Dragonwall
Book 2 of the Empires Trilogy
By Troy Denning

Ebook version 1.0



The gray-haired noble reached the top of the tower afew seconds later. The other lords barely noticed
as he entered the room. They were too busy over-whelming Cheng Han with contradictory advice. Hsuang
dipped to the window, peered out, then swore avile curse in the name of the Celestial Dragon.

The Tuigan had resorted to magic. A single barbarian stood in front of the two thousand horsemen
gathered on top of the smoky knoll. The man was dressed in along silk robe covered with mystic symbols.
In his hand, he held a scepter capped with a human skull. The barbarian's arms were lifted skyward and his
eyes were fixed on one of the fires.

The shaman had magically braided the smoke from all fifty cooking fires together. The smoke columns
now formed awide gray ribbon that stretched from the hilltop all the way to Shou Kuan. The smoky bridge
crossed the city wall directly over the gate, just afew yards to the right of the bell tower.

As Hsuang watched, the first horsewarriors spurred their mounts toward the hazy bridge. The
frightened animals reared and tried to shy away. The determined riders kicked the beasts and lashed them
with their reins, guiding the horses onto the gray ribbon asif it were solid rock. When their hooves found
solid purchase on the smoke, the horses calmed and began galloping forward. The riders dropped their
reins, then pulled their bows from their holsters and began to nock arrows.

Hsuang turned to hisfellow nobles. "Get to your armies!” he yelled. "The Tuigan are topping the wall!"
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1
The Minister's Plan

The barbarian stood in his stirrups, hocking an arrow in his horn-and-wood bow. He was husky, with
bandy legs well suited to clenching the sides of his horse. For armor, he wore only a greasy hauberk and a
conical skullcap trimmed with matted fur. His dark, dlitlike eyes sat over broad cheekbones. At the bottom
of aflat nose, the rider's black mustache drooped over afrown that was both hungry and brutal. He
breathed in shallow hisses timed to match the drumming of his mount's hooves.

As he studied the horsewarrior's visage, a sense of eager-ness came over General Batu Min Ho. The
genera stood in his superior's roomy pavilion, over amile away from the rider. Along with his commander,
asorcerer, and two of his peers, Batu was studying the enemy in amagic scrying ba-sin. Physically, the
barbarian looked no different from the thieving marauders who sporadically raided the general’'s home
province, Chukei. Y et, there was a certain brutal disci-pline that branded the man atrue soldier. At last,
after twenty years of chasing down bands of nomad raiders, Batu knew he was about to fight areal war.

Batu forced himself to ignore his growing exhilaration and concentrate on the task at hand. Staring into
the scry-ing basin, he felt as though he were looking into amirror. Aside from the barbarian's heavy-boned
stature and coarse mustache, the general and the rider might have been broth-ers. Like the horseman, Batu
had dark eyes set wide over broad cheeks, aflat nose with flaring nostrils, and a powerful build. The pair
was even dressed similarly, save that the general's chia, along coat of rhinoceros-hide armor, was
no-where near asfilthy as the rider's hauberk.

"So, our enemies are not blood-drinking devils, as the peasants would have us believe." The speaker was
Kwan Chan Sen, Shou Lung's Minister of War, Third-Degree Gen-eral, and Batu's immediate commander.
An ancient man with skin as shriveled as araisin's, Kwan wore hislong white hair gathered into awarrior's
topknot. A thin blue film dulled his black eyes, though the haze seemed to cause him no trouble seeing.

By personally taking the field against the barbarians, the old man had astonished his subordinates,
including Batu. Kwan was rumored to be one hundred years old, and he looked every bit of his age.
Nevertheless, he seemed re-markably robust and showed no sign of fatigue from the hardships of the trail.

Resting his milky eyes on Batu's face, the minister contin-ued. "If we may judge by the enemy's
semblance to General Batu, they are nothing but mortal men."

Batu frowned, uncertain as to whether the comment was a slight to his heritage or just an observation.
An instant later, he decided the minister's intent did not matter.

Settling back into his chair, Kwan waved aliver-spotted hand at the basin. "We've seen enough of these
thieves," he said, addressing his wu jen, the arrogant sorcerer who had not even bothered to introduce
himself to Batu or the oth-ers. "Take it away."

Asthe wu jen reached for the bowl, Batu held out his hand. "Not yet, if it pleases the minister,” he said,
politely bowing to Kwan.

Batu's fellow commanders gave him a sidelong glance. He knew the other men only by the armies they
commanded—Shengti and Ching Tung—but they made it clear that they felt it was not Batu's place to
object. They were both first-degree generals, each commanding afull provincial army of ten thousand men.
In addition, both Shengti and Ching Tung were close to sixty years old.

On the other hand, Batu was only thirty-eight, and, though he was also afirst-degree general, he
commanded an army of only five thousand men. In the hierarchy of first-degree generals, the young
commander from Chukei clearly occupied the lowest station.

Nevertheless, Batu continued, "If it pleases Minister Kwan, we might benefit from seeing the skirmish
lineagain."

Kwan twisted hiswrinklesinto afrown and glared at his subordinate. Finally, he pushed himself out of
his chair and said, "Asyou wish, General."

Batu was well aware of the minister's displeasure, but he was determined not to allow an old man's
peevishness to drive him into the fight prematurely. The surest way to turn apromising battle into an
ignominious defeat was to move into combat poorly prepared.

The wu jen circled his bejeweled hand over the basin, muttering afew syllables in the mysterious
language of sor-cerers. Asthe barbarian's face faded, afield covered with green-and-yellow sorghum
appeared. Along its southern edge, the field was bordered by along, barren hillock. A small river, its banks
covered with tall stands of reeds, bor-dered the northeastern and eastern edges. Swollen with the spring
runoff from far-away mountains, the river was brown and swift.

The only visible Shou troops were Batu's thousand archers, who had formed a line stretching from the



river to the opposite side of the field. Each man stood behind a chest-high shield and wore a lun'kia, a
corselet that guarded his chest and stomach. Made of fifteen layers of paper and glue, the lun'kia was
inexpensive and remarkably tough ar-mor. The archers' heads were protected by chous, plain leather
helmets with protective aprons that covered both the front and back of the neck.

Even through the scrying basin, Batu could hear the ten-sion in his officers voices as they shouted the
command to nock arrows. The archers were unaccustomed to being left exposed, for in previous
engagements the general had always supported them with infantry and his small contin-gent of cavalry.
Thistime, the rest of Batu's army was hiding behind the hill, along with twenty thousand men from the
armies of the other two provincial generals. These rein-forcements were ready to charge over the hill at a
moment's notice.

The archers were bait, and they knew it. If the battle pro-ceeded according to Minister Kwan's plan, the
barbarian cavalry would sweep down on them. Asthe horsewarriors massacred the archers, the
twenty-four thousand rein-forcements would rush over the hill and wipe out the in-vadersin one swift blow.
The plan might have been a good one, had the horsemen been the unsophisticated savages Kwan imagined.

But the enemy showed no sign of taking the bait. So far, all they had done was ride forward and shoot a
few arrows. When the archers returned fire, they always turned and fled.

As Batu and the others watched, a subdued and distant thunder rolled out of the scrying basin. A
moment later, two thousand horsemen rode into view on the northern edge of the field, five hundred yards
from the archers. At first, the dark line advanced at a canter. Then, at some unseen signal, al two thousand
men urged their mounts into afull gallop.

The minister and the generals leaned closer to the scrying basin, watching intently. Two hundred and
fifty yards out, the barbarians began shooting. Few of the shafts found their marks, for firing from amoving
horse was difficult and the range was great. Still, Batu found it disturbing that any of his men fell, for he did
not know a single Shou horse-man who could boast of hitting such a distant target from a galloping mount.

Although they were equipped with five-foot t'ai po bows that could match the barbarians' range, Batu's
archers held their fire. They had been trained not to waste arrows on un-likely shots and would not loose
their bamboo shafts until the enemy had closed to one hundred yards. The horsemen continued to advance,
pouring arrows at the Shou line in a haphazard fashion that, neverthel ess, dropped more than a dozen of
Batu's men.

Finally, the horsewarriors came into range. The Shou fired, and agray blur obscured the scene. A
thousand ar-rows sailed over the sorghum, finding their marksin the barbarian line. Riders tumbled from
their saddles. Wounded horses stumbled, then crashed end-over-end as momentum carried them forward
after their legs had gone limp.

Through the scrying basin, Batu heard the screams of dying men and the terrified shrieks of wounded
horses. It was not a sound he enjoyed, but neither did it trouble him. He was a general, and generals could
not alow themselves to be distressed by the sounds of death.

The Shou archersfired again. Another gray blur flashed across the field, then more shocked yells and
frightened whinnies drifted out of the basin.

"Look!" said Shengti. "They're not breaking off!"

He was right. The barbarians had ridden through two vol-leys of arrows and were continuing their
charge. Batu's stomach knotted just as if he were standing with his men.

"Shall we attack?" asked Ching Tung. He had aready turned away from the scrying basin and was
moving to-ward the door.

Noting that none of the riders were drawing their swords or lances, Batu grasped Ching Tung's
shoulder. "No!"

As Ching Tung turned to face him, Batu continued, "They're only testing our formation's discipline. If
they had intended to finish the charge, they would have drawn their melee weapons by now."

Ching Tung's eyes flashed. He started to say something spiteful, but the thunder in the scrying basin
suddenly died. The resulting quiet drew all eyes back to the pool. The gen-erals saw that the enemy
horsemen had reigned their mounts to a halt at fifty yards. Batu would have given ten thousand silver coins
to know how many more barbarians lurked out of the scrying basin's view. It was a question he knew
would not be answered. Kwan's wu jen had already explained that his spell had arange of only two miles.

Another gray blur flashed over the field as the barbarian riders fired in unison. The Shou archers, who
had been drawing swords and preparing to meet the charge, were not prepared for the attack. Dozens of
arrows struck their marks with quiet thuds. Over a hundred men cried out and fell to the flurry.

Batu's troops were well disciplined, however, and avolley of Shou arrows answered a moment later.
Another wave of terrible screams and whinnies followed, and the general from Chukei could almost smell



the odor of fresh blood.

For several minutes, gray clouds of arrows flew back and forth as the two lines traded volleys. At such
close range, ar-rows penetrated armor as easily as silk. Hundreds of Batu's men fell. Some remained silent
and motionless, but most writhed about, screaming in pain and grasping at the feath-ered shafts lodged in
their bodies.

After every volley, afew Shou survivors threw down their weapons and turned to flee. Without
exception, they were met by officers who cut them down with taos, single-edged, square-tipped swords.
Batu didiked seeing his offi-cers dispatch his own men, but he detested watching soldiers under his
command turn coward and flee. Asfar as he was concerned, those who dishonored him by running
deserved to perish at the hands of their own officers.

Another Shou volley struck the barbarian line. Hundreds of men fell from their saddles or |eaped away
as their wounded horses dropped thrashing to the ground. Batu no-ticed that behind the enemy line, no
officers waited to cut down cowards. There was no need. Despite the heavy casu-alties, not asingle
barbarian panicked or fled.

"The barbarians outnumber our archers two-to-one," ob-served Shengti. "Why don't they finish their
charge?'

"Because they are unsophisticated savages who have never faced soldiers as disciplined as those in the
Army of Chukei. They arefrightened,” Minister Kwan responded, gracing Batu with a commending smile.

Despite the compliment, the old man's rationalization alarmed Batu. If Kwan could not see that the
enemy was as well disciplined as any Shou army, he was not fit for his position.

"Minister Kwan," Batu asked, "was the Army of Mai Y uan not disciplined?' He inclined his head
dightly, trying to make his point seem a genuine question.

"The enemy took Mai Y uan by surprise,” Kwan responded, an edge of irritation in hisvoice. "General
Sung could not have known they would breach the Dragonwall."

"If | may," Batu responded, taking pains to keep his face re-laxed and to conceal his growing vexation, "l
would suggest that if the barbarians surprised Mai Y uan, they can also sur-prise us. It would be a mistake
to underestimate their so-phistication or their bravery."

The wrinkles on Kwan's brow gathered into an angry gnarl, and he glared at Batu with his cloudy eyes.
"I can as-sure the young general that | would make no such mistake."

As Kwan spoke, the enemy cavalry wheeled about and rode for the far side of the field. When his
officers showed the proper restraint and did not pursue, Batu breathed a sigh of relief. From the behavior of
the barbarians, the young general suspected the horsewarriors were trying to lure his men into a trap.

More than three quarters of Batu's archers, over seven hundred and fifty, lay wounded or dead. As
military proto-col dictated, every third survivor tended to the injured, dragging those who could not walk
away from the battle line. The other survivors stood ready, prepared in case the enemy suddenly returned.
The number of casualties unset-tled Batu, for the heavy losses reflected too well on the accu-racy of the
enemy bowmen. Nevertheless, he was also proud of histroops bravery and discipline.

Asthe barbarian cavalry rode out of the scrying basin's range, Kwan pointed awrinkled fingertip at the
bowl. "Do you see, General Batu?' he asked. "There is no need to worry about the barbarians. They are
frightened of your archers, and with good reason.” The old man pointed to where the enemy horsewarriors
had stopped and traded arrows with the Shou archers.

What Batu saw disappointed him. Dozens of injured bar-barians were limping or crawling out of the
field. Dazed and wounded horses hobbled about without direction. From beasts and riders too injured to
move came atorpid chorus of groans and wails, and nearly two hundred enemy warriors did not move at
all. Still, Batu estimated the in-vaders' casualties at under five hundred, less than two-thirds of his own. His
men had not even given as good as they'd received.

"Y our archers have been too devastating,” Kwan contin-ued, ignoring the scrying basin. "Send a runner.
Thistime, your archers must let the barbarians complete the charge.”

Batu's jaw dropped, for the minister was wasting what re-mained of his limited supply of archers.
"Perhaps the minis-ter's eyes are not as sharp as they once were," Batu said, barely ableto keep hisvoice
from trembling with anger. "Or he would have noticed that my archers did not stop the last charge, and
could not stop the next oneif the enemy walked their horsesinto battle!"

Kwan's response was measured and cool. "My eyes are sharp enough to know when we have the
enemy in our grasp. Your pengs are atribute to your discipline," the minis-ter said. The term he used could
mean weapon, common soldier, or both, reflecting the opinion that soldiers were weapons. "They deserve
the empire's praise," Kwan added. "But if we send reinforcements now, my young gen-eral, the barbarians
will smell our trap and flee. Without horses, we'll never catch them."



"The enemy's nose is sharper than you think," Batu re-torted. "He has already smelled the trap, and heis
stealing the bait while we watch." Batu looked at hisfellow generals. "If the horsewarriors are such foals,
wouldn't they have committed themselves by now?"

Neither general answered. They were unwilling to con-tradict the logic of their young peer, yet unwilling
to sup-port him. The Minister of War disagreed with Batu, and the older generals knew it would not be
prudent to contradict their superior. Asthe two men looked away, Batu recog-nized their caution and
realized that he could expect no help from them. He wondered if they would prove as unsupportive on the
battlefield.

For a moment, the minister regarded Shengti and Ching Tung thoughtfully. Finally, turning back to Batu,
he said, "It is possible that you are correct, General. If there is not enough bait, the rat may smell the trap.
So we will increase his temptation.”

The concession surprised Batu, and he wondered if it should have. Although it was apparent that the
minister lacked battlefield experience, it was equally obvious that only a shrewd politician could have
reached such a high post. It seemed to the young general that Kwan had inter-preted Shengti's and Ching
Tung's silence for what it was. Batu allowed himself the vague hope that Kwan's supervi-sion would not
result in adisaster after all.

While the young general considered him, Kwan studied the scrying basin. Finally, the old man pointed a
yellow-nailed finger to where the end of the archer's line met theriver. "General Batu, take your army and
reinforce your archers," the minister said. "Anchor your line here, at the river, and deploy asif expecting a
frontal attack. Leave your western flank exposed.”

A knot of anger formed in Batu's heart. He openly frowned at the minister, hardly able to believe what
he had heard. "If | do that, the barbarian cavalry will ride down the line and drive my army into theriver."

"Exactly," Kwan said, pulling hisgray lipsinto athin smile.

Shengti studied the scrying basin for amoment, then said, "A brilliant plan, Minister! The doppy
deployment will lure the enemy into full commitment. Asthe barbariansroll up Batu's flank, my
army—along with the Army of Ching Tung, of course—will charge over the hill and smash them.”

The ancient minister smiled warmly at Shengti. "Y ou are very astute,” he said. "Y our future will have
many bright days."

And my future will be very short, Batu thought. Shengti had neglected to mention the most clever part of
Kwan's plan: atroublesome subordinate would be destroyed. Even if Batu did not perish during the
slaughter, the stigma of los-ing an entire army would destroy his career.

Still, even knowing the consequences, Batu's instinct was to follow the order without question. To his
way of thinking, soldiers were dead men. Their commanders simply allowed them to walk the land of the
living until their bodies were needed in combat. In that respect, Batu considered himself no different from
any other soldier, and if Kwan ordered him to meet the enemy naked and a one, he would be obliged to do
0.

Still, asoldier was entitled to the hope of a glorious end. The young general could see no glory in
allowing the horse-warriors to slaughter his army like so many swine, espe-cially when Kwan had not taken
the time to scout the enemy and could not be certain that anything useful would come of the sacrifice.
Hoping to convince the general s from Shengti and Ching Tung to come to his aid, Batu decided to point out
Kwan's sloppy preparations.

"While your plan has many things to recommend it, Minis-ter,” he began, "l must point out that it may
result in the de-struction of my army without accomplishing the emperor's will."

Kwan settled back into his chair, placing his elbows on the armrests and lacing hisfingersin front of his
body. "Please proceed, General," he said, looking Batu in the eye with amilky but steady gaze. "I'm sure
we're al interested in your opinion.”

The general from Chukei looked at his two peers. They stood well away, their expressionless attention
politely fixed on his face. After taking a deep breath, Batu turned back to Kwan. The minister had shifted
his gaze to a space just over his subordinate's head.

"Y ou're underestimating the barbarian's strength and so-phistication,” Batu said. "By exposing my army's
flank, you're assuring its pointless destruction.”

The minister's expression did not change. He simply sat quietly, waiting for his subordinate to continue,
asif what he had said so far was of no consequence.

Batu pointed toward the battlefield. "Y ou're assuming the barbarians have no plans of their own, and
that they'll walk blindly into any trap you lay." The young general waved his hand at his two peers. "If the
enemy outnhumbers us, its flank guard will engage the armies of Shengti and Ching Tung on the hilltop.
They'll never reach the battlefield."



Kwan remained motionless and silent, his attention fixed somewhere behind Batu's head. At first, the
young general wondered if the minister had heard a single word. Finally, however, he realized that what
Kwan had or had not heard did not matter. Batu had secured his superior's animosity when he had dared to
disagree with him. It appeared that Kwan's retaliation would be swift and ruinous.

Reslizing that more hasty words would only make the sit-uation worse, the general from Chukel held his
tongue and tried to think of away out of his difficulty. Fortunately, if all Kwan wanted wasto berid of him,
Batu thought that he could salvage a respectable death from his predicament.

Bowing very low, Batu said, "Minister, | have asked many impertinent questions, and for that | deserve
punishment. But no soldier deserves aworthless death. Allow me to probe the enemy's strength, so that you
will know exactly what Shou Lung faces."

For the first time since Batu had begun his protest, Kwan looked directly at him. The minister's
expression seemed al-most sympathetic. Speaking very dowly and earnestly, the old man began, " General
Batu, we have no need to waste time probing that band of thieves. Asfor any punishment you may
deserve, my decisionis strictly amilitary one. It has nothing to do with your imagined rivalries.”

Batu could hardly believe what the minister was saying, especially with such an honest expression. If
Kwan were ly-ing, he was the best liar the general had ever met. If the old man was sincere, he was the
biggest fool Batu had ever en-countered.

Before Batu could respond, the minister continued. "Now, tell me why you believe there are so many
sophisticated sav-ages out there.”

A lump rose in Batu's throat. The little information he had about the barbarians was far from what could
be consid-ered solid or reliable, but he felt confident it surpassed what anyone else in the tent had gathered.
"First," Batu began, "let's consider the enemy's strength. We know that there are at least one hundred
thousand bar-barians, for it would have required that many to destroy the Army of Mai Y uan. Eyewitness

accounts of the battle sug-gest the actual numbers are far greater."

"An army looks much larger when it's overrunning you," the general from Ching Tung objected. "Those
reports are exaggerated.”

"Arethey?' Batu asked. "For several years now, there have been rumors that Y amun Khahan has been
uniting the horse tribes. If thisis true, and what we learned at the coun-cil in Semphar suggestsit is, the
barbarians could be fielding close to two hundred thousand troops.”

Ching Tung scoffed. "Two hundred thousand! | doubt there are that many men in all the horse tribes
together."

"How many miles of horse tribe border do you patrol?' Batu asked, eyeing the other general sharply.

Raising a hand to silence Ching Tung, Kwan intervened. "No one will contest that you patrol more horse
tribe border than any of us, General Batu. Please proceed.”

"For hundreds of years, tribes of horse barbarians have been crossing the Chukei border to plunder.
Their raiding parties have always been small, so we've never had trouble chasing them out. Note that | did
not say tracking them down. The barbarians have always been cunning thieves, and more often than not it's
al we can do to drive these bands out of the province. When we do catch them, they fight hard and
shrewdly, and they never expect or give mercy."

"Y es, we know this. What isyour point?' Kwan pressed, shifting in his chair impatiently.

