense?”

“It should make sense. I just can’t interpret it. There’s something in the hole. Something important, but I don’t know what it is.”

“Or where it is,” Pema said, though Tao didn’t need to be reminded. “It’s like a riddle, only with pictures, not words.”

“A map with directions would be more useful.”

Kai seemed less excited than Pema. “Second sight is tricky. There is always something difficult about it. If it was easy, it would not be valued.”

“I made a decision last night,” Tao said. “I am returning to Yinmi. That is what I must do. I mustn’t allow myself to be distracted any longer.”

Steam issued from Kai’s nostrils. A scream distracted them both. Meiling was standing in the doorway, her hands over her mouth, staring at the dragon. Tao’s few hours of peace with his brother were now a precious memory. Meiling’s scream brought the rest of the household running and they were soon all trying to crowd into Wei’s room. The servants panicked when they saw the dragon, but his mother didn’t.

“Did you bring this beast into my house, Tao?” She stood firm in front of the dragon, trying not to look afraid, but Tao could hear an unfamiliar waver in her voice.

“I did, Mother,” he replied. “He is my friend. You are privileged to have him under your roof.”

Mrs Huan didn’t agree.

“I want you out of the compound immediately, Tao. You, this creature and the ill-mannered girl.”

“I had already planned to leave and Kai will come with me, but Pema can’t go back to Luoyang. It’s too dangerous.”

“Pema can stay,” said an unfamiliar voice. “If she wishes.”

Tao’s father was standing in the doorway.

“We have been fortunate,” he said. “We lost no one when Luoyang fell. Heaven blessed us. In return we can offer shelter to Pema, who lost all her family.”

Meiling put her arm protectively around Pema.

“Will you stay, Pema?” Meiling asked.

“Thank you. I would like to stay.”

Mrs Huan didn’t argue.

Tao was surprised that Pema had changed her mind, she had seemed very determined before. For once, he was happy to do his mother’s bidding, and leave immediately. His only regret was leaving Wei so soon.

“Things are changing, Wei-Wei,” he said when he went to say goodbye. “I’ll be back again at mid-Autumn Festival. I’m sure I’ll have more adventures to tell you about then.”

He sensed that Wei was anxious. Only a day before, Tao had been confident that he knew what Wei was feeling. Now the clarity of his communication with Kai made him doubt whether he really could interpret his brother’s emotions or if he just wished he could.

They were outside the gates within an hour. Pema was the only one there to see them off.

“Goodbye, Holy Boy,” she said. “Watch out for him, Kai. He’s not very good at looking after himself.”


Chapter Fifteen

CENTIPEDE

Tao didn’t want to risk running into nomads, so they avoided the road and followed a narrower path that looped to the south of Luoyang. This also enabled Kai to travel in his true shape. Tao had been carried along by the revelation of his second sight, the uproar in the house and the exhilaration of standing up to his mother, but as soon as they were walking along the empty track, his excitement evaporated like Kai’s mist.

“I’ve said goodbye to Wei many times before, but this time I feel miserable.”

“Perhaps it is bidding goodbye to Pema that has distressed you,” Kai said.

Tao did miss Pema, but he wasn’t about to confess that to the dragon.

“I’m glad she’s safe with my parents,” he said. “It’s one less thing I have to worry about.”

Kai tried to cheer him up. “Do you want to jump?”

“Jump?”

“To see who can jump the highest.”

“You have four muscular legs, and I have two skinny ones. I can tell you that without going to the trouble of jumping!”

“We can play spot the swallow.”

“Your eyesight is a hundred times better than mine.”

“Then it will have to be a riddle!” Kai said.

“A seven-coloured bridge spans the sky.

Only seen when the heavens cry,

We cannot walk on it, you nor I.”

Tao had no idea what the answer was.
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They had left without eating breakfast. After walking for less than an hour, Kai wanted to stop in a birch wood and eat the dried fruit and steamed buns Meiling had given them for the journey.

“I know what I have to do, Kai,” he said. “What about you?”

“Our paths lie together. For a while at least.”

Tao wasn’t so sure. “I wish I understood what the vision meant. Can’t you work it out? You’re the one who likes riddles.”

“It is for you to solve,” Kai said.

“I’ll see if I can recreate the vision,” Tao said. “Perhaps I missed something.”

He took out the jar of yellow oil, which he had brought with him and rubbed a few drops into his palms. He stared at his hands. He could see a thin white scar from an accident with a knife when he was younger, scratches and scabs.

There was no vision.

“It’s not working.”

“It is likely that the vision will only come once,” Kai said.

“Perhaps it wasn’t a vision. Perhaps I dozed off for a moment and it was a dream.”

“Is that what you believe?”

“No.”

“Second sight is a tricky thing,” Kai said. “All dragonkeepers have trouble harnessing it.”

“When we were small, my great-grandfather used to tell us stories,” Tao said. “Wei’s favourites where the ones about a dragon, a little purple dragon who was always getting into trouble – The Little Purple Dragon and the Precious Vase, The Little Purple Dragon and the Princess who Couldn’t Smile, The Little Purple Dragon and the Poisonous Beetles.”

“Those stories are about me! They have been passed down over many generations to you and Wei.”

“But you aren’t a purple dragon.”

“I was. All baby dragons are purple when they hatch. They only take on their true colour later.”

Tao thought Kai must have been boasting. “Surely the stories couldn’t have been passed down for four hundred years.”

“Ping prepared her children, the ones who were left-handed, in case another dragon needed a dragonkeeper. She trained her grandchildren too. Telling them the stories of our time together. When she died, her descendants forgot the stories were true. They became tales to amuse children.”

“What was Ping’s second sight?”

“A feeling of dread. It came whenever there was someone near who meant me harm. She felt ill. She had pains in her stomach. Sometimes she could hardly stand.”

“Poor Ping,” Tao said. At least his second sight wasn’t uncomfortable, just elusive.

“She could also find things that were hidden. She found my dragon stone after it was stolen, just by concentrating hard and feeling an invisible thread that would lead her to it. She strengthened this power after I was hatched by holding a shard of the dragon stone. She found me once when I was held captive by an evil necromancer. I was too weak to call her, but her power led her to me.”

“Great-grandfather didn’t tell us that story when we were young. The stories he told us were of you living in imperial splendour and comfort. Why did Ping take you away to live in the mountains?”

“Your ancestors chose to pass down only the stories of the few pleasant times when I was with the Emperor. I was in captivity and Ping knew that was wrong. There were other times when I was tortured.” There was bitterness in Kai’s voice that Tao hadn’t heard before. “I was very young, a baby. Ping thought I would be safe with other dragons. She didn’t trust humans, especially those in power. She was right.”

“You said you were together for just a few years. How do you know what happened to her after she left you? Did you visit her?”

Kai shook his head sadly.

“I have no wings. I could not visit Ping. Another dragon went to see her from time to time. One who could fly. He brought me news of Ping. After she died, this dragon visited her children. Then her children’s children.”

“Couldn’t you shape-change into something that flies?”

“I can change into any shape, but it is an illusion. I am still a dragon without wings.”

“But where is this mountain where you and the other dragons live?”

“My cluster lives in a secret place far to the west.”

“Your cluster?”

“A group of dragons who live together. Some are related. Some not. Like a small human village, but the links are stronger. Dragons used to be solitary creatures, but now we huddle together for safety.”

“Like my family and their neighbours.”

“Just the same.”

Tao thought he heard disapproval in the dragon’s voice.

“And are you the oldest dragon in your cluster?”

Kai made the jingling-bell sound of dragon laughter. “I am the youngest. I have to prove myself worthy to stay.”

“Is that why you’re here and not with your cluster? You’re on a quest?”

“That is correct. Between the age of four hundred and five hundred, a dragon must go on a quest.”

Tao knew they should be walking, not sitting in the dappled sunlight in a birch grove, but he was pleased he had managed to get the dragon talking about his earlier life, and he didn’t want to interrupt him.

“The other dragons decide what the quest will be. If he succeeds, he is recognised as a mature dragon and can speak at moon gatherings.”

“So female dragons don’t have to go on quests?”

“They do not. They join the council and take part in rituals as soon as they reach five hundred.”

“And what is your quest?”

Kai was silent for a moment. It was such a long time since he had communicated with a human. Tao thought it must be hard for him to tell of his secret life.

“My quest is to find the last dragon hunter,” he said.

“Dragon hunter?”

“A man who lives to kill dragons.”

“Why? Why would anyone want to do that?”

“Dragons are valuable. Their body parts can be sold to people who deal in medicine and magic.”

Tao was horrified at the thought of the slaughter of dragons for trade.

“And you have to find this dragon hunter? By yourself?”

“That is my quest.”

Tao had left home at a young age as well, but he hadn’t been required to risk his life.

“If there are so few dragons, why would they send you off on your own to track down the dragon hunter? It’s very dangerous.”

“Young dragons must learn to be strong or they will not survive.”

“Was it a dragon hunter who wounded you?”

Kai didn’t answer immediately.

“I fought with a tiger. Tigers are the enemies of dragons.”

Kai ran the pads of his paws down the healed wounds on his chest. “I won.”

“You killed a tiger?”

“I did. Otherwise he would have killed me.”

“Did you eat it?”

“Dragons do not eat tigers. I left it for hungry peasants to eat and to use the skin to keep their children warm.”

“Couldn’t you do something else instead of finding the dragon hunter? Another brave deed?”

“I cannot return to the dragon haven until I have completed my quest.”

“Do you know where to find the dragon hunter?”

“I do not. The dragons told me to seek help from the Emperor. But you say there is no emperor.”

“There’s a child who they call the Emperor, and some greedy, power-hungry men who speak in his name, but they live in the south, far away.”

“No emperor,” Kai said. “The world has changed.”

Kai finally got to his feet and started walking. Tao was glad it didn’t stop him talking. He told Tao about when he was a baby. How he had briefly been an imperial dragon.

“You knew an emperor?”

“Lu Lu. He was kind to me at first, but then …” Kai wouldn’t say what had happened. “We escaped from him, Ping and I. He was a Han emperor. What happened to his line?”

“I’m not sure.” Buddhist teaching didn’t include the history of the land that had once been known as the empire. “The Han Dynasty fell a hundred years ago at least. Since the nomads settled on this side of the Great Wall, there has been no peace. A few feeble men have called themselves emperor and tried to create a dynasty to rival the Han, but none of them succeeded. Most of them were puppets of the nomad tribes. The last emperor was murdered.”

Kai shook his head in disbelief.

“Did my ancestor always know what to do as your dragonkeeper?” Tao asked.

“She did not. She was younger than you, but learned quickly.”

Tao could hear the affection in the dragon’s voice.

“And did she stay with you long?”

“Less than three years.”

Three years sounded like a long time to be wandering the world with a dragon.

A few clouds appeared. There was a light shower of rain. Tao pulled his outer robe over his head.

“Tell me about the other dragons at this haven. How many are there?”

“There were eight others when I first arrived.”

“Is that all?”

“There were two reds, an ancient one and her daughter Jiang; three whites, all sisters; and two yellows. They were a pair. Also one black who did the hunting.”

“I had hoped there would be more.” Tao felt sadness fill his heart at the thought of a world with so few dragons.

“Just nine including me. Now there are fewer. The ancient red died.”

Tao could tell that Kai was tiring of his questioning, but he persisted.

“And are you the only green one?”

“I am.”

“There must be other dragons in the world,” Tao said. “What about the yellow dragon that we saw in Luoyang? It might be from another cluster … of bad dragons.”

“Perhaps. The yellow dragon may be a rogue dragon. Solitary.”

When Kai was talking about something that interested him – such as his great skill at catching birds, swimming and shape-changing – there was no silencing him, but whenever Tao tried to find out more about the dragon’s life, he was uncharacteristically brief. Tao wondered if there was some painful memory that Kai didn’t want to speak about.

Tao was now beginning to doubt he had seen anything on his palms. It seemed more likely that all he had seen were some swirls of safflower, and a trick of the light had made it seem like an image.

“You said that one of the other dragons kept an eye on Ping’s descendants.”

“The black.”

“Did he watch me?”

“He did.”

“So you knew that I existed.”

“I did. When I was tracking the dragon hunter through the mountains, I felt the pull of your dragon stone shard and I knew you were near.”

“So that’s why you came to Yinmi – to find me?”

Kai inclined his head.

Tao couldn’t help feeling proud that he was worthy of more than one dragon’s attention.

“With a human to assist me, I imagined that I would be able to complete my quest more easily.”

Tao’s bubble of pride disappeared. He was a disappointment to the dragon. “It would be a lot easier if you could fly.”

Tao knew Kai didn’t like to be reminded that he was without wings. There was nothing Kai wanted to do more than fly. Tao looked up at the sky and tried to imagine what it would be like soaring high among the clouds on the back of a dragon. The thought was terrifying. A faint arc of colours curved across the sky for a moment then faded.

“A rainbow!” he said. “Your riddle about the seven-coloured bridge. It’s a rainbow.”

“That was an easy riddle,” Kai said.

Tao was still pleased that he had guessed it.
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Late in the afternoon, Luoyang came into sight, dark and menacing in the distance.

“I don’t want to go anywhere near that place,” Tao said.

They continued to skirt around the city to the south until they came to the Luo River. Kai dipped his snout into the water and took a long drink. Tao filled his bowl and strained the water through a corner of his robes, even though he suspected the weave was too loose to prevent small creatures slipping through.

“We should cross the river,” Kai said. “Can you swim?”

“Of course I can,” Tao replied.

The Luo was a peaceful river with willows along its banks, but wider and deeper than the stream near his home, which was the only place where he had swum.

“I could swim across, if I wanted to,” Tao said, “but I think we’ll be safe on this side, as long as you keep your dragon eyes open.”

Tao had discovered that he could transmit his thoughts to Kai without speaking. It required a lot of concentration, but he hoped that with practice it would become easier.

“I am hungry,” Kai said. It was only a few hours since he’d last eaten.

“You’re always hungry. And you’ve eaten everything.”

“I will hunt,” Kai said.

“I can’t sit out here in the open and wait for you; we’re too close to Luoyang.”

“Those rocks will conceal you.”

Kai bounded off before Tao had a chance to argue.

Tao walked over to a rocky outcrop on a slight rise. Among the large rocks, there was a small clear space. Tao sat down. It was far too late for him to eat, even if there had been anything left. Something was unsettling him and he wanted to keep moving. Their progress had been very slow. The day was almost over and they were still in sight of Luoyang.

The sun was low in the sky when Kai returned with a small dead animal clasped in a paw. The sight of the dragon peeling off its skin and eating it raw didn’t make Tao feel any better.

Tao sighed. “I’ve lost the sutras. I can’t interpret my vision. You can’t really think I’m the one who should be your companion on your quest. I’d just be a nuisance.”

“Forget about my quest,” Kai said. “We should get away from the warring nomads. Have an adventure!”

“I have to return to the monastery.”

Kai made a cloud of mist to sulk in, but it soon disappeared.

Tao looked at the dragon. There was blood in his beard. “If you don’t complete your quest you’ll never be able to go home again. How could you face that? All I want to do is get back to Yinmi. That’s the only place where I get things right.”

The truth was Tao felt let-down. Communication with the dragon had not solved any of his problems. He kicked a stone with his foot. An insect scurried out from underneath it. Tao picked it up gently, worried that he’d injured it, and looked around for somewhere to set it down where neither of them were likely to step on it. Kai made a terrified sound, like scraping blades.

“What’s wrong?”

“Centipede!” the dragon cried as he leaped onto one of the rocks.

“I’m just moving it.”

“Kill it!”

“You know I can’t kill anything, not even an insect.”

“It is a most dangerous creature!”

Tao looked at the insect between his finger and thumb waving its many legs.

“I’ve heard that some of the larger ones can give a nasty nip, but I don’t think this one will do me any harm.”

“Not you. Me! Centipedes can kill dragons!”

“Don’t be silly,” Tao said. “And stop making that noise. If there are nomads within five li they’ll hear you.”

Kai was crouched on the highest rock. From this perch, he explained his fear.

“All dragons are afraid of centipedes,” he said. “If one crawls into a dragon’s ear it will eat his brains.”

“That’s nonsense. It sounds like a tale told to frighten a child.”

Kai wouldn’t come down from the rock.

“Look. I’m taking it right over here.” Tao went out of the circle of rocks, into the long grass and gently put the centipede down. It wriggled away.

“You can come down now, you big baby. The monster has gone.”

Tao smiled. At least the dragon had gotten him out of his dark mood. The sun had sunk below the horizon. They would have to find somewhere to spend the night. He pictured the monks at Yinmi quietly mending their robes and reciting the evening bells chant before they went to bed. Tomorrow. He would be back there tomorrow.

“Did you hear that?” Tao said.

“What?”

Tao had lost count of how many times Kai had told him about his excellent eyesight, but he hadn’t mentioned the fact that dragons’ hearing wasn’t good.

“A horse whinnying. It was close. Very close.”

Kai took on his monk shape. As Tao turned away, he saw six men on horses approaching, swords drawn.

“Kai! Nomads!”

It was too late. They were surrounded by nomads, all pointing their iron swords at them.


Chapter Sixteen

CAPTIVE

The Zhao leader was even uglier close up. His big nose was squashed against his face. He had a patchy beard and hair that fell in untidy straggles about his shoulders. Saggy pouches of skin hung beneath his squinting eyes. It was the man they had seen crossing the stream near the Huan compound. The one Pema said had killed her family. His name was Shi Le. Tao had heard the name before. He was the great leader of all the Zhao. His people called him Chanyu.

Tao collapsed to his knees, not from fear or respect for the warlord, but from exhaustion. The nomads had made them run behind their horses all the way from the river. Kai was next to him, still in his monk shape. He wasn’t even out of breath. Tao wasn’t used to running. His heart pounded; his throat hurt from gasping for air. Less than an hour before, he had felt that Yinmi was so close he could almost smell the cypress trees. Now crumbling walls loomed over them. They were back where Tao least wanted to be. Luoyang.

Shi Le sat on his horse outside one of the city’s southern gates, the Peace and Prosperity Gate. It wasn’t just the Zhao leader’s features that made him look unpleasant. It was his permanent scowl, his unsmiling mouth that made what would have been an unremarkable face look mean and ugly. He was overweight, which was unusual for a man of the Five Tribes. He spat on the ground at the end of every other sentence – if the sharp, gruff orders he snarled at his men could be called sentences.

“I need conscripts, fighting men,” he said. He spoke with the sort of thick nomad accent that offended Tao’s mother’s ears. “Why do you bring me skinny monks?”

Shi Le’s eyes were in constant motion. One moment he was looking up at the darkening sky, then down at his feet, as if his mind were somewhere else. When his eyes did briefly light on Tao, they looked more than a little crazy.

“They are the only ones we could find, Chanyu,” one of his men said. “The Huaxia are like rats. They hide during the day and only come out after dark.”

A nomad soldier came hurrying out of the gate. “Chanyu,” he said, bowing low. “I am the commander of the garrison. Welcome to Luoyang. We weren’t expecting you, but the city is yours to enter.”

“Why isn’t my nephew here to meet me?” Though he was talking to the commander, Shi Le was squinting up at the city walls.

“General Jilong is not here, Chanyu,” the man said. “He has gone looking for his dragon, which has escaped.”

Shi Le spat at the man’s feet.

“He sends word that he has taken Luoyang. I ride a thousand li to congratulate him and enjoy a victory feast, but on the way I am forced to spend a night and a day cleaning up after him. There were New Han camped a few li from the city gates, preparing to attack again. I had to chase them through the hills. Now you tell me he isn’t here to meet me?”

“I am sorry, Chanyu.”

“Where can I put up my tent?” Shi Le asked.

“There is no need for you to put up a tent, Chanyu,” the commander said. “We will find you comfortable quarters in the city. The barracks were burned to the ground in the battle, but we will requisition a building that is still standing.”

“I don’t want to sleep in a building.” The Zhao leader folded his arms like a petulant child. “I want my tent.”

He was looking somewhere over the man’s shoulder, but he waved his hand to his left. “This is a good place for it.”

“Your men can camp out here, but you would be safer within the city walls, Chanyu.”

“Is there anything to eat?”

The commander bowed. “I will find food, Chanyu.”

“I hate cities,” Shi Le said as he watched the commander scurry back into Luoyang. “They are unnatural. Too many people crowded together and nowhere for horses to graze. It doesn’t make sense to stay in one place.”

A small figure stepped out of the black shadows under the wall. He fell to his knees in front of the nomad leader. A low rumble came from Kai’s throat.

“If I could make a suggestion, Chanyu,” the man said.

Tao’s head snapped round. He recognised that voice.

“Who are you?” Shi Le asked sulkily.

“My name is Fo Tu Deng, Chanyu, and I am your servant.”

“Another monk!”

“It is Buddha’s will that I find myself here at the city gate just as you arrive,” Fo Tu Deng said.

“What has Buddha got to do with me?”

“Your men are right to be concerned about putting up your tent out on the plain where you will be in full sight of your enemies. A man of your importance needs a solid headquarters, somewhere that your men can defend. There is an abandoned temple just outside one of the city’s western gates. It is a simple building, Chanyu. Monks, like nomads, do not like the pestilent atmosphere of a city. It is quiet and there are trees and ponds. It would make an excellent headquarters for you. Should you prefer a tent to one of the buildings for your personal quarters, there is plenty of room for you to erect your tent in the courtyard. You will be within the walls of the temple, but still under the stars.”

“At last. Someone who makes sense.”

“Like you, Chanyu, I am from a distant place. This land and its people are foreign to me.”

Shi Le took Fo Tu Deng’s advice and ordered his headquarters to be set up at the White Horse Temple. The weary nomad soldiers, on foot and on horseback, all made their way around the city walls to the temple. The captives went with them. They entered the temple gate and lit torches. The temple was deserted.

“This is most suitable,” Shi Le said as his personal servants began erecting a well-worn felt tent in the temple courtyard.

He waved to one of his men, who helped the general off his horse and out of his armour. On horseback, he had looked forbidding. On the ground, he looked old and flabby. He also smelled bad. His jacket and trousers were made of animal skins, stained with sweat and blood.

The gardens were trampled and, even in the dim light, Tao could make out bloodstains in the earth. The nomad soldiers searched the temple and found just two terrified monks. Tao hoped the abbot and the other monks had escaped.

“More monks,” Shi Le complained. “This part of the world is full of them.”

“We found them hiding in the kitchen, Chanyu.”

“Kill them. All of them. They are no use to me.”

The nomad soldiers drew their swords, ready to obey Shi Le’s command.

“Wait, Chanyu!” Fo Tu Deng was on his knees again, pleading. “I offer myself to you, to serve in any way I can. Allow me to share with you the words of the Buddha.”

“Words?” The Chanyu said, his eyes scanning the distance. “What use are words to me?”

“Buddha wants to be your guide, Chanyu, to help lead you to victory. He has led me here to be your servant. If you recognise the Blessed One, there will be much advantage. With the Buddha on your side, you will be invincible.”

Shi Le screwed up his face. “I will be what?”

“Unbeatable, Chanyu.”

“I don’t need your Buddha to help me,” he said. “I am already unbeatable.”

The garrison commander arrived, out of breath, carrying a squirming piglet.

Shi Le’s tent had been erected. One of his men stuck a lance into the earth next to it and tied a piece of cloth bearing the rearing horse sign to it.

“I need sleep. Lock them up. I’ll decide what to do with them tomorrow.” He turned to the two White Horse Temple monks. “You two. Take the pig. Cook it slowly, ready for breakfast. I will be up at dawn.”

Shi Le disappeared into his tent. The horrified monks took custody of the pig.

Fo Tu Deng didn’t resist as he was led away by two guards. Tao and Kai followed. They were taken to the stables. Monks didn’t keep horses, but the abbot had to have somewhere to accommodate the horses of the temple’s many visitors. One of the stalls had been reinforced with iron bars to form a prison cell. There were no prisoners in it. Tao suspected that for captives of the Zhao, imprisonment was a short interlude before a public execution. They were thrust into the cell and locked in. As soon as the nomads left, Fo Tu Deng’s calm disappeared.

“We are at the mercy of a man who thought nothing of slaughtering almost the entire population of Luoyang – men, women and small children.” There was a note of panic in Fo Tu Deng’s voice as he rattled the bars and kicked the wooden stall, looking for a way of escape. “He butchered thousands of innocent people without a second thought. He will kill us as other people would squash a mosquito.”

Tao was thinking that he wouldn’t squash a mosquito, when Kai’s monk shape began to waver.

“What’s wrong, Kai?”

“It is the iron bars. Iron weakens dragons,” the dragon said. “I must rest from shape-changing.”

Despite their predicament, Tao enjoyed watching Fo Tu Deng’s expression as it changed from astonishment, to nausea and then to fear.

“Is this …?”

“This is Kai,” Tao explained. “No magic, no sleight of hand. This is his true shape.”

“And can you understand those unpleasant noises he makes?”

“Yes, I can,” Tao said with more than a hint of pride.

The sound of a squealing pig came from outside.
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Tao hadn’t really expected to sleep, but when nomad soldiers shook him awake the next morning, the sun was well up in the sky. There was a strong smell of burning pork. Kai had managed to shape-change in time, but his image wavered slightly. Fortunately, no one was looking too closely at him.

“The Chanyu is awake. He would like to kill you before he has breakfast,” one of them said.

Shi Le spat on the ground. “Those two kitchen monks burned my meat,” he said, indicating the two White Horse Temple monks who were cowering in a corner, their robes stained with pig’s blood. “My servant spilled my kumiss. I can at least enjoy watching all you monks die.”

They were forced to their knees at sword point. Tao glanced at Kai. Three men had the points of their iron swords aimed at the dragon’s heart. There would be no heroic action from him.

“But, Chanyu, Buddha can help you in your conquest of this land,” Fo Tu Deng pleaded. “You have done exceedingly well with your own talents. Let me show you the power of the Buddha. With his help you can become greater than the greatest of the Han emperors.”

Shi Le’s wandering eyes circled back and settled on Fo Tu Deng. He was interested in being great. The monk reached into the folds of his robes and pulled out the golden Buddha statue.

“Behold the Buddha!” he chanted.

Now that he was close to the statue, Tao could see that the gold had worn off in places, revealing bronze beneath a thin layer of gilding.

“The Buddha can create miracles. Allow me to demonstrate,” Fo Tu Deng said. “These monks will help me. And the novice. If he tries to escape, you are welcome to kill him.”

Shi Le looked at Tao as if that was something he’d quite enjoy.

“You have seen me perform my magic, boy,” Fo Tu Deng whispered. “Just do as I say. Fetch me a bowl and water.”

Tao ran to the kitchen. Cooking pots were smashed on the floor, but he managed to find a bowl that was whole. It was a simple clay vessel, not as elegant as the silver one that Fo Tu Deng had used in Luoyang. He filled a jar with water from a pond outside the kitchen door and hurried back to the courtyard where Fo Tu Deng had found some small bells and got the two White Horse Temple monks to ring them. Kai tried to sneak away in the twilight, but Fo Tu Deng made him sit with the monks and gave him a bell as well. The monks were nervous. They started reciting the evening bell chant, even though it was morning. They got the words wrong.

“At the sound of the bell,

Enlightenment disappears.

Wisdom ceases.”

Their bells didn’t ring in unison. Kai’s bell was bigger and clanged rather than chimed – especially when he dropped it. The bright morning sunlight did not create a mysterious atmosphere as the glow of the setting sun had.

