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‘I must be slipping.

It has been so long since I dreamt of the Duke of Zhou.’

— Confucius
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HEAVEN’S MANDATE

In the past, the Shang king Zhongzong solemnly attended to heaven’s
mandate with the utmost care, fashioning ordinances to rule the people,
always fearfully alert lest he should dare to become self-indulgent. For this
reason, Zhongzong enjoyed his throne for seventy-five years.

When the throne passed to Gaozong, who had toiled long away from the
capital, joining together with the common people, he observed the three-year
mourning period in perfect silence, living in a hut by his father’s grave. And
when he did, at last, speak, his words were joyful, yet he did not dare
become self-indulgent. He brought peace to the state of Shang, and none,
whether great or small, had any complaint. For this reason, Gaozong
enjoyed his throne for fifty-five years.

When it came to Zujia, he was at first unrighteous as king and was
forced to dwell for long away from his throne, and so came to know the lot
of the common people. He learned to succour the common people and never
to disgrace those who were alone, without husbands or wives. For this
reason, Zujia enjoyed his throne for thirty-three years.

Otherwise, from the reign of the Shang founder Tang to that of Diyi,
none performed the proper sacrifices to make their virtue bright; none were
a suitable match for heaven.

Now Diyi’s son, Zi Shou, is greatly dissolute and lax; he attends neither
to heaven, nor to the needs of the people. His people are all under a
sentence of death.

In the meantime, King Wen of Zhou did not take the time even to eat a
meal while the sun was in the sky, and so he enjoyed the throne of the Zhou
people for fifty years.

— Zhou Gong Dan (Duke of Zhou)
The Book of Documents

1
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PROLOGUE

There was a time, not so long past, that the Shang government had tenfold
the population and wealth of the Zhou territories. It was my great father,
Xibo Chang, renowned for his wisdom, fairness and tireless dedication to
his people, who inspired so many citizens and provinces, once allied to the
Shang, to quietly defect to the Western Lands under his rulership. By the
advent of my father’s untimely death, the land was divided into three parts,
two of which were Zhou. 

At the end of the three-year mourning period for Xibo Chang, my
eldest brother, Ji Fa, rallied Zhou’s troops with the intention of finishing what
our great father started  — the total defeat of the Shang. But the signs were
not good for success. There were landslides at the mountain of Yao, and Ji
Fa, Zhou’s new Xibo, was urged by his advisors to be patient and await
more favourable conditions to strike.

Three years have passed and Ji Fa is still uncertain whether the time to
strike the Shang Empire is nigh.

Our prime minister, Jiang Taigong, is in agreement with him and whilst in
private conference in the Xibo’s council chambers at our ancestral home at
Haojing, he advocated this path to Ji Fa and myself: ‘While I was fishing, on
the fateful day when I first met your great father, I realised one truth  — if
you want to succeed, you need to be patient. We must wait for the
appropriate opportunity to eliminate the emperor, Zi Shou, and his Wu
concubine and general, Su Daji.’

3
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‘I agree,’ Ji Fa stated, although his tone implied he was only half in accord.
‘However, those who flocked to support me, and mourned in patience for
three years and refrained from action for another three, will not be content
to delay further without good reason.’

I had to sympathise with my eldest living brother’s reluctance to delay, as
there was much bad blood between the Ji family and the Shang ruler, Zi
Shou. Yet, in this instance, I felt we could not allow our personal feelings to
influence such an important political decision. We had to trust that, by the
grace of Tian, Ruler of Heaven, a chance to avenge the deaths of our great
father and beloved eldest brother would come in time. ‘I believe I may have
a solution.’ I spoke up, for there was an observation I had made some time
ago that weighed heavily on my mind.

Ji Fa looked my way. ‘Your counsel is always welcome, Dan. Heaven
knows you are the smartest of us all.’ In saying ‘us all’, the Xibo referred to
our nine brothers  — eight since the death of our eldest brother, Bo Yi Kao. 

I found my brother’s flattering view abstruse, as it was Kao’s goodness
and intellect that I had always aspired to emulate, for in reality he was the
most sagacious and beloved son of Xibo Chang. ‘I believe, dear brother, that
your hesitation to attack stems from the fact that the heavenly order to
conquer the Shang has not been given.’

The troubled expression on the Xibo’s face transformed into one of
complete clarity. ‘The mandate of Tian.’

Tian was the name the Zhou people used to refer to the Ruler of
Heaven, who was neither male nor female.

‘Exactly! The order to attack can only be given by heaven,’ I concurred.
‘The people will understand and respect this.’

‘Are you suggesting that we consult the Wu?’ The prime minister was
concerned, as the Wu were an ancient holy order of female shamans who
were in the service of heaven, and they were known to have extraordinary
powers. ‘The emperor’s wife, Daji, is Wu. The people fear her supernatural
power and despise her inhumanity.’

I served our dear advisor a look that implied that he was preaching to
the converted. ‘Daji murdered our eldest brother because she was sick with
lust for him. No one hates that shapeshifting witch more than I. But the fact
remains, mere warriors are never going to be enough to destroy her.’

4
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‘We need a Wu to kill a Wu.’ Ji Fa nodded as he began to see the
wisdom behind my reasoning.