Batu hesitated. This next point was his most critical, and it was the one most likely to bring ridicule down
on his head. Nevertheless, if he stood any chance of convincing his peers not to dismiss the barbarians
lightly, it was a point he had to make.

After adeep breath, he continued. "Y ou may have noticed the resemblance between the barbarians and
mysalf.”

Ching Tung snorted. "How could we missit?"

Batu suppressed a heated reply. Instead, he said, "My great-grandfather was a Tuigan, as the barbarians
call themselves. He settled in the province of Chukel after his clan was destroyed in atribal war."

"How bold of you to admit it," Shengti said.

The condescension in Shengti's voice was nothing new to the general. Although most Shou prided
themselves on lack of prejudice, they made no secret of the fact that they con-sidered all other cultures
inferior to their own. Asaresult, they could not help but look down on those who appeared to be anything
less than full-blooded Shou.

The general continued. "While | was growing up, my great-grandfather spent hourstelling me stories of
life among the nomads. Of course, | can't remember all histales, but what | do remember is frightening.”

"Such as?' Kwan asked. His attention remained fixed on Batu, but it was difficult for the young general
to tell whether the minister was genuingly interested or just hu-moring a condemned man.



"Tuigan tribes are devoted to one thing and one thing only: making war. Their children ride horses before
they can walk, and fire bows at full gallop before their beards start to grow. When they're not at war with
civilized lands, they're fighting clan feuds so bloody that whole tribes are daughtered. For fun, they gather
hundreds of warriors and massacre every living beast within ten square miles."

"Brawlers and hunters are a poor match for trained sol-diers," Ching Tung interrupted.

"Y ou have heard my words, but have you been listening, Genera?' Batu asked, motioning at Ching Tung
sharply. "I am saying that our enemies are born killers with no concept of mercy or surrender. If someone
has trained them, given them focus, Shou Lung isin much greater danger than it has ever been in before."

Ching Tung sneered. "Trained armies cannot be made from murdering scum—"

The ancient minister raised his hand for silence, then turned to Batu. "What would you suggest,

Generd ?'

"That we proceed with more caution on our first engage-ment," Batu responded. "Setting trapsis fine,
provided you know what you are hunting. But the man who sets afox snare and catches a bear may be the
one who gets skinned."

"So what would you suggest?' Kwan asked.

Delighted and surprised by Kwan's unexpected solicita-tion of his opinion, Batu answered rapidly and
enthusiasti-cally, "A series of probing attacks, followed by rapid withdrawals, at least until we know the size
and nature of our enemy."

Kwan nodded, then stroked his beard thoughtfully. Fi-nally, he pushed himself out of his chair and
squinted into Batu's eyes. "'l thought as much,” he said. "Y ou speak to us of rumors and hunting parties, then
tell us we should with-draw to a safe distance while the enemy burns our fields and sacks our villages.
What you propose is not the way of an imperial officer, General Batu. An imperial officer'sway isto meet
Shou Lung's enemies and crush them in the name of the emperor!"

Batu stared into the minister's eyes for several seconds, but knew he could not make the heat of his
anger felt through the milky film that shielded Kwan's eyes from real-ity. Finaly, the general said, "Smashed
armies crush no ene-mies, Minister."

Kwan's face grew red, and his wrinkles squirmed like worms. For an instant, Batu thought the old man
would erupt into afit of screaming, but the minister owly re-gained control of himself. After amoment, in
a carefully measured voice, Kwan asked, "Will you lead your army into battle, General Batu, or must | find
aloyal soldier to take your place?'

Batu answered immediately. "I'll go. If my army isto per-ish, then | will be the onewho leadsit to its
destruction.”

Assuddenly asit had contorted, Kwan's face relaxed, and the minister tottered over to the young
genera's side. He laid a shriveled hand on Batu's shoulder. "Good," he said. "My plan will work. Before you
realize what is happening, we'll charge down the hill and this band of thieves will trou-ble the emperor's
deep no longer. You'll see.”



2
The Sorghum Feld

Batu stood, calm and motionless, midway up the hill that marked the trampled field's southern border.
The air carried the sweet, grassy smell of young sorghum and the coppery odor of fresh blood. Overhead,
the sky spirits were sweeping away the clouds on a cool breeze, and the sun cast akeen light over the field.
The general felt lively and limber, his tao sword hanging lightly in its scabbard of manta skin. The letter he
had writ-ten to hiswife was in his pocket, ready for the messenger. Today was afine day to die, the best
he had seen in many years.

A young, beardless Shou stepped to Batu's side and bowed. "General, your army is deployed.”

The speaker was Batu's adjutant, a junior officer named Pe Nii-Qwoh. The adjutant wore a complete
auit of K'ai, ar-mor consisting of hundreds of metal plates sewn between two layers of heavy silk. The
velvet-trimmed suit had been brocaded with brightly colored serpents, tigers, and phoe-nixes. His helmet
plume consisted of two kingfisher feath-ers with a pair of fighting dragons carefully embroidered into the
feather vanes.

In sharp contrast, Batu's battle dress consisted only of his drab, rhinoceros-hide chia. Asageneral, he
rarely engaged in hand-to-hand fighting and had no use for such heavy ar-mor. The weight of a k'ai suit
would only fatigue him during the battle without providing much benefit.

The genera's disdain for heavy armor wasn't uncommon.

Farther down the hill were twenty lean men wearing no ar-mor at all. They stood at attention, their eyes
fixed on Pe and Batu. The men were the runners who carried orders from the general to his subordinate
commanders.

The messengers reminded Batu of hisletter to Wu, and he removed it from his pocket. He started to
giveit to Pe, then decided to read it one last time.

WU, it began simply, We have met the barbarians and are preparing for battle. They promise to be
a fine enemy. Al-though Kwan Chan Sen refuses to admit it, there will cer-tainly be many illustrious
battles in thiswar.

However, | fear the best of them will be fought without me. My |oose tongue has offended the
minister, and he has sent my army to perish ignominiously. May he spend eter-nity lying face down
in wet sand. Death is too good for the fool who deprives me of fighting in this magnificent war!

Enough of my troubles. You know where our gold is hid-den, so you will not suffer for my
absence. Our time to-gether has been blessed, and you have provided me with a beautiful daughter
and a strong son. | will miss them both. You have been a good wife, and | depart in comfort,
know-ing you would never dishonor my memory by taking a lover.

Your worthy husband, Min Ho.

Satisfied that the letter said everything he meant it to, Batu folded it and gave it to his subordinate. "For
the mes-senger,” he said.

Pe bowed and accepted the paper. He did not ask whereto send it, for the letter was an old ritual. In
their marriage vows, Lady Wu had made Batu promise to write her before each battle. So far, it was a
promise Batu had kept faithfully, as he had all the other vows he had ever taken.

Pe withdrew a similar paper from his own pocket. The young officer did not usually write his parents
before bat-tle. On Batu's suggestion, he had made today an exception.

As his adjutant took the letters down to a runner, the gen-eral studied the scene in front of him. From the
hillside, he could oversee the entire battle. The field was larger than Batu had guessed from the scrying
basin. It wasin avalley located between two small hills. Batu stood on one of them, and the other was six
hundred yards to the north. At that moment, the general would have given the lives of ahun-dred pengs to
know what was hiding behind the northern hill.

On the eadt, the field was entirely bordered by the river. One thousand yards from the water, the
western edge faded into weeds and wild grasses. Judging by the sorghum field's size, it belonged to some
wealthy landlord who em-ployed an entire village to cultivate it.

Pe returned. Glancing down at Batu's army, he asked, "Do you wish to make any adjustments?"

Batu smiled and studied his adjutant’s concerned face. "Pe, if you don't speak openly today, you never
will."

The adjutant returned Batu's smile with atense grin. "Please forgive me, my general," he said. "l was
wondering how you intend to cover the flank."

Pe pointed at the western edge of the field. Then, asif Batu could have possibly missed the source of



his concern, he said, "It remains unguarded.”

Batu grinned. Even when ordered to speak frankly, the boy could not help but couch his criticism in the
most in-offensive language possible.

"General?' Pe asked anxioudy. "Any adjustments?’

Raising ahand to quiet his adjutant, Batu surveyed his ar-my's deployment. He had pulled the surviving
archers off the front line and stationed them nearby, where they could tend to their wounds until the battle
grew desperate. Below the archers, five hundred cavalrymen stood with their horses, nervously rubbing
their mounts' necks or feeding them young blades of trampled sorghum. Batu had often wished for more
cavalry, and could certainly have used them today, but Shou Lung's ancient grain fields produced barely
enough food to feed the country's human popula-tion. A large cavary was aluxury the army had not
enjoyed for nearly a century.

Thirty yardsin front of the cavalry was the feng-li lang, theritual supervisor assigned to Batu from the
Rites Section of the Ministry of War. The feng-li lang was supposedly a shaman who could communicate
with the spirit world, but Batu had yet to see the man procure the aid of any spirits.

The feng-li lang and his assistant were digging a six-foot-deep hole in the field's sandy, yellow soil.
Though Batu did not understand the purpose of the hole, he knew that the pair was preparing a ceremony to
ask for the favor of the spirits dwelling in the battlefield. Batu had his doubts about the value of nature
magic, but the pengs clearly did not share his skepticism. In order to lift the morale of histroops, the
genera participated in the feng-li lang's pre-battle rites whenever possible.

In the center of the sorghum field were thirty-five hun-dred infantrymen. They were standing in a double
rank along the same line the archers had occupied during the ini-tia skirmish. The common soldiers carried
standard imperial-issue crossbows. Straight, double-bladed swords, called chiens, hung at their belts. For
armor, the pengs re-lied on lun'kia corselets and plain leather chous. The offi-cers were al attired
comparably to Pe, with brightly decorated suits of plated k'ai and plumed helmets.

As Pe had observed, the left end of the infantry flank was open to attack. Normally, Batu would take
advantage of some terrain feature to protect this vulnerable area, or at least he would cover it with a
contingent of archers or cav-alry. But Kwan's orders were clear, and the general was too good an officer
to disobey. Even abad plan was better than a broken plan, which was what they would have if Batu did not
do asinstructed.

Batu ran his eyes down the length of the line, studying the route he expected the enemy cavalry to
follow. Asthe en-emy charged, the pengs on the left flank would fall, leaving other men exposed. Batu
would supply some covering fire with his archers, and his cavalry would mount a counterat-tack that might
slow the charge for afew moments. Still, the Tuigan horsewarriors would smash the line, killing all
thirty-five hundred infantrymen.

Batu considered the possibility of issuing an order he had never before given: retreat. If histroopsfell
back before the charging Tuigan, his army stood a better chance of remain-ing intact. The reprieve would
be a short one, the general knew. Asthe line curled back on itself, his entire force would be trapped in the
reeds along the riverbank.

"And then the daughter would begin," Batu whispered to himsdf, picturing the rushing floodwaters red
and choked with the bodies of his soldiers.

"Forgive me, General. | didn't hear your order," Pe said.

"It wasn't an order," Batu responded, still eyeing the rushes and theriver. "l said, 'And then the slaughter
would begin. ..." The general stopped, still picturing hisarmy floating down the river—but thistime, they
were alive. "Un-less we can walk on water."

Pe frowned. "Walk on water?"

Batu did not have an opportunity to explain. The feng-li lang's assistant arrived, his crimson robe soiled
from dig-ging. Bowing to Batu, the boy said, "General, my master requests your presence at the offering.”

"Tell the feng-li lang that | don't havetime" Batu replied tersdly, till studying the marsh along the
riverbank.

The assistant's jaw dropped. "General, if the earth spirits are not appeased, they will resent having blood
spilled on their home."

Pointing at the flooded river, Batu said, "I don't care about earth spirits. Those are the spirits we must
appease.”

The boy frowned in puzzlement. "But—"

"Don't question me," Batu said. "Just tell your master to make his offering to the river dragon."”

When the assistant did not obey immediately, Batu roared, "Y ou have your orders, boy!"

As the youth scrambled down the hill, Batu turned to his adjutant and pointed to the marsh. " Send the



cavalry and the archers into those rushes. Until the battle begins, they are to busy themselves cutting
man-sized bundles of reeds. Tell them to make certain the bundles are tied together securely.”

Pe furrowed his brow, but, after the treatment the feng-li lang's assistant had just received, he did not
risk questioning Batu. "Y es, General."

"Next, get out of your K'ai. Leave it on the ground. We don't have time to send it to the baggage train."

"Thisarmor has been in my family for three hundred years!" Pe cried.

"I don't careif it's been in your family for three thousand years," Batu snapped. "Do as | order."

"I can't," Pe said, looking away. "It would disgrace my an-cestors."

"And execution would not?' Batu retorted, touching the hilt of his sword.

Pe glanced at Batu's hand, then met his commander's gaze squarely. "My honor is more important than
my life, General ."

"Then do not stain it by disobeying me," Batu replied, mov-ing his hand away from hishilt. Asif Pe had
never refused the command, he continued. "Send orders to the line offi-cersto remove their k'ai aswell.
They are not to resist aflank attack. When it comes, they are to retreat to the marsh. We will move our
command post down there, which is where they will receive their new directives."

Pe looked at the reed bed and frowned. "We'll be trapped against the river!"

Batu smiled. "That is why you and the other officers must remove your k'ai."

Pe lifted his brow in sudden comprehension, then grim-aced in concern. "General, the river isflooding.
Y ou'd be mad to ford it under pursuit!”

"Let us hope the barbarians believe the same thing," Batu replied. "Give the orders to the runners, then
wait for me at the marsh.”

Pe started to bow, but Batu caught him by the shoulder. "One more thing. In case their k'ai hasalso
been in their families for three hundred years, remind the officers that my orders must be followed. Anyone
who disobeys will be remembered as atraitor, not as a hero."

"Yes, Generd," Pereplied, finishing his bow and turning to the messengers. His attitude no longer
seemed defiant, but Batu knew his adjutant was far from happy about the commands he had been given.

Assix runnersrelayed the ordersto the field officers, Pe headed for the reed bed. The general stayed
on the hill awhile longer to observe the adjustments. When the archers and cavalry left their positions,
hundreds of baffled faces glanced up toward him. Batu thought the cavalry and archers probably realized
that they had been assigned to prepare aretreat. What they could not understand, he imagined, was why. In
the eight years Batu had commanded the Army of Chukeli, it had never retreated. But it had never faced a
capable enemy, or been used to bait an ill-prepared trap before either.

The general knew that Kwan might be correct and the Tuigan force might amount to no more than
fifteen or twenty thousand untrained men. Still, everything he knew about the enemy, aslittle asit was,
suggested otherwise. Only aleader of considerable intelligence and cunning could have breached the
Dragonwall. After that, it would have required a large force to annihilate the Army of Mai Y uan, to say
nothing of exploiting the victory by ravaging the countryside for hundreds of miles around. The most
convincing evidence of the enemy's competence was the fact that there would be a battle today. Only a
well-organized war machine could have been ready to attack |ess than two weeks after smashing the
Dragonwall and the Army of Mai Y uan.

It was the kind of fight Batu had been hoping for al hislife, and the prospect of itsimpending
commencement made his stomach flutter with delight. The general from Chukel had always dreamed of
winning what he thought of as "theillustrious battle," a desperate engagement against a cunning and
powerful enemy. Of course, Batu had not ex-pected his own commander to be the reason his situation was
desperate, and he did not think that retreating could be considered illustrious. But if his plan worked, Batu
hoped to preserve enough of his army to fulfill his dream another day.

After the archers and cavalry left for the reed bed, the in-fantry officers began removing their k'ai and
stacking the various piecesin neat piles. They stared at Batu with expres-sions he could not see from such
adistance, but which he imagined ranged from simple anger to outright hatred. Without exception, he was
sure each officer would rather have died than dishonor his family. The general was also sure the officers
would do as ordered, for disobeying a di-rect order would be treason, a stigma far worse than dis-honor.

Nevertheless, the general could understand their anger. Like them, he valued his honor more than his
life, but he could not allow them the luxury of keeping their heirlooms. Without its officers, an army was no
more than ajumble of armed men, and any officer wearing k'ai was sure to perish in the retreat Batu was
planning.

A dark band appeared atop the opposite hill. From this distance, it wasimpossible to see individual
figures. What Batu could see, however, was that the line consisted of two or three thousand horses. The



alarm went up from his look-outs. His troops prepared for combat, making last-minute prayersto Chueh
and Hsu, the gods of the constellations governing crossbows and swords.

For his part, Batu merely prayed that Kwan and the oth-ers were watching the scrying bowl.

The distant rumble of drums rolled across the field and the line advanced slowly. The drums, Batu
realized, were used to coordinate the enemy's maneuvers. He stayed on the hill while the horsemen
advanced another hundred yards. The drums boomed again, and the enemy broke into atrot. A ridge of tiny
spikes protruded from their line like the spines on a swordfish's dorsal fin. This charge, Batu re-alized,
would be area one. The spikes could only be lances, and lances meant the Tuigan intended to fight at close
range.

What Batu did not understand was why the barbarians were approaching frontally. No tactician could
miss the ex-posed flank. It was possible, the general realized, that the enemy had guessed that thiswas a
trap. If that were the case, he did not understand why they were attacking at all. Y et, the only other
explanation was that the enemy was as foolish as Kwan suggested. That was a possibility Batu pre-ferred
toignore, for it would mean he had sacrificed his ca-reer for nothing. More important, it was dangerous to
belittle one's adversaries. Asthe ancient general Sin Kow had written, "The man who does not respect his
foe soon feels the heel of the enemy's boot." Batu's own experiences bore out Sin Kow's words.

The drums sounded again and the Tuigan horses broke into a canter. Batu decided to send a message to
his officers warning that the frontal attack might be a diversion. Since Pe was already down at the marsh,
Batu went to the run-ners' station. There he sent six runners to issue the warn-ing, cautioning his officersto
stay in position until attacked on the exposed flank. After the runners had |eft, he sent the remainder of the
messengersto Pe. He lingered on the hill several moments longer, then followed.

By the time he reached the tall stalks at the edge of the rushes, the barbarians had closed to three
hundred yards. The drums broke into a constant roll, and the enemy burst into agallop. The general
remembered that he had not hel ped to appease the river dragon. He hoped the river spirit, if it really existed,
would be satisfied with the feng-li lang's ceremony alone.

Pe stepped out of the reeds, a half-dozen messengers at his back. "Every archer and horseman has
made three bun-dles,” the adjutant reported. " Their officers wish to know if they should take up their
weapons now."

"No," the general replied, his eyeslocked on the barbarian charge. "Have them continue making bundles
until | give the order to stop.”

Pe arched his eyebrows, but immediately turned and re-layed the message.

Asthe enemy charge advanced, Batu watched the wall of flashing silver and dark flesh with a mixture
of awe and horror. The Tuigan rode like spirits, remaining balanced de-spite bone-jarring jostles and jolts as
their mounts leaped across the field. In their left hands, the warriors held iron-tipped lances, and in their
right they held curved sabers. The reins hung loose over the necks of their horses. The riders used their
knees to direct their beasts and screamed blood-chilling war cries that drowned out even the constant
tumult of the drums.

In groups of twenty or forty, Batu's men began firing vol-leys of crossbow quarrels into the charging
enemy. Dozens of the deadly bolts found their marks. Barbarians dropped out of their saddles, and
wounded horses stumbled and fell behind their thundering fellows.

After they fired, the crossbowmen did not reload, for the enemy was coming too fast. Instead, they
pulled their shields off their backs and drew their chiens, then waited in tense silence. Within afew
seconds, every Shou had fired. Each man, shield and sword in hand, now awaited the en-emy charge.

Batu's crossbowmen had inflicted heavy casualties. Seven hundred barbarians lay in the field, wounded
or dying, but the charge continued. The horsewarriors barely seemed to notice their losses.

Batu now regretted placing his archers in the marsh. Had he expected a frontal assault, he would have
spread them along the hill. Two hundred and fifty men could hardly have halted the charge, but their rapid
fire would have given the horsemen something to think about besides the wretched pengs crouching behind
their shields.

The cavalry hit the wall of infantry. A sharp, deafening crack echoed off the hills flanking the field.
Screams of an-ger and pain rang out along the line. Agonized whinnies seemed to tremble through the
ground. The odor of blood and manure and opened entrails filled the air. Bodies fell.

Through it al, the enemy drums pounded in a crashing, peculiar cadence that filled Batu's head and
made it difficult to think. Like the other Tuigan, the thirty drummers were mounted, but they had stopped
twenty-five yards from the battle line. Each man had two drumstied together and slung across his horse in
front of the saddle. The drummers beat the skins of their instruments with heavy batonsin a crazed,
irregular rhythm. Unlike the other horsewarriors, the drummers wore heavy armor similar to the suit Pe had



abandoned.

Batu grabbed his adjutant's shoulder, then, yelling into Pe's ear, said, "Order our archers to shoot the
drummers!”

Pe nodded, then repeated the order to make sure he had understood correctly.

As his adjutant relayed the command, the general glanced at the hilltop behind him. There was no sign of
reinforce-ments. The enemy had not attacked as Kwan had expected, and Batu did not doubt the entire
Army of Chukei would perish before the minister admitted his plan needed adjust-ment.

Still standing at the edge of the marsh, the general re-turned his gaze to the battle. He was surprised at
the num-ber of Shou soldiers who still stood and now fought with their long chiens. Holding their shields
overhead, they used the ferocious cutting power of their swords to chop barbar-ians or, when pressed, to
lop off horses' legs.

For their part, the Tuigan had discarded their lances. Their horses danced in circles as they slashed at
infantry-men with curved blades, meeting with too much success for Batu's liking. From their mounted
positions, the barbarians had little trouble beating down, or splintering entirely, the wooden shields of the
Shou infantry.