Tao held up the bowl as best he could, though it was heavy even when it was empty. Fo Tu Deng muttered some meaningless words that were supposed to turn the pond water into holy water.

“Hold it up higher, boy,” Fo Tu Deng hissed.

Tao lifted the bowl above his head. His arms started to ache almost immediately. Fo Tu Deng was desperately trying to create a mystic mood with his words. Tao’s arms started to shake. One of the monks poured the water into the bowl above Tao’s head, making it even heavier. Tao couldn’t see what Fo Tu Deng was doing, but he heard the nomads gasp, so he guessed he had made a blue lotus appear. Tao couldn’t hold the bowl up any longer, his arms collapsed and the bowl crashed to the ground, breaking into pieces. The holy water seeped into the earth, as any water would have done. The blue lotus lay on the ground and looked like what it was – a soggy paper flower. Tao glanced at Kai. He couldn’t believe he had ever been taken in by the monk’s trickery.

Shi Le laughed, though his mouth remained hard and unsmiling.

“That was very entertaining, monk. I needed some amusement. Do you have any other tricks?”

Fo Tu Deng grovelled in front of Shi Le, muttering sutras into the Chanyu’s boots, but he had no other magic to perform. Shi Le looked at Tao and then at Kai.

“I am bored with the entertainment here,” he said. “It will be much more amusing to watch them all die.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth before two nomads had grabbed Tao and Fo Tu Deng and had raised swords above their heads.

“Wait, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said, his voice trembling with fear.

“Yes?” Shi Le said. “What else can you do for me? Help me defeat my enemies?”

“I can do that, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng stammered, “if you will allow me to beseech the Buddha for his blessing.”

“I am losing patience,” Shi Le said.

“You are a great leader, but with the blessing of Buddha you can be the greatest leader. Your name will be remembered for five hundred generations. Allow my brothers and myself to meditate.”

Shi Le sighed. “I am tired of your empty words, monk. But I am hungry. You have until after I have eaten.” He pointed to the two White Horse Temple monks. “You two. Carve the pig.”

Someone gave one of the startled monks a knife.

“If you can prove your claims,” Shi Le said to Fo Tu Deng, “your life will be spared. If you have lied, I will make sure your death is slow and painful.”

While the two White Horse Temple monks gingerly cut the burned skin off the piglet, Tao, Kai and Fo Tu Deng were marched back to the stables. Fo Tu Deng didn’t start meditating as he had said he would, instead he turned on Tao.

“There must be something you can do to save us! Dragons have great strength,” the monk said, examining Kai from a safe distance. “And natural weapons. If you got the beast to attack the nomads, we could make our escape.”

“Violence is not something Buddhists can contemplate using, Your Holiness,” Tao reminded him.

“We could make an exception for nomads,” the monk said.

Kai growled as if he was willing to make an exception for Fo Tu Deng.

“And anyway, the dragon isn’t a Buddhist … is he?”

“No, but though Kai might seem like some sort of wild creature to you, he isn’t. A human raised him. He will not kill people unless his own life is threatened.” Tao looked at Kai, wondering if that was true. “We must meditate. If it is Buddha’s will that we die here tonight, we must be calm and ready to pass into the next life.”

Tao could see that the iron was weakening Kai. Even if he had been willing to kill the nomads, he didn’t have the strength.

“You might be ready to die. I am not,” Kai said to Tao. “Do not waste time on meditation. Use your second sight.”

“I have no confidence in my second sight, but I’m willing to try it again.”

Tao took the vial of oil from his bag, let a few drops fall onto his hands and rubbed them together until the yellow oil was smeared over his palms.

“What are you doing, boy?” Fo Tu Deng said. “This is not the time to worry about the condition of your hands!”

“Since I met the dragon, I have developed the ability to receive visions,” Tao said.

“You are imagining it,” the monk said.

“Kai calls it second sight. I am going to try and create a vision, in the hope that it will tell me what to do.”

Tao put his hands together so that they made a shallow bowl and stared at them. He could see nothing but the lines and marks on his palms.

“It’s no good. It isn’t working.”

“How many visions have you had?” Fo Tu Deng asked.

“Just one. And I didn’t understand what it meant.”

Tao let his hand fall into his lap.

“Maybe my visions are no more real than his Buddha magic,” Tao whispered to Kai. “Perhaps that first vision was just imagination.”

“Your skill is real but undeveloped. Initiation into the role of dragonkeeper should be slow and steady. Not unlike training to be a monk. You healed my wounds before you could even communicate with me.”

“Anyone would have done that,” said Tao, thinking that he had been less than enthusiastic when Kai had told him he was a dragonkeeper. Had he committed himself to the dragon, would his second sight be stronger, his visions easier to interpret?

“You had the knowledge,” Kai continued. “Red cloud herb is the only thing that will heal iron sores.”

Tao turned to the dragon. “Iron sores? But you said it was a tiger that wounded you.”

Kai didn’t reply. Tao was about to question the dragon further, when two nomads came into the stables to get them.

Kai and Fo Tu Deng hurried out – Kai to prevent the nomad from touching him, the monk to beg for his life. Tao followed more slowly. He was about to wipe his hands on his robes, but the other nomad grabbed his shoulder and wrenched him to his feet, dragging him along by the collar of his robe.

“Get a move on.”

Tao caught up with Kai. “Who wounded you then?” he whispered as they were marched across the courtyard.

“Another dragon.”


Chapter Seventeen

DISTANT VISION

Shi Le’s supply of patience was short and it had run out some time ago. He stood in front of his tent with his arms folded.

To prepare to die, Tao began to recite a sutra. It was the one he had recited to Wei just before he left. Tears filled his eyes as he realised he would never see his brother again.

Tao’s hands moved together of their own volition and formed a shallow bowl. There was still a smear of yellow oil on them. Through his tears, Tao could see an image form, blurred at first but then sharpening.

“I see something,” Tao whispered.

“Wait!” Fo Tu Deng shouted. “I have received a vision from Buddha.”

“It’s too late, monk,” Shi Le said. “You had your chance to impress me.”

Tao was still staring at his hands. The image was not as clear as the last one.

“I said that Buddha would help you, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said. “And he has.”

For once, Shi Le’s eyes were not roaming. They were fixed on Fo Tu Deng. “What do you see, monk?”

Fo Tu Deng’s eyes darted to Tao and back to Shi Le. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

Tao didn’t want to look away from his palms in case the image disappeared. He could see the side of someone’s head. He felt panic rising in his throat. What sort of a vision was this? It told him nothing. He wished he could step back from the vision and get a wider view, but all he could see was an ear, a tangle of untidy hair and a beard.

“Come on then, monk,” Shi Le said. “Tell me what you see in your vision.”

Fo Tu Deng glanced at Tao. For once he was speechless.

“The holy vision from Buddha is so powerful that my reverend brother is overcome,” Tao said, wondering if the ability to lie was another skill he had inherited with his second sight. “Sometimes it is hours before he can speak.”

“I am not waiting hours,” Shi Le said. He turned away. He’d already lost interest.

Fo Tu Deng suddenly started groaning. He wobbled on his knees and pitched forwards. As he fell, he mouthed words to Tao. “Tell him what you see.”

Tao was impressed by the monk’s acting skills, but his vision hadn’t revealed anything that would impress the Zhao leader.

“He is old,” Tao said. “The visions drain his strength. Normally he would rest before he transmits Buddha’s holy words, but he is going to channel his vision into my mind and I will do my best to describe it to you.”

The old monk sat up again and crossed his twiggy legs as if he were about to meditate. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and rested his fingers on his temples. Tao stared at his hands again. The image was fading.

“He sees a nomad.” Tao was confident of that because of the wild hair and the beard.

Shi Le looked unimpressed. “That tells me nothing,” he said, lifting a cup of kumiss to his mouth.

Tao could just make out white horsehairs on the man’s shoulder.

“The man is seated on a white horse, General,” Tao said.

The cup faltered as it reached the nomad’s fleshy lips and milk dribbled down his chin. He leaned closer. “Yes?”

“He has an ornament hanging from his ear in the shape of an eagle.”

Shi Le dropped his cup and grabbed Tao by the shoulders.

“Where is he?”

Tao thought he saw a piece of rock face behind the man in the vision. “He is on a mountain.”

“Which mountain?”

As the vision faded away, Tao glimpsed a small yellow flower growing in a crevice of the rock. Tao had seen this flower growing on the mountain above Yinmi Monastery.

“He is in the Chenlo Pass on Song Shan.”

“I know that pass!” Shi Le exclaimed. “Does he have an army with him? Do you know if his vision is in the present or the future?”

The vision was gone. Tao would have to make up the rest.

“Yes, he has an army and they are coming through the pass towards Luoyang, General. And I believe it is happening at this moment. I have told you truly what I have seen … that is the images Fo Tu Deng has transmitted to me.”

“How far along the pass are they?”

“My reverend brother sees them just entering it.” Tao didn’t see that at all.

Shi Le sent for his horse and ordered his second-in-command to order a unit of horsemen to prepare to ride immediately.

“The pass is narrow,” he said. “They will have to lead their horses. It will take some hours. We might have time to ride there and ambush them as they emerge.”

The nomad leader swallowed a few mouthfuls of kumiss while his men strapped on his armour. Then three men helped him get onto his horse. On horseback, he looked like a ruthless general again, capable of anything.

Men came running. Horses were saddled. In less than an hour, fifty armed horsemen were ready and eager for battle.

Shi Le glared down at Fo Tu Deng. “If this information is false,” he said, “if you are lying to save your life …”

He shouted out an order to his men in their own language and they galloped away.

Tao could feel his face burn. He had seen a vision, but the meaning he had ascribed to it, he had completely invented.


Chapter Eighteen

MEDITATION

They were back behind the iron bars. Kai sank down into the straw.

“We should be spending the time in meditation and reciting sutras, ” Tao said.

“Why?” Kai asked. “Do you not trust your second sight?”

“No, I don’t.”

He was going to confess to Kai that he had concocted the meaning of the vision, but the dragon looked so weak he didn’t have the heart to tell him.

“I have confidence in your vision, even if you do not. If it proves false, then we will consider escape.”

Tao wished Kai didn’t have such faith in him.

The day passed slowly. They sat in silence. Finally, they heard the sounds of horses entering the courtyard. Tao peered through the bars.

“Do they look pleased?” Fo Tu Deng asked.

All Tao could see were panting horses. There was no jubilation, no backslapping, but no anger either. They were like weary men returning from a day’s work in the fields.

“I can’t tell.”

The stable door opened and one of the guards came in. “Move. The Chanyu wants to see the prisoners.”

The captives were marched out. Shi Le was seated on a stool. There was a strong smell of sweat, both horse and human. The guard pushed Fo Tu Deng and Tao to their knees. Kai kneeled down before they reached him. The Chanyu spat close to Tao’s nose. Tao didn’t want that glob to be the last thing he would see in his life. He looked up. Shi Le’s mouth had changed shape. It still didn’t resemble a smile, but at least it wasn’t a sneer.

“You advised me well, monk,” he said, squinting into the distance over Fo Tu Deng’s left shoulder. “We reached the mountains in time to ambush the New Han as they emerged from the pass.”

Tao couldn’t believe it.

“They had hoped to take us by surprise, but we gave them the surprise. We slaughtered many and captured their leader.” He laughed, as if it was an amusing way to pass the time. “They suspected nothing. My men picked them off like rabbits coming out of a burrow.”

Tao was astounded that his guesses had proved to be true, but he was also horrified by their effect.

Fo Tu Deng was suddenly lively again, trying to calculate how to turn the situation to his advantage. He seemed to have no qualms about serving the murderous general.

“I am glad I was of service to you, Chanyu,” he said.

Shi Le’s servants brought him meat and kumiss. He sank onto a stool and waved his hand at the monk. “Come and sit beside me. Have some kumiss.”

Fo Tu Deng was not given a stool. He sat on the ground and looked like a skinny child alongside Shi Le. He accepted a cup of kumiss and sipped it.

Tao spoke silently to Kai. “Many people died tonight because of my vision.”

“If the New Han had attacked,” the voice in Tao’s head said, “just as many people would have died – and we might well be among the dead.”

“Nothing in my life is as simple as it used to be.”

They remained on their knees.

“This Buddha of yours is from a foreign land, just like me,” Shi Le was saying to Fo Tu Deng.

“Yes, Chanyu. That is true.”

“I never had any time for the beliefs of the Huaxia, all that honouring your parents and so forth. But these beliefs from another land seem fitting for nomads.”

“Indeed, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said. “You are most wise to realise that. In the eyes of Buddha, all those who follow him are equal. He makes no distinction between slave and emperor. Nomad and Huaxia are the same to the Blessed One, as long as they follow his teachings.”

“I don’t have to read, do I?” Shi Le looked daunted by this thought.

“No, Chanyu. If you would like to hear the words of Buddha, my novice can recite them for you anytime you wish. You could perhaps meditate.”

Shi Le’s brow crinkled. “Meditate?”

“Allow me to demonstrate.” Fo Tu Deng rested his wrists on his crossed knees and transformed his face into a picture of holiness.

He waited for the nomad to follow his example.

“I’ve just been in the saddle for many hours,” Shi Le said. “Can’t I do it sitting on a stool?”

“Of course you can, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said. “Just think about Buddha.”

Shi Le still didn’t seem convinced.

Tao was beginning to see the point of his vision now. They could influence Shi Le. Teach him the ways of Buddha. Stop him from killing more people.

“The Blessed One only requires his followers to abide by the Five Precepts,” Tao told the nomad general enthusiastically.

Fo Tu Deng opened one eye and glared at Tao. Kai made a soft sound like a cracked bell tolling in the distance.

Shi Le cocked his head to one side. “Why does the other monk make that strange sound?”

“It is the only way silent monks are permitted to express themselves,” Tao said. “It takes many years to perfect the sound. I believe he is encouraging you to follow the precepts.”

“What are these precepts?”

“Five simple rules,” Tao said.

Fo Tu Deng had both eyes open now. He lifted his hands from his knees and flapped them urgently. Tao thought he had cramps.

Tao recited the Five Precepts. “You must not kill, or steal or think impure thoughts about women. You must not tell lies or drink strong liquor.”

Shi Le turned to Fo Tu Deng with a look of disbelief.

“Is this true?” he said, taking a large bite from the roasted pig’s leg his servant had handed him and washing it down with kumiss. “How am I supposed to live?”

“Shi Le believes it is his right as Chanyu to do all five!” Kai’s voice echoed in Tao’s head.

Too late, Tao realised his mistake.

Shi Le was most concerned with the first precept.

“Are you saying that if I follow this Buddha, I must not kill anyone?” He made it sound like he was being asked to stop breathing.

Tao nodded.

“It is not possible. I am a warrior.”

Fo Tu Deng forgot about meditating and patted the nomad leader’s knee encouragingly.

“Buddha’s teachings forbid the taking of life, but of course, emperors must rule over their people. They cannot let criminals go unpunished or stand back and let their enemies defeat them. You will soon rule all Huaxia. You will be an emperor. The first precept requires only that you do not kill the innocent. Obviously, evil people who threaten the stability of your empire must be put to death.”

Tao could hardly believe his ears.

Shi Le nodded and smiled. “I like this Buddha. He understands the ways of nomads.”

“The Blessed One will watch over you,” Fo Tu Deng said.

The thought of having a deity protecting him put Shi Le in a very good mood.

“What would an emperor do to celebrate a victory over his enemies?”

“He would have a banquet, Chanyu.”

“Then I will have a banquet!” he announced. “To celebrate the capture of the city of Luoyang.”

Tao opened his mouth to point out that a banquet involving eating a lot of meat and drinking a great deal of wine would obviously be breaking the first and the fifth precepts, but he didn’t get a chance.

“What else do I need to do to become a Buddhist?” Shi Le asked.

“You must take part in a solemn ceremony, Chanyu.”

Tao knew there was no ceremony for ordinary people to become Buddhists; Fo Tu Deng was just humouring the Zhao leader.

“Perhaps the day after your banquet,” Fo Tu Deng suggested.

“Will it take long? I won’t have to spend hours on my knees, will I, reciting sutras and so forth?”

“It is a simple ceremony. First you must cleanse yourself.”

“Cleanse? Do you mean I have to have a bath?”

“Just your feet, Chanyu. I will burn some incense, recite a short sutra, place a garland of flowers around your neck. Then you will be a Buddhist.”

“Good,” Shi Le said. “Now I must sleep.”

He threw his ham bone on the ground, drained his cup of kumiss and went into his tent without another word.

Tao, Kai and the monk were still under guard, but they were moved to the building that had been the abbot’s quarters. Kai stretched himself out on a straw bed in his true form with a sigh.

“This is a better prison.”

“But we can’t rest,” Tao said. “We have to think of a way to escape.”

Fo Tu Deng had different ideas. “No. We must stay here. If we prove that we can be useful to Shi Le, we will be safe. With your visions you can predict which battles he will win, what his enemy’s weaknesses are. It will be easy to become indispensable to him.”

Kai was happy to rest and regain his strength, now that he was away from the iron.

“But I don’t have control over my visions. They don’t answer questions or predict the future. They just show me something that is happening. Somewhere. And I can’t control what that is. As to the meaning, I made up most of what I said. It was very fortunate that it happened to be close to the truth. I still don’t understand the meaning of my first vision. And I don’t know when the next will come or if it will come at all.”

“Have faith in your visions,” Kai said. “And yourself. I told you that second sight is never easy. Your visions need interpreting, and you did this correctly.”

Tao wasn’t convinced.

“The Blessed One has given you this gift to use for his purposes,” Fo Tu Deng said.

Kai snorted. “It is a dragon gift!”

Fo Tu Deng moved a little further away from Kai. Tao could tell he was still not comfortable being so close to a dragon.

“From what I have overheard, Shi Le is planning an attack on his enemy’s stronghold at Pingyang,” the monk continued. “He is a ruthless man, and everyone says his nephew, Jilong, is even more murderous. Thousands of people will die. But if we can control his actions with visions, real or otherwise, convince him it’s the will of the Buddha, we can save the lives of those people – thousands of them.”

Tao wanted to do that more than anything.

“And if you refuse or try to escape,” the monk added, “I will tell Shi Le that you are a traitor who plans to kill him and he will split you in two.”

Tao knew it wasn’t worth arguing.

“I have more experience with the ways of the world than you,” Fo Tu Deng continued. “It will be better if I am the one who delivers the visions to him.”

“He means he is more skilled at lying than you are,” Kai said. “The old goat is not concerned about saving the lives of others, just saving his own hide. Let him invent his own visions.”

Tao didn’t want to argue with Kai either. Fo Tu Deng was right about one thing – the Buddha had sent the dragon to him so that he could acquire the gift of receiving visions. Though the meaning of his first vision was still a mystery, the purpose of his second vision was clear. It had enabled them to win Shi Le’s confidence and another attack on Luoyang had been avoided.

“Let’s wait and see if we can stop Shi Le from slaughtering his enemies. Then we can make our escape,” Tao whispered to Kai.

Fo Tu Deng was trying to make Kai give him the bed and sleep on the floor, speaking to the dragon as if he were a large and potentially savage dog that he was trying to train. Tao left them to it, laid his mat on the floor and wrapped his outer robe around him.

His mind was whirling. His life had been thrown into disorder over the last week and, like a leaf carried by a fast-flowing river, he’d had no control over it. But the visions had come to him because of Kai. How the dragon fitted into this, he didn’t know. He could only hope that eventually everything would be made clear. He prayed to be given another chance to do Buddha’s work and went to sleep with his mind at rest.


Chapter Nineteen

EMPTY

The ancient walls of the White Horse Temple had never witnessed such sights. Two oxen and six deer were roasting over fires in the courtyard. The nomads had slept late, but now men were busily erecting coloured tents on the plain outside the temple’s western walls. A large area had been marked out with a burned branch. This was the arena, where courses for horseriding competitions and weapons contests were being set up.

The nomads, who had little skill at building, had erected a rickety dais. Chairs had been found and put in a row for the important guests. Shi Le looked at the chair dubiously and got one of his men to steady him as he lowered himself onto it. Fo Tu Deng sat next to the nomad general. The novices’ precepts forbad Tao from sitting on a raised chair, but Fo Tu Deng pulled him onto the seat next to him.

“Just do as the Chanyu says.”

Nomad soldiers were assembling for some sort of horseback game. Fo Tu Deng was feigning great interest in the proceedings. The monk had insisted Tao and Kai watch the competitions too.

The game began. The skills of the nomad riders were impressive, but Tao had no interest in watching a lot of men careering around on horses and fighting over a stuffed pig-bladder. He didn’t want to have to sit and listen to Fo Tu Deng flatter Shi Le either, and he could see Kai’s monk shape starting to shimmer. He was still too weak to remain shape-changed for long. After two hours, the game showed no sign of finishing.

“I have to go and relieve myself, Your Holiness,” Tao said.

Fo Tu Deng was listening to Shi Le recount his last battle, and he couldn’t object. Tao walked over to sit under a ginkgo tree on the edge of the overgrown wilderness that had once been the temple’s vegetable gardens. Kai followed him.

“We should sit over there, behind that larger tree,” Kai said. “This one is too close to the arena.”

“It’s better if we appear to be watching the proceedings. Anyway, I like this tree and if you sit in its shadow, you could rest in your true shape for a while.”

The outer wall of the monastery must have originally passed just behind the tree, but over the centuries the tree had continued to grow and had become part of the wall itself. Its trunk had moulded to fit against the irregular surface of the earthen wall. Its branches had pushed through it in places.

“We should escape now!” Kai said. He was still in his monk shape.

“You’re not yet at your full strength. You must eat and then at nightfall we will escape.”

He didn’t know why the dragon was suddenly impatient to go.

“The monks told me that this tree is even older than the temple, perhaps a thousand years old.” Tao ran his hands down the tree’s deeply furrowed bark and smiled at Kai. “Even older than you.”

He leaned back and looked up at the tree. The leaves of the ginkgo tree were like no other, small for such a large tree and fan-shaped. For most of the year, they were a soft green, but in autumn they turned lemon yellow. They rustled above him like a cloud of tiny butterflies.

A fight between a number of the players brought the game to an end and the individual competitions began. There were bow contests, riding contests, stone-hurling contests. The competitors disputed decisions, and fought with each other as if their lives depended on the outcome, like a pack of overgrown and deadly children.

A gust of wind disturbed the tree’s branches and a small shower of yellow leaves settled on Tao’s robes and Kai’s nose. It was the first sign that autumn had arrived. Tao was about to brush the leaves from his sleeves, but instead, he picked one up by its slender stem and brought it up close to his eyes.

“This is what I saw!” he said.

Kai didn’t seem to hear him.

“Kai, look. The ginkgo leaves are like tiny yellow fans. That’s what I saw in my first vision, only I saw them close up, so they seemed bigger.”

Tao looked up at the tree. High up its trunk he could see a hollow surrounded by a paler ring, the scar from where a branch had been sawn off long ago. He jumped to his feet and looked for a foothold in the tree’s bark.

“This is it! This is what I saw in my first vision – a dark hole surrounded by a paler circle. Something must be inside it. Something important. Help me up.”

“I cannot.”

“Why not?”

“I will need to shape-change.”

“No, you don’t. Stay as you are. I just need to get up on your shoulders. No one will see. They’re all watching the competitions.”

The dragon made anxious noises, and bent down to allow Tao to straddle his shoulders. Once in that position, Tao could just reach the lowest branch. It was a strange sensation, seeing a monk’s shoulders, but feeling the dragon’s scales beneath him. He grasped the branch and slowly got to his feet. He still wasn’t high enough to see inside the hole. Tao felt around with the toe of his sandal for a higher foothold and lifted himself up further.

“You are standing on my head!” Kai complained.

“Only for a moment,” Tao said as he clambered up onto a strong branch.

Tao could now see exactly what his first vision had shown him – a dark brown hole surrounded by yellow fans, which were actually the ginkgo leaves up close and blurry. He reached into the hollow. There was nothing inside except for the remains of a bird’s nest.

“It’s empty,” he called down.

“Are you sure?” Kai sounded surprised.

Before Tao had time to answer, Kai had climbed up the tree and was peering into the hole, then reaching into it.

“It must have been a different ginkgo tree I saw,” Tao said. “Or perhaps it wasn’t a ginkgo tree at all.”

Just for a moment, he had thought he was beginning to master his visions.

He sighed and leaned back against the tree trunk. There was something snagged on a twig just above his head. He reached up and pulled it down.

“Look.” It was the strap from the bamboo cylinder, with Pema’s ribbon rewoven in it, but broken again as someone had tried to pull it off the twig. “The bamboo cylinder containing the holy sutras was here! That’s what my vision meant. I was too slow. Someone else has taken it.”

Tao was delighted he had finally interpreted his first vision, but frustrated that he hadn’t done it in time.

A murmur went through the crowd as someone rode up, accompanied by an entourage of twenty men. Tao recognised him immediately.

“It’s the man who was riding the yellow dragon,” Tao said. “The one who saved Pema.”

As soon as they caught sight of him, the crowd started cheering. The competitions stopped and everyone shouted the young man’s name.

“Jilong! Jilong!” they chanted as if he were a hero.

“That is Shi Le’s nephew,” Kai said.

The young man was even more elegantly dressed than the first time they had seen him. He wore a splendid blue brocade jacket over trousers made of black silk. On his head was a white fur hat and his boots were made of red leather. He was riding a more conventional steed this time – a magnificent black horse hung with weapons as if they were about to go into battle, rather than take part in a friendly competition. The horse’s bridle and breast harness were decorated with jewels and plumes. The beast looked just as elegant and arrogant as its rider. The young general had only come from Luoyang, not half a li away. He could have walked, but he wanted to make an entrance.

Tao and Kai watched from their perch as Jilong leaped down from his horse in one easy motion and walked over to his uncle. Shi Le said a few sharp words, admonishing his nephew for leaving Luoyang unguarded. Jilong made a short swift bow. That seemed to be enough contrition for the Chanyu, who clapped his nephew on the back and gave him a cup of kumiss.

Following behind Jilong’s men was a covered carriage. The driver got down and led the horses over to the patch of shade beneath the ginkgo tree where Tao and Kai were hidden among the yellow foliage. Jilong sauntered over to the carriage and opened the door. Now that he was closer, Tao could see that Jilong’s quiver and bow case were made of black leather decorated with gold stars and a crescent moon. But what most amazed him was that the toe of each of his red boots was decorated with a curling scorpion’s tail.

Six ladies climbed down from the carriage, each one dressed in a lovely gown. They were not female nomads; the soldiers’ wives, sisters and mothers were back in Linzhang, the town that the Zhao used as headquarters. These were young girls from Luoyang who Jilong had taken a fancy to, poor girls who he had dressed up in finery such as they had never seen before, let alone worn.

The last young lady to step down was the most elegant. Jilong seemed to favour her more than the others. He helped her down from the carriage and she slipped her arm through his. Her brocade gown was the same shade of blue as Jilong’s jacket. Silver necklaces hung around her neck. Her hair was tied in loops on the top of her head and stuck with a jade hair comb in the shape of a butterfly. Spots of rouge coloured her cheeks and when she lowered her eyelids, Tao could see they had been painted blue. Her lips were as red as wolfberries. Her shoes had once been elegant, but were now worn.

Tao had seen those shoes before. One of them had been used to squash a spider. His stomach did a somersault. He had to hold on to the tree to stop himself from falling. The beautiful, painted creature on the arm of Jilong was Pema. Tao couldn’t stop a cry of surprise escaping from his mouth. Her sharp thief’s ears heard the noise. Her blue eyes looked straight at Tao. Her red mouth didn’t smile.