‘No man can give you permission to destroy the Shang.’ I pointed out
another benefit. ‘Only the Wu in the service of the supreme god, Tian, can
communicate the will of heaven to the people. And only the Great Mother
of the Wu can bestow upon a family Tian’s heavenly mandate.’

‘Yi Wu Li Shan.’ Ji Fa uttered the Great Mother’s name with reverence.
‘My great-grandfather told me tales when I was a young boy about the
oracle woman and her House of Wu on Li Shan. Could she possibly still be
living?’

‘She is said to be immortal, highness.’ Jiang Taigong stated his
understanding of the matter. ‘There has never been a report of her death,
only of her miracles.’

‘A prophecy of the downfall of Shang is said to have sprung from the
Wu of Li Shan,’ I added further weight to my argument. ‘And the prophecy
states that Zi Shou will go up in flames, and along with him the Shang
Dynasty will end. So who, in heaven’s eyes, should take his place, I wonder?’

My brother was inspired. ‘You think the Great Mother may have
foreseen that also?’

‘It is entirely possible,’ I answered. ‘And, of course, the legendary Shanyu
Jiang Hudan is said to reside at Li Shan, along with her tigress sister, Shanyu
Jiang Huxin.’

The mere mention of their names put the look of horror back on my
brother’s face, for all Wu had supernatural power, but none, bar the evil Su
Daji, were so famed as these women. ‘Why would they help us? Our family
has neglected to pay homage to the Great Mother ever since the emperor
was bewitched by his wife, Su Daji, and turned into a compassionless tyrant.’

I agreed that the notion of seeking the aid of the Wu was daunting  —
there were many unknowns and variables to my strategy  — yet my gut
instinct told me this was the way forward. In reality, we had no other
feasible option, as far as I could surmise.

‘We nobles fear being bewitched in such a manner by the Wu,’ I stated.
‘But love for the women of the heavenly orders has not been lost among
the common people, who still readily seek their advice, healing and spiritual
counsel. I have been looking into the history of the Wu, as they have always

5
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advised and anointed the emperors in the past. However, never  — before
Su Daji  — has a Wu left the service of heaven to pursue an earthly life of
such debauchery and self-pleasure.’

‘So, you’re saying that Daji would be considered a disgrace to her
heavenly sisters?’ Jiang Taigong was most interested to learn this fact.

‘Actually the Wu refer to each other as brothers, to reinforce that they
are equal in status to men. Their Great Mother they call Shifu for the same
reason, for no man on earth has dominion over her, or any of the students
of her house, not even the emperor. The Wu answer only to Tian.’

‘That could be dangerous.’ The prime minister voiced the concern that
was clear in his expression.

‘The Wu are not interested in earthly affairs or pleasures, only in
heavenly service. But the fact that one of the Wu is preventing us from
achieving peace could certainly help us to gain their favour,’ I concluded
happily, for I was deeply curious about the Wu. They were said to have
abundant knowledge about the inner and outer workings of heaven and
earth and, as a scholar, I could not help but wonder what they could teach
me. ‘The Zhou must return to honouring Tian and his mistresses if the Ji
family is to win heaven’s mandate.’

Ji Fa smiled. ‘This path sits well with me.’ He looked to his prime minister
for his approval.

‘There is certainly no harm in making initial contact with the Wu and
testing the waters for an alliance between heaven and earth,’ Jiang Taigong
granted. ‘That would certainly appease the people, who miss the great
festivals once presided over by the Wu, before Su Daji forbade all Wu
within Shang states to practise.’

Fortunately, the temple of the Great Mother on Li Shan was deep in
Zhou territory, almost inaccessible, and so the House of the Great Mother
had been left in virtual peace to thrive.

The Xibo nodded, most pleased. ‘We shall keep this quiet for the
moment.’ He looked at me. ‘Dan, I charge you to go to Li Shan and seek the
blessing of the Great Mother on my behalf.’

Of course, the notion pleased me greatly; it was a rare opportunity to
satisfy some of my curiosity regarding the Wu. Yet I shook my head  — not
to disobey, but in warning. ‘I am fairly certain that gaining heaven’s mandate

6
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will be no simple matter, brother. There will be tribute to pay for our
neglect of the holy House of Tian, trials to accomplish and sacred rites to
observe in order to appease heaven and  —’

‘Then find out exactly what is required,’ the Xibo interjected. ‘For even if
I was to depose Zi Shou, he has a son to whom heaven’s mandate may be
passed. Do I kill the son, Wu Geng, for fear of the same madness erupting if
he lives to rule? Some divine insight is exactly what I require. If I am granted
heaven’s mandate, only then can I be sure that the demise of the Shang
state is the will of Tian and in best interests of the people.’

This conclusion was personally satisfying, for I too needed some divine
reassurance that the blood feud we were about to embark upon was
indeed divinely meant. Hence I rose and bowed to my eldest brother and
the prime minister to take my leave of them. ‘I shall depart for Li Shan at
once.’