Batu's archers appeared at the edge of the reed bed, twenty yards to the general's right. Two hundred
arrows sailed through the air. The closest drummers dlid from their saddles, sprouting three or four shafts
each. Farther away, beyond the range at which the arrows could penetrate ar-mor, the drummers found
themselves struggling with wounded horses. In two cases, they were beating punc-tured drumheads. What
happened next amazed Batu. Asthe nearby drumsfell silent, many Tuigan disengaged and turned back the
way they had come. Farther away, where the untouched drums were still audible, the Tuigan were
confused. Some disengaged and rode away. Others seemed bewildered and met quick deaths as they were
overwhelmed by suddenly superior Shou numbers.

Realizing that a pause in the drum clamor was the barbar-ian signal to break off, Batu made a quick
decision. He waved his archers forward, pointing at the far drummers. "After them!" he cried, far from
sure that his words could be heard, but confident his gesture's meaning was clear.

The archery officer immediately led his men forward at a sprint. By sending archers into the melee,
Batu was placing them in severe danger. Bows could not parry swords, and the archers were not trained in
hand-to-hand combat. That was a sacrifice he would have to make. He could not stand by and watch the
enemy destroy his entire command, even if that was what Kwan wanted.

As Batu had expected, the archers did not reach the sur-viving drummers all at once. The nearest
drummersfell first, leaving the barbarians even more confused. As some of the horsewarriors retreated,
Batu's infantrymen over-whelmed the others. The archers continued forward, paus-ing to fire at drummers
whenever they had a shot. The enemy riders went to extra lengths to attack the Shou bow-men, even at the
peril of their own lives. A dozen archersfell for every ten yards the group advanced. Nevertheless, Batu's
plan worked. Within minutes, the barbarian cavalry had withdrawn or lay hacked and mutilated along the
battleline.

A cam fell over the battlefield. With the air filled by the rank smell of death and the cries of wounded
men and horses, the lull was more sickening than peaceful. The Shou infantry stayed on the line, breaking
formation only to help the wounded and gather barbarian survivors into groups of prisoners.

Batu looked again toward the hilltop. There was still no sign of reinforcements. The general knew that
the Army of Chukei'srole as bait was not yet finished.

He turned to his adjutant and pointed at the body-littered field. "Send a runner down the line. Officers
must reform their units, detailing only one man in ten to aid the wounded. Take no prisoners. If abarbarian
can lift asword, day him."

Pe frowned at the harshness of the command, but simply said, "It will be done." He turned to obey.

Batu caught his adjutant's shoulder. "One more thing: re-call what is left of the archers. Remind meto
write the em-peror commending their courage.”

The young man's eyes lit. "Then we are going to survive the battle, my general ?"

Batu looked at his army's butchered line. "The rest of thiswar will be too marvelous to miss, Pe."

As his adjutant passed the orders on, the general contem-plated the carnage before him. Considering the
small size of the barbarian charge, it had been a bloody battle so far. Judging from what he could see, Batu
estimated his casual-ties at between thirty and fifty percent.

The fight was far from over, the general knew. By disrupt-ing the drummers, the archers had fouled a
carefully orga-nized withdrawal. The enemy would not have planned such an operation unless it was timed
to coincide with another maneuver, such as an attack on an exposed flank. As much as the general hated to
admit it, Kwan had been right not to spring his trap when the barbarians charged. If the minister had sent in



the reinforcements, the other Shou armies—not the barbarians—would have been hit in the flank.

While he waited for his adjutant to return, Batu inspected the marsh. Except for athin screen that
remained at the battlefield's edge, the cavalrymen had cut down all the reeds. Bundles lay stacked in great
heaps, easily accessible and ready for use.

When Pe returned, the general gave another order. "The cavalry can stop cutting rushes. They are to
remove the tack from their horses and fasten it to areed bundle. Then they must release their mounts.”

The general was not issuing the order out of sympathy for the beasts. If events proceeded as he
expected, five hundred horses would be an unwelcome hindrance in the reed bed.

Pe balked. "How will we counterattack?"

"If the minister's plan works, there will be no need to counterattack,” Batu replied, glancing at the hilltop
behind him. "If it doesn't, there will be no opportunity.”

Pe nodded and sent a runner with the order.

After the messenger |eft, Batu said, "Come, Pe. We'll need a better vantage point to see what happens
next." He started toward the hill.

The ground began to tremble.

Pe stared at hisfeet in wide-eyed fear. "What isit?"

Batu frowned, looking first at his own feet, then at the battlefield. The surviving archers, fewer than a
hundred men, were hurrying toward the marsh. They stopped and looked at the ground, then turned around.
A murmur ran down the battle line. The infantrymen looked west, toward the exposed flank. Those who
still had crossbows began re-loading them. The others drew their swords.

"War magic?' Pe asked, barely able to keep the terror from his voice.

Batu shook his head. "More cavalry—much more." The general started up the hill at asprint, Peand a
handful of messengers close behind.

They stopped one hundred feet up the slope. The ground was shaking as if it were in the grip of an earth
tremor, and the sound of pounding hooves rolled across the field like thunder. Beyond the exposed flank, a
horde of horsemen was charging at full gallop. Their dark figures covered the entire plain. From Batu's
perspective, they looked more like a swarm of locust than an invading army. At the least, he es-timated
their number to be twenty-five thousand.

"Why send so many?' Batu wondered aloud, unable to tear his gaze away from the host. "We could not
have hoped to stop athird the number."

Pe was too awe-stricken to respond, but Batu understood the answer to his own question as soon as he
had asked it.

The enemy commander knew he was sending his riders into an ambush. He had sent in extratroopsto
protect him-self.

"They know it'satrap,” Batu said, turning to his adjutant. "They want to lure our other armiesinto the
open.”

Still mesmerized by the charge, Pe did not respond. The barbarians were two hundred yards away from
the ex-posed flank, which was curling back to meet the charge.

The general grabbed his adjutant roughly, shaking the boy out of histrance. "Send runnersto Kwan,
Shengti, and Ching Tung. The message is: 'The barbarians know our plans. Withdrawal without contact
may be wisest course.' "

"WE'll be left to face them alone!" Pe stammered.

"We're alone now," Batu growled, noting that the Tuigan swarm would be on them long before
reinforcements could arrive. " Send the message!"

As his adjutant obeyed, Batu watched the charge. The cav-alry closed to a hundred yards. Determined
not to reveal their commander's strategy until the last minute, the offi-cers on the exposed flank did not
order the retreat. For the first timein hislife, Batu wished his subordinates were not so brave. If they did
not withdraw soon, it would be too late. The riders would overrun them and cut them down from behind.

Pe returned to Batu's side. "The messageis sent,” the adju-tant reported. He pointed at the hilltop. "But
we'retoo late."

The genera looked up and saw the advance formations of the Shengti and Ching Tung armies cresting
the summit. They had brought their bulky artillery with them, and thirty catapults of moderate size lined the
hilltop. Behind each catapult were several wagons filled with steaming pitch. The artillerymen carried
torches.

"Fools," Batu said, pointing at the sea of Tuigan. "Do they think a brush fire will stop that?"

"Perhaps they intend to burn the artillery and push it down the hill to obstruct the charge," Pe suggested
mock-ingly.



"They'd kill more barbarians," Batu replied, eyeing the catapults angrily.

An urgent din of voices rose from the western end of the field. At last, with the enemy horses less than
fifty yards away, the flank began its retreat. As the line folded, com-panies along its entire length began to
withdraw. Batu cursed. He had intended the line to turn back on itself neatly, not in a mass, but he had not
had the opportunity to explain his plan in person. Now, the officersin the middle of the line were giving their
orders prematurely, and the gen-eral had no doubt the result would be grave.

Within seconds, the Shou lines had become a jumble as re-tiring units ran headlong into each other. In
indignant con-fusion, the officers began cursing at their men, then at each other. The disarray of the
commanders quickly took itstoll on the morale of the infantrymen. They began to flee away from the
horsewarriorsin any available direction. As Batu had ordered, the officers tried to guide their panicked
charges toward the marsh, but hundreds of men were in-stinctively fleeing uphill, toward the
reinforcements.

Batu could not save those men. When the armies of Shengti and Ching Tung charged down the hill, the
cowards who had disobeyed their officers would be trampled—a fate Batu felt they deserved.

On the other hand, those who had kept their heads would need him when they reached the marsh. Batu
sprinted for the reeds, calling for Pe and the runners to follow. As they descended the hill, the ground
guaked more violently. Screams of horror and anguish came from the far end of the field. Without looking,
the general knew the enemy'sfirst line had caught his men.

As he approached the bottom of the hill, Batu saw a mass of Shou infantrymen gathered in the marsh.
The general stopped thirty feet up the hill, directly above the reed bed, and pointed at the bundles of bound
rushes.

Addressing the runners himself, he said, "Tell those men to take reed bundles and jump into theriver."

The runners glanced at each other, but quickly bowed and rushed to transmit Batu's command to the
throng.

Looking at the turbulent waters of the river, Pe asked, "Do you really think the men will follow your
order?'

Batu looked west. The horsewarriors were charging down his line ailmost unimpeded, trampling and
daying every living thing in their path. "Do you think they won't?" he countered.

A series of booms sounded from the hilltop. Batu looked up and saw several catapult-spoons crash
againgt their cross bars. Dozens of flaming pitchballs streaked overhead, landing on the far side of the
battlefield and setting fire to the sorghum grass.

A less experienced officer might have thought the cata-pults had overshot their targets, but the general
knew that it would have been impossible to miss the Tuigan horde. The artillerymen had been instructed to
aim past the barbari-ans, trapping the enemy between awall of fire and the arm-ies of Shengti and Ching
Tung.

Though the tactic blatantly sacrificed Batu's army, the plan was a good one—or it would have been, had
Kwan taken the time to scout his enemies. Asit was, however, the minister had trapped atiger in a paper
cage.

While the artillerymen cranked the catapult spoons down for reloading, four thousand archers rushed
over the hill-top. They took a position averlooking the sorghum field and began to fire volleys at the Tuigan
riders. The routed sol-diers that had been fleeing uphill stopped in their tracks and crouched in grass, fearful
of putting themselves be-tween the bowmen and their targets.

The barbarians ignored these devel opments and contin-ued to charge. Batu's soldiers were dying by the
dozens.

"My general!" Pe gasped, staring in open-mouthed horror at the destruction of the Army of Chukei.

Batu laid a hand on his adjutant's shoulder. "Don't despair, Nii Pe. Isn't this what armies are for?"

In the minutes that followed, perhaps two thousand pengs reached the marsh and dove into the swollen
river, clinging to bundles of reeds. Aside from a steady stream of wounded stragglers, the other three-fifths
of the Army of Chukei lay in the sorghum field. Blood had turned the yel-low soil to the color of rust. With
his army scattered, Batu had nothing to do except watch the battle. He and Pe re-mained near the bottom
of the hill, thirty feet above the marsh.

The fight began to turn in favor of the Shou. The barbar-ian charge foundered as horses began to
stumble in the mass of dead bodies. The Shou archersfired volley after vol-ley into the churning horde.
Small groups of Tuigan tried to mount assaults up the hill. Each time, they met a hail of shafts. Theridersin
the rear were unhorsed as their dead fellows came tumbling down the slope. The barbarians could not
escape the fatal rain across the sorghum field, ei-ther, for the valley was engulfed in fire. Nor could they
re-turn the way they had come, for their fellows continued to press forward, unaware of the gully of death



ahead.

Batu was as amazed at the effectiveness of the minister's plan as he was bitter about the sacrifice of his
army. He had never expected the old man'strap to function so efficiently. Though Kwan had sacrificed one
small army, it appeared that he would destroy the largest part of the barbarian force without exposing the
Armies of Shengti and Ching Tung to a single assault. The battle was an incredible feat of tactics, and the
general had to admire his superior's planning.

Batu's thoughts were interrupted by a deafening roar from the hilltop. Again, the ground began to quiver.
Fifteen thousand Shou infantrymen rushed over the crest, scream-ing at the tops of their lungs. Asthey
passed the catapults, they swept the astonished artillerymen along with them and started down the slope.
Hundreds of men fell and were trampled by their fellows, but the mass did not slow. When the mob
reached the archers, it smashed into the bowmen's line as if crashing a hedge. Batu had never seen such a
mad charge.

A moment later, he saw the reason for the crazed rush. All at once, twenty thousand horsewarriors
crested the hill. They raced past the catapults and started down the slope, firing as they rode. The horizon
turned black with their ar-rows. Hundreds of Shou fell every moment, and the survi-vors rushed forward
like aherd of panicked horses.

Instantly, Batu realized what had happened. The Tuigan had been playing games with them since the
initial skir-mishes. The early assaults had been little more than tests of strength and organization. The
tentative attacks had been a diversion designed to keep the attention of the Shou com-manders focused on
the sorghum field.

While Batu and the others concentrated on the skirmishes in the sorghum field, the barbarians had been
circling around the Shou armies, probably at a distance of many miles to keep from being observed. When
the attack on the Army of Chukel had finally come, it had only been a diver-sion designed to lull the Shou
into thinking their scheme was working. In the meantime, the Tuigan armies had been sneaking forward.
After Kwan had finally committed the Armies of Ching Tung and Shengti, the horsewarriors had charged.
By the time the minister had realized what was happening, it was too late. The horsewarriors were aready
infull gdlop.

Thiswhole incredible chain of events became clear to Batu as he watched the barbarian riders drive the
panicked Shou down the hill. "Magnificent planning,” he whispered to himself. "Magnificent execution.”

"What did you say, General?' Pe inquired absently, not looking at Batu as he spoke. He was nervously
watching the Shou refugees rush down the hill. The fastest runners were less than fifty yards up the slope
from their position. Fifty yards beyond that, the first rank of horsewarriors was cut-ting down stragglers.
Theridersin the rear ranks were ad-vancing more slowly, pouring arain of arrows into the fleeing armies.

Batu took a step down the hill. "It's time for us—"

A Tuigan arrow hissed past the general's head, lodging it-self in Pe's left shoulder. The adjutant
screamed and grasped at the shaft, then his knees buckled. Batu threw out his arms and caught the boy
before he hit the ground.

"No, Generd," Pe gasped, looking up the hill. "Thereisn't time."

"Be quiet!" Batu ordered. He broke off the shaft, then roughly heaved the youth over his shoulder. "Y ou
don't have permission to die. | still have need of an adjutant!"

The steady patter of Tuigan arrows now sounding all around him, Batu rushed down the last ten yards of
hill and entered the marsh. He dropped Pe onto areed bundle at the edge of the river, then hazarded a
glance over his shoulder.

Thefirst of the panicked soldiers from Ching Tung and Shengti were admost at the bottom of the hill, less
than fif-teen yards away. The horsewarriors were only another dozen yards behind them, steadily hacking
and dlashing their way closer to the front of the fleeing mass.

If he wanted to meet the Tuigan another day, Batu real-ized, there was no timeto fasten Pe to the
makeshift raft. He grasped Pe's wrists and guided the boy's hands to the rope securing the reeds together.
"Hold on," he ordered.

The general pushed Pe and the bundle into the river, then waded out behind the awkward raft. When his
feet began to lose contact with the bottom, he locked hiswrists into the rope and kicked with all his might.
The swift current grabbed the raft and quickly pulled it farther away from shore.

Behind Batu, a chorus of guttural yells sounded. The gen-eral stopped kicking long enough to glance
over his shoul-der. The barbarians had caught the Shou refugees in the marsh that he and Pe had just
escaped. Batu glimpsed one thousand flashing blades and heard one thousand agonized cries. A moment
later, the current spun the raft around so that Batu could not see the burning sorghum field, and the river
dragon carried him toward safety.



3
Supreme Harmony

"State your businessin the Hall of Supreme Harmony," the chamberlain commanded.

The bureaucrat stood before a set of gilded doors that opened into the Hall of Supreme Harmony. The
majestic hall stood in the emperor's summer palace, which was located in the city of Tai Tung, over thirteen
hundred miles southeast of the Dragonwall. The palace had been converted into a temporary command
center for the war against the barbarians.

Batu Min Ho bowed, scrutinizing the chamberlain with asingle glance. The man had thin lips, narrow
eyes, and a dis-dainful expression. He wore an orange maitung—a floor-length tunic with a high, buttoned
collar. On his chest, blue and white embroidered sparrows soared across the silk sky, slowly descending
around hisbody in alazy spira.

In contrast, Batu wore the same chia he had worn during the battle. It was now cracked and shriveled,
with dozens of stitches popped at the seams. The general himself looked as worn and as haggard as his
armor.

It was no wonder. The two weeks since the battle in the sorghum field had been the most trying of his
life. After es-caping the Tuigan massacre on their reed rafts, Batu, Pe, and less than two thousand Shou
soldiers had regrouped fifty miles downstream. Batu had sent Pe and the rest of the wounded south with a
small escort. The other survivors he had organized into the semblance of an army.

The general's next move had been to start an orderly retreat. As he moved south, Batu had fanned out
hisforces, conscripting all able-bodied males from every hamlet his men encountered. The other villagers
he had forced to flee, and the makeshift army had burned everything it passed—uvillages, food stores, grain
fields, and even wild grasslands. By seven days after the battle, the wall of smoke had stretched over a
front of two hundred miles. Nothing but scorched earth had remained behind.

Batu's strategy had been simple. He had intended to slow the barbarian advance not through combat, but
through hunger. Without an ample supply of food, such alarge cav-alry force would be forced to spend
much of its energy for-aging. Aslong as the Tuigan were scavenging, they would not be fighting.

The plan had worked well, and Batu had sent several mes-sengersto Tal Tung reporting his successes.
He had been able to slow the enemy's advance to a crawl. At the same time, he had avoided fighting the
Tuigan, save for afew mi-nor skirmishes with advance scouts.

So, when he had received an order recalling himto Tai Tung, the general had been surprised. He had
also been dis-appointed. Contrary to what Batu had hoped, Kwan Chan Sen had escaped the slaughter at
the sorghum field, proba-bly with his wu jen's help. The recall to Tai Tung had come from the minister. It
was in response to that summons that Batu now stood in front of the Hall of Supreme Harmony.

The chamberlain alowed Batu to remain in his bow for a condescending length of time before returning
the gesture with a perfunctory head tilt.

Too weary to take offense at the slight, Batu looked up and said, "I am Batu Min Ho, commander of the
loyal and worthy Army of Chukei. | have been summoned by Minister Kwan Chan Sen."

The chamberlain studied Batu's ragged chia and sneered.

Finally irritated by the man's arrogance, Batu added, " The summons seemed most important.”

The bureaucrat nodded. "Yes, it is amatter of great ur-gency," he said. "The general isto be
complimented upon his appreciation of that fact."

The chamberlain turned and whispered to one of the six sentries standing to either side of the entrance.
They held themselves at strict attention, their expressionless eyes fo-cused straight ahead. The guards wore
the emperor's yel-low dragon-scale armor and held broad-bladed polearms called chiang-chuns.

After receiving the chamberlain's instructions, a guard bowed and entered the hall, then the bureaucrat
turned back to Batu and held out his hands. When the general did not place anything in them, the thin-lipped
man said, "May | hold your tao and pi shou?"

Batu frowned. He felt naked without his weapons and was reluctant to rel ease them. "I am a soldier,"
he said. "My sword and dagger are the arms with which | serve the emperor."

The chamberlain did not withdraw his hands. "It is a mat-ter of tradition,” he explained. "No man may
bear weapons in the presence of the Son of Heaven."

Batu swallowed hard. He was relieved that the emperor considered the barbarian threat serious enough
to cometo Tai Tung personally. At the same time, the general was embarrassed that he had not exchanged
his shabby battle clothes for something more splendid. He had never before been in the emperor's presence,
and had no wish to insult the Divine One with substandard dress.



The general hurriedly removed his scabbards and gave them to the chamberlain, who passed them to a
sentry. An-other guard opened the doors, and the chamberlain led the way into a square foyer. As Batu
entered the small room, the doors on the opposite side also opened. Minister Kwan, wearing a vermilion
maitung, came into the room and faced the general.

Batu's stomach felt asthough it were filling with hot lead, and he stared at the minister's gnarled facein
open spite. Kwan ran his milky eyes over his subordinate'stattered chia and barely managed to conceal a
grimace. Finally, the old man met the general's glare with a steady gaze, waiting for the ceremonial bow of
respect.

Batu tilted his body forward just enough to avoid an open insult. Although he would observe the
formalities of station, the general had no intention of treating Kwan with the deference one normally
accorded a mandarin.

To Batu's surprise, Kwan smiled warmly and returned the gesture with a deep, courteous bow.
"General, how pleasing to see you again.”

"Perhaps you mean surprising,” Batu said. "1 doubt you are pleased.” The general's boldness surprised
even himself, but he could think of nothing except the old man'sfolly at the sorghum field.

Though the minister raised an eyebrow, his diplomatic smile did not fade. "To the contrary, General. We
military men must stand together. Especially now."

Batu still did not return the smile. "'l have not forgotten the battle,” he said. "Not any part of it."

The minister's expression grew impatient. "Come now, General. My plan was a sound one—"

"But stood no chance of success," Batu retorted, pointing an accusing finger at the minister's chest,
"which you would have realized had you scouted the enemy as | suggested.”

The chamberlain gasped, astounded that Batu would dare speak to a mandarin in such atone. Kwan
simply waved the comment aside with aflick of hisliver-spotted hand. "There are those who consider your
unorthodox retreat less than honorable.”

"Saving what remained of my army was not dishonor-able," Batu replied evenly.