Tao’s legs felt like they were made of rope. He would have fallen from the tree if Kai hadn’t reached out to support him. He clutched the dragon’s scaly foreleg, which was now disguised as a monk’s arm.

“We can escape now,” Kai said. “I am stronger.”

Tao nodded. “In a moment.”

He knew that if he tried to walk, his legs would not support him.

He couldn’t name the feelings inside him. He had never experienced them before. He wished Kai could fly into the air and take him away. Anywhere, as long as he didn’t have to witness Pema’s betrayal. But his eyes kept returning to her.

Nomads had no interest in music, but Shi Le was keen to behave like a great emperor.

“Music!” he announced. “There must be music.”

The trumpeters and drummers who signalled their general’s orders during battle had assembled and were trying to play together. Jilong made the women dance for the crowd, but they had no more experience at dancing than the trumpeters had at playing tunes. They stumbled around to the military beat and the tuneless trumpeting. Kai grasped Tao’s robes firmly in his talons and together they climbed down from the tree.

“What is she doing with him?” Tao whispered as Kai sat him down in the shadow of the wall where no one could see them.

“Pema has led a hard, lonely life,” Kai said. “Someone is taking notice of her, admiring her. She is enjoying it.”

“I admired her the way she was.”

“You did not express your admiration.”

“I couldn’t. I’m not supposed to have such feelings.”

Tao was glad to have a friend with him, someone in whom he could confide.

Jilong took his place on the dais and the competitions finally resumed. Horses thundered past them, but Tao was unaware of them.

“I understand your misery,” Kai said. “I know the pain you are feeling.”

“How can you?”

“Dragons are not like other beasts. They form attachments, as humans do.”

“Do you mean they …?”

“Fall in love? They can do.”

A blaring trumpet sounded to indicate that the minor competitions had finished.

Tao was unaware of it. “Did you fall in love?”

“I did.”

Tao looked at the monk beside him and wished he could see Kai in his true shape.

“There was an unpaired white dragon named Lian. She was without wings, like me. Over the centuries our friendship grew.”

Kai reached behind one of his reverse scales and pulled something out. It looked like a knot of frayed rope.

“What’s that?” Tao asked.

“It is a lock of hair from her beard,” the dragon said, stroking the brown strands with a talon. “She was gentle and lovely. She … admired my skills. I thought … I thought it was understood that we would pair.”

The final contest was one that involved many different skills. About twenty nomads on horses were assembled at the starting line. They were the ones who had won the earlier contests. Jilong hadn’t taken part in any other competition, but he rode over to join them.

“Did you ask this dragon to … pair?”

Kai replaced the hair behind the reverse scale. “It is the dragon council that permits such unions.”

“So you asked the council?”

“I was waiting for the appropriate time.”

“What happened?”

“Another dragon, a yellow, took her as his mate.”

“A yellow dragon?” Tao was about to ask Kai if it was the one they had seen the night they fled from Luoyang, when a trumpet blared again.

The riders dug their heels into their horses’ flanks and the horses leaped forwards as if they too were eager to win. They raced toward a target and the riders shot arrows at it as they passed without breaking speed. There were other tasks to complete – standing on the horse’s back, spearing a terrified pig, using a leather thong to hurl a stone at a row of bloody animal heads balanced on a plank of wood. Jilong excelled at everything, and Pema was up on her feet applauding her hero.

It was not a polite race. The contestants flung stones at their opponents’ heads and tried to knock them off their horses. The final task was to gallop to a circle marked on the ground, inside which was a lance stuck into the earth with several red silk squares tied to it. The aim was to dismount at the edge of the circle, get a piece of silk, remount and then gallop back to the starting point.

The butt of Jilong’s axe knocked three men from their horses; one of his stones hit someone else in the temple; his arrow pierced the leg of another. He was the first to reach the circle. He leaned over and ripped a piece of red silk from the lance and then galloped back to the starting line, five chang ahead of the next rider. Of the twenty riders who started the race, only seven completed it. Four had lost their horses. Five were unconscious, three had broken bones, one was dead. All the nomads cheered.

Tao felt ill. He was appalled by the exhibition of violence, but what sickened him most was the sight of Pema, her eyes shining as Jilong handed her the red silk square.

The sun was setting. Now that the competitions were over, the nomads turned their attention to eating and drinking. Jilong went over to whisper something in his uncle’s ear and then left the arena.

“Let’s escape now,” Tao said. “No one will notice us. I need to get away from the smell of blood and horse dung.” Though really he just wanted to be any place where he couldn’t see Pema.

“I will be glad to leave behind all these iron weapons,” Kai said.

Tao and Kai crept along the temple wall. Shi Le was making a long speech to the nomads, telling them about their great victory over the New Han – at least that’s what Tao assumed he was saying as he spoke in his own language. The nomad soldiers cheered again, and chanted something just as unintelligible. Fo Tu Deng applauded politely. Tao and Kai were at the edge of the arena, when the cheering changed to an excited chatter.

Tao stopped. “What’s happening?”

“I do not know.”

They both turned just as something launched into the air over the temple’s walls with a flap of great wings. Everyone was pointing and shouting. Tao had to shield his eyes. It was the yellow dragon, golden in the light of the setting sun. Jilong was astride it, his blue brocade jacket shimmering. Together man and beast looked like something from the tales Tao’s great-grandfather had told him. The spectators cried out in fear and turned to run as the dragon dived towards them, its red eyes blazing, only swooping up again just above their heads. The nomads lost their fear and gasped like children watching an acrobat as Jilong made the dragon do tricks. He had fitted a specially made bridle to the dragon’s head, so he could control it more easily. Someone on the ground let loose a deer. The startled creature bolted, heading for a gap in the crowd where it imagined it could escape to the plain beyond, but the dragon had seen it. Before the deer had run three chang, the dragon swooped down and snatched up the terrified animal in its jaws. It struggled for a moment, before the dragon shook its head, breaking the deer’s neck. Then, grasping the corpse in its forepaws, the yellow dragon ripped it apart. Blood rained down on those beneath. The crowd cheered even louder.

The show wasn’t over yet. Another animal was let loose. The cheering died down to a frightened whisper. The crowd moved back, giving the animal space. It was a tiger, its pelt glowing orange and marked with irregular black stripes. Tao felt Kai tense alongside him. The tiger didn’t appear afraid; it didn’t run. Instead, it prowled around the arena, its belly almost touching the ground, growling low and slow, with its ears pinned back. The yellow dragon circled above, making a terrible screeching sound. Its eyes were the colour of cinnabar and they followed the tiger’s every move.

Tao felt a sudden urge to run out into the arena and save the tiger, but he didn’t have the courage.

“This isn’t fair,” he said. “The tiger doesn’t stand a chance against an enemy that can fly.”

“You are right. Tigers are dragons’ enemies, and a wingless dragon and a tiger are equally matched. They each have claws, and teeth. The dragon has horns. The tiger has speed and agility. When a dragon has wings, it is not a fair fight, and this dragon is in blood lust.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at its red eyes. And did you hear the sound it made? This dragon wants to kill. It should only reach such a state of battle frenzy after a long fight with a dragon opponent. Once the battle stops, the blood lust should fade.”

Tao felt fear, not for himself, but for the two creatures that were being forced to enact their natural hostility in an unnatural way. The nomads were cheering excitedly.

“What’s that on the dragon’s horns?” Tao asked.

“They are tipped with iron. Sharp as arrowheads.”

“How can the dragon stand to have iron so close?”

“They must be feeding it something to keep it in battle frenzy. Most likely tigers’ blood. Perhaps that permits tolerance of the iron, as long as it does not touch the scales. Still, she must suffer.”

Tao didn’t wish to see more blood spilled. He didn’t want to see Pema’s upturned face watching every move Jilong made. He turned away from the arena. He was going to walk away from this bloody site. He would walk and walk until he reached his monastery, where he would cleanse his mind of the awful things he had seen and rid himself of forbidden feelings. No one was going to stop him. And no one did – human or dragon. It was a thought that stopped him in his tracks before he’d taken two steps.

“She?” he said, turning back to Kai. “How do you know the yellow dragon is female?”

There was a flicker in the dragon’s eyes.

“You can tell because of her undulating nose.”

“You never mentioned that before. You always referred to the yellow dragon as ‘it’.”

“It is of no importance.”

The sky on the horizon was almost the same colour as the yellow dragon’s eyes. The dragon herself was swooping through the air, red gold in the sun’s last light. Everything was suddenly clear to Tao.

“You know this dragon, don’t you?”

Tao didn’t need a vision to help him see the truth. He remembered the two parallel wounds on Kai’s belly, the unhealing sores that he had said were the result of being cut by iron. “This is the dragon who wounded you. She did it with her iron-tipped horns.”

Kai didn’t deny it. He looked away, as if what was going on in the arena interested him more.

“Is she one of your cluster?”

“She used to be a gentle creature, our healer.” Kai shook his head sadly. “Her name is Sha.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I do not have to tell you everything!”

Kai’s monk shape started to shimmer as his anger grew. He made a rumbling sound, deeper even than the tiger’s growl. The yellow dragon swerved in the air just as she had done that night at Luoyang. She had heard Kai. His growling changed to a sound like scraping metal blades. The yellow dragon, with her acute dragon vision, had sought him out where he cowered in the shadows, unable to maintain his disguise. Not because of anger. Because of fear.

The eyes of the two dragons met – Kai’s brown ones and the yellow dragon’s blazing red. Kai was afraid; Tao could feel it. The yellow dragon did a somersault in the air, trying to dislodge Jilong. The Zhao general fell to the ground, but he didn’t let go of the reins. He was furious that the dragon had made him lose his dignity. He called to his men, who rushed over and grabbed the reins as well. The yellow dragon flapped her wings and roared, yet couldn’t break free from the nomads. Some rushed at her with lances, but Jilong shouted at them not to kill her. Instead, the nomads beat her with clubs and threw ropes over her, crisscrossing them to hold her down, until finally, beaten and exhausted, she collapsed to the ground. They bound the ropes around her and dragged her away. It was a terrible sight.

Tao managed a bitter smile as he saw the tiger quietly slink into the darkness. He could hear Kai’s voice in his mind, trying to calm himself, so that he could shape-change again. So that he could hide. Kai shimmered as he returned to the shape of a monk. It didn’t matter. All eyes were on the writhing yellow dragon.

Pema was at Jilong’s side dabbing a gash on his face, with the same care and concern that she had displayed while tending the scratches on Tao’s hands. She kissed the cut on Jilong’s cheek. As she walked away on the arm of the murderous nomad, Tao was convinced that her lips were red with his blood.


Chapter Twenty

CLASH

Tao’s misery smouldered and turned into embers of anger. The emotion was so unfamiliar to him, he didn’t recognise it at first. He wanted to shout at Pema, to tell her how much she disgusted him, but he couldn’t do that. He turned to Kai instead. The dragon was in his monk’s shape, though shimmering in the light of a half-moon as no monk should.

“Aren’t you supposed to be truthful to your dragonkeeper?”

“You are not my dragonkeeper. No bond has been sealed between us.”

Tao tried to remember what Kai had said. There had been no agreement between them, but Tao had thought Kai had wanted him to be his dragonkeeper. “I wouldn’t have accepted anyway,” he snapped. “What other secrets have you kept?”

“My life has already been long compared to a human. Many things have happened. I could not tell you all of them.”

Kai turned to walk away. Tao followed him, reaching out to grab his monk’s sleeve, just as it transformed into scaly skin.

They were out in the open. Neither cared. Fortunately, every nomad’s eyes were fixed on the arena.

“You told me a tiger wounded you.”

“I could not speak from the heart. I did not know you well enough then.”

Tao didn’t look away as Kai came fully into his dragon shape, even though it made him feel ill.

“There’s been plenty of time to tell me since.”

“I had conflict with one of the dragons at the dragon haven, another yellow.”

“The one who took Lian?”

Kai made the slightest movement of his head.

“We fought. The council sanctioned the fight. It was fair. He is a much older dragon, but I won.”

“Why does this yellow dragon here hate you so?”

For a talkative dragon, Kai was very good at being silent when he wanted to be. Minutes passed before he spoke again.

“The yellow who took Lian as his consort was Sha’s mate. He betrayed her. She blames me for that.”

Tao wasn’t interested in the love-life of dragons. The truth was slowly dawning on him. “All those things you said about being on a quest, about searching for the dragon hunter, about killing a tiger. Were any true?”

Kai didn’t answer.

“You lied to me!”

Tao felt anger flame inside him.

“You tried to lure me away from my life of service to Buddha. You wanted me to give up my goal of becoming a monk to have adventures with you, but you weren’t being truthful.”

“I am not bound by your silly precepts. I had to see how you would react to an unpredictable life, to danger.”

“You hadn’t decided that I was good enough to be a dragonkeeper. You were … testing me.”

“I had to know if you were trustworthy.”

“Being deceitful is a strange way of gauging trust.”

There was nothing in the precepts about anger. Tao remembered a rule in the Vinaya, but it only forbade getting angry with other monks. Nevertheless, he was certain anger was not something a monk should feel.

“I have changed my life for you. I was content to live a simple life, virtuous, tranquil and holy.”

Kai snorted and a stream of mist issued from his nostrils. “When I had to stop you from falling out of that tree, were your feelings virtuous and holy then?”

Tao felt his cheeks burn. He had been all of those things before Kai forced his way into Tao’s life.

“Before you came along, I devoted all my time to meritorious deeds, doing nothing for myself. My only goal since I was seven has been to accumulate good karma for my brother, to allow him to be freed from his broken body and be reborn. So that he can run through the grass, shout and sing, smile at a pretty girl. Simple things that others do everyday without thinking. You’ve ignored all that and encouraged me to break my vows.”

“The other dragons were right. A human companion is like a stone tied to the leg.”

Tao felt ashamed that he had neglected his quest to help his brother. Deep down he knew it wasn’t Kai’s fault, but the jibe hurt. His anger grew, and Tao gave up trying to control it.

“You’re selfish. I don’t believe anything you’ve said now. What other lies have you told me?”

Kai ignored the question. “You think your visions are for your benefit. They are not.”

“I didn’t ask for visions.”

Tao had a sudden thought.

“You were surprised that the hollow in the ginkgo tree was empty. You were expecting the sutras to be there.”

Kai was silent.

The truth hit Tao like a punch in the stomach.

“You hid them there! You didn’t want me to save the scrolls.”

The flame of anger inside Tao grew to a blaze. He would have hit the dragon, but his common sense hadn’t deserted him entirely. One swipe from the dragon’s paw would have knocked him out.

“It was easy,” Kai boasted. “The bamboo cylinder slipped from your shoulder when you fell as we escaped through the hole in the city wall. I kicked it aside among the rubble. I went back while you were sleeping, found the scrolls and hid them here.” His tone changed. “Who took them, where they are now, I do not know.”

“Why? Why did you do that?”

“The sutras were distracting you.”

“Distracting me from what? Being your servant? That’s what you want, isn’t it, someone to attend you like a servant?”

Tao began to think that the dragon really would hit him.

“Ping was a child and a girl, yet she was a thousand times braver than you. She had such courage. You have none!”

“What about you! You think you’re such a great dragon, but you run away from your problems, your enemies, even your friends. You wouldn’t face the female dragon. You’re terrified whenever you see fire. You’re even frightened of centipedes! You’re the coward.”

The dragon reared up on his hind legs. Tao flinched, thinking he was about to attack him. He wasn’t. He was making himself look as large and intimidating as he could.

“You have failed the test,” Kai said. “You are no dragonkeeper.”

Even though Tao had never wanted to be a dragonkeeper, the rejection stung.

“You’re old in human terms, but for a dragon you’re still young, no older than me. I bet you didn’t leave your haven for any sort of quest.”

Kai didn’t respond.

Tao smiled maliciously. “You’ve just run away from home! Like a spoilt child.”

“I do not need a dragonkeeper. I have not pledged myself to you. I am free to go.”

“Then go.”

The dragon looked at the sky, now scattered with stars. Fortunately the moon was covered by cloud, or he would be glowing for all to see. Tao knew he would have given anything to be able to take wing. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t even shape-change; he was too angry. All he could do was stalk off into the growing darkness.


Chapter Twenty-One

ESCAPE

Escape was easy. Tao walked off into the night just as Kai had done, only in a different direction. The nomads were too busy celebrating to notice. Fo Tu Deng was occupied trying to be Shi Le’s best friend, and from the way he was waving his arms around, Tao suspected he’d had more than one cup of kumiss. Pema had disappeared with Jilong and his followers. And Kai? Tao had no idea where the dragon had gone.

Tao walked east, towards his monastery. He was not going to run away from his responsibilities any longer. He’d never intended to do that. He wondered if anyone at Yinmi had noticed that he hadn’t returned, if his abbot was anxious for his safety.

Tao walked for an hour or more without stopping. As he walked he recited a sutra. He wanted to forget everything that had happened. He wanted to regain the mental peace that used to be his natural state. He yearned for his old life, which didn’t involve making decisions and facing danger daily. The sutra he was reciting was the one his abbot had instructed them on before he left, about the Four Noble Truths, about not desiring things that you couldn’t have. Like friends. Monks didn’t have friends. Their brother monks were their only companions. The holy words formed in his head like a string of beads, but they were empty of meaning. He couldn’t prevent a corner of his mind going over and over the events of the past week.

Since Tao had left Yinmi, he had experienced unfamiliar emotions: anger, jealousy and another he wasn’t ready to name. He couldn’t decide who had hurt him more, Kai or Pema. They had both turned away from his friendship. He hadn’t needed either of them before. Why did it hurt so much now? As if his heart really had been wounded, cut somehow without leaving a mark on the outside, but inside lacerated and bleeding.

The truth was he had no skill at having relationships with people. He never had, even before he began the meditative life of a monk. He didn’t have a close bond with his parents. As a child in Luoyang, he’d had no playmates. When he went to Yinmi, he had formed no friendships with the other novices. In the last week he had met new companions. He had thought they were his friends and that his friendship meant something to them, as theirs did to him. They had both abandoned him.

Tao walked off the road and lay down in the tall grass. Sleep would be more effective than sutras in keeping such thoughts out of his mind.
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There was no sun. The cloudy sky had allowed Tao to sleep into the morning. His stomach growled. It was early enough for him to eat – except he didn’t have any food. He searched an abandoned field nearby and found two gnarled and woody carrots, but the few drops of bitter juice he managed to extract from them with much chewing only made him more hungry.

Sleep hadn’t entirely blocked thoughts of the past weeks from his mind. He had dreamed of Wei and of the lost sutras. Wei was telling him to pick up the scrolls, not with words from his mouth, but with a voice in his head like Kai’s. In the dream, the wind was blowing the delicate birch-bark scrolls along the ground. Every time Tao leaned down to pick one up, another gust would blow it out of his reach.

The previous night, Tao’s head had been full of thoughts of Kai and Pema. He had been so busy feeling sorry for himself, he hadn’t thought of the one person in the world who loved him unconditionally – his brother Wei. He desperately wanted to turn around and go back to his brother. He longed to tell him everything that had happened. Wei would understand, and somehow, even though he couldn’t speak, he would be able to help Tao undo the knot of emotions inside him.

His bond with his brother had been constant since their birth, and even before. Wei could have blamed Tao for his condition; he had every reason to hate him, but he didn’t. If anyone in the world had cause to be unhappy, it was Wei, but he never seemed to resent his useless body, never became frustrated, never wept. Even now that Tao saw him infrequently, Wei was still at the centre of his life, the reason that he loved transcribing sutras. The knowledge that he was accumulating karma for his brother made the repetitious work a pleasure. Each character he formed had value beyond its literal meaning.

Tao wasn’t a whole person without Wei. It was his brother who made him who he was, made him complete. Tao had just had two visions, and they only appeared to him because he had taken strength from Wei. His second vision had been less distinct, briefer. Alone, he had no power to see what was happening afar. He knew he would need to re-bond with his brother often for the visions to continue. Kai was right; he wasn’t a dragonkeeper. Without Wei he couldn’t be, and it wasn’t possible for the dragon to travel the world with the two of them. Tao didn’t know if Wei had the strength for such mental exertions. It didn’t matter. Tao wasn’t going to put his brother through it again. If Kai wanted a dragonkeeper, he would have to find another one.

Tao felt ashamed that he had continued to allow himself to be distracted by Kai. He had to admit he had enjoyed the adventure. And now that he was being honest with himself, he also had to confess that while transcribing, sometimes he had found himself staring out of the doorway and imagining being free to walk through the forest. He had almost given in to the temptation to abandon his task.

Tao stopped walking. There was a reason why these events had come about, why he had been chosen by Kai out of all of Ping’s descendants. He had been chosen to do Buddha’s work, to save the sutras.

At last the chaos that had surrounded him for the past week made sense. A dragon had come into his life. Kai’s presence had somehow allowed him to make a miraculous bond with his brother, and because of that he had been granted visions. The first had shown him where the sutras were hidden, but he hadn’t been clever enough to work it out, and they had slipped through his fingers again. The second vision had saved him from being killed by Shi Le. He had survived so that he could complete a holy task. If he hadn’t allowed Pema to confuse his mind, he might have realised it earlier. He had to find the scrolls and take them to the monastery where Lao Chen would translate them. Tao would then transcribe these holy words. This act would result in a great deal of good karma, many, many times more than if he had just stayed at the monastery transcribing. He could spend the rest of his life helping to spread the Buddha knowledge, and at the same time increasing the store of karma for Wei to ensure that in his next life he would be whole.

Tao’s path was as clear as if it were marked out with gleaming gems. He would return to the monastery, but he wasn’t going back empty-handed. First, he had to find the lost sutras.


Chapter Twenty-Two

STRANGE BREW

Tao retraced his steps to the White Horse Temple. The ginkgo tree outside the temple walls was the last place where he was certain the sutras had been. Who had taken them out of Kai’s hiding place, he didn’t know. There were few people who would value them – Fo Tu Deng, of course, and the abbot of the White Horse Temple. But he couldn’t see either of them clambering up a tree. And how could anyone have known where they were? It might have been a chance event rather than a plan. Perhaps a monk had climbed the tree for some purpose, or a nomad during the preparations for the horse contests. It didn’t matter. They were no longer there, and it was Tao’s job to work out where they had gone. It seemed most likely that someone from the temple had taken the bamboo cylinder, and so the temple was the first place he would search. He felt happy for the first time since he’d left Wei. He had a plan. He was new to making plans, and it wasn’t much of a plan, but it was a start.
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Outside the temple gates, the remains of the previous night’s celebrations marred the landscape. The embers of fires smouldered. Wine cups and discarded bones from the feast were scattered everywhere. Horses were wandering around untethered, nibbling at what tufts of grass they could find that hadn’t been trampled. Men were sleeping out in the open wherever they happened to fall when exhaustion or drunkenness overtook them. If Shi Le had set any guards, they had abandoned their posts. No one stopped him when he walked through the open gates of the White Horse Temple.

Inside the temple courtyard, there were more signs of the sacrilegious events of the night before. Someone had hung a jacket on the head of the white horse statue and vomited over its hooves. Tao was glad that it was still too early for anyone to be stirring. His confidence in his plan faltered when he saw Shi Le’s tent in the middle of the courtyard. What if someone had found the scrolls and taken them to the Chanyu, thinking they were of value? Tao wasn’t prepared to go creeping into the tent while the Zhao general was asleep inside it. A nomad soldier emerged groggily from the monks’ quarters. Tao shrank back into the shadow of the walls, his heart thudding. But the man just paused to pee and then went back inside.

Tao crept into the Meditation Hall. There were sleeping bodies everywhere. Tao saw that his plan was as threadbare as an old monk’s robe. He would have to search every inch of the temple, but he didn’t have much time. Soon the nomads would be waking, sore-headed and grumpy. He needed just one more vision to give him a clue. He still had the jar of Wei’s oil in his bag. He found a quiet corner in the monks’ garden, sat down and rubbed a little of the oil in his palms. He had realised that the times he had seen visions, his sight had been blurred by smoke or by tears. He looked at his hands and allowed his eyes to lose focus.

The yellow oil on his palms started to swirl. An image began to form, but it was faint, indistinct as if he were peering through fog. He could just make out some broken pieces of pottery, glazed greyish green. One fragment had something painted on it. Though the image wasn’t whole, he could tell from the horns and the sinuous body that it was a dragon. Another piece had part of a monster face with a ring held in its mouth. Tao searched for other clues as the vision started to fade. The image disappeared completely, and he was just staring at the lines on his hands.

Tao had received another vision. What it meant he didn’t know. Just like the others, it would need to be interpreted. He needed time to think it through, but nomads were starting to wake up. Once Shi Le awoke, everyone would have to be up and attending to whatever the Chanyu wanted. Tao needed food. He couldn’t come up with plans, solve mysteries and evade nomads if he was weak from hunger.

In the kitchen, Tao managed to find some lumpy cooked grain and two wrinkled persimmons. While he ate, he thought about his next step. He couldn’t go blundering around Shi Le’s camp dressed in his robes. And if Fo Tu Deng saw him, he would be captured again. He wished he could shape-change like Kai. He needed to look like he was one of Shi Le’s men. He didn’t have the features of a boy of the Five Tribes, but the nomads had recruited many young men from Luoyang into their army, luring them with the promise of full stomachs and adventure. Those who didn’t take the bait were knocked on the head and woke to find themselves in the army anyway. If Tao were dressed in nomad clothing, he wouldn’t look out of place.

Something moved in a corner by the fireplace. Tao’s first thought was that it was a rat. Then he heard a sneeze and he realised it was something much larger – a boy about the same age as Tao, curled up on a pile of rags. Tao thought about tying the boy up and taking his clothes, but he knew he would lose if the boy decided to put up a fight. He had to think of some other way.

He poked the boy with his foot. The boy sat up, startled.

“Today the Chanyu is going to become a Buddhist,” Tao said. “You have been chosen to take part in the ceremony.”

He was a boy of the Five Tribes. He looked at Tao in bleary confusion.

“The Chanyu? A Buddhist?”

“That’s what I said. But first you must cleanse yourself.” Tao was surprised to discover that he was as good at inventing Buddhist ceremonies as Fo Tu Deng.

The boy looked at Tao as if he had asked him to stand on his head.

Tao led the boy out to the pond in the kitchen garden.

“Take off your garments and bathe in the pure water … you must also be pure.”

The boy looked suspiciously at the pond, which was a greenish colour and had grain husks floating on the surface. It looked far from pure.

“The Chanyu is also cleansing himself,” Tao added.

He muttered a few words from a sutra, hoping to convince the boy that he was taking part in an ancient ritual. The boy took off his grubby clothes and well-worn boots and gingerly stepped into the pond. It was a cool morning. He shivered.

“Immerse yourself,” Tao said.

The boy didn’t move. Tao didn’t have time for persuasion. He gave the boy a push and he fell into the water with a splash. While he was spluttering and trying to regain his feet, Tao picked up his clothes and was about to run off with them when he realised there was another flaw in his plan. He couldn’t leave a naked boy wandering around the temple. He had to think of something else – quickly. He found an empty sack in the kitchen and with a knife slashed holes for the boy’s head and arms.

“Here,” Tao said, handing the sack to the dripping boy. “Put this on and run around the outside of the temple walls sixteen times. For penance.”

“What did I do wrong?”

“Everyone has done something wrong.”