Never had I been assigned a quest that so inspired me, and with this
sense of purpose I hastened my exit from the Xibo’s council chambers. My
interest in the mysterious ways of the Wu had been ever growing since the
untimely deaths of my father and my eldest brother at the hands of Su Daji.
There had to be a way to combat her supernatural advantage  — the laws
of divine polarity dictated that it be so. As I proceeded down the stairs and
into the grandly cobbled central courtyard at Haojing, I was determined to
discover that counterforce, and prevent Su Daji from unleashing her evil
power ever again on any member of my family, or the good people of
Zhou. 

7
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THE WU
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1

YI WU LI SHAN

The sky above was dark and flashed electric with the promise of a
storm that might break the long drought. Thunder growled in the
distance. Through the steam clouds rising off the thermal waters, the
torches of summons burned brightly in the night on the jetty
ahead  — this was the only means to request an audience with the Wu
of Li Shan and she had been sent in response to the summons.

A team of hooded ferrywomen at her back were moving the
ferryboat across the surface of the shallow thermal lake, using the
power of their chi; no oars or ropes were required. This vessel was the
only official means for supplicants to gain access to the temple of the
Great Mother, for everyone knew that any man who attempted to
reach the house of the Holy Orders uninvited never returned. The
occupants of the ferry had their faces shrouded by the hoods of their
long dark robes, but, as the representative of the Great Mother, she
herself was dressed in white and stood on the bow of the ferry to
address the seeker of their counsel. As their vessel neared the jetty,
the noise in the rumbling sky was matched by the din before them.
The rattle of battle armour, warrior chatter and horses served to tell
her that a small army lay in wait. She motioned for the ferry to halt
on the water at a good distance from the pier.

‘Speak,’ she requested and the commotion quickly hushed to
silence. ‘The Wu of Li Shan are listening.’

11
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‘I am Ji Dan, come to seek the guidance of the Great Mother on
behalf of my brother, Ji Fa, Leader of the West.’

Both names were legendary. The sons of Xibo Chang were
increasingly idolised by the common people of Zhou  — the mightiest
warlords in the land had come to the temple, just as the Great Mother
had predicted.

‘We were deeply saddened to hear of the death of Ji Chang, your
great father,’ she said in condolence. ‘He brought a lasting peace and
calm to the West.’

During the course of his life, Ji Chang had been recognised as a
well-educated, conscientious and benevolent leader, dedicated to
educating the population, promoting good ethics, assisting agricultural
development and the migration of superior people into the state.
Well-qualified advisors and functionaries, fleeing the chaos of Shang
imperial rule, had flocked to the leadership opportunities in the West.
As the Zhou state’s popularity increased, the Shang emperor’s rule
became more ruthless and abusive in equal measure. When Ji Chang
was invited to the capital to advise the emperor, he was instead
arrested on a charge of conspiring to foment revolution. Ji Chang was
locked up at Youli, where he remained imprisoned for seven years.
The Zhou ruler spent this time studying the trigrams of old, and
reinterpreted their meaning by sorting them into a system of sixty-
four hexagrams for strategic divination called the Yi Jing: The Book of
Changes. The Yi Jing had then revealed to Ji Chang the rise of the
Zhou Dynasty. 

During his imprisonment, those with wealth who secretly
supported Ji Chang presented the emperor with beautiful girls, fine
horses and other riches on Ji Chang’s behalf to prove his loyalty to the
emperor. His suspicions dispelled, Zi Shou released Ji Chang and
named him Xibo  — leader of all the Zhuhou of the lands in the West.
Upon his release, Xibo Chang immediately began scouring the
country for talented men who could help him destroy the Shang
empire.

12
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‘His sons hope to continue his legacy,’ Ji Dan told her in a strong
voice that carried across to the ferry, ‘and are here to seek heaven’s
mandate to depose the emperor, who no longer serves heaven, our
great ancestors or the people. We understand a prophecy of the
downfall of Zi Shou hailed from the House of Yi Wu Li Shan and I am
here to discover if my great and noble brother Ji Fa is the one whom
the Great Mother foresees will put an end to the madness of Shang
oppression.’

‘You want the permission of the Great Mother to go to war,’ she
clarified.

‘We are already at war,’ the lord replied, ‘but, yes, if that is the will
of heaven.’

‘The will of heaven is that we live in peace.’
‘That is our greatest wish also.’ Ji Dan was amused; she could hear

it in his voice. ‘My brother respectfully asks the Great Mother to
consider, given it is one of the Wu who inspired much of Zi Shou’s
madness, whether you would aid us to defeat her?’

‘Daji is not of the House of Yi Wu Li Shan,’ she replied coolly. Ji
Dan’s attempt to use of guilt tactics did not impress her. ‘We cannot
be held responsible for her corrupt ideology and destructive practices.
She has permanently damaged the reputation of all the Wu in the eyes
of the people.’

Where once there had been numerous temples of practising Wu
throughout the land, many had been destroyed upon the Shang
emperor’s word. Other cloisters had been destroyed by the local people,
who feared Wu were all evil like Su Daji, or the emperor’s wraith, for
allowing the local Wu to remain practising in their vicinity.

‘That is because none of the Wu has done anything to depose her,’
Ji Dan offered. ‘If our armies are to have any chance of overthrowing
Zi Shou, we must first deal with Su Daji. The Wu have powers beyond
that of mortal man, and the Wu of the House of Yi Wu Li Shan are
the most famed and respected in the West. Where else could we
possibly find Daji’s equal?’