"We both know what happened at the battle,” Kwan said, spreading his palms. "That is no longer of
consequence. What isimportant now is how the emperor perceives the loss. The other mandarins would
like nothing better than to use our misfortune to weaken the military. If | am to save your career, we must
stand united against their assaults.”

Batu could hardly believe Kwan's first concern was politi-cal infighting. " Perhaps the minister has not
received my re-ports,” the general said. "At this moment, my career—or yours—is of little consequence.
There are at least a hundred thousand Tuigan, perhaps twice that number, rampaging through the province
of Mai Yuan. Shou Lung itself isin danger of falling."

"Then you must save the empire,” Kwan replied. " Stand with me and | will supply the power you need to
smash the barbarians.”

The general from Chukei sneered. "I doubt you have that power to give."

Batu now realized that though his orders had come from his aged commander, it was not the minister
who had called him. The last person Kwan would want near the emperor was the general who had urged
him to be more cautious. Batu suspected he had been called by the emperor, proba-bly as part of an inquiry
into the disastrous battle.

For several moments, Kwan studied Batu. At last, his true feelings till hidden behind an insincere smile,
the minister said, "Y our meaning eludes me, General Batu. | am athird-degree general, the Minister of
War, amandarin of the Shou empire, and the Second Left Grand Councilor to the em-peror. The limitsto
my authority are as boundless as the sky."

"Bethat asit may," Batu replied coldly, "my duty to the em-peror is greater than any loyalty you can buy
with empty promises.”

The minister's face froze into a mask of anger. "What are you saying, General?' he demanded.

Hiswide-set eyes fixed evenly on the old man's face, Batu replied, "l must speak the truth before the
emperor, if that iswhy he had me called."

Kwan's thousand wrinkles drooped into athreatening frown. "Y ou are in this with me, you know," he
said. "If | fall, so doyou."

The minister spoke the truth about that much, at least. If the emperor decided to reorganize the military,
Batu did not doubt the changes would be widespread. As the only surviving field general involved in the
defeat at the sor-ghum field, he could very well be relieved of command.

Nevertheless, he said, "My duty is clear, and | will execute it faithfully."

The minister contorted his lips into a knotted snarl. " ou will regret your decision, | promise you." That
said, the old man turned and left the same way he had entered.



A few moments later, the chamberlain followed Kwan through the doors, mationing for Batu to come
behind him. When the general obeyed, he felt as though he had stepped into a deep, cool well. At ground
level, shafts of yel-low light spilled into the circular room from nine small win-dows. Thewalls, richly
painted in vermilion and inlaid with golden dragons, rose seventy feet overhead and disap-peared into
darkness. Severa balconies ringed the cham-ber, hanging one below another every fifteen feet. Batu could
see apair of imperia guards on the lowest one, though he assumed soldiers patrolled all the walkways.

On the opposite side of the room, forty feet away, athrone of sculpted jade sat upon the marble floor.
The chair's craf-ters had carved it in the semblance of a great dragon, with the beast's head serving as a
canopy and its massive legs as armrests. The man sitting in the throne wore a plain yellow hai-waitao.
Resembling along robe with billowing sleeves, the garment consisted of asingle silk layer.

The man occupying the jade throne could only be Em-peror Kai Tsao Shou Chin, Son of Heaven, and
Divine Gate to the Celestial Sphere. Like Batu, the emperor had a power-ful build, though the Divine One
looked much taller. The Son of Heaven's clean-shaven face had strong bones, with the long nose and
drooping jaw of the mountain people of Tabot.

Two dozen advisers, all mandarins, sat around the em-peror in alarge semicircle of heavy wooden
chairs. Each mandarin wore avermilion hai-waitao embroidered with gold or silver thread. The sole
woman in the court, alithe beauty with dark eyes and silky hair, wore a cheosong. Thetight, floor-length
dress was embroidered with a golden dragon, which entwined her body from chest to ankle. Long dlitsran
from hem to hip, allowing freedom of movemerit and providing an ample view of her slender legs.

Like most educated men of Shou Lung, Batu was familiar with the names, if not the faces, of the
emperor's advisers. Since just one female sat on the Mandarinate, the willowy beauty could only be Ting
Mei Wan, Minister of State Secu-rity. The general recognized only one other person in the room, Kwan
Chan Sen, who, asthe Second L eft Grand Councilor, sat in the second chair to the emperor's left.

The chamberlain signaled Batu to stay where he was, then advanced to the center of the room. After
bowing to the emperor, he said, "Divine Son of Heaven and Oracle of the Heavens, General Batu Min Ho
seeks an audience in an-swer to your summons.”

The emperor nodded, then the chamberlain motioned for Batu to approach. When he reached the center
of the room, the general kneeled and performed the ceremonial kowtow by touching his forehead to the
marble floor three times. After he finished, Batu remained motionless, waiting for permission to stand.

The Son of Heaven did not speak for several seconds, and the general noticed that a pool of cold sweat
had formed on the floor beneath his brow. His heart was pounding within hisrib cage asif hewerein a
battle, and a queasy feeling tickled his stomach. After what he had faced during the last week, Batu found
it amusing that meeting the emperor should make him so nervous.

Finally, in aresonant voice, the emperor spoke. "General Batu, we are pleased you have come to our
summer palace. Pleaserise."

As Batu returned to his feet, the chamberlain bowed and |eft the room. The general remained in the
center of the room, focusing his attention on the Son of Heaven. "Y our venerable welcome honors me,
Divine One." He waved ahand at his shabby chia. "Please excuse the drabness of my appearance. | come
directly from the field—"

"That is no excuse for your insult to the emperor,” Kwan interrupted, leaning forward in his massive
chair and spit-ting out the words.

A wave of anger rolled over Batu, but he forced himself to relax and keep a calm appearance. Kwan
was trying to de-stroy his credibility. Showing anger would only play into the minister's plan. Instead, the
general bowed to his superior and said, "My apologies, Minister. Asyou must remember, | lost everything
but the clothes on my back during our last battle.”

Kwan scowled. "My memory serves me well enough to re-call your cowardice—"

"General Batu's dress does not offend me," the emperor said, silencing Kwan with awave of his hand.
"I do not ex-pect Shou Lung's soldiers to wear silk armor into combat. However, | do expect to hear their
reports without interrup-tion."

Though the emperor's words carried reproach, Kwan's face showed no hint of chagrin. He nodded
apologetically and inclined his head, but his confident smile suggested that he had made his point. By
publicly chastising Batu and call-ing him a coward, the minister had cast doubt on any criti-cisms that the
general might inturn level a him.

Batu realized he would have to choose hiswords care-fully, even though he intended to speak only the
truth.

After silencing Kwan, the emperor calmly placed his hands on the arms of his throne and turned back to
Batu. "Hsuang Y u Po claims you know more about the blood-thirsty barbarians than any living Shou."



Batu frowned in puzzlement. Hsuang Y u Po was his wife's father. Asfar as the general knew, the lord
was in the Hsuang family citadel in southern Chukel, along with Batu's wife and children.

Observing Batu's confusion, the emperor said, "Y our bat-tlefield dispatches have not gone unheeded,
General. | have asked all nobles to gather here with their private armies. Y our father-in-law has been kind
enough to respond. He suggested you would have some special insight into the na-ture of the barbarian
menace." As he spoke, the emperor re-mained upright and motionless, neither gesturing nor shifting in his
Seat.

Determined to seize every opportunity to discredit Batu, Kwan again risked the emperor's wrath and
spoke without permission. "Hsuang is correct. The general is half-barbarian himself."

The Divine One raised an eyebrow. "Is thistrue, General ?'

"Partially," Batu responded, inclining his head apologeti-cally, though he was not quite sure why. "Before
he came to Shou Lung, my great-grandfather was apa gaghan—~brother to the chief—of the Igidujin tribe.
When | was ayoung boy, he often entertained me with stories of his child-hood. | was agood listener,
Divine One, but that hardly makes me a Tuigan."

The emperor slid forward to the edge of histhrone. "Less than a year ago, my advisers assured me that
the Horse Plains contained nothing but small tribes of savage nomads," the Divine One said. "These
nomads, my advisers said, would never be more than an irritation on our northern frontier. But in two
weeks, this'irritation’ has breached the Dragonwall, captured the garrison city of Lo Tu, utterly de-stroyed
the armies of the Northern Marches, and are driving like an arrow toward the heart of my empire.”

Glancing with obviousirritation at Kwan Chan Sen and another mandarin, the emperor continued.
"When | ask my advisers how this can be, the answer is aways the same. "The enemy is a nothing more
than a disorganized band of barbarians,' they say, or, 'Our mighty armies will crush them in the next battle.’
But the only armies that have been crushed are ours. Clearly, my venerable advisers are mis-taken."

The Divine One pushed himself back in histhrone and locked his gaze on Batu. "Who are they," he
demanded. "Who are these savages who have smashed the mightiest armies under the heavens?"

Batu had to fight to keep agrin from creasing his lips. He suspected that the emperor had not
summoned him to find a scapegoat, but simply to learn more about the Tuigan. Kwan's fears had been
unfounded, and the minister had needlessly lowered himself to asking aid from a subordinate. However, the
general realized, the emperor probably had no immediate plan for removing Kwan from his post as Minister
of War. This meant that Batu now had an enemy in avery powerful position.

Shoving thoughts of his political troubles aside, Batu closed his eyes and tried to remember al that his
great-grandfather had told him about the horsewarriors. He re-called tales of endless lands, countless tribes,
dangerous horseback contests, merciless punishments, and battles fought without fear. He also remembered
hisimpression of the Tuigan as they swarmed down on his army in the sor-ghum field.

Finally, he looked up and said, "Perhaps the barbarians are like locust, Emperor."

The Divine One frowned. "Locust?’

"Y es. Their numbers are countless and their appetite for blood endless. They move like the wind and
appear where |east expected, but always with terrible results. They kill everything in their path and leave
nothing but devastation in their wake."

"I see," said the emperor, pursing hislips thoughtfully.

"Isthat why you are burning our fields and chasing our peasants from their homes?' Kwan asked,
pointing agnarled finger at Batu.

Before the general could respond, the emperor turned to Kwan and said, "The only way to stop alocust
swarmisto starveit. Let us waste no more time questioning General Ba-tu's competence. So far, his
strategies are the only ones that have had any effect on our enemies.”

As Kwan heard the words, his wrinkled brow rosein shock.

The emperor continued. "What we must concern our-selves with, Minister Kwan, is what has brought
these lo-cust upon us."

The mandarin seated directly to the emperor's left stood and bowed. This man appeared to bein hislate
fifties, twenty years older than Batu. His eyes were steady and dark, giving him the appearance of a
thoughtful and dangerous enemy.

When the Divine One nodded to him, the mandarin said, "The locust have come for the reason they
always come: they are hungry. Majestic Shou Lung is awesalthy land, and the uncivilized horse-people are
bloodthirsty thieves who envy the harvest of our honest labor."

The emperor shook his head. "No, Ju-Hai."

Batu recognized the mandarin's name. Ju-Hai Chou was the Minister of State and the First Left Grand
Councilor. Aside from the emperor himself, he was the most powerful man in the Mandarinate.



"In the two thousand years recorded in the Histories, thereis only one account of a massed invasion by
the horse barbarians," the emperor continued, looking from Ju-Hai to the other mandarins. "It was provoked
by awarmonger's at-tempt to annex part of their lands. Only afool would believe they have suddenly
massed to attack without reason.”

"As aways, your wisdom outshines the sun, Divine One," Ju-Hai said, folding his handsin front of his
body. "But mer-chants are now afraid to travel the Spice Road, and tax reve-nue has fallen by twenty
percent. In addition, the cost of replacing the northern armies will deplete the treasury. Shou Lung's
marvelous economy is facing collapse. Can the reason for the attack matter any longer?'

The emperor nodded. "Oh yes, Ju-Hai. It iswritten in the Book of Heaven that a man cannot harvest
rice until he un-derstands the sowing of the seed. Is this not also the way with war? We cannot hope to win
until we know what the barbarians seek."

The female mandarin, Ting Mel Wan, stood and spoke. " Perhaps our eyes are turned in the wrong
direction. Could the cause of the war lie here, within the Hall of Supreme Harmony?"

"What are you saying?' Ju-Hai snapped angrily.

With the unexpected outburst, atense silence fell over the room. Ju-Hai glared at Ting with dark,
menacing eyes. She returned the stare with a steady gaze and afaint smile. Batu felt sure some unspoken
threat was passing between them. Not being privy to the inner workings of the Manda-rinate, he could not
guess its nature.

The emperor turned to Ju-Hai, hisface an inscrutable mask of politeness. "Is something wrong?' he
asked, his dip-lomatic tone disguising any curiosity he felt about the out-burst.

The Minister of State flushed. From his embarrassed ex-pression, Batu guessed the mandarin rarely
suffered such lapses of control.

"I am unsure of Minister Ting's meaning," Ju-Hai replied, deftly avoiding an explanation for hisirrational
behavior. "Certainly, no blame can be placed upon the venerable members of this Mandarinate." Hisface
remained tense, and he continued to glare at Ting Mei Wan.

The Son of Heaven turned to the beautiful mandarin and raised an eyebrow to prompt her response.
Ting smiled at the Minister of State, then bowed to the emperor and said, "The Book of Heaven teaches us
that the Divine One rules with the mandate of the heavens. It iswritten that while the emperor governs
with a pure heart and observes the proper ceremonies, Shou Lung will prosper. It is aso writ-ten that the
land will suffer plagues and pestilences when the Nine Immortal s revoke their mandate.”

Ju-Hai relaxed and took his eyes off the woman. Whatever he had been afraid Ting would say clearly
had nothing to do with the Book of Heaven. In contrast to Ju-Hai's reaction, the other mandarins muttered
in astonishment and stared at Ting in open shock. The emperor's face remained impas-sive, and Batu could
not tell what effect Ting's words were having on him.

The beautiful mandarin continued. "1 trust the emperor understands that discussing this matter only
demonstrates my absolute loyalty," she said, casting her gaze submissively at hisfeet. "Aswe are al
confident of the purity of the Di-vine One's heart, | merely suggest some minor rite may have been
overlooked—"

A middle-aged mandarin wearing a purple hai-waitao cov-ered with mystic symbols leaped to his feet.
"I can assure the Minister of State Security that all ceremonies are being performed properly!" he hissed.
From the symbols on his robe, Batu guessed that the man was the High Lord of Impe-rial Sacrifices.

The Minister of State Security was a dangerous woman, the general decided. After threatening Ju-Hai
Chou, she had managed to turn the emperor's scrutiny inward. At the same time, she had portrayed herself
as the Divine One's most loyal subject. Then, to protect herself further, she had shifted the focus of blame
to the High Lord of Imperial Sac-rifices, giving the Son of Heaven an easy target upon which to vent any
anger hefelt.

The most amazing thing of al, Batu thought, was that the Minister of State Security had managed to
keep the motives for her actions completely disguised. The general was more curious than ever about the
secret Ju-Hai Chou had been so afraid Ting would reveal.

After amoment of reflection, the Son of Heaven adjusted himself so that he was sitting erect and proud
in histhrone. "Minister Ting, we thank you for your suggestion,” he said, his voice betraying a hint of
sarcasm. "We will investigate our rites to be sure they are performed in accordance with the Book of
Heaven. Until we discover an inconsistency, let us assume the cause of our trouble lies elsewhere.
Now—"

A loud scream from the foyer interrupted the emperor's words. Immediately, several guards leaned over
the balco-nies above, training their weapons on the door. Heavy foot-steps echoed through the room as
other sentries rushed for the stairways. Like the guards, Batu's first thought was of assassins, and he



whirled to face the doors.

A moment later, the chamberlain entered the Hall of Su-preme Harmony. Behind him, four guards
carried the body of a small man dressed in a beggar's robes.

The chamberlain bowed, saying, "A thousand apologies, Son of Heaven. The guards captured this
vagabond trying to escape the grounds of the palace. Unfortunately, he threw himself on a sentry's blade as
we were bringing him to you." The bureaucrat produced a leaf of folded paper. "He was carrying this."

"Bring it here," the emperor commanded, holding out his hand.

Asthe chamberlain's footsteps echoed across the marble floor, Batu studied the vagabond's face. It was
similar to his own, with broad cheekbones, aflat nose, and wide-set eyes. His head was nicked and cut
where it had recently been shaved.

"Thismanisaspy,” Batu declared. "A Tuigan spy."

Resembling a Tuigan as much as he did himself, Batu would have been the last to suggest, based on
appearance aone, that the beggar was a barbarian. However, the freshly shaved head was incongruous
with the rest of the vagabond's filthy appearance, and it suggested to Batu that the man's hair had been cut
as part of adisguise.

"So it seems," the Divine One confirmed, examining the pa-per that the chamberlain had given to him.
"And heisnot working alone." The emperor studied Batu thoughtfully, then held the paper out to him. "You
may examine this map, Genera ."

Ignoring the scowl on Kwan's face, Batu approached the throne. After a deep bow to acknowledge the
great honor that the emperor had bestowed upon him, the general took the paper directly from the Divine
One's hand.

A heavy, corrugated line had been drawn across the northwestern corner, where the Dragonwall was
located. A lighter line wandered across the middle of the map, show-ing the location and approximate
course of the Shengti River. There was an " X" on the north side of the river, where the city of Yenching
was located. Near the bottom and cen-ter of the map was another "X," showing the |location of the walled
city of Shou Kuan. A third mark had been placed in the lower right-hand corner, where Tai Tung and the
sum-mer palace were located. Several soldiers had been drawn next to Tai Tung, and the number "13,000"
written next to the city. Five infantrymen had been drawn marching to-ward Tai Tung. Next to each
infantryman was a number ranging from "8,000" to "15,000"—the approximate size of one of Shou Lung's
provincia armies.

"Thisisamap of troop movements," Batu remarked, look-ing up.

The emperor met the general's gaze with an expression that could not be read. "Yes," he said evenly.
"Theonly detail it lacksisthe identity of the man | have chosen to lead the war against the barbarians.”

The Divine One looked from the general to the dead spy, then to the faces of Ting Mel Wan, Kwan
Chan Sen, Ju-Hai Chou, and the other members of the Mandarinate. Finally, he looked back to Batu and
said, "Allow meto dismiss my other advisers, General. You and | have much to discuss.”



4
Ju-Ha's Garden

Ju-Hai felt his manservant drape awoolen coat over his shoulders. The meditation, he realized, had
come to an end. Without his awareness or control, his mind had retreated from that calm, tenebrous zone
within its own depths.

Melancholy, as always, at the necessity of leaving the in-tangible world, the minister opened his eyes.
The sun was about to drop behind the western walls of the summer pal-ace, and he was bathed in the rosy
light of late afternoon.

"Has it been that long, Shei Ni?' Ju-Hai asked.

"Yes, Minister," the servant responded.

Ju-Hai was shocked, but not alarmed. He sat in his garden belvedere looking out over his goldfish pond,
hislegs folded into the blossoming lotus position. Each day, the minister customarily came hereto clear his
head and order his thoughts. Considering what had happened in the Mandarinate, it did not surprise him that
today's session had lasted much longer than usual.

Before him, hisjar of trigram sticks rested upon awhite lacquered table, next to a hand-lettered copy of
the Book of Change. When the sticks were spilled on the table, the fu-ture could be foretold by comparing
the resulting patterns to the diagrams in the book. Though the minister did not ad-vertise the fact to his
colleagues, he was agreat believer in the trigrams. The rosewood sticks and carved jade jar were two of
his most cherished possessions.

After arespectful pause, Shei Ni said, "Minister Ting has been waiting since midday to see you. | would
have an-nounced her earlier, but she did not wish to interrupt your meditation.”

Ju-Hai's stomach twisted into a knot. He was still angered by Ting's suggestion that the cause of the
Tuigan invasion lay within the Mandarinate. It was true that, after his humil-iating outburst, she had deftly
altered the emphasis of her suggestion. However, he wished the subject had not been brought up at all.
Ju-Hai wondered whether the episode had simply been an unpleasant coincidence, or if Ting had known it
would upset him. At the moment, the answer was not important. The minister was still angry with her.

"What is the nature of her business?' he asked. Shei Ni was so practiced in receiving Ting Mei Wan
that he could judge the reason for avisit by her manner and dress.

"I believeitispersonal,” Shei Ni said.

"Then send her away."

"Asyou wish." Shel Ni bowed, then went into the house.

Ju-Hai rose and began walking along the marble path that circled the goldfish pond. He was
disappointed to find him-sdlf till angry at Ting, and hoped atour of his garden might quell his emotions. The
tiny park was his taste of paradise, and he went there to escape the strict regimens and orderly thoughts
that ruled his public life.

Ju-Hai had taken great care to evoke the spirit of nature in this modest parcel of land. The ground had
been modeled into tiny hillsand valleys, and anything approximating a straight line had been diligently
avoided. The minister had used the influence of his office to fill the garden with exotic specimens from the
widest reaches of the empire: camel-lias, crimson-berried nandins, even a golden larch.

He would have liked to enlarge the garden, but that was impossible. The summer palace wasrealy a
miniature city, complete with hundreds of walled houses occupied by status-hungry bureaucrats. To secure
even the half-acre plot he now enjoyed, the mandarin had been forced to call upon the emperor for help.

AsJu-Ha studied one of his newest prizes, a peony bush that would blossom in green, his servant
returned. "Excuse me, Master. Lady Ting asks you to reconsider your decision. She points out that she has
been waiting many hours to apol ogize for what happened in the Mandarinate today."