Tao led the boy to the temple gate.

“Sixteen times?” said the boy, looking at his fingers as if wondering how he was going to count to such a number.

“It must be sixteen,” Tao said. “One for each of the sixteen realms of hell that you could go to if you don’t do as I say. Off you go.”

The boy started off at a slow trot.

“Buddha will be watching,” Tao called after him. “He’ll know if you skimp and only make seven circuits.”

As soon as he was out of sight, Tao grabbed the boy’s clothes and ducked back into the kitchen. He unwound the three rectangles of his robes, folded them neatly and placed them in his bag. He stood naked for a moment and then pulled on the boy’s rough cloth trousers. That was easy enough, but every other item of the boy’s clothing was made from animal hide. Even before he’d joined the monastery, Tao couldn’t remember ever wearing anything made from the skin of what had once been a living creature. He thrust his feet into the dark, sweaty depths of the boy’s boots. They were made of badly cured ox skin and the smell made his stomach turn. The boy’s vest was made of the hide of some other unfortunate creature. This was older and well worn, and smelled only of the boy’s sweat. The boy had also handed Tao the leather thong from around his neck with what looked like a wolf’s tooth hanging from it. Perhaps the boy believed it protected him somehow. Tao put the necklace over his head to complete his disguise, even though a novice wasn’t supposed to wear any sort of decoration. He might be in need of protection.

Tao ran a hand over his scalp. It was covered in spiky stubble. He hadn’t shaved his head for nearly two weeks. Nomads didn’t shave their heads. They left their hair loose on their shoulders, hacking it off with their knives when it got too long. He needed something else to disguise himself, something to hide behind, something to give him the courage to do whatever lay ahead. Nomads wore helmets made of leather or of metal, one of those would have hidden him well, but they were only worn during battle.

Tao found what he needed on a nomad who was sleeping near the pigsty that had been hastily constructed in the courtyard. It was a sort of hood made of pieces of rabbit skin roughly sewn together. He tugged the hood from the sleeping man and pulled it onto his own head. The touch of the dead animal’s fur against his scalp and neck made him shudder. He could smell the scent of fur, which he’d only ever smelled on live animals – a rabbit he had once freed from a trap, the family cat when they had still lived in Luoyang, the occasional brush of a rat while he was sleeping on his monk’s pallet. This smell was the same, but somehow different, cold and dead. He would have to get used to it.

Tao looked at his reflection in the pond. He barely recognised himself, so he hoped no one else would either.

The pagoda stood silently watching over the desecration of its temple, lofty, proud, but unable to do anything to stop it. If a monk had found the scrolls, he would have put them back where they belonged. The door was open, and Tao went in. The altar that had been home to the temple’s precious relics for many years was empty. The robes were gone, and the casket holding the piece of straw from Buddha’s sandal. He searched. The bamboo cylinder was not there either.

Now his eyes were used to the darkness, Tao could make out the paintings on the wall. At least they hadn’t been defaced. He smiled. It was the story of the elephant and the dog that were friends. There was the dog swinging on the elephant’s trunk for sport. There was the miserable elephant refusing to eat or take a bath when the dog was taken away. And there they were, reunited and happy, the elephant lifting the dog up in his trunk to sit on his head. It had been one of his favourites when he was a younger novice. He had always envied the friendship between the unlikely pair.

Tao had not really expected that the sutras would have magically returned to where they were supposed to be, but they had been housed in the pagoda for two hundred years. Surely such holy items would have left a trace of themselves. Kai had told him how Ping had been able to find things by holding the shard of dragon stone and concentrating hard. From his bag, he took out his own shard. It fitted comfortably into his left hand, as if it belonged there. He closed his eyes and focused his mind, seeking a trace of the holy sutras. He tried to empty his mind of every thought except the sutras. He pictured the Sanskrit words in his head, imagined the feel of the birch bark, the faint smell of the ink. It didn’t work.

He was disappointed, but not surprised. Why would Buddha set him an easy task? He had to persist. He had to try harder, to risk his life.

Tao’s bag was just a plain cloth sack with a long strap to hook over his shoulder, but it marked him out as a Buddhist. He found a niche behind the altar where he could hide his things. He reached into his bag. He only had three of his five permitted possessions – robes, alms bowl, mat. He’d lost his straining cloth in the stream near his family home, but he didn’t know what had happened to his razor. He ran his fingers over the rough cloth of his robes, feeling the darns that he’d sewn himself, the holes that he hadn’t had time to repair. Apart from the odd day when they were being washed, he had worn the robes every day for three years, since he’d outgrown his first set of robes. It was like leaving a part of himself behind. He hoped he would soon come back to collect them. He dug his hand deeper into the bag and took out the shard of dragon stone. He felt its smooth coolness against his hand. That was one thing he couldn’t bear to leave behind. He put the bag in the niche. The piece of dragon stone he slipped into his boot.

Out in the courtyard, Tao’s disguise was soon put to the test. A nomad soldier caught him by the shoulder.

“The Chanyu is awake. He wants some breakfast,” he said. “Kumiss and meat. Now!”

The disguise had worked.

Tao had no intentions of walking straight into Shi Le’s tent, but it had given him an idea. If he were carrying food and drink, and he walked purposefully, as if following an order, he hoped no one would take notice of him. He went back to the kitchen. From what he had observed, all Nomad meals were the same – meat and kumiss. He found a leather bag hanging on a hook, which contained the milky drink. He poured some into a cup. It smelled as if people had washed their feet in it. He found a lump of meat that had fallen into the ashes of the kitchen fire. He dusted it off, took a knife and hacked off a few slices and put them on a plate. It was the first time he had cut into flesh since he had left home to become a monk.

Tao heard a jangling sound that set his teeth on edge. It was coming from the stables. But whatever was confined in the stables, it wasn’t a horse. The jangling sound grew louder. He thought it sounded like a dragon and he wondered if Kai had been recaptured. Tao was angry with him. That didn’t mean he wanted the dragon to suffer. As he got closer to the stables, he became aware of an unpleasant smell, like the smell of a dead animal, only worse.

He crept in, making sure there were no guards. The smell was so strong Tao had to cover his nose and mouth with one of the hood’s side flaps.

The stall with the iron bars where they had been imprisoned was occupied again. The creature caged there was the source of the jangling sounds. It was a dragon, but it wasn’t Kai. It was Sha, the yellow dragon. She was shackled to the bars with chains – iron chains, one around each ankle. She pulled at them in turn, trying to free herself, but she didn’t have the strength. The iron shackles had left red-raw welts around her ankles. Even though she had tried to kill him, Tao pitied the unfortunate creature. It was hard to believe this was the same ferocious dragon he had seen the previous night. Her scales were dull yellow, the colour of dirty sand. The spines down her back drooped. Her eyes weren’t red, as they had been the other times Tao had seen her; they were yellow, like pools of stagnant water. Now that he was close to her, he could see the metallic tips on her horns. They were smooth and shiny, as if she had dipped her horns in molten iron.

The dragon looked straight into Tao’s eyes and snarled at him. His disguise hadn’t fooled Sha. She had only glimpsed him briefly on the night they had escaped from Luoyang, but she had recognised him. And from the sound she was making, she had decided that Tao was her enemy. He couldn’t afford to feel sorry for her.

In the corner of the stables, he saw something he recognised. He couldn’t help letting out a small yell of triumph. There was a pottery jar – a big one that came up to his waist. It had dragons painted on it, chasing each other around the elegant swell of the jar’s belly. On each side was a monster face with a ring held in its mouth that could be used as a handle. It might have been a vessel for storing wine from the time of the Han that had somehow found its way to the temple. The mouth of the elegant jar was crudely stoppered with a ball of sheep’s wool. He had only seen fragments of it in his vision, but it was the same jar. His heart was pounding as he went up to it and removed the sheep’s wool. Was that where the sutras were hidden? He almost reached into it, but the smell coming from the jar was so strong he had to hold his breath and pinch his nose or he thought he would faint. Whatever was in there, it wasn’t the birch-bark scrolls.

A nomad entered the stables carrying bridles and saddle blankets.

“What are you doing here?” he snapped.

“I was taking food to the Chanyu,” Tao said, ducking his head, so that his face wasn’t visible. “I heard the dragon. I thought it was sick.”

“It is sick. But it’ll soon be feeling a lot better.”

The man went over to the jar and stirred the contents with a ladle. The stench was nauseating. It made the smell of the kumiss seem like spring jasmine.

“This is all there is left,” he said. The smell didn’t seem to bother him. “It’d have the lot, and all at once if it could. I have to make it last though. It’s on rations from now on.”

“What’s in the brew?” Tao asked, trying to sound interested instead of disgusted.

“Lots of things – scorpions’ tails, cockroaches, snakes’ tongues, bat droppings, cinnabar, mainly tigers’ blood. I was supposed to make more when the dragon killed that tiger last night, but in all the fuss it got away.” He filled the ladle with the foul liquid. “Jilong wasn’t very happy about that. It wasn’t my fault. He was the one who wanted to show off his tame dragon to the womenfolk.” The man laughed. “It’s not tame yet. Not by a long way.”

The man emptied the ladle into a trough inside the stall. The liquid was thick and black, and Tao could see bits of the loathsome things the nomad had listed floating in it.

The dragon sank down at the trough and drank as if she were dying of thirst. She drained the trough, closed her eyes and sighed.

“Is it medicinal? What does it do?” Tao asked.

“You’ll see.”

Tao thought the dragon had dozed off, but after a minute or two, her eyes snapped open. Now they were red again. She let out a deep roar that Tao could feel reverberating in his chest.

The nomad stuffed the woollen stopper back in the jar and turned to leave, his job done. “Why are you still here?”

Tao hurried out of the stables. He had intended to search the storerooms for the sutras, but the man was right behind him.

“You’re going the wrong way,” he said, giving Tao a cuff around the ear. “That’s the Chanyu’s tent over there, stupid.”

The man stood and watched, so Tao had no choice but to follow his pointing finger and walk straight up to Shi Le who was standing in front of his tent with Fo Tu Deng.


Chapter Twenty-Three

BLADE

Shi Le looked awkward when he wasn’t on a horse, as if a part of him were missing. He was standing naked to the waist wearing nothing but his deerskin trousers. A fold of his stomach hung over the top of them. His bare feet were grubby and misshapen. He wasn’t in a good mood.

Fo Tu Deng was hovering around the Zhao general like a fly.

“Today is a great day, Chanyu,” he said. “Today you will become a Buddhist!”

Shi Le didn’t share the monk’s enthusiasm. “My feet are cold,” he grumbled. “Will someone hurry up and put on my boots?”

Tao stood back, holding the cup and plate, his head bowed, expecting Fo Tu Deng to recognise him at any moment. But the monk was far too engrossed in this latest scheme of his to take any notice of a servant boy.

“Here are your robes, Chanyu.” Fo Tu Deng held out a set of worn and mended robes with a flourish. For a moment, Tao thought they might have been his own, but they were too big. He had to cover his mouth to stop himself gasping as he realised they were the two-hundred-year-old robes that had once been in the pagoda – the very cloth that had touched the skin of the venerable monk who had brought the sutras to the temple.

“I don’t want robes. Where are my boots?”

“You must wear robes, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said, as if he were coaxing a small child. “It is an essential part of the ceremony.”

Shi Le fingered the robes that Fo Tu Deng was dangling in front of him.

“They are thin and worn,” he complained. “I want new robes.”

“Monks never wear robes made of new cloth, Chanyu. And these are sacred relics. They once belonged to a most holy monk.”

The nomad leader didn’t look impressed.

Someone brought Shi Le’s boots. They were covered in mud and the soles were caked in horse dung.

Fo Tu Deng glared at the nomad. “The Chanyu’s boots must be clean for the ceremony.”

The man disappeared again.

“If you could take off your trousers, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng suggested.

“I will not!”

“But …”

“I will wear the robes over my trousers,” Shi Le announced.

“An excellent idea, Chanyu, very symbolic. It will indicate your nomad origins, enhanced by your recent embracing of Buddhism.”

No one was taking any notice of Tao, so he started to back away slowly.

Fo Tu Deng attempted to make the robes reach around the Chanyu. It was not an easy task. The length of the cloth was generous, but it only just overlapped. The fragile belt that Fo Tu Deng tied around Shi Le’s waist disintegrated as he pulled it tight.

“Use my belt,” Shi Le commanded.

One of his men gave the uncured leather belt to Fo Tu Deng who fastened it around the portly waist without comment. He then draped the outer robe over the Chanyu’s shoulders and stood back to admire his handiwork.

Shi Le’s patience was wearing as thin as the centuries-old robes. “Where are my boots?” he shouted.

“I will go and find them myself, Chanyu,” Fo Tu Deng said.

Someone decided food and drink would improve Shi Le’s mood and Tao found himself pushed forwards until he was standing right in front of the Zhao general. Tao wasn’t sure if he should bow, or kneel, but he didn’t want Shi Le to see his face, so he went down on one knee, hunched his shoulders and lowered his eyes, glad he had the hood to hide beneath. He stared at the nomad leader’s dirty feet.

“What do you want?” Shi Le asked grumpily.

Tao held out the cup to him and tried to speak like an untutored farm boy. “I’ve got your breakfast, Chanyu.”

Shi Le gestured to his men. They laid out a felt mat for him and lowered him onto it, but lost their grip and Shi Le sat down heavily. Tao winced as he heard the fragile fabric of the robe tear down the back.

Shi Le took the cup of kumiss, drained it and belched. Tao was relieved. He put the plate of meat on the mat in front of the Chanyu. Shi Le picked up the meat with his fingers.

“What is this?” he asked, his squinty eyes peering at the grey flesh as if it were a dead rat. “I want fresh meat, still bleeding, not this cold, overcooked lump.”

Shi Le hurled the meat across the courtyard.

Tao bowed to the ground, trying to avoid close scrutiny, terrified that the nomad leader would recognise him.

“I am sorry, Chanyu,” he stammered. “I have no cooking skills.”

“Find me a woman,” Shi Le shouted. “A woman of the Five Tribes who knows how to cook meat.”

Everyone’s attention was on the Chanyu and Tao was able to duck away and out of sight. At last he could resume his search. He searched the Recitation Hall and the monks’ quarters, but he didn’t find the bamboo cylinder.

Tao came out of the monks’ windowless quarters into the courtyard. The clouds had disappeared and the sun was high in the sky. He shaded his eyes. Fo Tu Deng had returned with the Chanyu’s boots. They were a little cleaner than they had been. Tao could see Shi Le sitting next to a fire warming his hands while his servants struggled to put on one of his clean boots. Next to the nomad chief, Tao could just make out the figure of a young woman, on her knees, head bowed, industriously skinning a rabbit. She skilfully stripped off the small animal’s grey fur as easily as peeling an orange. She picked up a large knife, cut open its stomach and pulled out its insides, throwing them into a bowl to be used for some other purpose.

The servants hauled the Chanyu to his feet and he supported himself on their shoulders, so that he could stand on one leg and stamp his foot while they pulled at the boot to get it on, but Tao’s eyes were on the young woman as she skewered the rabbit on a sharp stick and put it onto the coals. She picked up the knife again. It was a large knife with a bone handle decorated with spiral patterns. Its curved blade was about six inches long and ended in a sharp point. She wiped off the blood in the dirt and held the blade in the flames as if she meant to clean it. Tao’s eyes finally adjusted to the sunlight. A servant was struggling to force the second boot over Shi Le’s lumpy left foot as the nomad leader hopped on one leg. This one was proving even more difficult than the first. Tao didn’t need to see the girl’s face to know who she was. He would have recognised that hair and the little pin holding her jacket closed anywhere. It was Pema. When she withdrew the knife from the fire, it was red hot.

That was when Tao saw her face. Pema’s mouth was set in a firm line as he had often seen it before. He stepped closer. She didn’t recognise him in his nomad clothing. A flame leaped up and reflected in her eyes. For a moment they looked like Sha’s eyes after she had drunk the tigers’ blood – red with hatred, hungry for blood.

The Chanyu was still hopping around on one leg. No one was watching Pema. She leaped to her feet. Tao knew what she was about to do.

“Pema, no!”

Her head snapped back. She recognised Tao and faltered for a second, then she lunged at Shi Le. One of the guards shouted out a warning, but the Chanyu’s own voice, yelling abuse at his servants for their inefficiency, drowned him out. Pema plunged the red-hot blade into Shi Le’s chest. Tao’s interruption had broken her rhythm. She missed the heart. Shi Le stumbled back. The force of Pema’s thrust had knocked him off balance and the servants could no longer hold his weight. The Chanyu fell heavily to the ground. Pema didn’t try to run. The knife slipped from her hand as she stood and stared at her handiwork. Three nomads grabbed her.

Tao stood with his hands hanging at his sides. He had vowed never to hurt a living thing. There was nothing he could do.


Chapter Twenty-Four

SHATTERED

Tao had seen bloodshed before, back when nomads had first invaded Luoyang. Nameless men had committed that violence, not a girl, not someone he called his friend. He could barely believe it had happened. Yet there was Pema with the bloody knife at her feet. There was Shi Le lying on the ground, his hands clamped to his chest, blood streaming through his fingers and soaking into the ancient robes, one boot on and one foot bare. His breathing was a slow rattling wheeze. The nomads stood staring at their Chanyu’s lifeblood soaking into the earth. Fo Tu Deng didn’t seem to know what to do any more than they did.

Someone had had the sense to fetch Jilong. He strode into the courtyard and stood for a moment, taking in the situation with a cool and unhurried glance, as if allowing everyone time to admire him. Tao was more than willing to take his eyes off the bleeding general and be dazzled by his handsome nephew. He was wearing a brown fur hat, nothing like the stinking thing that Tao still had on his head. The fur was on the outside and it was clean and brushed. The tail of the animal (a marmot, perhaps, or a sable) hung down over his shoulder. His jacket was made of animal skin as well. His had the fur turned inwards. The brown leather had been dyed a deep red and the edges were embroidered with strange designs in black and gold.

“Who did this?” Jilong asked.

The nomads all pointed at Pema, glad that there was an obvious culprit, but still terrified that they could be in trouble for allowing this crime to happen. Jilong looked at her as he fitted the pieces of her deception together. The nomads recognised her as his favorite from the night before. No one breathed as they waited for Jilong’s fury to explode. He didn’t speak, he didn’t move. Only his eyes displayed emotion – not surprise, not hurt, but hatred. Tao half expected that look to kill Pema there and then.

Several nomads drew swords and axes ready to kill the traitor. Shi Le tried to speak. The awful gurgling sound that he made reminded the nomads that he was still alive and in urgent need of care.

Jilong raised his hand. “Don’t kill her yet. Tie her up. I will devise a slower and more painful death for her after I have attended to my uncle.”

He kneeled at Shi Le’s side, making no effort to staunch the flow of blood. “Fetch someone who knows how to care for wounds.”

Fo Tu Deng finally came to life. He tore a strip from the ancient robes wrapped around Shi Le and told the soldiers to bind the wound while he looked for someone with healing skills.

Pema’s eyes met Tao’s as the nomad soldiers led her away. He had expected her to be triumphant, now that she had finally fulfilled the long-held desire for vengeance, which had been festering inside her for most of her life. Instead she looked stunned, frightened. Tao wondered if in her countless imaginings of this day, she had ever thought past the deed, to what would happen afterwards.

Why had he stood by and watched? He should have rushed to Pema and snatched the knife from her before she could stab Shi Le. It would have made no difference. The crime of attempted assassination of the Chanyu would warrant the same punishment as mortally wounding him. Even if Tao had broken his vows, attacked the nomads who held Pema and tried to free her, he was not a fighter. He couldn’t have fought off one nomad, let alone so many. Then he too would have been dragged away and imprisoned. He stood there, unmoving; no one took any notice of him. This is what I’m good at, Tao thought bitterly, being insignificant and invisible.

Fo Tu Deng returned with one of the monks who had cooked the piglet. He was the temple’s herbalist.

“I found him hiding in the infirmary,” Fo Tu Deng said.

The herbalist applied what looked to Tao like staunchweed to the wound. By the time the bleeding had stopped, Shi Le had lost consciousness. It took six nomads to lift their Chanyu’s body and take him to the abbot’s quarters.

A roar from the stables roused Tao. It was the yellow dragon. She wasn’t making the miserable jangling noise now. The tigers’ blood had revived her and she was in full battle frenzy again. Kai had told him that she had been a kind soul before her mate had abandoned her. A healer, he had said, someone who had cared for the other dragons. She had left the haven in a state of misery and mourning. Jilong had somehow captured this gentle creature and with his evil concoction turned her into a murderous monster, a weapon to use in battle.

Tao had seen the jar that contained the tigers’ blood in his vision. But he had not seen the whole jar, just broken fragments of it. Now it made sense to him. He roused himself. There was one thing he could do that would save lives, which would stop him feeling useless. He wouldn’t have to hurt anyone, but he did need a weapon. He looked around the now empty courtyard. Shi Le’s standard hung limply from the lance staff outside his tent. Tao strode over, ripped off the standard and pulled the lance out of the ground. It fitted comfortably into his hands, but was taller than he was. The blade glinted in the sunlight. He went to where someone had been chopping wood, laid the lance on the woodblock, picked up an axe and neatly chopped off the top. The blade fell to the ground. He now had a sturdy staff about four feet long.

Tao went back to the stables. The yellow dragon’s cinnabar eyes glared at him. She pulled at her chains and roared. He walked over to the ceramic jar that contained the tigers’ blood brew. The dragon’s roar changed to a low growl. She flicked her tail like an angry cat, watching him, uncertain what he was about to do. No words formed in his head. He couldn’t understand this dragon’s voice.

“You won’t like what I’m about to do, Sha,” he said, “but it is for the best.”

Tao grasped the staff with both hands and struck the jar as hard as he could. It shattered to pieces. He stepped back as the noxious black liquid soaked into the earth, ignoring the awful smell. It was the most satisfying thing he had ever done.

The dragon let out a screech that hurt his ears. Her red eyes bored into him with pure hatred. She yanked at her chains, flinging herself furiously back and forth and howling with rage. Tao had never heard a sound like it. The tigers’ blood gave her unnatural strength. He would return to free her when the effects had worn off – if she hadn’t broken the chains before then.

Breaking the jar had given Tao courage, enough to attempt another task. He tucked his staff under his arm and left the stables. He wasn’t sure how, but he was going to free Pema or die in the attempt.

Tao searched the temple again, not for the sutras this time, but for Pema. He didn’t know how long he had, perhaps only minutes, until Jilong returned from his uncle’s side and ordered her execution. He ran from room to room, building to building. He turned a corner and found himself facing a woman dressed in an elegant gown with swallow-tail panels and ribbons floating in the breeze, her hair neatly knotted on top of her head. She was the last person Tao had expected to see.

“Mother,” Tao said. “What are you doing here?”

Mrs Huan didn’t recognise her son at first. He remembered that he was dressed in nomad clothes, his face hidden by a hood. Then he saw recognition in her eyes, and she swept past him without a word.

Mrs Huan went over to join a group of other Huaxia leaders, men from other fortified villages where people had huddled together for safety. She was soon busy ordering them around, telling them to let her do the talking.

Jilong came out of the abbot’s quarters to meet the delegation. He stood with his arms folded, waiting for them to bow down to him. Tao was surprised that Jilong was taking the time to meet with them. He thought that his first action would be to kill Pema. The other delegates fell to their knees. Mrs Huan made a shallow bow. It was the first time Tao had seen her bow before anyone.

“I speak on behalf of the representatives of the rural communities,” she said. They were generally known as the fortresses, but Mrs Huan could be diplomatic when required. “We would like to express our allegiance to you and your esteemed uncle.”

Sha started howling again, thrashing around in the stables trying to break free. Mrs Huan was briefly confused by the sound, but Jilong made no attempt to explain it, so she resumed.

“We are most pleased that the Zhao have lifted the yoke of oppression that was the New Han occupation of Luoyang. We look forward to cordial relations with the Zhao as you rebuild the city and make it your capital. We offer you these gifts in the hope that this is the beginning of a long dynasty. May the Zhao rule forever.”

She gestured to the other delegates who brought their offerings forward – sacks of grain and taro, several crates of chickens.

Jilong would have certainly known that she, or some other representative of the remaining Huaxia, had said much the same to the New Han leader when he had taken the city, but he obviously enjoyed seeing the Huaxia subservient to him.

“You missed our victory celebrations yesterday,” Jilong said. Tao saw his mother’s grim expression soften when she heard Jilong’s well-spoken, unaccented Huaxia. “You must stay and watch a small ceremony that I am staging today.”

“Thank you for your kind offer, General,” Mrs Huan said, arranging her mouth in an unfamiliar smile. “We would be happy and honoured to watch your ceremony.”

The delegates all bowed again. After Jilong had departed, Mrs Huan’s smile faded. She was anything but happy.

She moved towards the gate, where the other Huaxia leaders couldn’t hear her. Tao followed.

“Why are you dressed like a beggar, Tao?” she said. “Have you joined the nomads?”

“No, Mother. I … I am in disguise. I was imprisoned by the nomads, but I escaped.”

“Then I don’t want to be seen talking to you,” she said, bending down and pretending to adjust a shoe. “If we recognise the Zhao as our new rulers, they won’t raid our community.” There was even more anger in her voice than usual. “If they last more than a year or two, I’ll be surprised. In the meantime, we must bow down before them and give them tribute from our limited food stores. That young general kept us waiting for hours.”

Tao was about to explain why Jilong was preoccupied, but didn’t bother.

“Now we have to stay and watch one of their barbaric rituals. I hope it doesn’t last long. I don’t want to be on the road after dark.”

Outside the gate, on the site of the previous night’s competitions, Jilong was shouting orders at his men. Nomads with lances were mounting their horses, bowmen were checking their arrows; swordsmen practised their sword strokes. There were about twenty of them, and they were not the rough nomad soldiers who had competed before, they were Jilong’s personal guard. His best men.

Zhao soldiers and inhabitants of Luoyang, excited at the prospect of another entertainment so soon after the last, were starting to gather around the arena. Tao heard people speculating excitedly that the novelty of having a dragon had worn off. That Jilong was tired of the beast’s disobedience, angry it had humiliated him the night before and that these hand-picked soldiers were going to kill it.

“Why aren’t you with the other monks?” Mrs Huan demanded.

She pointed to where Fo Tu Deng was organising the two White Horse Temple monks to take part in another sham Buddhist ritual to please the nomads.

“I don’t want to have anything to do with Fo Tu Deng,” Tao said, and immediately wished he hadn’t.

His mother looked at the monk, and then back to her son. “That is the great monk? The holy man who can work miracles?”

Tao didn’t answer.

“Why haven’t you offered your services to him? Why didn’t you send word so that I could bring Wei to see him?”

“He can’t help Wei, Mother. He’s a fraud!”

“You are a wicked boy. If you are not going to become a monk, I insist that you come home with me. There is plenty of work for you in the compound.”

Tao was about to defend himself, when he saw the boy from the kitchens. Still wearing the sack, he was searching the faces in the crowd, looking for the person who had stolen his clothes. Without another word to his mother, Tao ducked out of sight behind her carriage. Mrs Huan’s attention was now on Fo Tu Deng. She marched over to him. The monk waved her away, but, of course, she would not be dismissed.

Tao couldn’t stay to find out what came of this meeting. He had to get as far away as possible from the only other person who could recognise him in his disguise.