13
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The notion of combatting Daji, who had shamed the Wu so
greatly, appealed to her very much. ‘The Great Mother will only speak
with the candidate for her heavenly mandate about such matters.’

‘I can only bring forth the candidate once I know his safety in your
house is assured,’ Ji Dan bartered. ‘At the very least, I would have to
accompany Ji Fa as far as your cloister.’

‘You have my word that you and your brother will have a safe
passage to Yi Wu Li Shan and back,’ she avowed.

‘And who are you, lady?’ the lord asked. ‘May I have a name to
report to my brother as our contact among the Wu?’

‘I am Jiang Hudan,’ she announced, and her name incited gasps
and muttering among the soldiers. The reverence and fear she
detected were very pleasing to her.

‘I have heard of you, Tiger Courage,’ the lord stated, for ‘tiger
courage’ was what her name meant. ‘They say you have a sister who is
a white tiger, but how can that be?’

‘Mortal men are not expected to understand all the wonders of
heaven,’ she replied.

‘This mortal man would very much like to try,’ Ji Dan announced
humbly.

Beneath her hood, Jiang Hudan was smiling. ‘Your thirst for
knowledge precedes you, Ji Dan, and I hear that you are quite the
diviner yourself.’

‘To divine strategy for wars and hunts is one thing, but to divine the
will of Tian, without human bias, is quite something else,’ he granted.

His words were pleasing and unexpectedly insightful for a man.
Hudan was about to respond when her birth sister leaned over her
shoulder to hiss in her ear: ‘Stop indulging in this pointless banter and
dismiss him.’

‘As you command, Xi Wangmu,’ Hudan quipped quietly to her,
and her sister gave a low, barely audible growl of resentment.

Xi Wangmu was not her sister’s name, for it was a title that meant
‘Great Mother of the West’, and was currently held by their Shifu, Yi
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Wu. But Hudan had foreseen, long ago that her sister, Huxin, would
someday be given this title, so the nickname was a private joke
between the sisters; Hudan referred to Huxin thus whenever she
thought her twin was being a little high and mighty. Huxin meant
‘tiger heart’, and she was not renowned for her diplomacy or her
patience.

‘Return with your candidate in five days’ time, Ji Dan. The Great
Mother will see him then,’ Hudan advised. Huxin backed off to focus,
along with her brothers, on powering the ferry for them to return to
the cloister.

‘As you request, lady,’ Ji Dan called. ‘Ji Fa greatly looks forward to
this audience.’

As there was nothing more to be said, the ferry began to move and
Hudan took a seat, nursing a rather overwhelming feeling that she
had been in this circumstance before  — although, in reality, she knew
she had not.

‘What is it?’ Huxin sensed her sister’s discomposure, just as she had
sensed her delight with Ji Dan’s comments only moments before. ‘Do
you suspect something untoward?’

‘Quite the reverse,’ Hudan whispered back. ‘I feel like I’ve had this
meeting before  … perhaps I foresaw it while in trance and am only
now remembering? But, for whatever reason I feel this way, it must be
significant.’

Huxin was amused. ‘You are about to help bring about your own
prophecy. This meeting is the proof you saw correctly  … I would say
that is sufficient.’

Hudan wished she was as pleased about her prophecy as everyone
else was; she’d never foreseen such a major event before. Everyone
wanted the cruel Shang regime to come to an end, herself included,
but only war on a massive scale was going to bring that about and she
feared that her prophecy had only added fuel to the fire of that
horrendous prospect. Many people were going to die attempting to
fulfil her vision, and she could only pray to heaven that their ultimate
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sacrifice would bear sweet fruit for following generations  — for this
too, she had foreseen, and it gave her the strength to stand by her
prophecy.

The ferry docked at the House of Yi Wu Li Shan, so named after their
Great Mother, Yi of the Wu, who resided on Mount Li. The name Yi
meant to heal, whilst Wu marked their Great Mother, or Shifu, as an
oracle, seer, shaman and mistress of Tian; Shan simply meant
mountain. Shanyu, which was a nickname that was at times used to
refer to Jiang Hudan and Jiang Huxin, simply implied that they were
‘mountain born’.

Hudan made her way from the jetty and walked under the raised
iron gate and up the long flight of stone stairs that cut through the
mountain and into the central courtyard of the cloister. The iron gate
dropped closed behind her. Although it was late, and long past the
dog-hour that marked curfew, she knew her Shifu would be awaiting
her report. Hudan headed straight for the Great Mother’s private
council chamber.

‘Enter,’ Shifu said when Hudan announced herself and the doors
opened wide.

The Great Mother was seated comfortably in her chair of council,
radiant and serene, as Hudan entered. She had not aged a day in
Hudan’s lifetime. All the Wu had great longevity, but none so much
as Shifu Yi, who always appeared old enough to be wise, but young
enough to preserve her beauty  — she had not one grey strand in her
long thick hair. The Wu were not vain, but Shifu maintained that,
against a man, beauty was a weapon more effective than any sword.

Head bowed, her right fist pressed into her left palm and held out
before her, Hudan came forth, knelt and lowered her head. ‘Shifu Yi.’