"To apologize?' Ju-Hai repeated, wondering what she re-ally intended. If she had been waiting since the
emperor dis-missed the Mandarinate, it had to be something important to her. Deciding he could control his
anger in order to sat-isfy his curiosity, the minister said, "Very well, she may join me here."

Shei Ni bowed and went into the house.

In the last six months, Ting had devel oped an irritating ap-petite for power. More than once, her hunger
had resulted in an embarrassment similar to the one of that day. Ju-Hai had spoken to her about his
concerns, but always without apparent effect. He was beginning to fear that it would be necessary to
arrange her removal from the Mandarinate.

The prospect did not please the minister, for he was genu-inely fond of the female mandarin. Ting had
first come to Ju-Hai's attention over fifteen years ago, when she had achieved a perfect score on the civil



service examination used to select imperial bureaucrats. Convinced she had cheated, he had summoned her
to the Forbidden City and quizzed her personaly. By hafway through the session, the girl had convinced the
minister that she had earned her per-fect score.

During theinterview, Ju-Hai had seen the making of a mandarin in the young woman. She had a sharp
mind and a dynamic personality, and seemed ruthlesdy driven. After-ward, he had investigated her
background. Although she had suffered the misfortune of being born into the family of a dishonest rice
merchant, the inquiry had uncovered noth-ing to suggest that she could not be a valuable public ser-vant.
From that point onward, Ju-Hai had taken a personal interest in her career. Asthe minister had expected,
she had proven herself more than capable of executing any task as-signed to her.

Two years ago, the opportunity to place an ally in the post of Minister of State Security had arisen.
Naturally, Ju-Hai's first choice had been the beautiful young woman he had been devel oping for thirteen
years. Although the minister had expected her to do well, even he had been surprised by the efficiency with
which she performed her necessarily merciless duties. In the upper ranks of the bureaucracy, it was well
known that revealing even a small weakness to the "Tigress' could prove fatal.

The thought of keeping weaknesses secret reminded Ju-Hai of the trigram sticks he had left on the
table. He re-turned to the pavilion and was just picking up the jar when Ting came out of the house.

"Minister," she said, stopping inside the fan-shaped arbor that served as an entrance to the garden.

The gorgeous mandarin wore an unadorned scarlet cheosong that covered her from neck to ankle. The
dress was made of gossamer silk that highlighted her voluptuous charms rather than concealed them. In her
hands, she held a small potted flower of atype which Ju-Hai had never be-fore seen. Save for its black
blossom, the plant resembled atiny lotus that grew in dirt instead of water. Holding the plant out for Ju-Hai,
Ting averted her eyes and bowed as low as her tight clothing would allow.

Ju-Hai put histrigram jar down, then walked over to Ting and accepted the gift. "It's as ravishing as you,
my dear," he said, his anger fading as he studied the plant. A few mo-ments later, he asked, "What isit?"

"Cliff blossom. It came from the mountain kingdom of Ra-Khati," she replied, standing upright. "It'sa
special gift I've been saving. | thought it might express my sorrow for offending you."

Shei Ni appeared at the head of a small procession of ser-vants. Carrying ateapot, cups, and two chairs,
they stopped at the arbor and waited behind Ting.

Ju-Hai bowed to show his appreciation. "As aways, you must be complimented upon your knowledge of
your quarry." The realization that Ting understood him so well made Ju-Hai uneasy. An exotic plant was
the only gift that would disarm him so easily. "Y ou are forgiven, my dear. Come over to the belvedere, and
wewill talk."

"Thank you, Minister." Ting smiled and followed Ju-Hai to the small, open building at the edge of the
goldfish pond.

While the servants placed the chairs and poured the tea, Ting picked up the jar Ju-Hai had left on the
white table. "Trigrams?' she asked curioudly.

"A bauble | sometimestoy with," the minister replied, looking away from the jar with practiced
nonchalance.

Smiling playfully, Ting turned the jar over and spilled the sticks. "Tell me what they say."

Ju-Hai gave Ting's gift to Shei Ni for safekeeping. When he looked at the circle of sticks, he half-smiled
in amusement. The minister did not need stick magic to tell him what the trigrams had revealed. "The
pattern of the sea,” he said. "Y ou are always shifting and impossible to predict. This makes you a powerful
enemy and a dangerous friend.”

Shei Ni and the servants finished their work, bowed, and |eft the garden quietly.

Ting peered at the sticks, then looked at Ju-Hai flirta-tiously. "Is there nothing of love in those patterns?”

The minister chuckled. "Not for me to read.”

Ting stepped closer. "Perhaps you should look again.”

Ju-Hai backed away and took his seat at the east end of the table. After along sip of tea, he said,
"Surely you did not wait all afternoon simply to dangle your lascivious web be-fore an aging man?'

The beautiful mandarin sighed in exaggerated disappoint-ment. The game between them was an old one.
For fifteen years, Ting had been making herself available to Ju-Hai, and for fifteen years the Minister of
State had deftly avoided an entanglement with her.

"I have been waiting much longer than one afternoon,” Ting replied, taking her seat at the other end of
the table. "But you're correct. | have little hope that you'll come to your sensestoday. |'ve cometo
apologize for this morning's mistake."

Ju-Hai nodded, but remained silent. Now that they were discussing political affairs, his mind had shifted
into an or-derly, critical thought process. He hoped his silence would force Ting to disclose the true reason



for her visit.

Ting lifted her teacup to her lips. After asmall swallow, she continued speaking. "Of course, | don't
really know what my mistake was."

Ju-Hai smiled, relieved that the Tigress did not know his greatest vulnerability. After a short pause, he
answered Ting's half-spoken question. "That should be obvious."

Ting frowned at her mentor. "It isn't.”

"Itisafoolish wolf that growls at its master," he said. "By suggesting that someone within the
Mandarinate brought the barbarians down upon us, you have made many power-ful enemies.”

Ting's eyes narrowed. "True, but to anger you, my blun-der must have threatened you personally."

Ju-Hai smiled at his disciple with as much warmth as he could gather. "I'm disappointed, my dear. Don't
you realize how fond of you | am?"

Ting smirked, then her eyes grew soft and she ran a painted nail around the rim of her tea cup. "Why do
you never show it?"

"I do," the minister responded. "I have watched over your career very closely."

The seductive mandarin sat up straight. "To what pur-pose?’ she asked. "What have you gotten out of
helping me?"

Her soft expression had become as hard as stone, and Ju-Hai knew that this question came from her
heart. "What | have gotten,” he answered, "is a capable administrator who serves the empire well. That is
the only payment | expect or have ever asked."

Ting rolled her eyesin disbelief. Like so many other ser-vants of the state, alifetimein the imperial
bureaucracy had exposed her to such corruption and self-serving incompe-tence that she automatically
discounted such statements. Ju-Hai's answer, however, had been sincere, though he would never convince
Ting of that.

"Perhaps you speak the truth," the Tigress said, looking away to show Ju-Hai that she didn't believe he
did. "Even so, you would never embarrass yourself before the emperor—not on my behalf, or anyone
else's. And considering that someone must have been feeding information to the spy the guards captured, it
almost appears that you're atraitor.”

The only reason Ju-Hai did not lose his temper was that he had already considered that same point. His
outburst had come at the wrong time. Taken by itself, it appeared that the minister was trying to hide
something. When he considered the spy and the map, even Ju-Hai could not deny that his be-havior cast a
pall of suspicion over him.

For several moments, Ting studied her mentor with hard demanding eyes. Finally, her mouth dropped
open and she pointed an accusing finger at the minister. "That'sit! You are aspy."

"Don't beridiculous,” Ju-Hal said evenly. If he thought she were serious, he would not be able to keep
from shouting. However, Ju-Hai felt convinced that Ting was merely put-ting on an act. The accusation had
been so dramatic and sudden that it seemed rehearsed.

Besides, if Ting believed him to be a spy, she would not make the mistake of accusing him while alone
and inside the walls of his home.

As Ju-Hai expected, the Tigress followed her accusation with ademand. "If you're not the spy, why the
outburst? What are you hiding?'

"I am hiding nothing," Ju-Hai lied.

"How can | believethat?' Ting responded angrily. "The ev-idence is—" She stopped in midsentence and
looked around the garden. A moment later, she rose quickly and bowed, saying, "Please forgive me,
Minister. | forget myself. Per-haps | should go."

Her voice trembled with afear Ju-Hai knew she did not fed. If Ting weretruly afraid, she would
appear angry and dangerous, not timid and apol ogetic.

"Y es, perhaps you should go," the Minister of State replied. He poured himself some more tea and did
not bother to rise.

"If you have that evidence you speak of, take it directly to the emperor."

Ting hesitated, furrowing her smooth brow in confusion. Finadly, she said, "But | couldn't. | owe you—"

"If you believe me atraitor,” Ju-Hai interrupted, "you owe me nothing. Y our duty isto present your
evidence to the em-peror.”

Ting exhaled wearily, then returned to her seat. "I don't believe you're atraitor, Minister, and | never did.
But | am the Minister of State Security.”

Ju-Hai smiled with heartfelt warmth. "Understood, my dear. | expected nothing less.”

Ting sighed heavily and turned in her seat to look out over the goldfish pond. "The emperor and the other
mandarins are already commenting on your suspicious behavior. What am | to say? That we had tea and



that | have your assurance you remain faithful to Shou Lung?”

Ju-Hai shook hishead. "No," he admitted. "That won't do."

She looked at him with pleading eyes. "I can't help you un-less | know what you are hiding."

"I am hiding nothing," the elder minister responded. It was not difficult for him to lie, even to friends. He
did it every day asanormal part of hisduties. "Y ou have my word."

"Splendid," she answered, rolling her eyes away from Ju-Hai's. "I'll deep like the dragons tonight.”

For nearly aminute, Ting stared at the pond, watching the fat goldfish swim lazy circles. Finally, she
looked back to her mentor. "If you're not the spy, who is?"

"I don't know," Ju-Hai answered, shaking his head sadly. "But if my honor isto be saved, that isthe
question you must answer."

Ting shifted forward in her chair. "I need some help."

"Perhaps you could compare calligraphy?' Ju-Hai sug-gested. He lifted his teacup and looked at the
table while he drank, asif the matter were of little consequence to him.

Ting shook her head. "1 thought of that, but there are only pictures and numbers on the map. Anyone
could have drawn it."

Shei Ni entered the garden and approached the belvedere at a brisk pace. He seemed quite flustered, so
Ju-Hai did not wait for the customary bow. "What isit, Shei Ni?"

"Minister Kwan," he replied. "He insists upon seeing you right now. | told him you were unavailable,
but—"

Ting quickly stood. "If | am to be your defender in the Mandarinate, it might be better if we were not
observed having atryst in your garden."

Ju-Hai nodded, glad that Ting had made the suggestion. He was not anxious for her to hear anything that
passed be-tween him and the Minister of War. "Shei Ni will show you out—"

The servant shook his head. "Minister Kwan is already halfway through the house. The guards are
stalling him, but they're afraid to manhandle a mandarin."

Eyeing Ting'stight cheosong, Ju-Hai said, "I suppose climbing the garden wall is out of the question ..."

She nodded vigoroudly.

"Very wel," Ju-Hai said, pointing at a hedge on the oppo-site end of the goldfish pond. It was close
enough to the belvedere for Ting to overhear what was said, but Ju-Hai hoped to steer the conversation
away from what he did not wish her to know. "Hide behind the shrubbery. I'll deal with this quickly."

No sooner had Shei Ni helped Ting behind the hedge than two of Ju-Hai's household guards appeared at
the arbor. They each held gleaming chiang-chuns, but were neverthe-less backing away from a screaming
Kwan Chan Sen. Asthey moved, they held their polearms in front of the old man and politely tried to
explain that he had not yet been announced.

"Minister Kwan!" Ju-Hai called, quickly refilling the tea-cup that had been Ting's until just a moment
ago. "Won't you please join me?'

The guards relaxed, then stepped aside. The ancient man-darin bustled over to the pavilion at such a
frantic pace that Ju-Hai feared he would trip and injure himself.

"Thisisyour fault!" the old man stammered, dropping heavily into his seat.

"What?' Ju-Hai asked, topping off his own teacup.

"Batu Min Ho," Kwan replied. "My informants tell me the emperor intends to promote him to General of
the Northern Marches!"

"How unfortunate,” Ju-Hai replied, feigning sympathy.

"The emperor hasn't consulted me. He hasn't consulted anyone!" the old man hissed.

Though Kwan Chan did not know it, what he said was not true. After hearing about the ingenious
manner in which the young general had saved two thousand pengs, Ju-Hai had investigated Batu's record.

What he had learned impressed him. Since Batu had been placed in command of the Army of Chukel,
the small force had destroyed or chased away more than one thousand bar-barian raiding parties, suffering
only light casualtiesitself. Batu had even reclaimed some prime farmland from atribe of vicious
half-humans on the northern frontier. When the general's father-in-law had arrived and described Batu's
barbarian heritage, Ju-Hai had suggested the young general as a good choice to lead the war against the
Tuigan.

Of course, Ju-Hai had no intention of telling thisto Kwan, for he always tried to avoid making enemies
needlessly.

After allowing the milky-eyed old man to fume for afew moments, Ju-Hai said, "It's the emperor's will.
We can do nothing except live with his decision."

Kwan turned an angry frown on Ju-Hai. "We must make the Divine One change his mind, or that



upstart from Chu-kei will have my seat in the Hall of Supreme Harmony." Kwan paused and shook his
wrinkled head sadly. "Imagine, abarbarian in the Mandarinate! "

"Come now, Minister," Ju-Hai objected, frowning at the an-cient mandarin. "Batu ishardly a
barbarian—"

"How would you know?" Kwan asked, his voice even and reasonable despite his obvious anger. "I've
seen our enemy close up. He looks like the barbarians, he smells like them, and he thinks like them!"

"Perhaps that is why the emperor chose him to lead the war," Ju-Hai hazarded. "After dl, to hunt a
leopard, one must think like—"

"We are not talking about leopard hunts," Kwan snapped. "We are talking about the Mandarinate—my
seat in the Man-darinate.”

Kwan paused, then turned his milky eyes on Ju-Hai. "Y ou are the First Left Grand Councilor,” the old
man observed. "Use your influence with the emperor to get rid of this Batu Min Ho."

Through Kwan's mask of wrinkles, Ju-Hai could not tell whether the ancient mandarin was threatening
him or pleading with him. "I'll do what | can," Ju-Hai lied.

Kwan studied his host for along moment. Finaly, the old man said, "No, you'll do it. You said we had to
crush the en-emy quickly, before the emperor started to worry about the barbarians. So | tried, damn you.
I'm an old man, too old to be roaming around the empire making war, but | tried."

Kwan paused and pointed a yellow-nailed finger at Ju-Hai's face. "It's your turn. By tomorrow night,
Batu Min Ho will be gone. He'll be gone, or I'll tell the emperor why the barbarians attacked Shou Lung."

Ju-Hai ground his teeth, angered by the threat. He was also angry at himself for underestimating the old
man's acu-men. With Kwan, lieswould not work. The Minister of State knew he would have to resort to
threats, even if it did mean Ting would overhear the whole sordid business of how thiswar started. There
was nothing to be done about it.

"I'm not going to have Batu Min Ho removed," Ju-Hai began.

Kwan's baggy eyes opened wide in anger. He slammed his ancient fist down on the table so hard the
teacups spilled. "Then you're finished!" he spat.

"No," Ju-Hai responded, righting histeacup and speaking in acalm voice. "No, I'm not. What are you
going to tell the emperor? That | started this war myself? Don't you think he'll want to know where the
assassin came from?'

"It was done at your request!" Kwan pointed out.

"Do you think helll care?' Ju-Hai demanded, taking pains to keep his voice even and polite. "We started
this war to-gether. It's unfortunate that we can't finish it. But if we can't do it, we must find someone who

Ju-Hai poured more teafor himself, but the pot ran out as he tried to refill Kwan's cup. "We're going to
stand aside and let this Batu Min Ho kill barbarians," the Minister of State said. "After he winsthe war, if
he wins the war, we're going to welcome him into the Mandarinate. Undoubtedly, he will have earned the
post.”

Ju-Hai sipped his tea, evaluating Kwan over the top of his cup. "Until then, instead of two more
incompetent, corrupt bureaucrats executed for crimes against their offices, you and | will still be mandarins
of the Shou Empire. What could be more fair than that?"

Kwan's face turned from angry red to deep purple. He be-gan to breathe in short puffs. For amoment,
Ju-Hai hoped the old man was doing him the consideration of dying out of rage. At length, however, the old
mandarin's color returned to normal and he managed to stand.

"Thisisnot over, Ju-Hai," Kwan sputtered. "I do not take kindly to betrayal .

"Aslong as you take kindly to survival," the Minister of State responded. "My guards will show you out.”

After the old man left, Ting returned to the table and sat down. For several minutes, she simply watched
Ju-Hai with a patient expression and did not say anything.

Finally, Ju-Hai looked at her. "I may aswell tell you," he sighed. "You'll just dig it up on your own, and
I'll have an even bigger mess when the emperor wants to know what you're looking for."

"I must know what's happening,” she agreed, regarding her mentor with a steady, unreadable eyes.

Ju-Hai rubbed his palms over his brow, then folded his hands on the table. "It's not so complicated,” he
began. "Over the last two years, a barbarian named Y amun Khahan has united the horse tribes. Recently,
he has been wiping out our trade caravans, and tax revenues have been dropping steadily. Several times,
we have sent giftsto him, hoping to buy his favor. When that did not work, Minister Kwan and | urged the
emperor to send an army west to subdue the horse tribes. But the Divine One refused, not wishing to be the
aggressor in awar.

"Minister Kwan and | finally developed a plan to deal with the problem quickly and efficiently. We



contacted this kha-han's stepmother, a treacherous woman named Bayalun. In return for her promise to
leave our caravans alone, we agreed to help her usurp histhrone."

"Surely you didn't believe she would keep her word?" Ting asked, raising an eyebrow.

"No," Ju-Hai responded, "but we believed that without Y amun Khahan's |eadership, the horse tribes
would once again dissolve into the warring clans they have always been. In any case, we sent an assassin
to aid Bayalun. Unfortu-nately, Y amun discovered our plot. In retaliation, he has turned his horde in our
direction. | fear we have sadly un-derestimated both his ingenuity and his strength."

Ting lifted her empty teacup and held it thoughtfully against her lips, considering her mentor's
explanation. Sev-eral moments later, she asked, "Do you really think this Batu Min Ho can stop the
barbarians?'

The minister nodded and met her gaze. "1 am convinced that if the Tuigan can be stopped, Batu isthe
only man who can do it. He knows more about the horse tribes than any of our surviving generals. From
what | have seen of our other high officers, he alone possesses the cunning and courage to match Y amun
Khahan."

Ting placed her empty cup back on table. "An unfortu-nate turn of events," she said. "Clearly, you only
had Shou Lung's best interests at heart."

Ju-Hai breathed a sigh of relief. "Then you will keep my secret?"

Before answering, Ting studied her lacquered fingernails. "Considering the presence of a spy in our
midst," she said, "would it not be wise to place a cadre of guards at the dis-posal of the Ministry of State
Security?"

Ju-Hai closed histired eyes. It would have been too much to hope that the Tigress would aid him
without demanding payment. "What do you intend to do with them?' he asked.

"Use them to keep Tuigan spies out of Tai Tung and the summer palace," she said quickly.

Ju-Hai opened his eyes. Although he did not doubt that she would assign the guards to the duties she
mentioned, he also suspected that the force would satisfy her own sense of personal aggrandizement. "How
many?' he asked wearily.

"A thousand—no, two thousand,” Ting answered. "That is not too much to ask."

The minister shook his head, then prepared an angry stare and met Ting's gaze. "A thousand, and no
more. Under no circumstances will | permit anyone to control aforce equal to the emperor's personal
guard."

Ting smiled to indicate her acceptance of the offer. "Let us wish heaven's favor on General Batu."



5
The Slent House

After the Mandarinate's dismissal, Batu spent the rest of the day cloistered with the emperor. For many
hours, the general stood before the jade throne answering questions about the Tuigan. Though his back and
legs grew so weary they fell numb, he did not ask for a chair. Only mandarins were permitted to sit in the
Son of Heaven's presence.

The emperor interrogated Batu about every detail of the horsewarriors' lifestyle. He wanted to know
about their re-ligion, their marriage customs, even their taste in food and wine. Of course, the general could
not answer all the em-peror's questions, but he was surprised at how much he could recall under the Divine
Onée's relentless questioning.

Finally, the meager body of knowledge Batu had accrued from his great-grandfather's stories was
exhausted. When it became apparent the general could remember no more, the emperor turned the
conversation to war strategies.

"General, if these warriors are only atenth as ferocious and cunning as you say, Shou Lung isindeed in
great dan-ger," the Divine One said. "I will assemble avast army and send it north to meet these
barbarians.”

Batu found the emperor's plan imprudent, for it ignored the Tuigans mobility. Fortunately, the general
was enough of a politician not to express his reservations bluntly. In-stead, he politely nodded, then said, "A
courageous deci-sion. Divine One. Y et, such avast army will need a great many supplies—supplies that
must be brought from behind the lines. With the advantage of their horses, will it not be possible for the
barbarians to encircle that vast army and cut its supply line?'

The Son of Heaven furrowed his brow and said, " Of course, but the barbarians are the ones who will be
trapped. As soon as they appear behind our lines, we'll fall back and smash them. Surely you are familiar
with the tac-tic, Generdl. It is discussed in the Book of Heaven."