Jilong was now taking his place on the dais, which hadn’t been dismantled from the night before. He had a different young woman in a fine gown at his side. Though Mrs Huan was in the middle of talking to him, Fo Tu Deng turned away from her and scrambled to sit on the other side of Jilong. Mrs Huan lifted the hem of her gown, climbed up on the dais and sat herself next to the monk.

A trumpet blast turned everyone’s attention to the arena. The entertainment was about to begin. The growing crowd was craning expectantly towards the temple gate, waiting for the dragon to emerge. A disappointed murmur passed through the crowd. There was no dragon. Instead, six nomad warriors in full armour led a single prisoner out of the temple gates. The condemned criminal was small and didn’t seem to warrant such a heavy guard. It was Pema.

Jilong stood up and addressed the contestants.

“There has been an attempt to kill our Chanyu.” He paused while a ripple of shock swept through the gathered nomads. “He lies now fighting to survive. Yesterday we gathered here and our brave men took part in contests to celebrate the Zhao’s victory over the New Han. Today there will be another contest, but this one is not a celebration, it is a sentence. This criminal may look harmless,” he said. All eyes were on Pema. “But she is the one who attempted to murder our Chanyu. Any one of my warriors could kill this murderer in an instant, but I want her to suffer before she dies.” Cheers broke out.

“The aim is to inflict one hundred wounds, but they must not be lethal. They must all be shallow cuts, well spread over the criminal’s body. Then I will leave her out on the plain to bleed to death slowly as carrion birds pick at her wounds. I hope it will take several days for her to die.”

The cheers grew louder. Men beat their swords and lances on their shields. “Contestants must inflict the wounds as they ride or run. Points will be given to those whose weapons are well aimed. Points will be deducted for deep wounds. It is important that every contestant has his turn. Any man who impedes a fellow contestant will be disqualified and will become another target. The man to inflict the most wounds will win this prize.”

A stablehand led a beautiful black horse into the arena; it was almost as beautiful as Jilong’s own horse. The crowd gasped at the generous prize.

One of the nomads hammered a post into the ground at the other end of the arena and bound two saplings to it like crossed swords.

Tao watched, helpless. Pema was no longer wearing a silk gown. She was dressed like Tao himself, in a rough vest and trousers to make it easier for the nomads to splay her limbs and tie her to the saplings with leather thongs. Tao was too far away to see her face even if her tangled hair hadn’t hidden it. Her body hung limply from the crossed saplings. Despair filled his heart.


Chapter Twenty-Five

ONE HUNDRED WOUNDS

Tao had spent a lot of time since he’d left Yinmi feeling useless. But this was the worst. He remembered all the times he had refused to take action, telling himself it was because he didn’t want to break the precepts when he had been secretly glad that he didn’t have to put himself at risk. But he couldn’t stand back and watch the nomads torture Pema. This time he wasn’t going to run away. He would try to save her, even if it meant sacrificing his own life. He was ready for that.

The crowd had grown. Tao was standing halfway between Pema and her torturers, whose horses jostled impatiently at the starting line. Those with swords practised their strokes. The lancers flexed their arms and tested the heft of their weapons. The bowmen were checking their bowstrings, packing their arrows loosely into their quivers so they could be pulled out and loaded as quickly as possible.

Tao noticed someone near the temple gate pointing in his direction. It was the man who had given the yellow dragon the tigers’ blood. He was pointing out Tao to other nomads. They started to move towards him. Then Tao saw another group of nomads advancing in his direction. The kitchen boy was leading them. He had also managed to pick out Tao in the crowd.

Jilong stood up, ready to start the contest. If his uncle died, he would lead the Zhao, and he was about to demonstrate what would happen to anyone who dared to cross him. The crowd began chanting, eager to see blood spilled. The two parties of nomads were closing in on Tao. If they didn’t kill him themselves, Tao knew that Jilong would devise an ingenious way to work his death into the day’s entertainment. There was no decision to make. One way or another he was going to die at the hands of the nomads, and he preferred to die trying to save Pema. He still had the staff that he had made. He gripped it with both hands. He was ready.

The contestants were keen to impress Jilong with their skills and to punish this girl who had stabbed their Chanyu. Jilong shouted a command. The horses and the men on foot leaped away from the starting line. Tao started to run as well. He raced towards Pema as fast as he had ever run in his life. The crowd jeered, thinking he was a contestant who was cheating by getting a head start on the others. He reached Pema and she closed her eyes, ready for the first blow. Up close, he could see her dirty and bruised face through her tangled hair. He reached out and touched her cheek where tears had made their way through the grime. His heart was pounding, and he knew it wasn’t entirely out of fear.

She opened her eyes. At first she didn’t recognise him in his hood and rough clothes.

“It’s me, Pema.”

“Tao!” she said at last. “You can’t save me.”

“I know, but I can’t stand by and watch them torture you.”

“Where’s Kai?”

“He’s gone.”

“There’s still time for you to escape,” Pema said. “You don’t have to die for my sake.”

“Yes, I do.”

The thud of horse hooves grew louder. Tao turned to face the onslaught and held his staff in front of him to ward off blows. Though he was forbidden to harm any living creature, he couldn’t remember anything in the Vinaya about using a weapon for defence. The first arrows rained down on them. The bowmen had strung their bows loosely so that the flight of their arrows was slower and not deadly. Tao wielded his staff, batting the arrows away. The horsemen reached them, lashing out with their swords and jabbing with their lances, trying to make as many cuts as possible. The contestants were still aiming their blows lightly, thinking Tao was a contestant who had broken the rule not to impede another, and that he too would be left out on the plain to die a slow death. Tao’s own speed and strength amazed him. He knocked arrows out of the air, he deflected swords and lances, but he couldn’t stop every weapon. He heard Pema cry out as an arrow struck her. He felt swords slice his own arms. Jilong was shouting angrily from the other end of the arena, but no one could hear what he was saying over the noise.

Tao’s staff flew back and forth as he blocked weapons, sometimes one handed, sometimes two handed. The leather vest helped protect him, but he was still wounded many times by swords and jabbed with lances. Blood ran down his arms and dripped from his hands. An arrow cut through his upper arm. Though he managed to prevent more arrows reaching Pema, he couldn’t stop the horsemen from riding around him and attacking her from the side and from behind. Tao’s bravery was leaking away with his lifeblood.

A terrible sound drowned out the cheering of the crowd and the thumping of the horses’ hooves. It sounded like someone banging enormous copper bowls together. Tao looked in the direction of the noise. The nomads who were clustered around him also turned to see what was happening. Suddenly their horses were rearing up and galloping from the arena. Tao could see shimmering patches of earth and then a huge snake, at least three chang long and as thick as a tree trunk, materialised in their midst. In the few moments it took the nomads to collect their wits and attack the snake, the slithering thing vanished and a beautiful nomad woman appeared. The men held back their lance arms and checked their sword strokes, staring in amazement. Several reached out to guide the woman away from the field, but as soon as they touched her, they collapsed to the ground and lay there unconscious.

Tao heard a voice in his head. “I leave you alone for less than a day and look what a mess you have gotten yourself into!”

Tao let out a whoop. “Pema, it’s Kai. He’s come to rescue us!”

She didn’t reply.

The spectators weren’t sure what was happening, but they were enjoying the display, thinking it was part of the entertainment. The nomads had all turned their attention and their weapons on their new opponent, who was in the snake shape again. Tao turned to Pema. An arrow had pierced her arm. Her arms and legs were covered with bleeding wounds. Her head hung motionless.

Tao’s brain was telling him he should be happy that Pema was about to enter a new life, but his heart, already pounding from fear and exertion, beat even faster. He didn’t want her to die.

He took her head in his hands. “Pema,” he whispered.

Her eyes opened. Tao picked up an abandoned sword and cut her bonds. He watched as she grabbed hold of the arrow in her arm, took a deep breath and pulled it out making no more than a faint groan.

Tao wanted to say much more, but it wasn’t possible. Kai was now in the shape of a nomad. Tao recognised him by his greenish skin and wild dragonish hair, but the other nomads were looking around for their unearthly opponent, swiping their swords at thin air.

A nomad with an axe was still trying to add to his score by wounding Pema. Tao stuck out his foot and tripped him up. Pema stood on the man’s wrist and pulled the axe from his grip.

More nomads arrived and Pema lashed out at them with the axe. Tao fended off as many blows as he could. Together, they fought off six or more nomads. Just as they were about to be overwhelmed, Kai appeared at their side. He was in his true shape, his green scales flashing in the sunlight. His tail took care of the others.

Tao knew this might be his last chance to speak to the dragon, and there was so much he wanted to say. All he could see was a patch of shimmering earth, which was Kai using his mirage skill to disguise himself and Pema.

“Another arrow!” Kai’s voice said.

Tao dodged the arrow. When he turned back, he couldn’t see the shimmering earth. Kai and Pema had escaped.

The nomads who Kai had wounded were limping back to the starting line. Only two or three diligent horsemen were still interested in wounding Tao. They surrounded him, their lances at the ready. Tao was exhausted. He let his staff drop to the ground and raised his hands in surrender. A last arrow flew through the air. Tao tried to sidestep it, but his legs were weary and slow. The arrow went into his calf. The pain took Tao’s breath away. He stumbled and fell to the ground. He thought he was going to pass out.

The clamour was starting to die down. The spectators were all turned towards Jilong, waiting to hear who would be declared the winner. Then a rumbling roar echoed out. It was the yellow dragon, Sha, her eyes blazing red. She flew out over the temple walls, broken chains trailing from each ankle. The crowd cheered, thinking there was more entertainment to come. Then they scattered, screaming, as the dragon swooped low through the crowd. The yellow dragon raked her talons through the flesh of anyone unfortunate enough to be within her reach, flicking her paws so the chains whipped people beneath her. Nomads ran in all directions as she picked up two people in her talons, flew higher and dropped them mercilessly. Those contestants who weren’t standing staring at the dragon were running for their lives with the spectators, but Tao knew Sha was looking for him. He had to escape before she saw him. He tried to pull the arrow out of his leg. He felt the dragon’s hatred and anger turn on him. He was too late. Sha’s dragon eyes had found him. Her wings stretched back. She was flying straight at him like a huge arrowhead, everyone else forgotten.

The yellow dragon was so close, Tao could see saliva dripping from her open jaws. He remembered Pema’s bravery as she had wrenched the arrow from her arm. He grasped the arrow in his leg and pulled it out. He had never experienced such pain. His head spun and he couldn’t get to his feet. Sha’s teeth were just inches away from him when something distracted her. Kai had returned.

Sha swerved away from Tao and turned her blazing eyes on Kai. If there was any creature in the world she hated more than Tao, it was the green dragon. She flew at Kai, lowering her head to gore him with her iron-tipped horns. That meant she had to take her eyes off him. At the last second Kai leaped almost a chang into the air twisted his body and flicked his tail. He hit Sha in the chest and she fell to the ground, winded. Kai didn’t take advantage of the situation. He stood and waited for Sha to get to her feet, which seemed to infuriate her even more. The two dragons faced each other. Kai was bigger, but Sha had wings. They paced around each other. The crowd had already forgotten about Sha’s deadly attacks and crept closer to get a glimpse of this rare sight. Tao could hear some of them making wagers on which dragon would win. Jilong was standing on the dais, waiting for his men to deal with Kai and Tao.

The yellow dragon didn’t wait long before she flapped her wings and launched herself at Kai. She hovered above him just out of his reach before she dived and bit him on the neck. Without wings, Kai was at a disadvantage. A dragon’s body was designed for flight, its head at an angle more suited to looking down at an enemy from the air than up at it from below. Sha could easily fly behind Kai, out of his line of sight, and he had to turn constantly to keep her in view.

Sha circled wider and then suddenly flew at Kai low to the ground, gathering speed. The crowd gasped, as it seemed certain that Sha would smash into Kai, but at the last possible moment Kai leaped aside. Sha grazed her belly on the ground and nearly crash-landed, but she managed to regain her control, turn back and fly at Kai again.

Tao couldn’t just hear Kai’s words in his head, he could feel the dragon’s emotions as well. They swirled inside him, along with his own intense feelings. He staggered and almost fell, so overwhelming were they. Kai felt deep guilt for Sha’s condition. He was filled with sadness and shame. He didn’t want to wound her. Instead, he used his mirage skill to make himself seem to disappear. The crowd gasped. Sha was getting more and more furious as Kai shape-changed into a bush behind her. He kept disappearing and reappearing, changing into a horse, a rock, trying to confuse Sha. The crowd, though nauseated by the shape-changing, still applauded as if they were watching an entertainment troop in a marketplace. This only infuriated Sha more. Kai returned to his own shape, taunting her by jumping up and down, waggling his head and making rude sounds with his lips. The crowd cheered again. Sha flew at Kai, who stood waiting for her.

“You cannot beat me, Sha,” Tao heard him say. “Even without wings, I can defeat you. I am the true leader of our cluster.” There was pride in his voice.

Sha’s eyes were now a dull red. The effects of the tigers’ blood were wearing off, her rage was dying. She changed the direction of her flight. Kai thought she was conceding defeat. He turned to the crowd, stretched himself to his full height, threw back his head and shook his mane. But as Sha’s rage diminished, her natural cunning took over. There was a glint of defiance in her eyes. She flew straight at Tao. If she couldn’t harm Kai directly, she planned to do it indirectly. Tao tried to run, but the pain in his leg was too great. The ring of spectators around them had tightened. Tao had no way of escape. He looked around desperately for his staff, but couldn’t find it.

Kai was showing off his skills to the spectators, enjoying their applause. Tao called out to him. Not with his voice – he wouldn’t have heard – but with his mind. Kai turned in time to see Sha reach down and grab Tao with her forepaws. She let her talons dig through his vest, deep into his flesh. The yellow dragon roared with triumph and soared into the air, making one last circle with Tao dangling, in speechless terror, like a mouse caught by a hawk.

Jilong had gained control over his scattered men and gathered them into fighting formation. He was furious, shouting orders to the bowmen to shoot down the yellow dragon. The archers fired at Sha. Their arrows were no longer flying in gentle arcs meant only to wound. They streaked swift and straight, aimed to kill. Most bounced off her scales. A single arrow dug into the underside of one of Sha’s hind legs, where there were no hard scales to protect her. She cried out in pain and swerved away out of range of the arrows. She kept going, flying low over the dais.

Tao, still clutched in her talons, looked down at the upturned faces. Fo Tu Deng was nowhere to be seen. He would have run to safety long ago. A woman was staring up at him. It was his mother. He couldn’t see the expression on her face, but he could tell from the way she was standing with her hands on her hips, that she was more angry with him than concerned for his safety.

Tao had seen Sha drop her helpless victims while in flight. He guessed that was his fate, though for him she would surely fly to a great height. The terror he felt gave him strength and courage. He reached around and grabbed the chain dangling from her ankle. He wrapped it around his arm just as she released her grip on him, and the chain stopped him from falling. Sha shook her paw furiously, shrieking with pain and anger. Tao didn’t let go. With his other hand he grasped her leg, clutching the coarse brown hair that grew behind her knee. She swooped and swerved, but Tao clung on. He could see the earth below, the temple shrunk to the size of a cart, people no bigger than ants. Sha turned in a somersault. Tao clung on with aching arms, knowing he couldn’t hold on much longer. He looked below for Kai and Pema. They were nowhere in sight. He hoped they had escaped to safety.

Tao lost his grip. The sky was below and so was the upside-down dragon. He bounced against her belly. A good Buddhist would have been preparing for his next life, but Tao wasn’t planning on dying, not any more. People in this life needed him – dragons too. He reached out. All he could grasp was a handful of the dragon’s beard. Sha shook her head as she righted herself. Tao swung out and dug his fingers into her mane, coiling the hair around his hands. Then he managed to get astride her neck. She bucked and twisted like a wild horse, but her strength was waning. Tao hung on. He had faced death and chosen life.

The dragon flew south, following the course of a river for twenty li or more before veering toward a range of sandy cliffs that rose up from the banks of the river. She glided down and Tao could see that she was heading for a cave high in the cliffs. She lowered her head as she glided in to land in the mouth of the cave. Tao’s energy was sapped, his reactions slow. He didn’t duck in time and the edge of the cave whacked him on the forehead.


Chapter Twenty-Six

PAIN AND HUNGER

When Tao woke he found himself in darkness, sprawled on a pile of dirty straw. There was an acrid smell that was familiar to him. His head was fuzzy. It took him a while to remember what it was that smelled like that. It was dragon urine. Kai had always been careful to pee at a distance from him, but Tao had still got a whiff of it if he happened to be upwind. It smelled like rotten eggs and dead fish. It was unpleasant enough when it was fresh. This was definitely not fresh. At first he thought he was in a windowless room. When he raised himself on an elbow, he could see that in one direction the darkness was sprinkled with stars. A faint breeze brought a current of fresh air carrying the scent of osmanthus blossom. He could hear loud breathing. That was something else he was familiar with – the sound of a dragon sleeping. He was in a dragon’s nest.

Tao tried to stand but his head spun, his ears rang and silver sparks danced in front of his eyes. He sat down again and hung his head between his knees. The terrifying journey came back to him – nothing like the dragon flight he had longed for. He realised, with a sinking heart, that the dragon sleeping nearby wasn’t Kai. Then he glimpsed the stars again and remembered where he was – in a cave high on a cliff. He was glad he hadn’t been able to walk easily or he could have stumbled out of the cave and plunged to his death. Now that he was fully awake, he was aware of his wounds. He was sore all over. He didn’t know how many cuts he had sustained on his body, how much of his lifeblood he had lost. The arrow that had wounded his arm had only grazed him. The wound in his leg was much worse. He could feel dirt and grit stuck to the dried blood. He was thirstier than he had ever been in his life, but there was no point in his crawling around in the dark looking for water; he would only risk falling to his death. He thought of Pema, hoping she had survived, that his blundering attempt to save her had succeeded, that she hadn’t died of her wounds. Sleep pulled him back again.

It was full daylight the next time Tao woke. Sha was still sleeping. She was curled up, her head tucked beneath a wing. He crawled to the mouth of the cave. There was a sheer drop of about thirty chang down to a river, on the other side of which lay the ruins of an abandoned village and neglected fields. He could watch for people passing below and call to them for help, but there was no sign of recent human activity anywhere in the landscape around him. And even if he was lucky and someone heard him, what could they do? There was no way down that he could see.

Tao was hot and sweating. It was the first time he’d been able to examine his wounds in the daylight. His arms were covered with cuts, more than a dozen of them. The nomads had followed their instructions well. The cuts weren’t deep enough to kill, but they were still bleeding. The arrow wound in his leg looked swollen and ugly. It was hot to touch. He still had the wolf tooth on a thong around his neck. He pierced the wound with its point and foul yellow-green fluid oozed out. It hurt so much, he thought he would pass out.

He searched the cave to see if there was a way out. There were animal bones lying around, some half-eaten, and the smell of decaying meat added to the stench. Unpleasant smells were the least of Tao’s worries. Among the gnawed animal bones, he thought he recognised the remains of a human body. There didn’t seem to be any way out of the cave except by flight.

Sha started to shiver and her eyes opened slowly. They were no longer red; instead they were the colour of a yellowing bruise. The sight of Tao stirred no anger or interest in her. Her great body shuddered with sickness. She turned over and slept again.

Tao lay unable to move, slipping in and out of sleep. He lost track of time. He was afraid that he would die – from hunger, thirst or the poison in his festering wounds. Sooner or later he would allow himself to be pulled back into the painless peace of sleep from which he would not wake. He couldn’t wait for someone to rescue him. No one knew where he was, and who would take the trouble to search for him? Kai might, but even a dragon couldn’t follow the trail of another dragon in flight. There would be no trace of its passing.

There was only one creature who could help Tao escape and that was Sha. But why would she? Tao had smashed the jar of tigers’ blood that she had come to depend on. He was also the friend of Kai, who was her enemy. Still, the sick dragon was his only hope.

Tao didn’t know what she planned to do with him. Sha was a wild dragon, not one who had had a dragonkeeper like Kai. She may have snatched him away with the intention of him being her next meal. He didn’t think she understood any human language. Once, in the Song Shan Mountains, an angry bear had confronted him. It could easily have killed him, but he had spoken gently to the beast and, even though it couldn’t understand his words, he had managed to calm it. He hoped he could do that with Sha and she would let him go. If not, he would have to find a way to get down from the cave. First he needed to attend to his wounds and regain his strength. He would have to beg the dragon to get him food. He waited for what seemed hours, but Sha showed no sign of waking. He nudged her with his foot. She still didn’t stir. He picked up a bone and poked her hard with it.

“Sha,” he said.

The dragon’s eyes opened. There was a glint of recognition. She knew her name in the language of the Huaxia at least. “I know you are angry with me for breaking the vat of tigers’ blood. But I am not your enemy. Your body craves the blood. You must resist it. You must get back to your natural state.”

Though Sha showed no sign of understanding anything Tao had said, he thought that she was listening to his soothing voice.

“Kai has told me about you.” At the mention of Kai’s name, the dragon’s rumbling growl echoed around the small cave. “He told me that you are a healer. That’s all I wanted to do when I smashed the jar: to cure you of this craving for tigers’ blood, so that you can return to your cluster, who must miss your healing skills.”

Sha stopped growling. Tao remembered what Kai had said about her dragon mate abandoning her.

“I am only a novice monk. I don’t know much about the ways of the world. In fact, I have learned more in the last few weeks than in my whole life before. But I have experienced what it is like to feel love for someone.”

It was a relief to say the words aloud. He wished he’d told Pema when he’d had the chance, instead of confessing his feelings to a dragon who didn’t understand a word he was saying.

“It’s a powerful feeling. It makes you do things you had no idea you were capable of. And I know that you have been betrayed.”

The circumstances of that betrayal weren’t clear to him; he had been too busy with his own hurt feelings to find out. “I have lost nothing, because I never had the love of anyone to lose. Not that kind of love.”

As he had hoped, his words calmed Sha. Her head dropped and she slept again. At least she wasn’t trying to kill him. That was an important step in his survival plan.

He had calmed himself as well as the dragon; whatever forces flowed through his body when he was fighting and afraid had stopped. His strength had diminished. He could hardly believe he had faced so many nomads … and survived. He was weary, but if he allowed himself to sleep, he might never wake up again. Perhaps it didn’t matter. He hoped Pema had managed to escape, and Kai too. Perhaps they had escaped together. He had done all he could.

Sha didn’t move from her nest for two days. She shuddered and groaned, and soiled herself. Tao needed food. His wounds needed attention. The blood oozing from them had turned black. He knew that was a bad sign. But all he could do was sit and watch day turn to night and back again. There was a shower of rain during the second night. Water dripped from the roof of the cave and Tao was able to cup some in his hands to quench his thirst.

On the third day, Sha woke and struggled to get into a sitting position. She had stopped shivering. She made her way to the cave mouth. That small movement seemed to sap her strength. She sat for several minutes and then fell forwards off the ledge. Tao cried out, thinking she had fallen to her death, but when he crawled to the edge, he saw her gliding unsteadily to the ground.

Even though he was weak with hunger, he managed to get to his feet. The sun was low in the sky and its rays reached the back of the cave. Tao made his way painfully to the depths of the cave to see if the light revealed a way out that he had missed before. Hidden in a recess he could see something shiny. There was a golden incense burner, a bronze bowl decorated with gems, some greenish river stones, a piece of wood shaped like a bird. It was a hoard, a dragon’s hoard. Sha must have lived in the cave before Jilong captured her.

Tao’s eyes were drawn to another item in the hoard, something else man-made. It was a bamboo cylinder, each end plugged with beeswax. His hands were already trembling from exertion. They shook even more as he picked up the bamboo cylinder. It didn’t seem possible, but the sutras had found their way back into his hands once more. He was about to open the cylinder when a shadow fell over him. Sha had returned.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

HEALING

Tao stood with the bamboo cylinder in his hands, like a guilty child caught with a finger dipped in a jar of honey. But Sha no longer seemed to be angry with him. In one of her forepaws she grasped a dead rabbit. In the other was a branch that had three pears attached to it. She gave the branch to Tao and he pulled off one of the pears and bit into it. The sweet juice filled his mouth. It was the most delicious thing he had ever tasted. Sha picked up the bronze bowl and flew off again. She was not gone long. In a few minutes she returned with it full of river water. She pushed it in front of Tao and he drank every drop. Sha settled down and ate the rabbit in two bites, crunching its bones. Tao ate another pear. It wasn’t until after he’d finished that he realised he’d eaten after noon.

Sha’s eyes were brighter, though still yellowish. She hadn’t fully recovered, but Tao was certain that the tigers’ blood had been expelled from her body and she had lost all her aggression. Once again he had to deal with the frustration of trying to communicate with a dragon without words. Sha was very different to Kai – shy, reluctant to meet his eye and definitely feminine, even when she was crunching rabbit bones.

The yellow dragon leaned forwards and sniffed Tao’s arrow wound, making an anxious sound. She slowly lifted a paw and inserted two talons into one of her reverse scales just as Kai had done. She pulled out a tight wad of dried dark-red leaves that Tao recognised as red cloud herb. She stuffed the whole lot into her mouth, chewing slowly for some minutes before spitting out the masticated leaves onto a stone. Sha looked at Tao and made an encouraging sound. He scooped up some of the chewed leaves, but he didn’t put it on his own wounds. He moved to attend to Sha’s arrow wound first, which was a lot worse than his. She stopped him with the pads of a paw. Sha stuck out her long tongue and twisted round to lick the wound and the festering sores that surrounded it. She looked at Tao. This time she didn’t stop him and he smeared the red cloud herb on her wound. She made a sound like wind chimes, even though it must have hurt.

Tao scooped up more of the herbal mixture and gestured toward his own wound. Sha lowered her head in what Tao interpreted as approval. He was about to smear a dollop onto the arrow wound, but a dragon paw stopped him again. She licked his wound as well, cleaning off the dirt and the encrusted black blood. The dragon’s tongue was rough, as if sharp pieces of broken pot were imbedded in it. Tao gritted his teeth and managed to stop himself from crying out. When she had finished, he applied the red cloud herb. He smeared some on his other cuts. Sha reached behind another of her reverse scales. This time she pulled out some dried berries, one at a time. She placed six of them in Tao’s upturned hand, the rest she ate. Tao didn’t hesitate. He put them into his mouth. They were bitter to taste, but he ate them all, convinced that Sha meant him no harm. She could have easily killed him before then, if that had been her intention.

The ulcerated sores caused by the shackles would eventually kill Sha if left untreated. To ensure she was in his debt, he reached for one of her front paws. She drew it away with a snarl. He pointed to the shackles and made a gesture that he hoped showed her what he wanted to do.

“Let me see if I can remove them.”

This time she didn’t pull her paw away, though she continued to make a low reverberating growl. Tao had no experience at picking locks, but as he looked closer, he realised the iron shackles were not secured with locks. Each shackle encircling Sha’s ankles was just held closed with a clasp, the sort of thing that fastened a necklace, only larger. The clasps were too fiddly for dragon talons to manipulate, but Tao was easily able to unhook them with his fingers. One by one he removed them. Sha sighed with relief. Tao wondered if she was aware that he had just saved her life.

He inspected the iron tips on her horns, but they were bonded to her horns. He couldn’t remove them.

These activities had exhausted them both. The dragon lay down to sleep again, and Tao did the same.
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Tao woke to find his arrow wound and three of the worst of his cuts covered with green leaves, stuck to his skin with what he thought might be dragon saliva. Sha had gone hunting.