‘Be at ease, Jiang Hudan,’ the Great Mother granted, and Hudan
sat back on her haunches.

‘I have come to report that Ji Dan seeks your heavenly mandate for
his brother Ji Fa, leader of the West, just as you predicted.’
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‘Yes,’ she concurred, ‘and he will return with the candidate in five
days’ time.’

‘Shifu, why request my report, if you already know the outcome of
my meeting?’

‘You cannot fathom the answer?’ she inquired.
Hudan’s heart sank, as she had a fair idea what was on her Shifu’s

mind. ‘You wish to speak with me about another matter entirely. Is
this about brother Fen?’

‘Must we go through this every year?’ her Shifu appealed and thus
confirmed Hudan’s fears. ‘I will not have a rooster in my henhouse, no
matter how well you try to disguise him as a chicken. Every year I
threaten to sacrifice him at the Spring Festival and every year he
mysteriously goes missing!’ she scolded. ‘Every year I tell you if he is not
gone from here by next spring he will be sacrificed, and is he gone?’

‘No, Shifu,’ Hudan replied, her head bowed, ‘but among our
brotherhood there is no one who is a better gardener, healer or
herbalist  —’

‘I am well aware of his talents, Hudan. Why do you think he is still
breathing? But the fact remains he is not a cute little child any longer.
In a year he will be a full-grown man!’

The idea of her adopted baby brother being a man sounded like a
joke, but she caught her urge to laugh before it escaped her lips.

‘All men have desires, Hudan,’ Yi said in all seriousness, ‘and I
know for a fact that sweet little Fen Gong is already bestowing his
earthly favours on one of our order.’

Hudan gasped  — shocked, bewildered, betrayed! She’d been
valiantly defending Fen’s right to remain here as a faithful servant of
this house, but if what her Shifu said was true, no amount of arguing
would save him from the spring fires, banishment or some other
severe punishment.

‘It is only because the woman in question is not a vestal virgin of
this house, that I have not already had him seized and quartered.’ Her
Shifu was clearly most displeased.
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Hudan suspected that, secretly, the Great Mother did not want the
celebration preparations disrupted by sacrificing the head of her
garden. ‘It was He Nuan, wasn’t it? She’s been making eyes at Fen for
years  —’

‘It makes no difference who it was,’ her Shifu insisted. ‘The point
is, Fen must go.’

‘Not before the festival, surely?’ Hudan pleaded. As angry as she
was, she wasn’t ready to bid him farewell. Next to Huxin, Fen meant
more to Hudan than anyone else in her world  … including her Shifu.

‘Of course not.’ The Great Mother seemed frustrated by that fact.
‘I need him in the garden until then. And once the festival comes, we
shall need a human sacrifice,’ she concluded, smiling.

Hudan knew Shifu Yi didn’t mean what she said. She was as fond
of Fen as everyone else under her roof. ‘We have other prisoners,’ she
appealed, as she always did.

‘Ah, but none are as young, talented and pretty as your brother,
Fen  — sacrifice is not just a figure of speech!’

Hudan breathed deeply to calm herself. She felt frustrated and
angry for being put in this uncomfortable position with her Shifu.

‘So,’ Yi Wu concluded, ‘I want your personal assurance that our
beautiful sacrifice will not go mysteriously missing this year.’

Hudan nodded her head in agreement. ‘Right now, Shifu, I believe
I would push him into the flames myself.’

Fen Gong had been Hudan’s ward since he’d been left on their jetty as
a child of three years. She’d been barely eight years on this earth
herself at the time, and had taken an immediate shine to him.

A man-child left for the Wu was only ever intended to be a
sacrifice to Tian, Ruler of Heaven. It was common knowledge that
only women occupied the House of Yi Wu Li Shan. Whoever had
delivered the boy and lit the torches of summons, would have
believed they were sealing his fate.

But fate has its own agenda. Fen was living proof.
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Caged in the kitchen at first, Fen was only to be kept alive until
the Spring Festival. But so pretty and well behaved was the boy-child
that none of their order could spurn him. They may have called
themselves brothers, and were hardened fighters all, but the hearts of
women still burned in their chests and fed their instinct to protect
and nurture the child as a mother might.

Hudan, an orphan herself, empathised with the lone youngster,
who did not have a twin to cling to, as she had. She took to creeping
down to the kitchen to keep him company and stop him fretting at
night  — and Huxin did too. They started dressing the lad in their old
clothes, so that he could sit at the table with them and the other
female initiates without looking out of place. As all her brothers were
as charmed by the boy as Hudan was, no one complained, and as
Shifu Yi rarely ate at their table  — for she rarely ate at all  — it was
some time before she discovered that her spring sacrifice had become
the new and beloved pet of her household.