Batu grimaced inwardly. He had not expected the em-peror to be one of those unimaginative Shou who
believed the answer to every problem could be found that ancient text. The general did not allow his
emotions to show, how-ever. He concentrated upon relaxing his face so his expres-sion would remain
unreadable, then said, "Y our ruse has much to recommend it—" He paused a moment to allow the emperor
to appreciate the compliment "—as did the trap that Minister Kwan laid at our last battle."

The emperor did not miss the implication of Batu's state-ment. Scowling, the Divine One shifted forward
and de-manded, "If you do not like this strategy, what plan would you suggest?'

Though confident that there was only one way to defeat the barbarians, Batu hesitated, searching for a
diplomatic and inoffensive way to phrase his answer.

"Come now, General," the emperor pressed, pointedly re-maining seated at the edge of his throne. "What
tactic do you favor?

Batu saw that he had no choice except to speak hismind candidly. Lifting his chin, he said, "The only
way to defeat the Tuigan isto fight as they do—with boldness and imagination, not with standard military
tactics.”

A brooding frown crossed the Divine One's mouth. "Do you mean to imply that barbarian tactics are
superior to those suggested in the Book of Heaven?"

At first, the general was inclined to equivocate, to say that the Tuigan strategy was merely more
appropriate to cir-cumstances. However, noting that his feeble diplomatic skills had done him little good with
the emperor, he decided to leave the flattery to the bureaucrats.

Returning the emperor's gaze, Batu said, "If the barbari-ans could read the Book of Heaven, they might
have made the same mistakes that our northern armies did. Unfortu-nately, the Tuigan are uneducated
men. Instead of the ad-vice of venerable ancestors, they rely upon treacherous natures and animal
cunning.”

The Divine One stared at Batu with emotionless eyes. For several moments, the general stood in silence,
hoping he had not angered the emperor too severely. Hiswords had lacked the customary Shou tact, but
the general believed what he said.

At length, the emperor calmly pushed himself back into his throne. He studied Batu scornfully, then said,
"It dis-turbs me that you hold the wisdom of our ancestors in such low esteem, General. They have written
many pages re-garding the art of war, and their wisdom has served us well."

Batu bowed his head. "I agree, Divine One. But to the Tuigan, warfareis no art. It isaway of life. If
we are to de-feat them, we must understand their natures as well as we understand the Book of Heaven."



The emperor's face relaxed, concealing his emotions. "General, how much of the Book of Heaven can
you recite?

Batu flushed. "I have read it, of course. But my duties have not allowed much time for study."

The Divine One shook his head in exaggerated disappoint-ment. "There are those who claim that giving
you command of the barbarian war is Shou Lung's only hope of victory. Can this be so?"

The emperor's words took Batu by surprise, and his mouth dropped open. The mere idea of being
considered for such a promotion stunned him. Y et, as soon as the Divine One had mentioned the possibility,
he wanted nothing more.

Finaly, Batu nodded. "I am the only man that can defeat the barbarians.”

The Divine One pursed hislipsin cynicism. "l wish you made me more confident, General, but it doesn't
matter. You are the only commander who has led so much as athird of histroops away from a battle
against the Tuigan. Y ou are hereby named a general of the second degree and given command of the
Northern Marches and the Barbarian War."

Batu bowed very low, elated by the promotion and the prospect of commanding the entire campaign
against the barbarians. "I will not fail Shou Lung, Divine One."

The emperor did not respond immediately. Instead, he sent a guard to summon the chamberlain, then
finally turned his attention back to Batu. "If you fail, General, you will be failing me aswell as Shou Lung,"
he said. "Remember that."

Batu did not understand the distinction. Like all Shou, he considered Shou Lung and the emperor to be
one and the same. It was impossible to serve one without serving the other—or to fail one without failing
the other. He could not conceive of why the emperor felt the need to point out the unity.

Before the general could puzzle out the question, the chamberlain entered the hall and walked to the
center of the floor, next to Batu.

"Y ou wished to see me?" the bureaucrat asked, bowing to the Divine One.

"Yes." The emperor nodded at Batu. "I have promoted Batu Min Ho to second-degree general in
command of the North-ern Marches. Please find a suitable residence for his family within the summer
palace.”

The chamberlain's narrow eyes popped wide open. The astonished bureaucrat hazarded a sidelong
glance at the shabbily-dressed general, obvioudly regretting the dights he had given him earlier that day.

"Isthere a problem?' the Divine One asked. "Surely, we have plenty of houses |eft."

The chamberlain looked back to the emperor. "No, there is no problem. | am aready thinking of ahome
that | am sure the general will find most acceptable. | can have it ready within the hour."

"Seetoit," the emperor said, dismissing the bureaucrat with aflick of hiswrist.

After the chamberlain left, the Divine One described in minute detail the forces that he had assembled to
battle the Tuigan. Ignoring the pain in his back and legs, Batu listened attentively. He was so invigorated by
the promotion that he committed every last detail to memory without effort.

After the emperor dismissed Batu, the chamberlain and a dozen guards escorted the general into the
summer palace's maze of streets. Asthey walked through the stone-paved lanes, the chamberlain kept up a
constant patter of explana-tion. Batu ignored most of the man's narrative. While the general had been
sequestered with the emperor, night had fallen and it was now impossible to see even the compound walls
of the magnificent houses the chamberlain was de-scribing.

At last, fifteen minutes later, the chamberlain stopped at the south gate of a house. "Does this home
meet your ap-proval, Genera Batu?"

Batu eyed the dark outer wall and gate with ajudgmental air. Though smaller than his home in Chukei,
this house was constructed of better materials. Where his gate had been made of reinforced oak planks,
this one was constructed of solid, black iron. The wall was red brick, instead of tamped earth covered with
hardened clay.

Recalling how rude the chamberlain had been when Batu arrived at the Hall of Supreme Harmony
earlier that day, the general could not resist making the bureaucrat squirm. "It'snot aslarge as I'm
accustomed to," he said softly.

The chamberlain's hopeful smile sagged into a disap-pointed frown. "But it's one of the largest homesin
the sum-mer palace.”

The general scoffed, allowing himself to enjoy the bureau-crat's discomfort. Behind the chamberlain's
narrow eyes, Batu could almost see the man trying to decide just where a second-degree general fit into the
hierarchy of palacelife.

Finally, the confused bureaucrat reached an uncertain conclusion. "Perhaps the Chief Secretary of the
Bureau of Bells and Drums could be moved," the chamberlain sug-gested tentatively. "His house is not



nearly asfine asthis, butitisalittle larger."

Batu grinned at the chamberlain's consternation and de-cided to continue his game. "How long would
that take? I'm very tired and would like to dleep soon."

"But we c-couldn't possibly move him t-tonight!" the bu-reaucrat stammered. "It wouldn't be civilized!"

Deciding he had more than repaid the chamberlain's rudeness, the general said, "Then I'll make do with
this house."

The chamberlain sighed in relief. " A wise choice, Generdl. It is much better appointed than the chief
secretary's." He opened the iron gate and bowed. "I took the liberty of hav-ing your family brought from
Hsuang Y u Po's encampment. They await you inside."

Batu's heart leaped. "Wu and the children? Here?' He had hoped that they had come south with his
father-in-law, but he had never dreamed he would see them so soon.

The chamberlain smiled. "It seemed the least | could do."

Regretting the petty vengeance he had taken upon the man, Batu bowed deeply. "May your ancestors
dwell in the heavensfor eternity.”

"Leaving the chief secretary to his homeis thanks enough,” the chamberlain replied, also bowing.

As Batu walked through the gate, the bittersweet smell of persimmon blossoms greeted him. The
slender silhouettes of young persimmon trees lined the walls, making it seem asif the house had been built
in apark. The general was more interested in the conspicuous lack of guards than in the foli-age. Perhaps
the chief secretaries and mandarins did not feel the need for personal guards inside the summer palace, but
the general did not share their confidence. He quickly turned back to the chamberlain, saying, "If you
please, send me a detail of guards before you retire."

The bureaucrat frowned. "They haven't arrived?"

Batu studied the shadows inside the compound. "No."

Asif the genera's word were suspect, the chamberlain stepped through the gate and looked to both
sides. "They should have been here. My apologies."

"Think nothing of it," Batu replied. Knowing that he would soon see his family, he was in a generous
mood.

Promising to send the guards immediately, the chamber-lain bowed and left. Normally, Batu would have
had a detail of his own men guard his home, but persona troops were not allowed inside the walls of the
summer palace. He had no choice but to use those provided by the emperor.

The general paused at the gate to study his new home and to prepare himself for seeing his family. Like
most Shou "houses," this one was actually an arrangement of several one-story buildingsinside awalled
compound. Twenty feet ahead sat the main hall, a simple rectangular structure with a clay-tile roof. Its
exaggerated, upturned eaves were sup-ported by parallel rows of wooden pillars.

Though Batu could not see the building's color in the dim light, he guessed the roof would be traditional
green-blue and the pillars would be some earthy red tone. The walls were no more than rice-paper panels
that fit between the pillars. Inside the west end of the building, an oil lamp sat on alow table, casting a soft
white glow through the translu-cent walls.

Panels on the southern and northern walls had been moved aside to alow the evening breeze to blow
through the building. Through this opening, Batu saw the outer courtyard. It was a small, stone-paved
atrium. A large, oddly shaped rock of black pumice sat in the middle of a shallow Iatus pool. In Shou homes,
it was customary to make the courtyard seem more natural by displaying a strangely shaped boulder.

Buildingsidentical to the main hall surrounded the court-yard on its other three sides. The room to the
west, Batu knew, would be the kitchen, while the children would be sleeping or playing in the one to the
east. The building on the other side of the courtyard would be reserved for guests.

Beyond the guest quarters would be a courtyard similar to the first, also surrounded by one-story
buildings. The parents of the household would sleep in the northernmost building. The servants would
occupy the halls flanking this second, private courtyard.

The house was silent, so silent that Batu could hear an in-fant crying down the lane, crickets chirping in
the sur-rounding houses, and the lamp sputtering in the main hall. Listening for the sound of his children's
laughter or the shuffle of Wu's dlippers, Batu went to the entrance.

Inside, the silhouettes of three elegant couches sat on the eastern end of the room. On the western end,
the sputter-ing oil lamp rested upon the edge of a stone-walled pool. Two marble dolphins rose out of the
center of the basin, their mouths upturned and spouting small jets of water. Elaborately sculpted stone
benches surrounded the fountain.

The hall's opulence amazed Batu, but not as much as its emptiness concerned him. Someone had
occupied the build-ing earlier that evening, or the oil lamp would not still be burning. Y et, there were no



cloaks on the benches, no silk dippersleft by the doors, no signs of habitation whatsoever.

Of course, there would not be, the general realized. He walked over to the pool and picked up the
burning lamp, shining its yellow light into the lavish corners of the room. His family could not have arrived
more than half an hour ahead of him. Undoubtedly, the children had been ex-hausted and Wu had put them
straight to bed. She had probably Ieft the lit oil lamp so the general could negotiate hisway into their
chamber without disturbing the children. The absence of servants was easily explained by the unex-pected
summons to the new home. No doubt, Batu thought, they would follow tomorrow with the family's personal
items.

Then the silence of the house struck the general again. Even if the children and Wu were in bed, he
should have heard something—chirping crickets, Wu's rhythmic breath-ing, his son talking in his sleep.
Instead, Batu heard nothing inside the house.

He extinguished the lamp and drew his dagger. If the crickets were quiet, it was because someone was
skulking about the compound. He started to call for hiswife, but thought better of it and remained silent.
Wu was hardly the typical helpless wife of a Shou patrician. If she were in the house with the intruder, it
would be the intruder who was in danger.

After alowing his eyesto readjust to the darkness, Batu peered out the door leading into the first
courtyard. Again, there was no sign of violence or habitation. The other halls remained dark, and the paving
stones of the courtyard looked as cold and as lifeless as the ruins of some long-forgotten citadel.

Batu stayed in the hall for nearly a minute, studying the shadows in the courtyard. The general was
doing more than just watching for movement and listening for sound. He was attempting to reach into the
dark cornerswith his ki, hislife energy, and feel what was there. Wu called thisin-tangible looking ki
-touch, and she had tried to teach it to Batu many times.

Unfortunately, he had not learned it very well. He was what Wu playfully called a"one way man," a
man whose feelings, as well as his thoughts, were ruled by his mind. Even at his best, Batu had barely been
ableto fed the pres-ence of six servants Wu had sent to hide in adark room. Right now, he felt nothing
save his own nagging fear that something terrible had happened to his family.

Taking care to remain in the shadow of the buildings eaves, the general circled around the first
courtyard. He stopped at the guest hall. When he heard nothing from in-side, he slid one of the paper panels
aside.

A chill crept down the back of Batu's neck, and he felt with absolute certainty that someone awaited
him in the second courtyard. A mixture of emotions—determination, anger, even fear—washed over him.
He saw a barely per-ceptible silhouette standing outlined against the opposite wall, and he wondered if he
had finally experienced Wu's ki-touch.

Without taking his eyes off the silhouette, Batu silently crawled onto the guest hall's polished wooden
floor. Against the dark paper wall, he could barely distinguish the shadow from the darkness surrounding it.
Hefeared that if he turned away, the silhouette would disappear.

It was still there when he reached the other side of the building. Batu curled his knees beneath his body,
then reached forward and began to slide the door panel aside. Through the narrow opening, he saw afigure
dressed in adark maitung. The man remained motionless.

In the same instant, the general heard a silk slipper whis-per across the floor afew feet to hisright.
Realizing he was about to be ambushed, he rolled left, raising his dagger to defend himself. A sharp pain
shot through his forearm, then his fingers went numb and the dagger dropped from his hand. The interior of
the hall was so dark that Batu could not see his attacker.

The general rolled toward the assailant, hoping to entan-gle his adversary's legs. He found nothing but
hard empty floor, then two feet settled behind him with feline grace. Something struck him on the
shoulderblade with a blow that felt like a hammer strike. His back erupted into agony.

The blow caused terrible pain, but Batu recognized the at-tack's true intention and knew he had been
lucky. His oppo-nent had been trying to drive atoe under his shoulder blade, striking for avulnerable line of
nerves kung-fu artists knew as the bladder meridian. Though the general did not practice the Way of the
Empty Hand, he had learned enough of the art to recognize its debilitating techniques.

Ignoring his pain, Batu pushed off the floor and sprang to hisfeet. His assailant had already struck
twice. If the gen-eral allowed another blow to land, it might be the last he ever felt.

As Batu stood, the attacker's silhouette withdrew in a twisted, bent-knee stance characteristic of kung
fu. The as-sailant was no taller than Batu, but slight of stature and quite small. To camouflage himself in the
night, he wore a set of black pajamalike clothes known as a samfu. He had wrapped a black scarf around
his head to keep his face hid-den as well. So complete was the effect that Batu felt as though he were
fighting a shadow.



Unexpectedly, the silhouette relaxed. Realizing this might be his only chance to survive the battle, the
genera reached for his sword.

With one swift motion, the shadow shifted into the white crane stance and kicked. The sharp clack of
teeth cracked through Batu's head, and he felt himself lifted off hisfeet. His eyesrolled back in their
sockets, his vision went white, and he sank into the numb world of emptiness.

Batu plummeted through the black sphere of nothingness for an eternity. I'm dead, he thought. There
can be no doubt of that. If the kick didn't smash my skull, the assassin fin-ished the job while | lay
unconscious—and even if the assas-sin didn't kill me, my body has withered and rotted away in al the dark
years |'ve been falling.

Batu was angry and sorrowful. The assassin, undoubtedly sent by Kwan, had robbed him of his chance
to fight theil-lustrious battle.

The fate of hisfamily also pressed on his mind. He feared the assassin had killed them, too. Fortunately,
if they had survived, he had no need to worry. Wu knew where the gold was hidden, and she was quite
capable of defending the family alone. Batu's confidence in her intelligence and competence was why he
had never worried about dying in battle. No matter what happened, Wu would manage.

Batu stopped falling and came to arest on floating black clouds. How long he lay there, he could not tell.
He won-dered if this eternal lonely darkness was what every man found in the afterworld, or if it was some
specia torment reserved for generals who died without fulfilling their destinies.

An eon later, Batu heard a shy titter. Everything remained black, but the familiar smell of awoman's
perfume filled his nostrils. Soft hands stroked his chest, and he was cradled in awarm lap. With a deep
sense of relief, Batu realized he had at |ast reached the Land of Extreme Felicity.

He was surprised to find that it was a region of sensual pleasure. Like most Shou, he had imagined it to
be a place of strict bureaucratic order, where all beings abided in perfect harmony and every affair
proceeded according to the per-fect plan of the Celestial Emperor. It was arevelation he did not find at all
disagreeable. Somehow, the thought of occu-pying an obscure post in the infinite bureaucracy paled be-side
the prospect of spending eternity cradled in the lap of a beautiful woman.

A second titter reached Batu's ears, then he felt himself being dragged across a floor—a solid floor.

"Breathe, my husband." The sultry voice belonged to his wife, Wu. He felt her strong hands massaging
his chest.

"Wu?' Batu asked. Her name came out in a strangled gasp, and awave of agony shot through his jaw.
Ignoring the pain and stiffnessin hisface, he asked, "Are you dead, too?"

A pair of giggles sounded from Batu's feet.

"No, husband. Neither are you."

Batu frowned, then shook his head. The motion caused his face to ache from the nose down, and the
general knew that his spirit remained attached to his body. He opened his eyes, then slowly made out his
wife'sface. She was cradling his head in her lap. Her silky hair hung draped over her shoulder in along
loose tail, and the delicate features of her slender face were tense with apprehension. She wore a black
samfu, and a black scarf was wrapped around her throat.

"The n—you?"' he asked.

Before Wu could respond, another pair of giggles came from Batu's feet. The general looked down and
saw histwo children kneeling there. "How dare you laugh at your fa-ther!" he said harshly. "Begone!"

Both Ji and Y o scrambled to their feet, but before they turned to leave, Batu said, "Wait—I guess your
father looks silly, doesn't he? Come here and give me my hug."

In the dim light, Batu could see his children's broad grins, but that was al. They rushed to his side—the
five-year-old boy, Ji, to the left, and the four-year-old girl, Y o, to the right.

Asthey embraced him, they were far from careful to avoid the bruises their mother had just inflicted,
but Batu did not care. He ssimply did not feel the pain.

After amoment, the children stood. Wu ordered them to find their grandfather and have him put them to
bed. Batu tried to free himsalf from Wu's grasp, but found his body too sore to move.

"What did you do?' he asked.

"Angry goose nerve kick," shereplied. "Y ou were reaching for your sword. My only other choice was to
break your arm.”

Batu touched his sorest spot, the soft pit just beneath the cleft of his chin. A fresh wave of agony rolled
through his entire body. "How long am | going to feedl like this?"

"No more than an hour," Wu replied. "I am truly sorry. In the dark, all | could see was your chia." She
tugged at his tat-tered armor. "It was so shabby that | thought you were an intruder."

Batu chuckled. "I should have been so lucky. Y ou would have killed an intruder.”



At that moment, atall man carrying alit lamp entered the hall. "I put the children in the next hall," he
sad.

The man'slong, graying hair wastied in the warrior's top-knot, and he wore the brocaded hai-waitao of
a Shou noble-man. When the tall man saw that Batu was awake, he stopped and bowed. As always, the
nobleman's firm face was unreadable.

Batu tried to stand and found it too difficult. He merely in-clined his head for along moment. "Tzu
Hsuang, please for-give me for not rising. | fear your daughter has incapacitated me."

Hsuang acknowledged Batu's apology with a stiff nod, then said, "Yes, so | see. If the damageis
permanent, perhaps we should make her the General of the Northern Marches."

His father-in-law's sarcasm was not lost on Batu. Hsuang, the general suspected, had been the
silhouette that served to bait Wu's trap. Had Batu fallen for such atextbook am-bush on the battlefield, he
would have resigned his commission out of shame. "The trap waswell laid," Batu acknowl-edged. "What,
besides your modest son-in-law, were you trying to capture?'

"Vagabonds," Wu responded, using the Shou slang for hired assassins.

Placing the lamp on alow table, Tzu Hsuang seated him-self on a couch and continued the explanation.
"This after-noon, afriend's messenger arrived at my camp to report rumors that you would soon be
appointed General of the Northern Marches," Hsuang said. "Needless to say, we were skeptical.”

"You were skeptical,” Wu corrected. "At least until the im-perial chamberlain's assistant arrived.”

Hsuang ignored his daughter's admonishment. "He of-fered to escort us to your new home. Before we
could leave, however, another messenger arrived. This one was from Ju-Hai," the noblemen said. Using the
Minister of State's given name was pretentious, but, when it came to poalitics, Wu's father was given to
affectation. "The minister wished to warn us that Kwan is jealous of your favor with the em-peror.”

"When we arrived, the house was guarded by Kwan's troops,” Wu said, dowly stroking Batu's temples.

"I sent them away immediately," Hsuang recounted, point-ing an accusing finger at Batu. "Then you
came sneaking in here like a murderer."

"A murderer!" Batu snapped. "Thisis my house. Where did you expect meto sleep?’

"We did not expect you back so soon, my love," Wu said. She moved her fingersto the sides of Batu's
neck and began rubbing it gently. "The messengers said you had been sequestered with the emperor all
afternoon, and that you might be with him al night."

Tzu Hsuang regarded Batu with an appraising eye, then asked, "Exactly what passed between you and
the Divine One? The last battlefield report said you had lost your army and were retreating before the
barbarians.”

"Before that, we had already given you up for dead," Wu added. "Y our letter from the sorghum field
sounded as though the enemy had his sword to your throat.”