Since Sha didn’t seem to object to him having the bamboo cylinder, he picked it up again. It was the second time that the cylinder had come into his hands. His fumbling fingers pulled out the beeswax plug. He tilted the cylinder and the delicate pieces of curled bark slid out. He gently opened one and looked at the faint Sanskrit words in a shaft of sunlight. He recognised a few words. It was not a sutra he was familiar with, but just seeing the holy words gave him strength. One of the curls of birch bark was smaller than the others. Tao opened it out. These words were simpler. It was a note from the transcriber, a monk from Tianzhu, who had written down the Buddha’s words long ago. The monk had signed his name at the bottom.

Tao had been so busy trying to stay alive, he hadn’t thought like a monk for days. He wasn’t convinced his own life was worth saving, but he was certain the sutras were. If he didn’t save them, then they would be lost. He had to do his part, just as this monk had long ago. The preservation of the Buddha’s words had been entrusted to him. He put the scrolls back in the bamboo cylinder. He had to get them to Yinmi where they could be protected, and where they could be translated and transcribed. He couldn’t fail at this task.

Tao was willing to rest, eat the food that Sha brought for him and let her tend his wounds. He had lost a great deal of blood and he needed to regain his strength. Sha brought fresh straw to make beds for herself and for Tao. She gave him more of the bitter berries, which he thought helped cure his fever. He slept a lot and spent his waking hours studying the birch-bark sutras. He reattached the strap to the bamboo cylinder by braiding and knotting together the original bamboo stems with Pema’s ribbon, adding strands of straw from his bed. Sha watched him for some time before bending her great head over his work and spitting on the knots that tied the strap to the cylinder. After a few minutes, it had set hard and the strap was firmly attached.

Tao meditated and recited the familiar sutras he had learned by heart. Sha watched and listened with her head cocked to one side. She was an intelligent dragon, and Tao knew that she wanted to understand the words that he spoke.

During the night, Tao was woken by a strange musical sound. It was melodic, but deep, not a sound made by a human voice. If a water buffalo could hum, this was the sound it would make. The melody slid up and down, slowly, sadly. It was Sha singing a lament that brought tears to Tao’s eyes.
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After three more days, the sweating had passed and Tao felt strong again. His cuts were healing, the swelling around the arrow wound had gone down, and the hectic colour had faded. Sha seemed healthy too.

Tao thought about what he had heard Kai say to Sha when they were fighting. I am the true leader of our cluster. What had he meant by that? Tao knew that Kai had lied to him in the past. When they had been reunited in the arena, there had been no time to ask him what was true and what was not. Why was Sha so angry with Kai?

The next time Sha was preparing to fly off for food, Tao touched her scaly shoulder.

“I am healed now, thanks to you. I would like to return to my monastery.”

He picked up the bamboo cylinder, hooked the strap over his shoulder and pointed into the distance.

Sha moved her great head from side to side. She pushed his hand from her shoulder with her snout and flew off.

Now that she wasn’t constantly in blood lust, Tao had hoped that the dragon had been caring for him until he was strong enough to go his own way again. He stood on the edge of the cave looking at the river below. Now he knew that wasn’t true. Though there was no one to hear, he spoke the words aloud. “I am her prisoner.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

AIR AND WATER

Tao had thought he was about to die several times since he’d left Yinmi Monastery. On those occasions, he had been ready to accept that Buddha had decided his current life should end, and he had been calm and prepared to enter a new body and begin his next life. But he couldn’t bear the thought of a life of imprisonment. He had helped the yellow dragon, understood her pain and anger. If it weren’t for him, Sha would still have been captive, still craving the tigers’ blood. He had hoped she might be grateful enough to take him all the way to Yinmi, but instead she meant to keep him captive to spite Kai.

Tao made another futile search of the cave, checking the walls, the floor, the roof. There was no way out. He searched through Sha’s hoard, looking for anything that he could use to help him climb down the cliff. There was nothing. He went back to the edge of the cave. He peered over, looking for signs of footholds carved into the cliff. There were none.

When Sha returned, Tao took the food she had brought for him. He drank from the jewelled bowl, then sat cross-legged and recited sutras. He wanted the dragon to think that he had resigned himself to his imprisonment. She had brought him a blanket to cover himself with. He tidied his straw bed and as soon as it got dark, he settled himself down to sleep. He didn’t sleep though. He had decided this was going to be his last night in the dragon’s nest. He would escape, or die trying. He had a plan. He was getting good at scheming.

The next morning, Tao spent the first hour of daylight in meditation to prepare himself. Sha slept till midmorning most days. When she woke, Tao was busily sweeping the cave with a hand broom he had made from his bedstraw. He ate the fruit and nuts Sha had brought for him, while she chewed on the bones of a deer she had killed three days earlier. Then he offered to inspect the arrow wound on her leg and apply fresh red cloud herb. When he’d finished, he tended to his own wounds, which were healing well. Tao spent the rest of the day poring over the birch-bark sutras and reciting the Four Vows:

Sentient beings are numberless; I vow to save them all.

Delusions are endless; I vow to cut through them all.

The teachings are infinite; I vow to learn them all.

Buddha knowledge is inconceivable; I vow to attain it.

Sha had a nap in the afternoon, as she always did. Tao prepared himself. He quietly slipped the strap of the bamboo cylinder over his head and settled it on his back like a quiver of arrows. He pulled on the nomad boy’s boots and slid the purple shard deep into one. When Sha woke, she stretched and Tao knew that she was about to fly off in search of food again.

She stood at the cave mouth, the talons of her forepaws gripping the ledge. Tao crept closer as she snuffed the breeze and unfurled her wings ready for flight. The dragon bent her knees, pulled back her wings and leaped into the air. Tao leaped at the same moment. He sprang onto her back, grabbing her mane with both hands. Sha let out a surprised yelp. She twisted and turned in the air, trying to dislodge him. The dragon’s weapons – horns, teeth, talons and tail – were useless to her as long as he was on her back. All he had to do was hang on. The horizon tilted and turned; the river was above, below and then tipped on its side. The cliffs rose up before him with startling speed. Tao didn’t want to watch this sickening view, but he had to keep his eyes open.

Sha had been docile and friendly while they had been sharing the nest. Now she was angry – and she didn’t need tigers’ blood to maintain her fury. She tried to bash him against the cliff face, hurting herself more than she hurt him. Tao realised that his plan, as always, had one serious failing. He hadn’t thought what to do past this point. He had vaguely imagined that if he could cling on for long enough, Sha would eventually land, and he would be able to escape. The dragon had a different plan. She looped back and was returning to her nest. If she got him back into the cave, he would be at her mercy. He looked down at the river. He didn’t know how far down it was – ten, perhaps fifteen chang. He had a choice between being dismembered by an enraged dragon or breaking his neck, possibly drowning. He didn’t have time to ponder. If he was going to fall into the river and not on the rocks at its edge, he had to do it immediately. He let go of the dragon’s mane.

Tao had imagined he would slowly float to earth like an autumn leaf. Instead he fell like a stone. The rush of air threatened to rip the sutras from him, but the strap held firm. He barely had time to take a breath before the river came up to meet him. He had thought a watery landing would be gentle, but it was like smacking into rock. He plunged through the water, his arms waving uselessly, his boots filling and dragging him down until he hit the riverbed.

The river pulled him downstream. He had to fight the urge to breathe. He opened his eyes, and through the murky water he could make out the rocky edge of the riverbank above him. He swam up towards it, his lungs bursting. Scrabbling on the slippery rocks, he couldn’t grip them, but finally managed to break the surface and breathe in the precious air.

The river, black with algae, slid along flat and fast. Tao went with it. He glimpsed rapids ahead and braced himself to be flung about by the cascading water. Instead, his vest became hooked on a tree branch caught in the rocks that disturbed the river’s smooth passage. The current tried to tug him away again, but he stayed where he was. He ripped his vest as he unhooked himself and climbed up onto the slippery rock. There were other rocks that jutted out of the water. He was able to scramble across them, slipping and falling several times before he reached the reeds growing at the river’s edge. He crawled among them and lay in the shallows while he celebrated being alive, gently lifting his limbs one at a time to see if they still worked. He clutched at his shoulder, and sighed with relief. This time, he hadn’t lost the sutras. He pulled the bamboo cylinder around and held it to his chest, hoping the scrolls hadn’t got wet. He was relieved that there was no sign of Sha, but her eyesight was as good as Kai’s. The sun was low on the horizon. He couldn’t risk moving until nightfall. He breathed in the sweet osmanthus air, felt the breeze on his skin and lay as still as a stone. He wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere. Not yet.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

HOUSE OF THE DEAD

By the time it grew dark, Tao was freezing. The moon hadn’t risen, and the night was as black as ink. His legs were stiff from cold and inactivity. He managed to get moving, though his progress was slow. The arrow wound was healing well, but it was painful when he put weight on his injured leg. He limped along the riverbank, guided by the soft sound of the river slipping by to his right. He hoped that Sha had given up looking for him, but he knew the cliffs were looming unseen on the other side of the river, and she would be up there in her nest. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Sha’s dragon eyes were on him, penetrating the darkness, tracking him until he was too tired to run, so that she could swoop down and snatch him up like her other prey. It was a strange sensation, stumbling along in the pitch dark, unable to see a handbreadth in front of him, and yet feeling as exposed as a newly opened flower at midday. Even if he did find his way back to the monastery, he imagined that he would spend the rest of his life with one eye on the sky, waiting to be snatched up in the claws of an angry dragon.

He was on his own now. He’d made friends, but he’d lost them along the way. What had happened to Kai? Had Pema survived? He might never know. For the first time in his life, Tao had also made enemies. Those he hadn’t lost. Instead, they had multiplied – Shi Le, Jilong, the entire Zhao army, and now Sha.

Tao felt the bamboo cylinder against his chest. He tried to picture in his mind how he would make his way back to Yinmi without going anywhere near Luoyang. He would travel south of the Luo River, mostly at night. He hoped he would not lose his way in that unknown land, without the sun to guide his steps, without the sight of the Song Shan Mountains to lead him home.

When he’d decided to follow the river through the night, he’d considered the dangers from attacking nomads and dragons, he’d worried about wild nocturnal animals, and been anxious that he might lose his way. The one thing that hadn’t concerned him was the weather.

The wind had begun to blow almost as soon as he started walking. He had hardly noticed it. His mind had been on other things – mainly if he was going to live or die. Now the wind was strengthening and he could hear the change in the river as it was stirred into waves. Leaves whipped into his face. Sudden gusts were so strong they almost lifted him off his feet. He quickened his pace, but that was a mistake, as he lost the path and found himself in waist-high grass. The sound of the wind was so loud he could no longer hear the river, and he lost his sense of direction. After a dozen tentative steps, his foot hung in midair, searching for solid ground but not finding it. He felt himself falling. He braced himself, ready to plunge back into the river, which he knew was waiting to drown him. He clasped the bamboo cylinder with both hands and fell face first, not into water, into thick, smelly mud. His hands were under him, stuck in the grasping mud, which also stopped up his mouth and nose. He wasn’t going to drown. He was going to suffocate.

His lungs were about to burst when Tao felt four points of pain in his back. He knew exactly what was causing them. It was dragon talons digging into his flesh. Sha had found him. Her dragon eyes had been watching from the shelter of her cave, just as he had imagined. She had waited until the last moment, letting him suffer, before she flew down to pluck him up when he was about to die. She didn’t want him dead. Not yet. He expected to be swept up high into the air, but he was lifted no further than the riverbank. He heard a voice.

“Humans are as fragile as butterflies, unable to survive even a slight wind.”

The talons released him and dumped him on the path.

“Kai? Is that you?” Tao reached into the darkness and felt scales beneath his fingers. He hugged the dragon even though he was hard and spiky. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I thought it was Sha come to kill me.”

“I have come to save you even though there is the promise of a storm.”

“The promise of a storm! Isn’t this a storm?”

“It will get worse.”

“Do you have shelter somewhere?”

“I do.”

“Is it far?”

“It is a long way for a butterfly. Not far for a dragon. Climb on my back. I will carry you.”

Tao pulled himself onto the dragon’s back. He grasped Kai’s horns. The scaly body beneath him undulated as Kai began to run. Tao felt the reassuring bump of the bamboo cylinder against his back. He thanked the dragon over and over again for saving him, even though he didn’t think Kai heard him. The wind whipped away his spoken words and he didn’t have enough energy to transmit his thoughts with his mind.

The dragon ran without stopping. It wasn’t like riding a horse where every footfall jarred the body. Kai’s paws touched the ground lightly and he moved with a gentle rocking motion. Tao wasn’t jolted at all. The only thing he had to do was stay awake and hold on, and that was difficult enough.

The wind grew stronger. Twigs stripped from trees flew through the air, and then something larger – a tree branch or a piece of wood from an abandoned house – was hurled by the storm. Tao couldn’t see it in the pitch dark, but he felt it rush past him no more than a finger-width away. It was Kai who was in danger from such flying debris, not Tao. He buried his face in the dragon’s mane, protected from the worst of the wind.

The wind died.

Kai stopped to catch his breath. Within two heartbeats the gale was only a memory. There was an eerie stillness, an unnatural quiet, as if the world had stopped breathing. Tao stopped breathing too, in case his own breath somehow unbalanced the suddenly silent world. It began to rain. Not just a smattering of raindrops, not the warm drizzle that had persisted through most of the summer months, but heavy rain, as if a trapdoor had opened in the sky and a celestial river was pouring through it.

Kai ran again. Tao was drenched but the rain didn’t seem to bother him; it just streamed off his scales. He loped along for another hour before Tao felt him begin to climb. Finally, when Tao was sure he couldn’t hang on for another moment, Kai stopped. Tao could just make out some crumbling brickwork in the slanting rain.

“Where are we?”

“This is one of the houses of the dead in the foothills of Mang Shan, to the north of Luoyang.”

“Oh.”

“Does that trouble you?”

“The dead don’t trouble me, but I find no pleasure in being back near Luoyang again.”

The tombs had been built long ago, in the time of the Han, when the old religion still flourished and people buried their dead in tombs. Rumours had spread that angry ghosts haunted the tombs, because no descendants came to bring them food or to sweep their graves. No one went near them. Tao didn’t fear ghosts. He climbed down from Kai’s back. He saw a faint rectangular glow in the darkness. He moved towards it, so stiff he could hardly walk.

Tao followed Kai down a flight of steps and ducked through a low doorway into the tomb. The smell of wood-smoke and cooked grain met him. Though the roof had collapsed in one corner, the part that was built into the hill was undamaged. A fire, burned down to glowing embers, had been carefully placed to one side of the hole in the roof. The smoke found its way out, but the rain didn’t put out the fire. There was a pot beneath the hole to catch the rainwater.

The dragon and the boy looked at each other in the glow of the embers. They had hardly spoken since the bitter words at the Zhao contest. Tao wanted to apologise for what he had said, but his mind was numb with exhaustion and he couldn’t translate his feelings into words. Kai was hot and panting, but Tao was shivering with cold. Tao took off his boots to warm his feet next to the embers. As he struggled to pull them off, something fell out. It was the shard of dragon stone.

They both stared at the purple stone in silence. There were things that needed to be said, but neither of them was willing to start that conversation.

Tao unhooked the bamboo cylinder from his shoulder.

“You have found the sutras again,” Kai said.

“Yes, I have.” Tao smiled. “Sha had them. She must have been the one who took them from the ginkgo tree. Though how she could have known they were there, I don’t know.”

“Smell,” Kai said. “Yellow dragons have the most powerful sense of smell. She would have picked up my scent if she passed close to the tree.”

Tao noticed a length of sapling propped in a corner. He went over to it.

“That’s my staff!” he said. “The one I used to fend off the nomads’ arrows.”

“I found it useful when I had to fight my way from the arena,” Kai said. “I did not want to kill the nomads, so I did not use my talons and horns. Ping taught me to value life and the Xiong Nu treated us well when we were in need.”

Tao could see bloodstains on one end of his staff. Kai might not have killed anyone with it, but it looked as if he had caused some serious injuries.

Someone entered the room. Tao thought he was imagining it at first, that it was a trick of the firelight on his weary brain.

“Hello, Holy Boy.”

“Pema!” Tao said. The rush of emotions made him dizzy. Relief washed over him like summer rain. “You’re safe.”

She smiled at him. “Thanks to you.”

She put more wood on the fire. Flames flared up. Tao could see her clearly. She was wearing an unfamiliar gown and her hair was tied back in a plait. Her face was clean and she had a scar on her cheek where the nomad sword had sliced her. Her face was flushed, and Tao wondered if that was from the heat of the fire, or his arrival.

Now that his eyes had adjusted to the light, he could see that there were other things in the room besides the fire – blankets, a pot of cooked grain, a folded gown – and behind them, in the shadows, the heavy wooden coffins of the dead.

“I see we are not alone,” Tao said. He peered at some characters on the tomb. “We are the guests of Mr and Mrs Wang.”

“Mrs Wang had elegant taste,” Pema said, smoothing the fabric of her gown.

“Are your wounds healed?” Tao asked.

She pushed up her sleeves to show the scars. “Kai found some leaves that helped heal them.”

Tao showed her his arms. “I also had a dragon who healed me – a different one.”

Pema handed the folded gown to Tao. He held it for a moment, aware that it belonged to a dead man. But he knew that Mr Wang would have lived several lives since he was buried there, and would no longer be in need of the clothes. He stood in the shadows and took off the smelly nomad vest and trousers. Monks were only supposed to wear robes made of old, threadbare cloth. This gown was made of sheep’s wool and looked like it had never been worn before, but he wrapped it gratefully around himself. Pema pulled some taro roots from among the embers. She peeled them, cut them up and added the pieces to the grain. Then she sat the heavy three-legged bronze pot in front of the three of them.

“We must eat nomad style,” she said. “It is after midnight, Tao, a new day, so you can eat your fill.”

They each in turn dipped fingers or talons into the pot. The food tasted good. It had been some while since Tao had felt something warm in his stomach.

“What about the jujubes?” Kai said. “Can we eat them now?”

Pema smiled and pulled a knotted cloth from her belt. She untied the knot and revealed about a dozen jujubes.

“You can have no more than six,” she said. “Tao and I will share the rest.”

Kai gleefully put all six in his mouth at once. “She would not let me eat them until I returned with you.”

As they ate, Tao and Pema recounted how they had passed the days since they were last together in the arena during Jilong’s deadly game. Tao told Kai and Pema of his time with Sha and his escape. Pema explained how they had eluded Jilong’s men thanks to the dragon’s mirage skill. Then Kai had taken her to her old home in Luoyang, where everything was as she had left it. He had returned to confront Sha, but when she flew off with Tao, Kai went back to Pema’s cellar to make sure that her wounds healed. Communication between them had been even more difficult, since Pema couldn’t read or write, but somehow they had managed with signs and drawings. Kai had tried to find a thread of connection with Tao using his piece of the dragon stone, but he had found no trace.

“As soon as I could, I went out to get news,” Pema said. “I heard a peasant talking about the yellow dragon flying along the Yi River.”

“We travelled to the river,” Kai continued. “It was only then that I felt the connection with you. I would not have found you without Pema’s help.”

Tao turned to Pema; there was one more thing he wanted to know.

“How did you come to be with the nomads, to be …”

“To be with Jilong?”

Tao nodded.

“When you left your family home, I was not only at the gate to say goodbye to you,” Pema said. “I was ready to leave myself. As soon as I saw Shi Le at the stream, I planned to return to Luoyang and kill him. I thought it would take a long time to get close to him, but it was easier than I expected. I came across Jilong and his men on the road. He’d been out hunting and his dragon had escaped. His pride was wounded. It was easy to flatter him and gain his confidence.”

Tao was relieved to hear that Pema had been feigning her affection for Jilong.

The rain fell heavily again and the noise was so loud that Tao couldn’t ask any more questions. They sat staring at the embers, each thinking their own thoughts, taking it in turns to get up and empty the pot when it filled with rainwater. They were watched by the mingqi, small statues of servants, about twenty of them, that relatives had left to serve the Wangs in their afterlife. Tao felt more content than he had since he left Yinmi. He was warm and fed, and his friends had returned to him. The only thing that troubled him was that he might be dreaming, and he would wake up to find himself still captive in Sha’s nest or facedown in the mud by the riverbank.

The rain slackened, but did not stop. Pema put a little more wood on the fire.

“I found these among the food offerings left for Mr and Mrs Wang,” Pema said.

She held out a pottery jar and a small lacquered box.

Tao took the lid off the box. It contained faded yellow safflower. He removed the stopper from the jar and sniffed it. He recognised the smell of sesame oil.

“They are too old to use for cooking, but I thought you might find another use for them.”

Pema settled down to sleep on a mat from Mrs Wang’s coffin.

“I had one faint vision just after you left,” Tao told Kai. “It told me to break Sha’s jar of tigers’ blood.”

The dragon nodded. “Will you try again?”

Tao mixed a little oil and safflower in the lid of the lacquer box. He rubbed it into his hands, let his eyes relax and his vision blur. A faint image appeared in his cupped hands. When it focused, he thought at first that he had failed; all he could see were his own hands, palms up, but they were not smeared with yellow oil. He looked for other clues. There was just a glimpse of a silk cuff decorated with yellow diamonds filled with red. The vision faded and was gone.

“What did you see?” Kai asked eagerly.

Tao sighed and smiled. “Nothing that I can decipher. And it was very faint. I thought the visions might be stronger now that I am back with you.”

“You need to bond with Wei again,” the dragon said.

He looked disappointed, but Tao was not.

“I will be able to bond with Wei when I return to my family home in a few weeks. I am learning how to read my visions. I hope that eventually, this one will make sense.”

Kai spent some time digging himself a shallow hole and settling himself into it.

Tao followed Pema’s example and borrowed a mat from the dead. The rain was still falling heavily and the wind had picked up again. He thanked the Wangs for their hospitality and pitied anyone who was caught out in the storm. But surely no one would venture outside on such a night.


Chapter Thirty

RAINDROPS

Tao couldn’t sleep. Though his body was tired, his mind would not relax. He got up to empty the pot that was catching the rainwater. The rain had almost stopped. Kai was awake too, warming his paws by the fire.

“Thank you for looking for me, for finding me,” Tao said as he joined the dragon. “You didn’t have to.”

Kai threw another branch on the fire.

“Sha took you to spite me. I was concerned that she would …”

“I smashed the jar of tigers’ blood and her blood lust was almost spent by the time she reached her nest.”

“You managed to escape from her.”

Tao could hear the admiration in Kai’s voice. He smiled to himself, remembering his flawed escape plan. “I was lucky.”

“You succeeded.”

After a long silence, Tao spoke again. “Our paths may not lie together, Kai, but we have been through a lot since we met. I think it’s time you told me the truth.”

The dragon nodded. “The truth is not always easy to speak.”

“Try. I know you didn’t leave the dragon haven because the other dragons set you a quest.”

Kai sighed a long dragonish sigh. “The haven dragons have not flourished, and it is my fault.”

Tao waited for him to elaborate.

“The dragons had become fearful. They decided long ago to live in hiding at the dragon haven, which is on a plateau high on a mountain, a long way from any human settlement. It is pleasant enough, with pools of water warmed from beneath the earth, but it is a small area. There is not much to amuse a dragonling. When I was young, there were no other young dragons for me to play with, no companions as I grew. All the other dragons had wings and could fly away whenever they wanted. The mountain slopes were too steep for me to climb down and there were deadly traps set to catch intruders. Even if I had managed to get down, it would have been even harder to climb back up again. To me it was not a haven. It was a prison. Hei Lei, a big black dragon, and the white dragons went hunting, and were sometimes away for days at a time. My job was to catch rabbits and birds. I grew fat and lazy.”

Tao looked at Kai’s slender body. “Fat?”

“I lost all my fat on the journey from dragon haven.”

Tao waited, listening to the crackling fire until Kai was ready to continue.

“I grew tired of endless moon gatherings and discussions that went on for days about how long I was allowed to swim in the yellow pool and whose turn it was to bury the bones.”

“So you decided to leave the dragon haven?”

“Not straight away.”

Kai lapsed into another silence, reluctant to talk about his years at the dragon haven. Tao had to coax his story from him.

“But you did leave, didn’t you?”

“Dragons must have a leader. The one meant to lead was not yet ready to lead.”

“Which dragon was that?”

“I was that dragon.”

“But you said you are the youngest; why did they choose you as leader?”

“Because of my colours.”

“Green dragons become leaders?”

Kai shook his head. “Not green dragons, dragons of five colours.”

“But you’re just one colour – green.”

“The five colours only show at certain times. I displayed the five colours at a very young age. I fought the only contender for leadership. The fight took place in a deep pool. And I won.”

This story seemed even more unlikely than the first one Kai had recounted about his quest to find the dragon hunter, and yet Tao believed he was telling the truth.

“It was an exceptional situation. I was young even by human measurement. No one was sure how to proceed. It was decided that someone would assist me and become my advisor until my horns grew.”

It was a long time since Tao had heard the stories of the little purple dragon from his great-grandfather. Now he would hear more. He moved closer to the dragon so that he didn’t miss a word.

“There were two males who each thought they should be chosen as my regent – Hei Lei, the black, and Tun, a smaller yellow. Hei Lei was the one I had fought for leadership. He seemed to accept the arrangement, but I did not trust him. Tun had always been friendly to me ever since I arrived as little more than a baby. I was pleased when the council decided that Tun would be my regent.”

The rain had slowed to a drizzle, and Kai’s words came more slowly than the drips of rainwater into the pot. In the silences, Tao got up to stoke the fire, to empty the pot of rainwater and to pee. Gradually he learned the story of Kai’s life.

Sha was Tun’s mate. Though the two yellow dragons had been paired for many years, they had no young. Sha had laid three dragon stones. The dragonlings within each of them died before they were hatched. That was the beginning of her sadness.

Kai was expecting treachery and assumed it would be Hei Lei who would try to snatch the leadership. Kai spent a lot of his time showing off his skills. The dragons lost interest in his performances. Even the young female Lian, who Kai had believed would one day become his mate. She was patient with him when he was younger, waiting for him to mature, but she grew tired of waiting. Without an audience to admire him, Kai became lazy. He spent most of his time sleeping in a cave. He ate more than his share and didn’t contribute by catching rabbits and birds. The few duties he had as heir to the leadership, he neglected. All the dragons were unhappy with him.

“My horns came early, about fifty years ago,” Kai continued, “but I did not take up the leadership. I was not interested in being leader. The females decided I should wait until I was five hundred to take up the role. Years passed and my rivals bided their time. When the challenge came, it was not from the black dragon. It was from Tun.”

Kai sighed and a stream of mist issued from his nostrils.

“Tun was more clever than I. When he attacked, it was not with talons and teeth. While I was eating and sleeping, Tun wooed Lian, even though he was already paired with Sha. He could not have inflicted a more painful wound. Sweet Sha’s sadness turned to resentment and anger. Tun had his eye on the leadership. He waited. When Hei Lei was away hunting, he made a challenge. I only had two choices. I had to accept his challenge or leave the haven forever. That was the decision my father made six centuries ago. He left the cluster rather than fight Hei Lei for leadership. Though I only saw my father for a brief time, we were together for many years before I was hatched. I loved my father, but I never understood why he left, why he took that path and allowed himself to be seen as a coward. I was not prepared to do the same.”

Kai had a sudden need to clean the mud from between the toes of his left forepaw. Tao knew from his childhood tales that Kai’s father had died in captivity in an imperial palace. He ate a jujube while he waited for the dragon to take up his story again.