When their Shifu realised she’d have a rebellion on her hands if
she burnt the boy, she gave Hudan charge of him as a punishment,
but Fen had brought them all nothing but happiness, wonder and joy.
Once given liberty to roam the house, garden and mountain top
beyond, it became apparent that Fen might have been left to the Wu
for reasons other than appeasing heaven as a sacrifice. For the boy
showed an unnatural talent for growing and healing just about any
living thing, hence his name Fen Gong, which meant ‘fragrant
magic’; he could make flowers bloom with a touch, even in the
coldest winter. This was the by-product of another supernatural
ability Fen possessed. Through skin contact, Fen could influence the
emotions of others with his own. Had the person who abandoned the
boy-child on Li Shan known this? Such influence over others at such
a young age would have been a terrifying prospect to one of the
common folk and nobility alike! Maybe they wisely surmised that, if
such a child was ever to belong anywhere on this earth, that place
would be among the Wu?
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Only Hudan and Huxin were close enough to Fen to have
discovered the emotional influence he could command over others  —
if Shifu Yi had discovered it, she had said nothing. In the event of Fen
ever needing this talent to save his life, his adopted sisters kept it
secret. As Fen was so extraordinarily pretty, he’d blended in for years.
Even now, although obviously lacking in the breast department, Fen
could pass for one of the prettiest females in the house. 

So Shifu Yi had turned a blind eye to Fen’s existence: he’d made
himself indispensable in the garden and infirmary, and he’d exhibited
exemplary behaviour and aptitude in his lessons. But these past few
years, some of those in her order had begun regarding Fen differently.
The younger girls, especially, were all soft smiles and fluttering eyes  …
which Hudan had instructed Fen to ignore.

‘Their silly vanity is going to get you banished,’ she had warned
him. 

But had he listened? Clearly not.

As two of the most prized students of the House of Yi Wu Li Shan,
Hudan and Huxin had their own room; sharing with them had kept
Fen out of the dormitory of the younger initiates and away from the
private rooms of the highly adept students and the older matrons  —
many of whom had chosen a cloistered life after being widowed. Most
of these matrons were not trained Wu but were welcome to serve in
the cloister in exchange for the protection and security the Wu could
provide them.

When Hudan reached their sleeping quarters, her anger at boiling
point, she stopped outside the door, to calm and centre herself.

Anger is one step away from disempowerment, her Shifu always said.
She could not just storm in and give Fen a serve of her mind

without waking the entire household and making them aware of his
shame. But there was no way she was going to sleep on this; her fury
would ebb by morning, and Hudan wanted Fen to feel the full brunt
of her disappointment and betrayal.
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Hence she entered quietly, and finding Huxin and Fen sleeping,
Hudan moved to the end of Fen’s bed and clasped her hands into a
single fist in front of her chest in order to summon her chi to serve her
intention.

Everyone in residence at Yi Wu Li Shan trained in Dao Yin every
day. Dao Yin was a system of gymnastic exercises that combined flighting
techniques with ritual dance. Breath combined with motion cultivated
internal energy  — chi. With practice, chi could be harnessed, directed
and unleashed by the practitioner on their mental command, enabling
them to perform feats that the uninitiated considered superhuman.

Once Hudan felt confident, she raised her clasped hands and
extended only her first two fingers upward to form a peak. She aligned
her sights with the peak of her fingers and directed her will at her
unsuspecting victim. Fen’s body began to rise off his bed and he
continued sleeping like a baby as Hudan directed his form to follow
her through the abandoned walkways of the house, down through the
huge kitchen area and into the herb and vegetable garden.

The storm had cleared without a drop of rain  — a sign of Tian’s
continuing disfavour of the rulership of their land  — and the waxing
moon lit the way through the dark. At the end of the garden path was
a gate that led into the sacred gardens; here Hudan turned right and
eventually came to the livestock area. A large stone trough was, in
more prosperous times, constantly fed icy cold water from a mountain
stream, but lately, due to drought, they’d been forced to fill the trough
for the livestock from the well.

Once Fen’s sleeping form was positioned above the trough, Hudan
released her hold over him and let him drop into the water. Shocked
into awareness, Fen screamed and floundered until he managed to
fathom where he was and jump out of the trough. For a moment he
stood shivering, bemused by how he’d got there. Then he solved the
conundrum. ‘Hudan!’

‘Yes, Fen.’ Her close proximity in the darkness startled him to an
about-face.
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‘What kind of cruel joke is this?’ He controlled his shivers.
‘Oh, it’s not a joke,’ she informed him, ‘it’s a punishment.’
‘A punishment?’ he queried, warily. ‘What have I done to displease

you?’
‘You know what you have done  …’ Hudan said harshly, and Fen’s

head sank into his shoulders and he began shivering again. ‘… and
Shifu Yi knows also.’

Fen’s head shot back up, and even in the moonlight Hudan could
see his horrified expression.

‘You told her!’ He was deeply hurt by that notion, and so was
Hudan.

‘She told me!’ Hudan’s voice conveyed her humiliation. ‘So know
that your days here on Li Shan are numbered.’

‘Then I hope the Great Mother means to kill me this time.’ He
took a seat on the side of the trough, clearly devastated. ‘I cannot live
without this place,’ he said, and his voice dropped to a whisper, ‘I
cannot live without her.’

‘You idiot!’ Hudan slapped him across the back of the head. ‘It was
He Nuan, wasn’t it?’

Fen turned his large brown eyes to Hudan, and they were filled
with tears of sorrow. ‘It has always been He Nuan,’ he confessed. ‘I
have waited a long time for her to see me, as I have always seen her.’