"I turned hisblade,” Batu said, irritated. Tzu Hsuang's ob-servation concerning the loss of hisarmy had
pricked the general's ego, as he was sure Hsuang had intended. Though the general and his father-in-law
enjoyed cordial relations, Hsuang rarely missed an opportunity to abuse Batu's pride. The aging nobleman
would never quite forgive his son-in-law for stealing Wu away from the Hsuang family.

As Tzu Hsuang's only legitimate child, Wu had rarely been refused anything during her early years. Her
father had af-forded her many privileges usually reserved for noblemen's sons. Sitting at her father's knee,
Wu had learned to admin-ister accounts and issue orders with a commanding pres-ence. Fascinated by the
military, she had also spent much of her time following the commanders of her father'sarmy. As aresult,
she had learned the basics of military doctrine, how to handle a variety of weapons, and had begun her
study of kung fu.

Unfortunately for Hsuang, his early indulgence resulted in a defiant daughter, at least according to the
standards of Shou nobility. By the time a young officer named Batu Min Ho had come to her attention, Wu
had become an indepen-dent and headstrong young lady. She had also blossomed into a woman of
incredible beauty. Despite their great dif-ference in social standing, Batu had set his heart on earning Wu's
love.

Asit turned out, winning her heart had been the easiest part of the conflict that followed. Batu's rugged
features, forthright manner, and determined courtship had appealed to Wu, so she had found many pretexts
to enjoy his com-pany. Eventualy, she had fallen as degply in love with the young officer as he had with
her.

However, as aman of high standing, Hsuang had pos-sessed no desire to wed his daughter to the son of
aminor landowner, especially one only three generations removed from barbarian ancestors. The lord had
forbidden his daughter from seeing Batu, then tried to arrange several marriages more appropriate to her
station. Each time, Wu had chased away the suitor with her stubborn, disrespect-ful manners. The



animosity between the nobleman and his daughter had eventually become more than Hsuang could bear.
Thelord had consented to the marriage, but only if Batu Min Ho could elevate himself to the rank of
general.

Both Batu and Wu had soon realized that Hsuang was stalling, hoping Wu would outgrow what he
considered an infatuation with alow-born soldier. However, the lord had underestimated the young officer's
determination and his daughter's love. Batu had |eft Hsuang's private army and taken a commission in the
imperial military. Fifteen yearslater, he had become one of the empire's youngest generals.

For her part, Wu had resisted her father's repeated at-tempts to arrange alternative marriages. As a
man of hisword, Tzu Hsuang had been forced to allow the wedding when Batu returned wearing the armor
of a Shou general.

The young general had expected relations with Hsuang to remain cold. To his surprise, the noble had
treated him with a grudging respect after the marriage. The lord had made it clear that he would never be
happy Wu had married out-side of the aristocracy, but Hsuang had also expressed his admiration for the
young man's determination in winning her.

Wu stopped stroking Batu's neck. He was surprised to find that the pain had lessened, though he still felt
less than steady. "How long before | can return home with the chil-dren?"' she asked, helping Batu to his
feet.

Tzu Hsuang answered for his wobbly-kneed son-in-law, "Y our home is now with the emperor's court.
Daughter.”

Despite the lord's disgust with Batu's present condition, Hsuang's voice was proud.

"My homeisin Chukei," Wu answered, guiding her hus-band toward the couch. "Even my husband's
love of war cannot change that.”

In any other family, her retort would have been seen as surprisingly disrespectful. Hsuang, however, had
long ago stopped trying to impose any sense of propriety upon his stubborn daughter.

Instead, he looked to Batu and asked, "Can't you control your wife's tongue?"

"No better than you can control your daughter's,” Batu re-plied, hislips upturned in afaintly roguish
amile.

Wu withdrew her support and dropped the general roughly onto the couch. "Y ou'd both do well to
remember that the children and | are not chattel.”

The sharpness of hiswife's tone surprised Batu, and he re-alized that she was deeply concerned over
something she had not yet discussed. "The barbarians may cut Chukei off from the rest of Shou Lung," he
said, trying to find a com-fortable position for his sore body. "Y ou'll be more secure with the emperor until
the danger passes."

Wu met Batu's gaze with the hard eyes of a dragon. "Then end this war quickly, my husband. Our
children will never be safe in the emperor's court, and it is selfish to put them in so much danger."

Tzu Hsuang frowned. "Don't be absurd, Wu. I'll leave my steward to ook after your safety, but thereis
no need to worry. The barbarians will never reach the summer palace.”

"I am not concerned about barbarians,” she retorted, glancing toward the hall where the children slept.

When her father's and husband's faces remained blank, Wu said, "Don't you see? We are hostages. If
Batu fails, or even if he offends the wrong person one time too many, we will certainly die."



6
The Magnificent Army

The wind came from the west, and it was as arid and as dusty as the barren plains of Chukei. It blew
steadily, leaving Batu's face dry and gritty.

He stood in ameadow several milesfrom Ta Tung. No plazain the city could hold all the armiesthe
emperor had summoned, so Batu had assembled them here. More than one hundred and fifty thousand
soldiers blanketed the hills surrounding the field. Coming from as far south as the cities of Seikung and
Sental, the pengs were from five prov-inces and the private armies of twenty-five nobles.

Save for the unit colors on their armor trim, the men of the provincial forces were attired and equipped
similarly. Most pengs wore leather chous on their heads and lun'kia corselets, with water-buffalo hide
girdles to protect their lower abdomens. They carried crossbows and chiens for weapons.

The only variations occurred in the small units of heavy infantry and archers. The heavy infantrymen
carried pao shous, twelve-foot-long glaives with double-pointed blades, and for close combat, short swords
caled pai p'is. For pro-tection, they wore complete suits of lamellar armor made of hundreds of
overlapping sted plates. The archers were equipped like those Batu had commanded in the Army of
Chukei, with wooden shields, lun'kia armor, double-edged swords, longbows, and forty bamboo arrows
each.

Each private army was armored and equipped according to the tastes and wealth of itslord. Some
consisted primarily of archers, with small contingents of heavy infantry to pro-tect their flanks. Other
armies were organized for versatil-ity and were ailmost entirely light infantrymen armed with crossbows
and chiens. One army of five hundred men was even composed entirely of heavy cavalry. Each rider wore
afine suit of lamellar armor and carried a sword and a heavy, two-pronged lance called a ko.

Despite their differences in appearance and organization, al the armies exhibited the legendary Shou
bearing. So great was their discipline that every soldier stood at strict attention. Batu did not hear asingle
peng talking. As he studied the vast assemblage of soldiers, the second-degree general thought that they
did not resemble a gathering of men so much as the bare trunks of a crowded, but silent and stark, forest.

Below the hills, the meadow itself was nearly empty. Ba-tu's new purple pavilion sat in the middie of the
dry field. One hundred feet away, the Rites Section of the Palace Bu-reau had built an earthen pyramid. It
was from the top of the pyramid that the Divine One would ask the spirits to bless the army.

Batu's sole companion, a beardless Shou with hisright arm bound in ading, said, "It is a magnificent
amy, sr."

"Yes, Pe" Batu replied. "It is the most magnificent army Shou Lung has ever seen.”

Batu was glad to have his adjutant back, even if the boy's sword arm was all but useless. The day after
his promotion to commander of the Northern Marches, the general had sent a chariot officer north to
retrieve his wounded aide. Under the care of the emperor's healers, the young adjutant had accomplished a
remarkable recovery. Though the gen-eral knew Pe was far from fully recovered, the boy did not need to
be asked twice to return to battle. There would be little time to train a new adjutant, and the general knew
it.

"Perhaps we have a name for your troops now," Pe said. "The Most Magnificent Army."

Batu grinned at the boy's enthusiasm, then cast an eye to-ward the heavens. The sky was vivid blue and
the morning sun brilliant white.

"Don't you think Huan-Ti would take offense at our pre-sumption?' Batu asked, referring to the Shou
god of war.

Pe's face grew concerned. The youthful adjutant was an ardent worshiper of all the gods, especially the
Divine Gen-eral. The thought of angering a deity asimportant as Huan-Ti was enough to make Pe pause.
"Of course," he said, casting an apologetic eye skyward, "I meant to say the Most Magnificent Army of
Shou Lung."

Batu chuckled at the tactful clarification, but did not take his eyes off the clear sky. Like any good
commander, he was always concerned with the welfare of those serving him. It had occurred to him earlier
that the simple act of standing hour after hour might exhaust such avast army. He had not yet begun
briefing his subordinate commanders, and the emperor had not even arrived from the summer palace. It
could easily be six hours before the armies were dismissed.

Using his loudest voice, Batu addressed the thirty armies surrounding the meadow. "Relax. Be seated!"
he called. Though he knew his voice would not carry to the edges of the camp, he expected his order to be
relayed by the officers.



Tens of thousands of pengs began to shift their weight, but a murmur ran round the valley astheir
superiors quickly recalled them to attention. Even after Batu had is-sued the command a second time, the
entire force remained at attention.

His brow raised in disbelief and shock, Pe suggested, " Per-haps they didn't hear the order clearly."

Batu shook his head. "The wind's not that loud. They heard it," he said. "The order didn't come from
their com-manders.”

"Y ou're the general of the Northern Marches," Pe said scornfully. "Y ou command these armies now."

"Yes, | do," Batu replied, studying the assemblage. "Unfor-tunately, it appears you and | are the only
ones who know that."

"Shall | have their generals send word to be seated?" Pe asked.

After running his hard eyes over the hills for several mo-ments, Batu said, "No. Let them stand." He
turned and en-tered his campaign tent, where the lord or commanding officer of each of the thirty armies
awaited him.

The smell of ed's oil, used to protect metal armor and weapons from rust, permeated the pavilion. Batu's
skin prickled with a pal pable sense of eagerness, and the room buzzed with conversations conducted in
pretentious, sub-dued tones.

The nobles stood in scattered circles of four or five, grouped according to their shifting alliances.
Ranging in age from less than thirty to over sixty, they all wore opulent suits of armor. Each lord was
accompanied by an aide whose only function appeared to be holding his master's plumed helmet.

The five generals commanding the provincia armies had gathered in one corner. Uniformly near the age
of sixty, the commanders were withdrawn and obviously annoyed by the ostentation and excitement of the
nobles. The five men wore the traditional uniforms of first-degree generals: ver-milion corselets of k'ai,
with gilded girdles. Unlike the no-bles, they were not accompanied by aides. Beneath their arms, they held
their own helmets, simple conical affairs topped by vermilion plumes. Batu recognized only one of the
provincia generals, a stocky man named Kei Bot Li. He remembered Kei Bot as an overly ambitious but
competent officer.

The scabbards of both generals and nobles were empty. Without exception, the men in the tent were
hoping for afew words with the emperor after he blessed the army. Anyone carrying a weapon would not
be allowed within a hundred feet of the Divine One, and they all knew it.

In the corner opposite the provincial generals stood Tzu Hsuang and a handful of lesser nobles with
whom he had strong political aliances. Hsuang's elaborate plate armor en-cased his body like an oversized,
enamelled tortoise shell.

Aside from Tzu Hsuang and Kei Bot Li, the only other person Batu recognized was Minister Kwan. The
minister sat behind the table at the head of the tent, openly asserting his position as commander of all Shou
Lung'sarmies. A dozen frowning nobles surrounded the ancient mandarin, in-tently listening to the old man
pontificate. Kwan wore a suit of battle armor that would have weighed heavily on the brittle bones of any
other old man. The suit was similar to that worn by the provincia generals, save that Kwan's corselet and
helmet plume were blue, reflecting his exalted rank.

In contrast to the pretentious displays of the other com-manders, Batu wore only his new chia. Hisone
concession to ostentation was that it was trimmed in purple, the color of a second-degree general. Because
of hissimple dress, per-haps, Batu's entrance remained largely unacknowledged—save by his
father-in-law.

Tzu Hsuang ended his conversation and bowed, and the nobles with whom he had been speaking did
likewise. The other lords simply glanced at Batu, then returned to their conversations. The provincial
generals regarded him with expressions ranging from open contempt to suspicious scrutiny.

"Thisisdisrespectful!" Pe said, stepping forward and speaking loud enough to be overheard.

"Yes, itis," Batu observed evenly. He was more intrigued by the slights than angered by them. The
general from Chu-kei had not expected his subcommanders to accept his au-thority with eagerness, but
neither had he expected them to treat him with open contempt. Batu suspected that Kwan's presence
accounted for their insolence. By attending the war council, the minister was making it clear that he had no
confidence in his subordinate.

Batu did not care what Kwan thought of him, but he knew that the rivalry between him and the minister
would con-tinue to undermine his authority. It was a problem he would have to address before he could
command with full effec-tiveness. Unfortunately, now was not the time or place. At least in name, Kwan
was still his superior. If Batu expected his officersto treat him with respect, he would have to do the same
for the Minister of War.

After instructing Pe to stay at the entrance, Batu strode purposefully to the front of the tent. There, he



bowed to Kwan and said, "I did not expect to see you here, Minister."

Kwan's shriveled mouth contorted into a malevolent sneer. "Is athird-degree general no longer welcome
at his subordinate's war council ?"

Behind Batu, a chorus of whispers rustled through the tent. The general wanted to ask if ruining him
was worth seeing Shou Lung overrun by barbarians, but he knew the question would accomplish nothing.
Instead, after alengthy pause, he said, "My commander is aways welcome in my tent, Minister."

A contrived smile slowly creased Kwan's sagging lips. "I'm glad we agree on that much."

Batu shifted his gaze to the nobles gathered around the old man. "If you will return to your seats, we will
begin this meeting."

The nobles glanced at the minister for permission.

"Now!" Batu snapped, exerting his authority over the lords. If he had to honor Kwan's authority, it was
equally true that his subordinates had to honor his. The sooner he made that fact clear, the better.

Kwan nodded to the nobles, and they walked around the table. As the general waited for them to take
their positions with the other lords, a muffled rattle sounded from the surrounding hills. The lords murmured
in concerned tones and looked toward the exit.

Batu nodded at Pe, and the young officer stepped outside. An instant later, he returned and bowed very
low. "My lords and generals, the emperor approaches.”

Pe quickly retreated out of the doorway as the lords filed toward the exit. Only the five provincia
generals waited for the proper dismissal, and then left only after receiving permission from both the general
and the minister.

Moments later, Batu found himself alone with Kwan. Af-ter staring at the old man for along moment,
the general said, "lsn't defeating the barbarians more important than our political disputes? How far do you
intend to carry this?"

Kwan stood and, never taking his eyes off Batu, shuffled around the table. "Carry what?"' he asked,
turning toward the door. "Come, we mustn't keep the emperor waiting."

The minister's disavowal of their rivalry angered Batu as much as the conflict itself, but the only thing he
could do about it was swallow hisire and do as ordered. When he fol-lowed Kwan out of the tent, he saw
that all thirty armies had fallen to their knees and were pressing their foreheads to the ground in symbolic
submission to the emperor. The thirty commanders had gathered in front of the earthen pyramid. They
were kneeling, but had not yet touched their foreheads to the ground in a kowtow.

Kwan's aide guided him to the base of the pyramid, where, as a member of the Mandarinate, the
minister would kneel during the ceremony. Batu went to his own place, twenty feet away from the earthen
mound. He kneeled at the front of the thirty commanders.

One thousand soldiers wearing the yellow dragon-scale armor of the emperor's elite guard marched
down the east-ern hill. The bodyguard, normally an impressive sight, seemed no more than afew dropsin
the sea of fighting men assembled in the shallow valley. The mandarins, each riding in a covered sedan
chair carried by four bearers, followed the imperial guards. Behind the mandarins came the em-peror's
paanguin, a huge yellow affair carried by sixteen men. Then, also in sedan chairs, came a series of
subminis-ters, high-ranking consorts, imperial relatives, and influen-tial eunuchs. Finaly, another thousand
guards brought up the procession's rear.

The only soundsin the valley were the rhythmic tramp of the imperial bodyguards and the gasping of the
wind. When the first guards reached the center of the meadow, they formed a ring around the kowtowing
nobles, Batu's tent, and the pyramid. A few moments later, the first sedans ar-rived and the mandarins,
dressed in white ceremonial robes, climbed out of their chairs. Asthey went to kneel in their places, two of
the ministers, Ju-Hai Chou and Ting Mei Wan, inclined their heads in greeting to Batu.

Next, the emperor's palanquin stopped at the steps, but the Divine One did not show himself. The doors
remained shut until the last relative kneeled behind the pyramid and the last member of the guard took his
place in the defensive ring.

Then, without further ceremony, the Lord of Imperial Sacrifices opened the palanquin door. The Divine
One stepped out. He wore arobe of gold cloth and a jade crown carved into alikeness of the sacred sky
dragon. Hundreds of mystic symbols, representing all the important nature spir-its, had been sewn into his
cloak with gold and silver thread.

Asthe emperor ascended the pyramid, he looked pale and tired. Batu did not find his appearance
surprising. To purify himself for this ceremony, the emperor had gone without food or sleep for three days.
According to the Book of Heaven, the spirits perceived the resulting state of exhaus-tion as a symbol of
submission. Therefore, they were more likely to look favorably upon the Divine One's request. To Batu,
who was not a great believer in either the celestial bu-reaucracy or the mystic spirits, such privations



seemed an unnecessary and risky taxation on the Son of Heaven's health.

At the top of the pyramid, the emperor stopped and glanced down at Batu, then at each of the other
com-manders, and finally at the Mandarinate. At thissignal, they all touched their foreheads to the scratchy
grass. Batu was unhappy to hear several nobles grunt with the simple effort of lowering their heads to the
ground. More often than not, the armies of fat commanders were filled with chubby, un-skilled soldiers.

The Divine One did not take time to speak any words of in-spiration. Even if the soldiers could have
heard him, it was not for him to inspire them. That duty fell solely on the shoulders of their commanders.
The emperor was here for one reason only: to ask for supernatural cooperation and aid.

Accordingly, when he raised his arms and |ooked toward the sky, he spoke in the throaty, mystic
language of the an-cient shamans. Of al the tens-of-thousands of men assem-bled in the valley, not more
than ten understood his words.

Asthe Divine One's mystic entreaty droned on, Batu's thoughts turned to his conflict with Kwan. He
wondered if al his preparations were for naught. The general felt angry at the thought of the old man
interfering with the intricate plan he had developed over the last two weeks. The sound of Batu's grinding
teeth was soon louder inside his head than the steady drone of the emperor's voice.

Realizing that where there was one Tuigan spy, there were bound to be more, Batu had gone to great
lengths to keep his preparations secret. In fact, only he, Wu, and Tzu Hsuang knew exactly how he
intended to defeat the barbar-ians. Batu had even kept his plans secret from the Divine One, for his
father-in-law had hinted that a thousand ears heard what was whispered to the emperor.

It had not been easy to finalize the preparations without revealing hisintentions, but Ju-Hai Chou had
done agreat deal to help. Ju-Hai had convinced the Ministry of Magic to send a hundred wizards to support
the armies. The High Minister had even lent Batu the Mirror of Shao, a huge look-ing glass that allowed
men to communicate over great dis-tances. At Batu's request, Ju-Hai had assembled a fleet of five hundred
merchant junks. With Ting Mel Wan's help, the minister had also fulfilled another of Batu's requests,
ar-ranging the evacuation of an entire riverfront village. In all cases, Ju-Hai had honored Batu's desire to
keep the reason for his strange preparations secret.

Now, just aweek after being charged with winning the Barbarian War, everything Batu needed was in
place—as long as Kwan stayed out of the way, and provided the bar-barians did not alter their tactics.

Batu was not confident that he could handle Kwan, but he felt sure the barbarians would not change
strategies. Ac-cording to the field dispatches, his scorched-earth policy had slowed the Tuigan advanceto a
crawl. Their foraging parties were being forced to search for food hundreds of miles from the front lines.

Despite the general's satisfaction with the course of the war, the week had not been entirely a good one.
Batu had spent most of histime making plans, pleading for blind cooperation, and speaking with exhausted
riders. There had been little opportunity for leisure. When he did have a mo-ment for hisfamily, J and Yo
had seemed sad and fright-ened. His children's misery had almost been enough to make him lament the
war.

Batu was so absorbed with his thoughts that he did not re-alize the emperor had finished the supplication
until the mandarins began to rise. He barely managed to return to his feet in time to hide his inattentiveness.
His subcommanders stood next, then the thirty armies dowly returned to their feet and waited at strict
attention.

The Divine One paused to look over the vast assembly of troops. Then, speaking to the Mandarinate, he
said, "I have asked the spirits for their blessing, and hereis what they said: 'Emperor Kai Chin, your soldiers
have the superior weapons of Shou Lung, the courage of the heavens, and the leadership of awise general.
The barbarians have only the speed of starving horses and boldness born of ignorance. Why do you need
our blessing? "

The Divine One paused and ran his gaze over the com-manders of the thirty armies. Finally, he
continued. "Here is how | answered: 'Great Ones, we know our armies can de-feat the enemy horde. We
ask your blessing because no ar-row can pierce a spirit's armor, no hero can outrun the wind, and no
general can match the wisdom of the uni-verse. What | ask is that you support us with favorable
con-ditions, so that we may catch our enemy and halt hisvile invasion.”

The emperor paused long enough to wet hislips. "Here is what they answered: "Then you shall have our
favor, Kai Chin, for the enemy is an abomination to nature. We would like your armies to destroy this thing,
for our sakes aswell asyours. If it rains and slows the advance of your armies, do not worry. It will rain on
the enemy twice as much. If the sun beats down upon your heads and parches your throats, it will beat
down on the enemy twice as hard, driving the moisture from his body. If the winds blow dirt in your faces,
then the enemy will lose hisway in awhirlwind of dust.'"