“I accepted the challenge. I wanted to show Lian that, though I was young and foolish, I was the strongest dragon. I wanted her to regret choosing Tun. It was a formal contest with rules set down by the council. Tun was the one who taught me how to fight, and he was able to anticipate my every move. I was fat and slow, and my attention was more on impressing Lian than winning the contest. I had become arrogant. I expected to win. It was a long fight. In the end I made a mistake, and Tun beat me.”

“It doesn’t make sense that Sha turned on you. You weren’t the cause of her unhappiness. Tun was the who did the damage.”

Kai shook his great head.

“Sha was counting on me to disgrace Tun. I do not know if she hoped that in defeat he would return to her or leave the haven in shame. He did neither. He stayed and took Lian as his mate. After that, Sha was never the same. She had lost her mate as well as her unhatched dragonlings, and she had to live side by side with the treacherous Tun and his new mate. Sha’s gentle heart turned bitter and black. One morning we woke and she was gone.”

Tao could think of nothing to say, so he put his arm around the dragon’s scaly shoulders.

“The dragons always treated me as an outsider. They believed that their troubles started when I arrived,” Kai continued. “I am not like them. A dragonling should spend at least fifty years with his mother. I never saw mine. Hei Lei always said that I was tainted because a human raised me, and he was right – except I do not see it as a defect. To me it was a blessing. Ping gave me knowledge that a wild dragon would never have. But also, I am my father’s son. In his own quiet way, he was a rebel. Life in a cluster did not suit him. I am the same. I want to live free, not hemmed in, not cloistered like …”

“Like a monk?”

Tao heard Kai’s jingling bell sound. It was pleasing to his ears.

“It’s funny,” Tao said, though he wasn’t smiling. “They are the wild dragons, but they live in a prison of their own creation. You are the offspring of a captive dragon, raised by a human, and yet you are the one living out in the world.”

“I did not belong in the haven. I decided that one of the wild dragons would make a better leader.”

Kai sat up straight and flexed his shoulders.

“Finally, I did what I should have done when I first refused to lead the dragons. I left. I wandered for a long time, not knowing what to do. Then I hit on the idea of finding a human companion. I started to look for you. I do not know when Sha started following me. She dropped out of the clouds one day and attacked me. We fought, but she has those metal-tipped horns. I was unprepared. She gored me.”

“I thought Jilong must have put the tips on her horns,” Tao said.

“This was before Jilong captured her. I do not know how she acquired those weapons.”

The rain had stopped.

“Now there are only six dragons in the cluster – Tun, Lian and her two sisters, Hei Lei and the red female named Jiang. I hoped I could find Sha and make her see reason. I hoped that if she knew I was no longer living at the haven, she would go back, perhaps pair with Hei Lei. In time I hoped there would be dragonlings, and the number of haven dragons would grow to nine, a most auspicious number.”

“How did you get down from the dragon haven, if it was so difficult?”

It was several minutes before Kai answered.

“I fell.”

“You fell? Do you mean you didn’t actually decide to leave?”

“When I was young, I made myself a slide to play on – a smooth, steep path that I slid down on my rump. It was a dangerous game, as the slide ended at a precipice and I had to jump off before I got there. That was part of the fun. When the female dragons discovered this game, they forbade me to play on my slide.

“I forgot about it, until I came across it one day when I was much older, much fatter. I thought I would try it again. I was not fit enough to jump off in time, I sailed off the edge and into the air. I bounced down the mountain like a stone in an avalanche. Eventually a large rock stopped me. I was badly bruised, but no bones had broken. I had fallen down the steepest part of the mountain. I had a choice. I could call up and get the other dragons to rescue me, or I could continue down the mountain. Though it was still a long way to the bottom, I managed to descend the rest of the way on my four feet.”

There was no more rainwater dripping into the bowl. Tao wanted to know about Kai’s time with Ping, and where his path now lay, but he knew that Kai’s drips of story had dried up as well.


Chapter Thirty-One

TOGETHER

The three travellers stood outside the tomb that had given them shelter. They were in the foothills of Mang Shan. The sun was shining and they had an expansive view, but it gave none of them any pleasure. At the very foot of the mountains, just a few li away, sprawled Luoyang. Tao wondered if he would ever get away from the ugly, ruined city. Every time he tried to get away from it, he found himself dragged unwillingly back. Below, he could see the beginning of the road that led to the Song Shan Mountains. It skirted around the northern walls of Luoyang and then headed east away from the city.

Tao had found his companions again, or at least they had found him. In the sunlight Pema looked lovely, despite the scar on her cheek and her crumpled gown. She had not taken part in their conversation the night before, and Tao had no idea where she thought her future lay. Kai looked happier now that he had finally unburdened himself, though he had not said where he intended to go.

“You two might be happy admiring the view,” Tao said. “But I’m going to start walking.”

Tao was glad he had his staff to lean on. His limping progress may have been slow, but he was the only one who was sure of his path. The other two, with no paths of their own, followed him.

There were signs of the previous day’s storm everywhere – water was cascading down the hillside, trees had blown over, twigs and leaves carpeted the path.

When they reached the road, they sank up to their ankles in mud. Tao had been reluctant to put on the nomad boots again, but now he was glad of them. He looked to the eastern horizon. He could see Song Shan. At last he was heading in the right direction.
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When Tao saw the carriage – several chang off the road, mired in deep mud and tipped to one side – his first thought was that he didn’t want to waste time helping people who had been foolish enough to be out in such a storm. Then he shook his head. What had happened to his sense of charity? Buddha taught his followers to help all those in need.

Tao squelched towards the carriage. Kai made his anxious scraping blades sound. Tao thought that was because he didn’t want to reveal himself. But it wasn’t. As he drew closer, Tao’s stomach lurched as he felt the contents of his intestines turn liquid. He recognised the carriage. It belonged to his family. His mind was trying to come up with a set of circumstances that could explain the appearance of the Huan carriage out on the plain.

He was surprised to see a woman leaning against the carriage, her hair fallen down around her shoulders, the hem of her skirt caked in mud, and on her face a look of distress and despair. He was even more surprised when the woman called out his name.

It wasn’t until he was an arm’s length away that he recognised her.

“Mother,” Tao said, unable to form his thoughts into questions.

He had never seen his mother looking anything but neat, calm and in control, even in their worst days after the fall of Luoyang.

Her voice was faint and fearful. “Are you a ghost?”

Tao smiled to himself. “No, Mother. I’m still in this life.”

Mrs Huan stumbled towards her son and fell into his arms. It was the first time Tao ever remembered her being pleased to see him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I was going to Fo Tu Deng. The horse got lost in the storm.”

It seemed impossible that she could have wandered so far from the road to Luoyang.

“I spoke to him that day at the White Horse Temple, when we took tribute to the Zhao, when you … I told him about Wei. He said he could cure him and he would come to the compound within the week. I waited, but he didn’t come. Yesterday I decided to take Wei to him.”

“I told you Fo Tu Deng was a charlatan. Why didn’t you listen to me?”

Pema was over by the carriage kneeling in the mud. “Tao, come quickly.”

The terrible truth was gradually seeping into Tao’s brain. He struggled through the mud. There, lying under the carriage, sheltered by nothing more than a thin blanket shredded to tatters by the wind, was his brother. Wei’s eyes were closed, his face pale, his lips blue. His rain-soaked gown was plastered to his shivering body. His teeth were chattering. When Tao reached out to touch his face, it was as cold as river water in winter.

“Wei.”

Tao was relieved that his brother’s eyes opened at the sound of his voice.

“We have to get him out of the mud. We have to get him into dry clothes. He needs a herbal draft, nourishing food.”

Pema was still on her knees at Wei’s side. She turned to Mrs Huan. “How could you have brought him out in such weather!”

Mrs Huan had packed no spare clothing. There was no dry wood for building a fire.

“I sent the driver off to get help during the storm,” she stammered, “but he didn’t return.”

Tao couldn’t think what to do. Kai stood still as a stone.

It was Pema who got them moving.

“Kai, do you think you can pull the carriage out of the mud?”

An axle was broken, and one set of wheels was half submerged in mud. The dragon shook his head.

“Then you will have to carry him back to the compound,” Pema said. “Luoyang’s closer, but there will be no help there.”

Mrs Huan scanned the empty landscape looking for someone to help them.

“If it wasn’t for the accursed nomads, this area would be all farmland. There would be farmhouses where we could go for help. If your father hadn’t … if you …”

“Kai, you must move him,” Tao said. “You are strong.”

“I would carry Wei across mountains and to the ocean if I thought it would save him. But I can hear his voice. It is faint. He wants to stay where he is.”

Tao had forgotten that the dragon could hear Wei’s voice. He felt a pang of jealousy. Why couldn’t he hear it?

Tao kneeled at his brother’s side. “Wei, we are going to take you back to the compound. Kai can carry you there.”

Wei raised his hands. The sleeves of his gown had cuffs made of silk in a diamond pattern, yellow and red. Tao remembered his vision. He looked at his own hands – calloused, dirty, covered in scars from injuries old and new. The hands in the vision had been clean, smooth and unblemished. The fingers had not been pointing away, but reaching towards him. How stupid of him not to have realised. The hands he had seen weren’t his own; they were Wei’s.

Tao understood what he had to do. He had to bond with his brother again. He took Wei’s hands in his own. They were icy. He closed his eyes and tried to make his strength and warmth enter Wei’s body. He wasn’t trying to get the force to circulate between them as it had that first time back at the Huan compound. He had a different plan. He wanted to share his life force with his brother. He wanted his qi to flow like a river straight into Wei’s body. He wanted it more than anything he had ever wanted in his life, but he couldn’t get it to shift. It was set like beeswax inside him.

Tao focused his mind, blocking out everything – the voices of his mother and Pema, Kai’s anxious noises, the bite of the wind, the smatter of raindrops. He was grateful for the many hours he’d spent meditating. Nothing existed outside his mind. Slowly his qi began to move, drip by drip, like thawing ice. Tao concentrated as he never had before. He thought his way into his brother’s inert body, from his freezing fingertips along the unused muscles of his arms, through his bones and his blood, into his liver, his stomach, his heart. Deep within Wei, he found his brother’s core. Tao reached into it ready to give his brother all of his life force.

Wei’s core of qi was small, but it was strong. All the strength and energy that he would have used during his lifetime, if his body had worked, was stored there within him, unused. It was distilled, concentrated, packed into a small space no bigger than a lychee stone, yet it was so powerful it took Tao’s breath away. He felt it stir and gather. He felt it begin to empty out of its prison, to course through Wei’s body, out through his fingers and into Tao’s own. Tao realised what his brother was doing. He tried to let go of Wei’s hands, but his brother’s rigid fingers gripped Tao’s like a trap. Wei’s qi was flowing into him. All of it. It had such strength that Tao could do nothing to stop it. It flowed into him like a searing hot wind, except this wind was made of images, flashing so quickly they made Tao dizzy; of sounds, every one that Wei had ever heard; of emotions, pleasure and pain, but mostly love, so much love and not a sand grain of hate. Tao was powerless to stop it pouring into him.

Then he heard a word in his head. It wasn’t Kai. He knew the dragon’s voice and it was always clear. This voice was soft as a breath, fragile as a wren’s egg. It said just one word. Together. The word hung in Tao’s mind for a moment and then burst like a bubble.

Wei’s fingers relaxed. Tao collapsed to the ground and he was aware of his surroundings again – the mud beneath him, a ray of sunlight slanting through the clouds into his eyes, the voices. Everyone was shouting – Kai, Pema, but especially his mother. She leaned over Wei, put her cheek next to his mouth hoping to feel his breath. She touched his neck to feel the movement of his blood. She let out a scream, an unearthly cry of anguish that echoed over the empty plain. She clasped Wei’s frail body to her. Tears ran down her face. It was the first time Tao had ever seen her cry.

“You have killed your brother,” she wailed. “You sucked the life from him.”

Still bathed in his brother’s love, Tao couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.

Pema was at his side. “Are you all right, Tao?” She saw him try and fail to form words, to reach out his hand. “He can’t move,” she said.

Mrs Huan let out a harsh laugh. “Wei has passed on his infirmity to you,” she rasped, “to punish you for what you did to him at birth.”

Tao’s lips slowly formed into a smile and managed to utter a few words.

“No,” he said. “Wei gave me his life force. I couldn’t stop him. He was ready to die.”

He tried to explain what had happened, but words didn’t have the power to express such an experience.

Tao didn’t cry. He looked at his brother’s dead body – thin, frail, rigid. Wei wasn’t there any more.


Chapter Thirty-Two

FUNERAL

Tao wrapped Wei’s body in the tattered blanket and tied it to Kai’s back. The dragon carried him to the Huan compound. He didn’t worry about shape-changing. Everyone would have heard about the dragons that fought at Luoyang, and there was no one on the road anyway. The guards at the Huan compound saw the strange party approach, and by the time it had climbed the hill to the gate, word had spread and all the inhabitants had gathered to witness a green dragon carrying Master Wei’s body, and Mrs Huan bent and broken with grief, supported by Master Tao and the nomad girl.

Kai took Wei’s body to his quarters. With the help of some monks from the White Horse Temple who had taken refuge in the Huan compound, Tao washed his brother and dressed him in a clean gown. Meiling wanted Tao to take care of himself – to bathe, to eat, to rest – but Tao had only one thing on his mind and that was his brother’s soul. He laid the body in the peony pavilion by the pool where Wei had spent his happiest hours. Only then would he tend to his own needs. When he had bathed, he kneeled beside his brother, ready to meditate and recite sutras until Wei’s soul had travelled into its next life.

People from the household brought garlands of flowers and draped them over Wei’s body.

“Though we will miss Wei, the death of a loved one is not a time for sadness,” Tao told them. “It is a time to celebrate, because my brother’s soul is about to enter a new body. It is now in an intermediate existence between lives. It will be seven days before it moves into the next life.

“A person’s soul can be reborn into any of the thirty-one planes of existence. Wei was a good person, patient and loving. He never resented his condition and brought joy to all who knew him. He would have accumulated a great deal of good karma during his life, and I have done what I can to increase that store of karma. There is no chance that Wei will be reborn into one of the sixteen realms of hell; nor do I believe that he will be reborn as an insect or an animal. At the very least, his body will be whole in his next life, though he deserves to transcend to the higher planes and dwell in the realm of the devas. I will sit with his body for the next seven days, meditate and recite sutras to guide his soul. Then he will move one step closer to nirvana.”

Pema sat with Tao during the day, as did his sister, though they left to sleep at night. Others joined him from time to time, burning precious incense, meditating on Wei’s life, smiling as they remembered him. Though the inhabitants of the compound followed the Buddha in life, when it came to death, many of them felt safer with the old religion. They wept and brought offerings of food for his afterlife and prayed to heaven so that he would not return to the world as a hungry ghost.

Tao fasted and murmured sutras until he was hoarse. He only slept for an hour at a time when he could no longer sit up. Kai kept the vigil with him, silent and in his true shape. The dragon ate no meat. After three days, Pema brought food to Tao.

“You must eat something. There’s no point in making yourself ill. Wei wouldn’t want that.”

Tao ate a few spoonfuls of cooked grain.

After seven days, Tao rose. He was too weak to carry his brother’s body himself, but there were many who were willing to do the job. Wei’s body was carried out into a fallow field where a camphor wood pyre had been prepared. Mrs Huan, still torn between the old and the new religion, wouldn’t set light to the pyre herself. Tao was surprised when his father stepped forwards and touched the torch to the wood. Pema stood on one side of Tao and took his hand. Kai stood on his other side and Tao leaned on his scaly shoulder for support. The camphor wood burned and the fragrant smoke rose, purifying the air and pleasing the devas hovering invisible above them.

The monks chanted sutras and struck bells. The bells were small and the breeze carried away the thin, high notes they produced, but the ringing sound grew louder in Tao’s ears. He thought he was about to faint from exhaustion, but the ringing faded and he heard the sound of a baby crying. He looked around. No one had brought a child to the funeral. He closed his eyes and the ringing echoed in his mind. The baby howled at the top of its lungs, then stopped suddenly. He heard the softest sound of a mother’s lips on the baby’s damp hair. He heard a man’s voice. “It’s a boy! Look at him kick!”

Tao smiled. That used up the last shu of his strength. He felt himself tip into unconsciousness.


Chapter Thirty-Three

CHANGE

The house felt empty without Wei. He had been the centre of the household, and without his presence things changed and rearranged. It took Tao another week to regain his strength and by that time, the house and its occupants had altered completely. Mrs Huan spent many hours sitting in Wei’s room, in quiet contemplation of no one knew what. She had lost all interest in managing the farm and leading those who lived in the compound. Though she no longer blamed Tao for Wei’s death, she didn’t make any attempt to be closer to him. Since she wasn’t ordering people around, no one knew what to do. A family who had moved into the compound two years earlier approached Mr Huan with an offer of marriage between their only son and Meiling. Mr Huan would not agree unless Meiling was happy with the match, but she had no objections and the marriage took place within days.

Everyone in the compound became accustomed to seeing a dragon among them, so Kai was able to stay in his true shape all the time. He had become a favourite playmate of the children, who enjoyed going for rides on his back or playing pitch ball with him. Those who worked in the fields also called on him to help move heavy rocks or fallen trees.

Perhaps the greatest change had come over Mr Huan. He took over the management of the compound, and one of his first decisions was to move everyone south to the city of Jiankang, where many of the Huaxia had gone.

“Are you sure moving to Jiankang is the right thing to do, Father?” Tao asked.

“There is no war there,” Mr Huan said. “People live in peace. They are interested in artistic pursuits. They write poetry and discuss philosophy. The choice is easy.”

The household was being packed up ready for the journey. Wei’s room was the only thing that remained the same. Mrs Huan wouldn’t allow anyone to touch it.

Tao found Kai and Pema sitting in the peony pavilion watching the fish swim back and forth.

“It’s time for me to leave this place,” Tao said. “Since the sutras first came to me in Luoyang, I have had a task to fulfill – to rescue them from the chaos that is in the world, and take them somewhere for safekeeping. I have not achieved that yet. My path lies east. I must return to Yinmi with the sutras.”

“What about you, Kai?” Pema asked.

“My path is not as clear, but I will travel with Tao for a while yet.”

Some of the compound children came to fetch Kai, eager for a game of pitch ball. Tao found himself alone with Pema. Though she had only known Wei for a short time, she had also changed since his death. She had lost her hardness and had learned to enjoy the company of others.

“And you, Pema? Will you travel with us for a while longer?”

“No,” she said.

Tao couldn’t prevent disappointment showing on his face.

“Will you go south with my family?”

She shook her head sadly. “Your father has told me I’m welcome to travel with them, to be part of their new household in Jiankang. But I’m not going.”

People arriving from Luoyang had brought news that Shi Le had survived the attack on him, and though he now insisted on being carried everywhere in a sedan chair and had left all military matters in the hands of his nephew, it seemed he would live. Tao wondered if Pema was planning to try again to kill Shi Le.

She could read his face as easily as Tao could read a sutra. “Don’t worry. I’m no longer seeking revenge. It’s time for me to think about life, not death.”

“Where will you go?”

“Your road leads east, mine leads west. I am going to Chengdu, which is the city of the Di. I want to be with my own people.”

“Chengdu is far away, more than two thousand li. It’s too dangerous for you to go so far alone.”

“A family from the compound have chosen to settle in Chang’an. I will go with them.”

“But Chengdu is much further west than Chang’an.”

“Once I get to that city, I will look for other travellers who are going in the direction of Chengdu. I won’t travel alone, I promise.”

Pema took Tao’s hand. She was wearing one of Meiling’s gowns and her hair was tied in a single braid that fell over her shoulder. Her smiling face was lovely. The scar left by the sword stroke only seemed to enhance her beauty. Though he could not say it aloud, Tao no longer denied his feelings for her. He was breaking the third precept, but pretending it was otherwise had proved pointless. It was there in his heart.

“I had hoped I would see you from time to time,” Tao said.

“Whether you return to your monastery or go with Kai, your future doesn’t include me,” Pema said. “Thanks to you, I’ve let go of the bitterness and hatred inside me. I’m ready to start a new life.”

“What did I have to do with it?”

“If it wasn’t for you and Kai, I would be dead. My time with you has taught me to value life.”
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The next morning, Pema was at the gates just before dawn with the family travelling to Chang’an. They had a small cart piled with their possessions hitched to an ox. Tao and Kai were there to say goodbye to her.

“You will be able to find my family in Jiankang, if you don’t like it in Chengdu,” Tao said.

The family was eager to start the journey. The father flicked the rump of the ox. The party set off.

Pema leaned forward took Tao’s hands and kissed him on the cheek.

“Goodbye, Tao.”

She hurried to catch up with the others.


Chapter Thirty-Four

THE COLOUR OF BLOOD

The summer rains were a memory, and there was a chill in the air. Tao and Kai retraced their steps, skirting around the city’s north, between its crumbling walls and the Mang Shan hills. They had started before sunrise so that they could get clear of Luoyang before daylight. Tao had said goodbye to his family. Mr Huan had insisted on giving Tao three gold coins.

It was a slow journey because Tao was still limping, but just after dawn Luoyang was behind them at last. Kai was happy to trail along with Tao, playing guessing games, challenging Tao to beat him at everything from throwing stones to farting, and, of course, riddles.

They had almost reached the bridge across the Luo River and Tao was anxious to get to the other side, but Kai was hungry again and had gone looking for food. Tao looked towards Song Shan. The rains might have ceased on the plain, but heavy clouds still obscured the mountain peaks. Tao couldn’t see the crease in the rocky slopes where Yinmi Monastery was nestled.

Kai returned, very pleased with himself, because he had caught two swallows. He also had a taro root for Tao. Kai scanned the horizon in all directions. Tao made him do it three times before he was convinced that there were no nomads within several li and it was safe to light a small cooking fire. Fire lighting was one skill Tao had acquired since he had left Yinmi; Pema had taught him. Kai’s idea of cooking was to sear the birds on the flames and eat them half raw. It took Tao’s taro root longer to cook. Kai went off in search of worms.

Tao was supposed to be meditating, but he had almost nodded off when a terrible sound broke the peace. It was a dragon cry, a terrible clashing metal sound, empty and hollow. It was the sound Tao had heard Kai make when he was in despair. Except this time it wasn’t Kai. A dragon was flapping towards him in the sky. It was Sha.

She didn’t look as formidable as she had that first time Tao had seen her in the night sky above Luoyang. Then, she had been in full battle frenzy, her eyes blazing red, power and aggression pulsing from her. Now she looked weary, like a huge bird coming to the end of a migratory flight of many thousands of li. Her wings seemed to be struggling to keep her in the air. Something was dangling from her left front paw. It looked as if he had missed undoing one of the shackles. As Sha got closer, he could see that she was holding one of the chains in her paw.

The dragon’s scales were dull yellow and so were her eyes. She was glaring straight at Tao. The wounds around her ankles were healing. It was Tao she had to thank for that, and yet she still wanted to recapture him – either to keep him prisoner, or to kill him for daring to escape from her. Tao scanned the flat plain looking for somewhere to hide. The long grass could conceal him from human eyes, but dragon eyes would penetrate it as easily as gauze. There was nowhere to hide, and no point in running either. Even in her fatigued state, Sha would catch up with him before he had hobbled six paces. He closed his eyes, waiting to be snatched up in her talons.

There was another dragon sound – a deep rumble of anger. Kai had seen Sha, of course, and he was leaping through the grass to protect Tao. Sha glided over the top of Tao as if he were as insignificant as a mouse. It was not him she had come for. Her eyes were now firmly on Kai.

Sha dived at him, using the chain dangling from her paw as a weapon, whipping it around Kai’s head. Kai leaped up, but Sha changed direction before he could hit her with his tail. Even though she was weary, her wings gave her the advantage. When Kai stood still to face her, she flew at him, veering away at the last moment. She wouldn’t confront him in a face-to-face fight. She never got close enough for him to launch an attack. Tao could feel Kai’s anger growing as he zigzagged along the ground trying to engage with her. She flew around behind him just as she had the last time they fought and Kai was forced to turn in circles to keep her in sight.

Kai was a competitive dragon. He liked to win. But he also liked a fair fight, using just his natural weapons and skills, no trickery. This evasion made him angry. Sha knew exactly what she was doing. She would have watched him train when he was young. She knew that he fought more effectively when he was calm and his tactics were calculated with a cool head. When he was angry, he lashed out instinctively, without a plan. She dived down on Kai again and again. With every pass she inflicted injury. She stabbed him with her horns, whipped him with the chain, waited until he reared up and then raked her talons across his chest. At one stage, she anticipated that he was going to flick his tail and she caught the tip of it in her talons, lifted him into the air and then dropped him. He fell on his back, scrambling to get to his feet like an overturned beetle, his vulnerable belly exposed. Sha had the chance to win the fight, to kill Kai, yet she didn’t take advantage of his helplessness. She circled around while he flipped himself onto his feet again. Now Kai was furious.

Tao couldn’t understand Sha’s tactics. She wasn’t out to kill Kai; it was as if she were trying to goad him into anger. If that was her plan, she was succeeding. Tao had never seen Kai so angry. Sha whacked him with her tail and knocked him over again. When Kai got to his feet, his eyes had changed. They were no longer brown; instead they were a deep red, the colour of cinnabar, not because of any potion, but from natural, lethal aggression. Though no words formed in Tao’s head, he could feel the change in Kai’s mood. Before, Kai had felt sorry for Sha, he had understood her anger and distress. Now he wanted to kill her. He leaped up as she passed over him and this time he landed a blow with his tail. Sha’s flight faltered, but she managed to right herself and flap out of his reach. She flew at Kai again, and the dragons fought tooth and talon, horn and tail. Tao watched, unable to take his eyes off the terrible sight of the two dragons injuring each other.

Sha was backing away from Kai, towards the river. Tao could feel Kai’s malicious pleasure that she was doing what he wanted, falling into his trap, allowing him to lure her to the water, where he would be superior. Tao couldn’t understand why Sha didn’t use her main advantage – her wings – and just fly away.

The river was swollen and flowing fast. Kai dived in. If the air was Sha’s element, water was Kai’s. The current was strong, but Kai’s legs were stronger. He had walked thousands of li since he’d left the dragon haven. In the water, he was as fast and as graceful as Sha was in the air. He used the current of the river the way a dragon on the wing used air currents, allowing it to carry him along or swimming strongly against it, whichever suited his needs. He used his paws to stroke through the water, but it was his tail that gave him the strength to swim against the river. He dived beneath the fast-flowing water, disappearing for minutes at a time, while Sha circled above, waiting for him to reappear. When he did, it was never where she expected, and he could leap so high out of the water, he could nip her heels or the tip of her tail.

The yellow dragon was beginning to tire. She circled again, waiting for Kai to re-emerge. She flew lower, trying to see him beneath the surface. The chain she held trailed in the water. A green paw reached up and grabbed the chain. Kai yanked it hard, and Sha twisted in the air. Thrown off balance, one wing dipped into the water. Kai grabbed that as well. Sha didn’t struggle as he pulled her into the river. The sickly yellow cast in Sha’s eyes was fading, but they weren’t turning red. Her eyes were returning to their natural soft brown. Just before she went under, she made a faint wind-chime sound, the sound dragons make when they are happy.

Tao’s heart went cold as the truth hit him. Sha hadn’t fallen into Kai’s trap; it was Kai who had fallen into hers. She had led him to the river, fully aware that he would be the one with the advantage there. She would have witnessed the fight at the dragon haven, when Kai, no more than a baby, had beaten Hei Lei in a deep pool. This was what Sha wanted. She wanted Kai to beat her. She wanted to die.