‘Ooh  …’ Hudan was frustrated, but refrained from hitting him
again. ‘Idiot! Was it worth your vocation? Worth giving up your
family, home, your life for?’

He nodded confidently.
Hudan was completely baffled by his lack of regret. ‘I have fought

so hard for your right to remain here on Li Shan, and then you
commit the one truly forbidden act of our Order!’

‘We are permitted to pleasure ourselves.’ He stood to defend
himself. ‘And I did nothing that Nuan could not have done to
herself  … except for the tongue thing  —’

‘Fen!’ Hudan, shocked to her core, covered his mouth. ‘I don’t
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want to know. For goddess’ sake, the woman is old enough to be your
mother!’ She shoved him backward in disgust.

‘Holy Tian, you don’t think she could be, do you?’ He was horrified
by the notion.

Hudan was inclined to let him suffer, but could not. ‘No, she was
already with us when you were dropped off.’

‘Phew.’ He began breathing again, and Hudan was annoyed.
‘Well, if you had picked a girl anywhere near your own age, you

wouldn’t have to wonder!’ Hudan vexed. ‘Still, good thing you didn’t
or you’d be in several pieces by now.’

‘I should warn her.’ Fen made a move, but Hudan stopped him.
‘It’s over, and the matter is in Shifu Yi’s hands,’ she said pointedly.

‘You’ll not be allowed to see her again  —’
‘Is she in trouble?’ Fen was clearly more concerned about his lover,

than himself.
‘Forcing Shifu into a position where she must sacrifice her head

gardener at festival time? I can’t imagine that is going to be a picnic,’
Hudan acknowledged. ‘But if Shifu doesn’t punish her for this, I surely
will.’

‘No, Hudan, please, brother.’ He got down on his knees and
begged.

‘I don’t understand you, Fen.’ She felt she was conversing with a
complete stranger.

‘How could you understand, when you have never been in love?’
he appealed.

‘Nor will I be,’ Hudan insisted, ‘ever. It is not permitted!’ Hudan
grabbed his arm and dragged him to his feet. ‘We are the servants of
Tian, and have sexual union through the divine instruction of heaven
only.’

‘Maybe this was the will of heaven,’ Fen reasoned, ‘or why would I
feel so compelled?’

‘It is far more likely that this was a test,’ Hudan replied, ‘and you
failed miserably.’
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‘If that is the case, I am completely to blame.’ Fen appealed to her:
‘Please don’t punish Nuan for my shortcomings.’

Hudan could only roll her eyes. ‘If you think she cares for you just
as much, you are naive. She has preyed on you due to lack of choice!’

‘Take that back!’ 
Hudan had never seen a look of such intensity on Fen’s face before. 
‘You are implying she is a whore and she is  —’
‘So! That was her profession before she came here.’
This news came as some surprise to Fen. ‘That’s a lie.’
‘It is the truth,’ Hudan insisted, crushing him emotionally with her

certainty. ‘And if her lust gets you killed, I will not be happy. You
need to be more worried about what is going to happen to you!’

‘I am for Shifu’s fire at last.’ He sounded completely resigned to his
fate.

‘Not if I have anything to do with it.’ Hudan was passionate, even
if Fen wasn’t. 

He shook his head. ‘I told you, brother; I cannot live without her.’
Hudan felt for him, and then realised he’d gently taken hold of her

arm, which she immediately pulled from his grasp. ‘I guess you should
have kept your tongue to yourself then.’ She flashed a smile and left
him for her bed.

The next morning after meditation, when Hudan and Fen were not
speaking to each other, it was clear to everyone that something tense
had transpired between them.

‘Enough.’ Huxin could not stand the silence over breakfast any
longer. ‘What has happened?’ She looked at Hudan across the small
table that the three of them occupied at every meal that was not an
official occasion. Her brother completely ignored her and continued
eating. So Huxin looked to Fen, whose head was hung in shame as he
shrugged. ‘And where is He Nuan this morning?’ she queried more
loudly, addressing the entire room to discover if the absence was
relevant.
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An answer came from the far end of the dining hall where the
kitchen was open to the rest of the room. ‘She left last night,’ Ling,
the head cook, informed the room, and her statement sent whispers
flying around the many full tables.

‘What!’ Fen had leapt to his feet and his protest startled everyone
to silence, as he was normally so quiet and reserved.

‘Aha.’ Huxin was granted some clarity about the situation between
Fen and Hudan.

‘How could she leave voluntarily?’ Fen asked, somewhat less as
though his life depended upon the answer.

‘How would I know? I’m only the cook,’ old Ling barked. ‘Ask
Shifu Yi!’

Fen had gone pale and Hudan yanked him back into his seat.
‘Although He Nuan never really belonged here, nobody just

leaves,’ Huxin said in a low voice, so that only the two brothers at her
table could hear. She raised her eyebrows as if expecting some
enlightenment from them.

Both her brothers declined to respond, however.
‘So, I guess He Nuan has either been banished or butchered,’

Huxin added and this time her comment fetched a reaction.
Fen was back on his feet and out the door. Hudan went straight

after him, and Huxin playfully followed their lead.

‘Fen, I would not vex Shifu Yi about this right now,’ Hudan warned, as
she trailed him through the covered walkways of the central
courtyard. Thankfully, everyone was still at breakfast.

‘I must know what has really happened,’ he called back, staying
one step ahead of her grasp.

‘You don’t need to know,’ Hudan stressed, and, sick of the pursuit,
she employed her will over matter, whereupon Fen’s feet stuck to the
stone beneath them and he was rendered immobile. ‘He Nuan is none
of your concern,’ she said for Huxin’s benefit, as she was still with
them, seeking answers.
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‘If she is dead, then I wish to join her,’ he said honestly, much to
Hudan’s distress and Huxin’s insight.

‘Come on,’ Huxin said. ‘You think I don’t know our little brother
has been getting a bit of slap and tickle.’ She extended her tongue and
wriggled it about.

‘You told Shifu Yi,’ Fen exclaimed in horror.
‘Hell no,’ Huxin laughed. ‘The day I, or anyone, has to tell Shifu

Yi what goes on under her own roof will be the day the walls of this
house crumble. You think I do not sneak out for a little romp every
now and again.’

Both Hudan and Fen were shocked, but Huxin smiled. ‘Not with
humans, of course.’ Huxin shrugged when the other two looked even
more horrified. ‘But then it is my heavenly duty to do so, lest I be one
of the last were-tiger in the land.’

‘Are you condoning what brother Fen has done?’ Hudan hissed
quietly, almost panicking to learn that she alone among her siblings
was virtuous in mind, body and spirit.

Huxin rolled her eyes at Hudan and approached Fen, running her
fingers through the black hair that fell, perfectly straight, to his
shoulders.

He and Hudan could easily pass as blood sisters. They had the
same chiselled features, pitch-black hair, ebony eyes and slim form
that made them appear as beautiful and regal as princesses. Yet Huxin,
although Hudan’s birth twin, could not have been more different.
They were equal in height and slim of form, but Huxin had the
rounded face of a cheeky waif and a mane of long, golden brown
waves that hung to her waist and matched her eyes which were the
colour of dark, amber jewels.

‘It was bound to happen,’ Huxin stated, ‘but look on the bright
side, Fen.’

‘There is a bright side?’ he queried, on the verge of losing his
mind.

Huxin nodded. ‘If Shifu has truly banished He Nuan, then perhaps
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she will show mercy and banish you, too, then you may get your wish
to be together.’

‘Oh, my heavens!’ Fen’s mood lifted considerably having been
thrown a thread of hope. ‘You’re right, brother Huxin.’ He threw his
arms around her and hugged her with delight.

‘Don’t encourage his wanton desires!’ Hudan was disgusted with
them both.

‘Why not?’ Huxin replied. ‘Fen deserves a happy life, just like
anyone. More than most!’ she concluded, proud of him, and received
another squeeze from their little brother in appreciation of her
support.

‘Do you really think Shifu might have a happier plan for us?’ he
beseeched Huxin, who began to nod.

‘All Shifu has in mind for you at present is a prize place upon the
ceremonial fire,’ Hudan said sombrely, bringing them back into the
realm of reality. ‘She made me vow you would not go missing this year
and would present when you were called for.’

When all the joy and positivity had fled from their brother once
more, Huxin was very annoyed. ‘Way to go, brother.’

‘Fen is my charge!’ Hudan was surprised that no one seemed to be
considering this fact. ‘He has shamed me in the eyes of our Shifu.’

Again Huxin rolled her eyes. ‘I doubt very much Fen’s actions
have left the shadow of a stain upon your perfect life of sacrifice to
Tian.’

‘Why do you mock my aspiring to greatness?’ Hudan asked,
offended, as Huxin did this often.

‘I’m just saying,’ Huxin retorted, ‘that it is unreasonable to expect
everyone to be as perfect as you.’

Hudan knew Huxin was right. It was more her pride than her
concern for Fen, that was driving her anger. ‘The point I am trying to
make is  … if Fen storms off and starts demanding information from
Shifu, she will be less inclined to be lenient on him. Do not tempt
fate  … just wait until she summons you.’
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‘So you forgive me, brother Hudan?’ Fen ventured to ask.
‘No,’ she replied, ‘I’m just less mad at you.’
‘Less mad enough to allow me my feet back?’ he requested, and

then added by way of an inducement: ‘Or we will all be late for Dao
Yin.’

Satisfied that he was not going to do anything rash, Hudan let go
of her hold over her little brother and Fen was grateful to be back in
control of his body. 

‘To your lessons then,’ she prompted as he grinned thankfully at
her.

‘Thank you, my brothers,’ he bowed as he withdrew. ‘Your support
means everything.’ He quickly turned to make his way to class,
leaving Hudan gaping and Huxin giggling in his wake.

‘If he thinks I am going to support him setting up house with a
whore twice his age  —’

Huxin thumped Hudan’s arm quite hard. ‘Oh, lighten up, brother.
He’s in love.’

‘The ultimate excuse to forget one’s duty and honour, I’m sure.’
Hudan was dark about the whole affair. ‘And if you think He Nuan
wasn’t using our brother as a means to escape the cloistered life, you’re
as deluded as he is!’ Hudan stormed off, leaving her sister musing on
the truth of Hudan’s statement.
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