In the water, Kai had the upper paw for the first time. He had told Tao that the different coloured dragons had their own set of skills. Yellow dragons couldn’t shape-change, they could only make themselves appear larger or smaller. They could swim, but nothing more than a sedate paddling like a dog, and only in still waters. Sha’s great head surfaced and she gasped in air. Though her brain had decided she wanted to die, her natural survival instinct was still intact. In the unfamiliar water, she was panicking.

Kai pulled her under again before she had a chance to get a decent lungful of air. He moved around her as she floundered in the fast-flowing river, nipping her with his teeth, ripping her with his talons, swimming beneath her and pulling her under by her tail. She was fast running out of strength. Kai wasn’t even beginning to tire. He leaped out of the water with a triumphant roar. He hung in the air above the river like a flying fish, for what seemed like an impossible length of time. His scales had changed. The tips were shimmering in the sunlight. They were no longer just green. They shone with all the five colours – red, yellow, green, black and white. His eyes were deep red and hard as polished gems. He looked magnificent, but deadly.

Kai dived into the water again landing on top of Sha, pushing her head down, holding her under as she struggled and gulped in water in her panic. Tao held his breath, remembering his own terrifying experience underwater, the awful sensation of trying to draw breath and breathing in water instead. Kai had told Tao that dragons slept underwater in winter, that they couldn’t drown, but Kai had Sha in his talons, ready to rip her apart. Tao shuddered as blank red eyes met his.

“Kai, no!” he shouted.

Kai took no notice. Further along the river, large stones had been washed down from the mountains. Tao ran along the riverbank and leaped onto the nearest one. Without thinking about the risks, he jumped from one to another and was in midair between the second and the third. They were too far apart. He landed hard, his chest on the stone, his legs in the river. The current was trying to drag him under. His staff had wedged in a crevice. He clung onto it and managed to scramble onto the rock.

From this vantage point Tao could see that Sha was limp and unresisting. The current carried Kai towards the rocks and, using his tail, Kai manoeuvred between them easily. Tao could only think of one thing he could do to stop Kai killing Sha. As Kai passed between the rocks, he grasped his staff with both hands and brought it down on the dragon. Kai’s head snapped back to see who had attacked him. He let go of Sha and scrambled up onto one of the rocks, crouching menacingly, all four paws clasping the rock, ready to pounce.

Tao stared into the dragon’s red eyes, his staff raised above his head, ready to strike again.

“You hit me!” Kai said. He rubbed his head with a forepaw. “It hurt.”

Tao gripped his staff. “You deserved it. I won’t let you kill poor Sha.”

Just for a moment, anger sparked in Kai’s eyes and he raised a paw to strike Tao, but he held back. The red colour in his eyes faded and his aggression dissolved.

Tao lowered his staff and looked into the water. There was no sign of Sha.

“You have to save her, Kai.”

Kai leaped into the river and Tao clambered back to the riverbank. Without the rush of anger, it was harder and he fell into the water more than once. Minutes passed as Tao sat shivering, imagining never seeing either dragon ever again. But eventually, Kai swam back upstream. His progress was slow as he stroked against the current with only one foreleg. With the other he was dragging the yellow dragon behind him. He pulled Sha onto the riverbank. She lay there motionless, her wings crumpled like wet rags, purple blood streaming from the wounds Kai had inflicted. Sha was no longer magnificent. She was small, as dragons go, and had used her skills to make herself seem larger in the air. Now her body looked thin and delicate. The thought of a dead dragon filled Tao with misery. Kai stood over Sha’s motionless body. His colours had faded back to green, his eyes were brown again.

Tao was the first to notice Sha stirring. He was relieved that she wasn’t dead. She got shakily to her feet and made a sort of bow to Kai, bending her front legs and lowering her head till her snout touched the ground. Though Kai had won, he knew it was a hollow victory. He had allowed himself to give in to his blood lust.

The dragons licked their wounds.

“She is a healer,” Tao said. “She must know more herb lore than I do. Can’t she go in search of herbs that will cure these wounds?”

“She has the skills to heal herself. It is the will to live that she lacks.”

The yellow dragon lay in the grass, perfectly camouflaged. Her eyes were open, but she did not move. Kai was right. Sha had lost everything.

“We can’t stay out here on the plain,” Tao said. “We must take her to Yinmi, where there is shelter and there are herbs to heal her.”

Kai nodded. “I will find food to strengthen her for the journey.”

Since the people who had farmed the plain had abandoned it, animals and birds had multiplied. Kai was able to find enough small animals, birds and fish for a modest dragon feast. For Tao he collected grains and vegetables that had once been cultivated by the farmers, but which were now growing wild.

“Will you eat?” Kai asked him. It was late afternoon.

“Yes; I will need strength to climb the mountain.”

They managed to get Sha to eat some mice and a roasted thrush. Tao cooked the grain and vegetables and ate as well. He bathed the wounds that the dragons couldn’t reach with their tongues.

“We should stay here until tomorrow,” Tao said. “Give Sha time to get some of her strength back.”

Darkness fell and Tao sat with the two dragons around a small fire. There was a moon and the dragons glowed in its light, not bright like gems, but dull like burnished metal.


Chapter Thirty-Five

WATERFALL

“Sha would like to carry you up the mountain,” Kai said.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” Tao protested. “I’ve climbed this mountain many times.”

They had started out early and reached the foot of the mountain just after noon.

“She would like to do it. You have saved her life and she is beginning to believe that is a good thing, though she does not know yet where she will go.”

Tao would have loved to experience a dragon flight where he was not terrified and dangling from talons, expecting to be dropped at any second. But he didn’t want to make Kai feel inadequate.

“Tell her that Buddha forbids monks from travelling on vehicles and I’m sure that would include riding on dragons.”

“You are not a monk yet.”

“Just thank her for the offer. I’ll walk.”

The climb was harder than Tao remembered. Though the rain had stopped, the mountain was still obscured by heavy grey mist and the path was wet and slippery. He wanted to watch the plain shrinking, the dark stain of Luoyang disappearing, but he could barely see the path beneath his feet. Tao couldn’t make out Sha above them either, and he worried that she would fly off. Kai assured him she was there. From time to time Tao heard a sound like someone shaking out a mat, which was the flap of the dragon’s wings.

The first time Tao had climbed the mountain, when he was just a child, it had seemed impossibly high. When he had reached the monastery, he’d thought they were at the top, but the mist had cleared, revealing the mountain soaring above him almost as high again. He had gotten used to the climb over the years and, after visiting his family home, he was always well fed and rested. This time he was as weary as he had been after that first journey. It took hours to reach the hidden path that led to Yinmi. The final ascent up the steep track, slick with mud and wet leaves, was arduous. Tao fell many times, and in the end Kai led the way and Tao hung on to the dragon’s tail.

The mist finally cleared just as they rounded the last bend. Yinmi Monastery hid among the trees like a timid animal. It was impossible to see the whole of the monastery from anywhere, but through the branches there were glimpses of a corner of a roof, a flight of steps, a latticed window. Tao could hear the novices just coming out of their quarters after their afternoon rest, noisy even though they were trying to be quiet.

Everything seemed the same as when he had left.

Tao turned to Kai. “Are you going to shape-change?”

“I would like to show my true shape.”

“Good. It’s time to be truthful. You’re a dragon and I’m a novice who has not kept the precepts. What about Sha? Will she come down and allow our herbalist to tend her?”

“She will.”

So Tao walked beneath the monastery gate dressed in a fine woollen gown and boots made of animal skin, accompanied by a large green dragon. He had barely paused to catch his breath in the courtyard, before the entire population of the monastery had gathered to stare at him. Every monk, novice and kitchen hand gasped as another dragon flapped down through the trees to stand behind Tao. The abbot descended the steps from his quarters. Tao kneeled before him and bowed his head to the ground.

“I have failed, Your Reverence,” he said. “I bring no alms. I have lost my Five Possessions and broken all of the Ten Precepts.”

He could hear the novices whispering excitedly to each other.

“But I have brought something precious for safekeeping here at Yinmi.”

He held out the bamboo cylinder.

“I have heard about these ancient sutras,” the abbot said.

Tao looked up. The cylinder was still unopened in his hands. He was about to ask how news of the sutras could have possibly reached Yinmi when a small monk stepped forwards. Kai made a sound like scraping blades.

“Ah, you have brought the scrolls. Excellent.”

Tao’s heart sank. It was Fo Tu Deng.

“I have told the abbot how I rescued them from the White Horse Temple when the nomads attacked,” the monk said, holding out his hands to receive the scrolls.

Tao clasped the bamboo cylinder to his chest.

The abbot reached down and helped the novice to his feet. “I can see you have much to recount, Tao. News of the attack on Luoyang has reached us. When you didn’t return, I feared that you had been killed in the fighting. I am glad to see you are unharmed.”

The abbot turned to Fo Tu Deng. “Reverend Brother,” he said, “perhaps you could lead the afternoon recitation while I tend to our errant novice.”

Fo Tu Deng still had his hands out ready to receive the scrolls. He let them drop to his side. “Of course.”

“Could the herbalist be allowed to tend the dragons?” Tao asked. “They are both wounded.”

The abbot called the herbalist over. “You might also be in need of his attention, Tao.”

Tao’s wounds had almost healed. He needed nothing more than a bath and a salve for his blistered feet. As he followed the abbot to his quarters, he glimpsed his reflection in a puddle. He stopped to stare at the stranger he saw there. His hair was almost an inch long. His face was filthy. He peered closer. He had cuts and scars on every bit of skin that was visible, and the first signs of hair growing on his top lip.

Sha told Kai which herbs she required to heal her wounds. Kai told Tao, and Tao relayed the information to the herbalist. Tao had a bath and was given clean clothes. Not robes. The only spare set had already been given to Fo Tu Deng. Instead Tao was given a pair of worn and patched trousers and a jacket that had belonged to the last brother to join the monastery. He had exchanged the boots for a pair of sandals.

Tao kneeled before his abbot. The two dragons had also been invited into his quarters, but Sha had a fear of buildings after her time in captivity and would not enter. Kai stayed outside with her, listening at the door.

“So, Tao,” the abbot said. “Tell me of your adventures.”

Tao told the abbot everything. He could have left Pema out of the story, but he didn’t. When he had finished, the abbot sat in silence, contemplating what Tao had told him.

“I have never heard such a tale outside the stories of the Buddha’s past lives.”

“You think I am lying.”

“No. I have no doubt that you are telling me the truth, although I believe you have misjudged Fo Tu Deng.”

“But –”

The abbot held up his hand. “You must concern yourself with your own errors before you judge others.”

Tao bowed his head. The abbot was right.

“I have failed to keep my vows, Your Reverence,” he said, waiting to be told that he no longer had a place at Yinmi.

“All novices break the precepts on their path to monkhood as they gradually let go of the ways of their former life. True, I have never known one who broke all ten and in such a short space of time, but that does not mean that you are forbidden the monk’s life.”

Tao was not as relieved as he thought he would be.
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Yinmi Monastery was small and remote, and Tao had always found it peaceful. But since his return it seemed closed in and crowded. He couldn’t go anywhere without someone wanting to know more about his adventures, the fate of the brothers at the White Horse Temple or the physiology of dragons. Whichever way he turned, if Fo Tu Deng was not in sight, Tao could hear his voice, as he ingratiated himself with the abbot or ordered the novices around. The only place where Tao could find peace was at the waterfall.

The mist had dispersed early and he could see splashes of yellow and orange and red below him where the few deciduous trees were now declaring their presence after hiding in the evergreen cypress forest all summer. They gave Tao no pleasure.

He took out his jar of sesame oil and safflower and smeared a few drops onto his palms. He let his sight blur and stared at his cupped hands.

An image formed quickly. He could see three large oval stones, a mother-of-pearl shell and a bronze mirror. It was his first vision since his final bonding with Wei. The image was clear and sharp. He could see every detail as if the items were right in front of him, and yet he still didn’t understand the meaning of the vision.

He didn’t hear Kai approach; the noisy waterfall covered any sound that the dragon made, some other sense told him to turn around. Kai came and sat on his haunches. Tao was about to tell him about his new vision, but the dragon had something on his mind.

“There are words spoken in anger that still hang between us.”

Kai was right. Neither had wanted to be the first to apologise for what they had said back at the White Horse Temple.

“You are courageous,” Kai said.

“And so are you. It was stupid of me to call you a coward. You are responsible for the survival of dragons in the world. It’s a heavy load. It would be like the future of all the Huaxia being dependent on me. I would have run away too.”

Tao looked out over the plain to Luoyang barely visible on the horizon.

“Remember the last time we stood here?”

Kai inclined his head.

“I would never have imagined that my life could change so much so quickly. I knew I was going to Luoyang, but I didn’t know what the journey held for me.”

“Perhaps no journey reveals its true purpose until it is finished.”

They sat in silence, listening to the clatter of the waterfall.

“I said that you were not worthy of being a dragonkeeper,” Kai said. “That is not true. You come from one of the dragon-keeping families and you have the three characteristics – you are left-handed, you can hear my voice and you have strong second sight.”

“I get visions I can’t interpret.”

“I did not know it when I left the haven,” Kai continued, “but I was seeking a dragonkeeper. Someone to replace Ping.”

“I have my duties here.”

“Do you, now that Wei has left this life?” Kai said. “Perhaps you should allow yourself to run through the grass, shout and sing, smile at a pretty girl. You said Wei deserved those simple pleasures. Why not you?”

Tao smiled.

“However, I cannot offer the role of dragonkeeper to you.”

Tao’s smile faded. “You don’t think I’m suitable. I don’t blame you for that.”

Kai put a paw on Tao’s shoulder.

“I think you are most suitable. I am certain that my journey was to find you and you alone. But for you to become my dragonkeeper, you must accept the dragonkeeper’s mirror. And I do not have it. It is in the treasure cave at the dragon haven.”

Tao turned to Kai. “This mirror, is it made of bronze and about the size of a large peach? Does it have a dragon coiled around a knob in the centre?”

“That is exactly what it looks like. How did you know?”

“I saw it in a vision. It was on a flat rock next to a mother-of-pearl shell and three large grey stones.”

“Those things are also in the treasure cave! What else did you see?”

“Nothing.” Tao’s elation didn’t last long. “I can’t interpret my visions. You should search for someone else to be your dragonkeeper, Kai.”

“There is no one else.”

“But Ping has many descendants.”

“She did have, but they have dwindled. Many were childless; few were left-handed. Now you are the only candidate.”

Tao felt the weight of responsibility shift onto his own shoulders.

“I’m not worthy.”

“Neither am I. We make a good team!”
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The next morning, Tao took his place with the other novices in the Meditation Hall. There was no giggling now. They sat at a distance from Tao, in silent awe. Instead of his customary lecture, the abbot made an announcement.

“We are most grateful to our novice Tao for bringing the holy sutras of Buddha to our humble monastery. As soon as they are translated, these sutras will be the focus of our study and meditation. It is Buddha’s will that Yinmi has become the home of these sutras.”

The dragons were outside, but Tao could hear Kai’s scornful snort.

“Buddha has also seen fit to guide the steps of a most holy monk from Tianzhu all the way to our gates. After conversing with Fo Tu Deng and realising the depth of his devotion to the Buddha, and his great knowledge of the Blessed One’s words, the way is clear to me. I have appointed Fo Tu Deng the Keeper of the Scrolls. He will translate the holy words. He has in turn asked that our most experienced scribe, Brother Shenli, be the one to transcribe them into Huaxia, so that they may be shared with other monasteries.”

After everyone had left, Tao remained seated on the floor, head bowed as if in quiet contemplation. But his thoughts were anything but peaceful. Instead of going to the gardens with the other novices, he went back to the waterfall, hoping the gentle clatter of the cascading water would make his anger subside. It didn’t.

Kai had followed him.

“You are angry,” the dragon said.

“Angry? I’m furious. I thought I’d rescued the sutras from Fo Tu Deng, but instead I have delivered them into his hands. Did you see Lao Chen’s face? He should be the one who translates the sutras.”

“And you wanted to be the one who transcribes them.”

“I would have been happy for any good brother to take charge of the sutras. Anyone but Fo Tu Deng. They will never be safe here. He will take them, not to spread Buddha’s word, but to use them for his own advantage.”

Tao knew exactly what he had to do. He said the words aloud to see how they sounded.

“We must steal the sutras.”

Kai’s tinkling wind-chime sound filled the air.


Chapter Thirty-Six

THEFT

Sha looked healthy at last. Her eyes were a soft brown, her scales the colour of ginkgo leaves in autumn. One of the villagers had sawn off the ends of her horns. It had been the only way to remove the iron tips. And she was willing to assist them with the theft of the sutras.

Tao dared one of the novices to take a flight on the yellow dragon. He didn’t need persuasion. Sha circled above the monastery on air currents that rose from the plain far below. The screams of the novice rang out as Sha flew out into the vastness above the plain more than three hundred chang below. Everyone in the monastery had abandoned his task and come out to watch.

Fo Tu Deng was not living in the monks’ quarters. The abbot had agreed with him that it was more fitting for someone with such a holy office to have a separate dwelling. He was sharing the abbot’s quarters until one could be built for him.

As soon as Tao was sure that Fo Tu Deng was outside, staring up at the yellow dragon with everyone else, he ran up the stone steps and crept towards the abbot’s quarters. He had his staff with him, but it hindered more than helped as he negotiated the steps. He found the bamboo cylinder on the monk’s bed. Tao snatched it up and hurried out. He took the back steps so no one would see him and was surprised to find Shenli panting up the steps.

“What are you doing with the scrolls?” the monk asked.

“The abbot asked me to take them to the shrine,” Tao said, thinking that these days he seemed to break the precepts more often than keep them. “He thinks that will be the best place for them, when you and Fo Tu Deng are not working on them.”

Tao turned towards the shrine. As soon as Shenli was out of sight, he leaped down the remaining steps and took the path to the waterfall where Kai was waiting.

“Shenli saw me! What will we do?”

“We must leave,” Kai said. “Immediately.”

Tao had known that the theft of the sutras would mean he would have to leave Yinmi, but the thought filled him with fear and sadness. He looked at the bamboo cylinder in his hands. As usual, his plan hadn’t been thought through properly. Now he had the sutras, he didn’t know what to do with them.

“We need to find a place where the sutras will be safe. I can’t carry them around for the rest of my life.”

“You must try for another vision.”

Tao remembered his previous vision. Every detail of the mirror had been so sharp, the colours in the seashell so bright, the texture of the flat rock so clear.

Tao looked at Kai. “There was something else in my other vision.”

“What?”

Tao smiled.

“A space. There was room for the bamboo cylinder. It would fit perfectly in the treasure cave without disturbing anything.” Tao’s smile faded. “How far is it to the dragon haven?”

“A long way. It would take many months to walk there.”

Doubts crowded into Tao’s mind again. “Plenty of time for me to lose them again.”

Sha appeared through the clouds above them. The novice was still clinging to her. His face was a frozen mask of fear. Sha landed near the waterfall. The novice scrambled off and ran in the direction of the monastery.

“We don’t have much time,” Tao said.

Kai pulled off a leech that had burrowed between his toes as if he had all the time in the world.

Tao opened the cylinder and looked at the sutras one last time. He read the small scroll with the writer’s brief message.

Tao could hear Fo Tu Deng’s raised voice and the excited hum of many monks. The novice was leading them to the waterfall.

“I will travel with you, Kai. Wei would want me to. It’s why he gave me his qi, why he left this life.” Tao’s eyes filled with tears at the thought of the rest of his life without his brother.

Kai clapped Tao’s shoulder with his paw, nearly knocking him over.

“I cannot offer you the dragonkeeper’s mirror yet, but we must seal the bond between us.” He tapped the scroll with a talon. “Let us write our pledge here.”

“But we have no ink.”

“We don’t need ink.” Kai held up his paw. Blood was flowing from the place where he had pulled off the leech. “We can sign our names in blood.”

“In your blood?”

“I will sign in my blood, but you must sign in yours.”

Tao didn’t have time to find a leech and wait for it to attach itself. He grasped the wolf’s tooth, which he still wore around his neck. He drew the tooth across his thumb. Blood beaded over the cut. He dipped the tooth into his blood and wrote on the scroll.

In a time of war, Kai and Tao, dragon and human, rescued the sutras. They pledge their bond as brothers here.

Kai dipped a talon from his left paw in his blood and wrote his name under Tao’s words. Tao added his own name. The characters were not elegant, but they were strong. Kai’s purple blood pooled in a wrinkle in the scroll. A drop of Tao’s ran down to meet it as if someone had written a flourish to link the two names. Their blood, purple and red, mingled.

“I am your brother now,” Kai said.

Tao put the scrolls back in the bamboo cylinder. At that moment, Fo Tu Deng appeared on the path, followed by a dozen monks and novices. They stopped, afraid to get too close to the dragons.

Kai called to Sha, “Take Tao to the top of the mountain!” Then he shape-changed into a mouse and disappeared.

Tao held up his staff as the monks surrounded him, though he knew he would never use it against them. They would not harm him either, but they could stop him from following Kai, which would cause him more pain than any blows.

Sha grasped Tao’s jacket with her talons and flapped her great wings. Once again, Tao found himself dangling from the dragon’s paw. She flew up into the clouds, and Tao felt the cold and damp surround him.

It only took Sha a few minutes to fly to the top of the mountain. It took Kai a little longer to run there.

“I’ve had an idea,” Tao said. “We don’t have to take the sutras to the dragon haven. Sha can carry them there!”

Kai made his wind-chime sound.

“It is just what she needs – an important task that will take her back to the dragon haven. The scrolls will be there in a week or two.”

The yellow dragon looked too small and thin for such a long journey, but there was determination in her brown eyes that gave Tao confidence that she would succeed. Tao hung the bamboo cylinder around Sha’s neck. She ran a few paces and leaped off the mountain, soaring into the air. Clouds had gathered again. She disappeared in seconds.

Tao sighed with relief. “Finally, I have completed my task.”

“Sha is returning to take her place in the haven again,” Kai said. “Until there is peace in the lands of the Huaxia, the scrolls will be safe there.”

Tao knew that he could never return to Yinmi. The thought no longer saddened him.

“Which way will we go?” he said.

“Hold your staff upright.”

Tao did as the dragon told him.

“Now let it go.”

The staff fell with the tip pointing towards the Chenlo Pass.

“That is the way we will go,” Kai said.

“We haven’t prepared for the journey. We have nothing,” Tao said.

“An excellent way to begin a quest. Do you have your piece of dragon stone?”

Tao pulled the purple stone from his sleeve. “Yes.”

“That is enough.”

Tao set out along the path without hesitation. His heart was happy.

[image: ]

“I’ve made up a riddle,” Tao said as they entered the pass.

“Ears like fans;

A long, long nose;

Body like a small mountain.

I can fell trees easily.”

“It does not rhyme. A riddle must rhyme,” Kai said.

“It’s my first one!”

“Let me ponder it.”

“What is our quest?” Tao asked.

“The world will tell us, when it is ready.”


GLOSSARY

ALMS

Food or money given to the poor as charity.

ASURA

In Buddhist belief, the lowest ranked of the supernatural beings.

BUDDHISM

A religion based on the teachings of Buddha, a man who lived in India in 6th Century BCE.

CHANG

A measure of distance equal to about 2.3 metres.

CINNABAR

A bright red mineral whose chemical name is mercuric sulphide.

DEVA

In Buddhist belief, a type of invisible supernatural being.

HAN FOOT

A measure of length equal to about 23 centimetres.

INK STICK AND INK STONE

An ink stick is a solid block of ink usually made from pine soot. An ink stone is a piece of stone with a well in it. To make ink a small amount of water is placed in the well and the ink stick is rubbed against the well so that the ink dissolves into the water. The process continues until the ink is the right thickness.

JATAKA

Ancient Indian stories about the many previous incarnations of Buddha.

JUJUBE

Another name for the fruit called the Chinese date.

KARMA

Buddhist belief. The justice by which deeds done during one lifetime affect a person’s status in a later incarnation.

LI

A measure of distance equal to about half a kilometre.

MINGQI

Small statues of servants, soldiers or animals left in tombs in ancient China for the use of the dead person in their afterlife.

NIRVANA

In Buddhist belief, a state of perfect peace achieved after many lifetimes when a person has rid themselves of all greed, hatred and delusion.

NOVICE

A person who has been accepted for a training period before taking vows to become a member of a religious order.

OSMANTHUS

An evergreen shrub or tree with small, fragrant white flowers.

QI

According to traditional Chinese beliefs, qi is the life energy that flows through us and controls the workings of the body.

REBIRTH

Buddhist belief that after a person dies they are born into another life.

SANSKRIT

A language used in ancient India.

SHU

A measure of weight equal to about half a gram.

SUTRAS

Buddhist teachings.

TIANZHU

What people in early China called India.

VINAYA

Rules set down by Buddha for his followers.

YAKSHA

In Buddhist belief, a nature spirit.


PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

All Chinese names and place names are written in pinyin. These words aren’t always pronounced the way you’d expect them to be pronounced. This is a rough guide to the correct pronunciation.




	Tao	Rhymes with “now”

	Kai	Rhymes with “buy”

	Fo Tu Deng        	Foe too dung

	Shi Le	Shir Luh (rhymes with “blur”)

	qi	chee

	Luoyang	Lwor-yang

	Chang’an	Chang-Ann

	Tianzhu	Tee-en-ju

	Yinmi	Yin-mee

	Song Shan	Soong-shan

	Linzhang	Lin-jang

	Pingyang	Ping-yang

	Jiankang	Gee-en-kang

	Chengdu	Chung-do

	Huaxia	Hwar-she-a

	Xiong Nu	Shee-ung Noo




AFTERWORD

I always said there wouldn’t be another book in the Dragonkeeper series. Ping’s story was finished, and I thought she deserved a nice quiet life. But after a while, the urge to get back into the world of dragons overtook me. I realised that as dragons live for up to 3000 years, I had scope for taking up Kai’s story later in his life. I decided I wanted him still to be a young dragon – about four hundred years old. I reached for my Chinese history books to see what dynasty that would put me in, only to discover that there was no dynasty at that time. I had landed myself in the period of Chinese history called the Sixteen Kingdoms, which was a period of chaos and division, a sort of Chinese Dark Ages. This period lasted for over a hundred years. China was divided and redivided into kingdoms of brief duration, often ruled by the so-called barbarian races that had invaded China.

It was a challenging era to research. I have discovered what I can in the limited resources, and imagined the rest. I am as always grateful for the research of historians who have studied the period. Nancy Steinhardt, Albert Dien and Ulrich Theobald were kind enough to respond to my email questions and help me out with the geography of the Luoyang area, and what to call China and India. Howard Wilkinson and Gabrielle Wang explained the art of calligraphy to me, and Steve Clavey helped me describe infected wounds in pre-modern terms.

I’d like to thank my husband John and my daughter Lili for their support (“You always say this one’s worse than the others”). No, really, I couldn’t do it without them. They both read early drafts and made pertinent suggestions. Lili came to my rescue with some crucial plotting brainstorming.

Thanks also to Jess Owen and Suzanne O’Sullivan for their careful and thorough edit. And to Sonia Kretschmar for her fabulous cover illustration and Gayna Murphy for her beautiful design.

Special thanks to Maryann Ballantyne for her calm support, insightful comments and language expertise.
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