The emperor stopped again and looked from the com-manders to the soldiers on the hill. Finaly, he



spoke again, thistime addressing the troops. " The spirits have spoken, my pengs. We cannot lose!l"

The soldiers who could hear, those at the bottom of the hills, raised their weapons and gave a
tremendous yell. Then they cheered again, and this time their fellows higher on the hill joined in. By the third
cheer, their voices rolled over the meadow like thunderclaps. The emperor turned slowly, studying each of
the thirty armiesin turn.

With each cheer, Batu felt something stir deep within his chest. He did not know whether it was the
vibration of one hundred and fifty thousand voices, his own excitement, or the mystic touch of a nature
spirit. He only knew that, for the first time since hearing about the Tuigan invasion, he felt Shou Lung could
not lose the war. He turned and raised his right arm, leading the other army commanders as they, too, joined
in the cheering.

The roar continued for nearly ten minutes, until Batu's ears rang from the din and his throat ached from
yelling. Fi-nally, the emperor descended from the pyramid. The valley immediately fell assilent asit had
been when the imperial procession had arrived.

Kwan Chan Sen met the emperor at the base of the steps. "A marvelous address, Divine One," the
minister said, bow-ing low. "General Batu has not yet finished his strategy ses-sion. May | invite you and
the mandarins to attend?'

The emperor glanced at Batu, who remained standing at strict attention in front of the army
commanders. "Yes," the Son of Heaven said, "I think | would like that."

Asthe Divine One and the mandarins turned toward the command tent, Batu frowned. With spiesloose
in the sum-mer palace, he had no wish to discuss strategy in front of the mandarins. Besides, he suspected
Kwan's invitation was simply another maneuver in the minister's campaign to dis-credit him.

After the Son of Heaven entered the tent, Batu and the other commanders quickly followed. Kwan had
arranged things so the emperor and mandarins were seated at the ta-ble in front, leaving no room for Batu.
The intention, of course, was to reinforce the young general's position as Kwan's subordinate.

As Batu walked forward to stand at the table, the emper-or's face remained impassive, as the general
knew it would for the rest of the meeting. During the past week, he had seen enough to know that the
Divine One held himself above the petty politics of high bureaucracy.

With the emperor present, the army commandersfiled into the tent quickly and silently. It only took a
few minutes before the meeting began.

Kwan seized the initiative, placing his arms on the table and saying, "Here we are, General Batu. What
do you intend to do with us?"

Batu bit back his anger and turned to address his subordi-nates, the army commanders. "Our enemies
move with the speed of the wind and the precision of the stars,” he said. "They are barbarians, but they are
cunning and sophisti-cated barbarians who employ al the war tactics described in the Book of Heaven,
and many that are not. If we are to defeat these invaders, we must never underestimate them."

Batu paused, and Kwan took the opening to speak again. "Surely your plan consists of more than not
underestimat-ing the enemy."

The genera from Chukei looked over his shoulder at Kwan. "It does," he confirmed without elaborating.
Almost certainly, anything he said with the mandarins present would find its way to the ears of spies.

"Would you be so kind as to explain?' Kwan pressed, afaint sneer on hiswrinkled lips.

The young genera frowned, trying to think of away to refuse without insulting the mandarins. He
glanced at Ju-Hai Chou for help. The Minister of State's face betrayed no hint of sympathy, and Batu
realized that Ju-Hai expected him to work his own way out of this.

Finally, Batu decided to reveal apartial truth. He said, " The fifty thousand men in the noble armies will
ride north-west, toward Y enching, to engage the barbarians.”

He purposefully did not mention that Tzu Hsuang would lead that force. The nobles were a proud and
contentious lot. They would not accept the command of Batu's father-in-law until the young general had
firmly established his own authority.

Fortunately, Kwan pressed along ancther line. "What is your intention for the provincial armies?’ the old
man asked, his milky eyes fixed on Batu's face.

"They will go due west to secure Shou Kuan," Batu said. He did not enjoy lying in the Divine One's
presence, but he could not reveal histrue intention.

Asit was, an astonished murmur rustled through the tent. Batu's plan ignored one of the most basic
dictumsinthe Book of Heaven: Never split forcesin the face of the enemy.

The murmur grew louder, and Kwan could not suppress a grin. The minister's smile gave Batu a clue as
to what the old man was doing. The minister had certainly heard about the secrecy with which Batu had



gone about his preparations. The old man must have suspected that the younger general would refuse to
divulge his entire strategy in front of so many people. Without all the details, any plan could appear poorly
conceived.

Batu remembered one of Sin Kow's maxims: "When one discovers atrap, it is not enough to disarm it.
One must turn the trap against the man who created it." The young general decided to reverse his strategy
and play along with the minister.

After allowing Batu's subcommanders to murmur in as-tonishment for several seconds, Kwan raised his
voice loud enough to be heard. " So, you're splitting the army?"

"Yes," Batu replied, doing his best to feign ignorance.

"What's wrong with that?"

As he had expected, the tent erupted into a chorus of ur-gent whispers. Kwan's wrinkled face settled
into asmirk of satisfaction, but the minister carefully avoided doing any-thing that the emperor might
construe as sowing discon-tent. If Batu was going to draw the old man into afoolish mistake, he knew he
had to provide more bait.

The young general added, "Under Tzu Hsuang's |eader-ship, the noble armies—"

Batu needed to say no more. Twenty nobles jumped to their feet, voicing indignation and outrage. The
five provin-cial generals moved toward Kwan, all expressing reserva-tions about Batu's experience.

Beaming with satisfaction, Kwan allowed the pandemo-nium to continue for several moments. Feigning
alook of confusion and pain, Batu scanned the room as though searching for afriend. His only solid aly,
Tzu Hsuang, was frowning, and the emperor's weary face betrayed doubt about choosing Batu to lead the
war.
Finally, Kwan moved in for thekill. Rising to hisfeet, he lifted his hands for silence. The room slowly fell
quiet, and, with atriumphant expression, the old man addressed Batu. "General, the plan you have outlined
ignores every dictum of basic strategy. Surely, you can't be serious."

Doing his best to appear unsure of himself, Batu glanced from Kwan to his father-in-law to the emperor,
then back to the old minister. Asif trying to hedge, he said, "Admittedly, | haven't worked out all the details,
but thisis my general plan. It'sthe best | can do."

A chorus of angry grumbles ran through the tent. Kwan closed his eyes and shook his head. After a
lengthy pause, the minister again motioned the crowd into silence. With an air of extreme reluctance, the old
man turned to the em-peror. "Divine Oneg, it is with the greatest reluctance that | must insist General Batu
be replaced with a more compe-tent officer."

Severa nobles voiced their agreement.

The Divine One frowned, then looked at Batu with an expression that seemed half confusion and half
anger. The young general returned the appraising look with as steady a gaze as he could summon. His
gambit had worked. He had forced Kwan into asking the emperor to choose between them. Now, he could
only hope the Son of Heaven would choose correctly.

Help came from an unexpected corner. Ju-Hai Chou turned toward the emperor. "Divine One, if | may
Speak?'

The Son of Heaven nodded. "We wish you would."

"Asyou know, | am not a military man. Still, | think there is more to General Batu's plan than is apparent
at first glance." He cast an evil eye toward Kwan, who suddenly frowned in concern.

The emperor nodded and turned a thoughtful gaze to Batu, then to Kwan, and finally back to Ju-Hai.
"Asyou say, you are not a military man, First Left Grand Councilor, but we thank you for your opinion.”

Kwan smiled at the emperor's words, confident that the Divine One had disregarded Ju-Hai's
endorsement.

After another moment's thought, the Divine One ad-dressed Kwan. "Minister, am | to take it that as
General Ba-tu's superior, you do not approve of his plan?"

The old man nodded. "It would be a disaster for Shou Lung. The barbarians—"

"If you disapprove of General Batu's plan,”" the emperor in-terrupted, his face impassive and his voice
even, "then you disapprove of my plan.”

Kwan's face withered into a shriveled mask of astonish-ment. "But—"

The emperor raised his hand up for silence. "We have seen how well you understand the barbarians,
Minister Kwan. Let us give General Batu his opportunity. Since you do not approve of my choicein
generals, | relieve you of re-sponsibility for it. As General of the Northern Marches, Batu Min Ho now
reports directly to me."

Once again, the tent broke into astonished gasps and whispered comments. Kwan rose to his feet. "l
beg you to reconsider," he gasped. "Thisis agrave—"



"That is enough, Kwan Chan!" the emperor said, pointedly turning his head away.

The tent immediately fell silent. The old mandarin closed his mouth and bowed as deeply as his ancient
boneswould alow. All eyes turned toward Batu, anxiously awaiting the next devel opment.

Sensing that it wastime to diffuse the situation, the young general simply bowed to the emperor.
"Perhaps that is for the best, Divine One. Minister Kwan is certainly very experienced, but experience will
prove of little use against these barbarians."

Kwan stared at Batu with open hatred.

"No doubt," the emperor observed, looking from the young general's face to the other men in tent. "Now,
if the mandarins and your officers will excuse us for afew mo-ments, | would like to speak with you
privately."

Batu quickly nodded his dismissal to his subordinates, and they filed out of the tent. A few minutes later,
he and the Di-vine One were alone.

The Son of Heaven studied the general for several mo-ments. Finally, he said, "Y ou are agracious
winner, Generd."

"There seemed no point in pressing the issue."

"A wise decision,”" the Divine One replied, his eyes sud-denly growing cold. "I do not like being
manipulated, Gen-eral. Don't do it again."

Batu kneeled. "1 beg your forgiveness,” he said. "If | am go-ing to win thiswar, | must have full
command of my troops.”

"I hope you are satisfied."

Remembering Kwan's hateful stare of afew minutes ear-lier, Batu dared to look up. "Not entirely, Son
of Heaven."

The Divine One raised an eyebrow. "What €lse do you wish?"

"At the moment, the only thing that should concern a sol-dier in my positionis hisduty,” Batu said.

" es?'

The general took a deep breath, then said, "I now have a powerful enemy, and | am forced to leave my
family alone and unprotected—"

"Do not offend my hospitality by suggesting harm could come to them inside the summer palace.” The
emperor's re-ply was controlled and even, but his brow betrayed hisirri-tation. "Asyou say" the Divine One
continued, "the only thing that should concern you is your duty."

Without waiting for a response, the emperor rose. "Now that politics are no longer a consideration, |
leave you to the business of war. Do not think of anything else."

Batu touched his forehead to the ground. "1 will obey."

"Of course you will," the emperor said. Without giving Batu permission to rise, the Divine One stepped
around the table and | eft the pavilion. The General of the Northern Marches did not move.

Finally, he heard the emperor's procession leave and dared to stand. When he went to the pavilion door,
he found Pe and his subordinates waiting.

"What now?"' the adjutant asked, bowing.

"We march," Batu replied, scanning the faces of his subor-dinates.

Thistime, no one questioned his orders.



7
The River Fleet

After the emperor left, Batu placed all twenty-five of the noble armies under Tzu Hsuang's command.
He also entrusted the Mirror of Shao, aong with the wagon required to carry the Ministry of Mag-ic's bulky
artifact, to hisfather-in-law. A few of Kwan'slords grumbled about nepotism, but the general didn't care.
His father-in-law was the only noble with whom he had more than a passing acquaintance, and he needed
someone he trusted in command of the contentious lords.

Tzu Hsuang took his forces and marched to the river docksin Tai Tung, where he loaded his fifty
thousand pengs aboard a fleet of barges assembled for that purpose. Hsuang's orders were to sail up the
Hungtze as far as the river would carry him, then march west toward the enemy. If the war proceeded
according to Batu's plan, Hsuang and the nobles would engage the barbarians just west of Shou Kuan.

Batu took the five provincial armies and went north along the Spice Road. Asthe general had feared
earlier that morn-ing, the afternoon quickly turned hot and dusty. The men, unaccustomed to grueling
marches, tired quickly. More than afew fell victim to heat exhaustion.

Nevertheless, Batu did not relax the pace, even when eve-ning fell. Instead, to the unspoken surprise of
his stoic sub-ordinates, he continued marching. The genera did not call ahalt until midnight, when hisfive
armies reached atiny backwater village that had been mysteriously deserted. It was Chang Tu, the town
that he had asked Ju-Hai to evacu-ate. The hamlet was also where he had ordered his fleet of cargo junks
to gather.

As soon as he arrived, Batu ordered the first units onto the junks, issuing strict instructions for al pengs
to stay in the cargo holds. Under no circumstance was any soldier to appear on deck, where he would be
visibleto river traffic or bystanders on the shore.

He could have easily loaded the entire army in aday or two. Instead, Batu took histime, allowing only
two or three boats to leave the village every hour. The general felt the ex-tratime was well spent. His
intention was to camouflage his troop movements as merchant traffic, hoping that any Tuigan spiesin the
areawould lose track of hisarmy.

Eight days later, Batu and Pe boarded the last junk with the last unit. The oarsmen pulled the little ship
into the cur-rent, and it started down the Ching Tung River. Any doubts that Batu had about this phase of
his plan quickly disap-peared. On the exterior, even he could not differentiate his troop ships from the
thousands of cargo junks already trav-eling Shou Lung's river systems. More important, he did not think the
addition of five hundred ships over the course of aweek would seem remarkabl e to river watchers,
especialy considering the boost in commercial activity to be expected when a country mobilized for war.

It took four days for the general's junk to reach the mouth of the ow-moving river, only half the time it
had taken to load the fleet. The junk dlipped past the city of Kirin at dusk, then entered the dark, rolling
waters of the Celestial Sea and turned north toward the flotilla's rendezvous point. Ba-tu's stomach grew
gueasy once they hit the open sea and, within thirty minutes, he wished that he had never set foot on a ship
deck.

Six days later, the general findly felt well enough to leave his bunk. He told Pe to summon his
subordinates, then dressed and went up on deck. After the rancid smells of the bilges—stale water, moldy
ropes, unwashed boatmen—Batu found the sea air invigorating. He leaned on the gunwale and looked out
over the Celestial Sea. To the west, atiny crag of rock floated on the horizon.

Pe joined him and, noticing the direction of Batu's gaze, said, "That's the Horn of Wak'an. According to
the sailors, sighting it means we're within four days of Lo'Shan and the Shengti River."

Without taking his eyes off the sea, Batu grunted an ac-knowledgement. The prospect of another four
days of sea-sickness amost drove him back to his bunk.

However, with his subordinates on their way to meet him, retreat was not an option. Batu stayed at the
gunwale, breathing deeply of the salt air and studying the sea. The sky was as blue as the water, with a
favorable wind blowing from the east. Between the general's ship and the Horn of Wak'an, the five
hundred sails of his motley armada bobbed upon the water like so many prayer flags. The skiffs carry-ing
his five generals were fighting through the white-capped waves toward Batu's pathetic flagship.

"The barbarians will never think to look for us here," Pe said cheerfully. With his good arm, he leaned on
the gun-wale next to Batu.

Frowning at the boy's jovial manner with jealous con-tempt, Batu responded, "Of course not.”

Sensing his commander's testiness, Pe withdrew his arm and assumed a more formal stance. "l didn't
mean to offend—"



"Youdidn't," the general said, waving off the adjutant's apology. "I'm till ill, and that makes me
petulant.”

As Batu watched the rowboats approach, he wondered how the first meeting with his subcommanders
would go. Today would be the first time he had seen them since load-ing the fleet, and he still had not
informed them of his plan.

A few minutes later, the first boat arrived. The occupant was Kei Bot Li, the only one of his generals
Batu knew. De-spite his stocky body, Kei Bot climbed out of the boat and scrambled up the rope ladder
with the agility of amonkey. As he stepped aboard, Kei Bot greeted Batu by bowing deeply.

"A great pleasure, Commanding General," he said.

Batu returned the bow, his queasy smile aweak imitation of his subordinate's. "The pleasureis mine,
Generd."

Noting Batu's squeamish expression, Kei Bot asked, "The sea does not agree with you, my
commander?"

Embarrassed by hisinadequacy, the second-degree gen-eral reluctantly nodded his head. "1 would never
have thought lying upon a comfortable bed could be so difficult.”

Kei Bot laughed heartily, but before he could respond, the other generals arrived. The four men bustled
aboard with an air of impatience. After trading a few perfunctory pleas-antries, Batu led the men down to
the junk's galley. It was the only compartment on the ship large enough to hold even this small conference.
While Pe served tea, the com-manding general spread his campaigh map on the table, then prepared
several writing brushes and bottles of vari-oudly colored ink.

The map showed the northern half of Shou Lung. A black line running across the northwest corner
marked the loca-tion of the Dragonwall. A red arrow showed where the barbarians had breached the wall
and were now advancing toward Y enching. Just south of Y enching, a blue line wormed its way horizontally
across the paper, dividing the upper third of the map from the lower two-thirds. This was the Shengti River,
which crossed the entire breadth of northern Shou Lung, and which was the cornerstone of Ba-tu's plan.

In the center of the map sat Shou Kuan, a black star with acircle around it to show that it was a
fortified city. Toward the map's right side, at about the same latitude as Shou Kuan, was Tai Tung. The
Hungtze River ran through Ta Tung to a blue area at the eastern edge of the map: the Celes-tial Sea.

An instant after the commanding general laid out his map, Kei Bot and the other provincia generas
leaned over and examined it at length. Batu almost chuckled as he noticed each man, in turn, glance a him
in surreptitious puzzle-ment.

Finally, he said, "It'stime | explain what we're doing in the Celestial Sea while the barbarians press the
attack a thou-sand miles away."

Placing afinger on the red arrow marking the path of the Tuigan advance, Batu said, "Despite our
efforts to starve them, the barbarians continue to drive southeast at a slow pace.”

The young general picked up abrush and dipped it in red ink, then traced a path to Y enching. "Because
of the Shengti's usual spring runoff, we know the barbarians can-not ford the river at thistime of year.
Therefore, they have no choice except to use the Three Camel Bridge in Y enching. Unfortunately, none of
our armies can reach Y enching in time to stop them. After crossing the river, they will ad-vance toward the
next target of any consequence: Shou Kuan."

Batu extended the red line to within an inch of Shou Kuan, then changed to a green brush. Tracing aline
from Ta Tung to just west of the walled city, he said, "This s the route that Tzu Hsuang will march with
the noble armies.”

The green line advanced and met the red less than a day's march away from Shou Kuan. After drawing
an"X", Batu looped the green line back to the walled city. "Following the initial engagement,” he said, "the
nobles will retreat—"

"Do you have so little confidence in Tzu Hsuang's leader-ship?' Kei Bot interrupted, pointing at the line
of retreat.

Batu lifted the brush, but did not remove his hand from the map. "1 have every confidencein Tzu
Hsuang and the nobles,” he said. "But, as best as| can determine, the barbari-ans have nearly two hundred
thousand mounted men. Their armies maneuver aswell as any in Shou Lung, and their officers are
bloodthirsty savages.

"At hisdisposal," Batu continued, "Tzu Hsuang will have fifty thousand exhausted pengs commanded by
inexperi-enced and contentious officers.”

The first-degree generals al voiced their agreement with Batu's assessment of the noble armies.

Batu looked back to the map. "I think it is safe to assume the nobles will |ose the engagement. Hsuang
will lead a con-trolled retreat to Shou Kuan and take refuge in the fortified city."



The commanding general picked up another brush and dipped it in red ink, then traced a line representing
the bar-barian pursuit. " The barbarians will follow aong this path—"

"How can you be sure?' asked the general from Mai Y uan. "With their horses, the enemy could just as
easily outflank Hsuang and wipe out the nobles.”

"They might aswell outflank the wind," Batu said. "The noble armies will abandon their artillery and flee
under cover of darkness. They will be inside Shou Kuan's walls by dawn, long before the Tuigan can
pursue safely."

Batu continued the barbarians red line to Shou Kuan. "The enemy will siege the city."

"They will have no choice," agreed Mai Y uan. "No com-mander would be fool enough to leave alarge
enemy forceto hisrear.”

"Precisaly," Batu responded, changing brushes again.

"What are we doing out here?' Kei Bot asked, placing afinger on the Celestial Sea.

The commanding general dipped his brush in afresh pot of ink. He drew ayellow line that ran up the
Shengti River clear to Yenching. "We will outflank the enemy and disem-bark at Y enching," Batu said,
drawing an " X" at the city.

"That's more than fifteen hundred miles!" Mai Y uan ob-jected. "It will take weeksto sail up the river."

"Five weeks, more or less," Batu responded. "We should arrive in Y enching at about the same time the
barbarians en-gage Hsuang outside of Shou Kuan."

"Forgive my ignorance," Kei Bot interjected, his cunning eyes betraying no lack of intelligence. "But if
the battle is to take place at Shou Kuan, why are we going to Y enching?"

Batu dipped his brush again, then began following the southward paths of both the Tuigan and noble
armies. "We will follow the enemy south, cutting its communication routes and destroying its garrisons as
wego."

The yelow line reached Shou Kuan. "When we reach Shou Kuan, there will be a second battle," Batu
said. "Aswe approach, Tzu Hsuang's forces will sally from inside the city, holding the enemy's attention.
When the barbarians re-spond, we'll take them from the rear. No matter how the Tuigan react, they'll be
caught in a crossfire. Not even their horses will save them.”

The five generals remained silent for avery long time. Fi-nally, Kei Bot tapped Shou Kuan with one of
his squat fin-gers. "How will Hsuang know when to feign his attack?"

Detailed comments and questions such as these meant the generals approved of his plan, Batu realized.
He smiled, then answered the question. "We have the High Minister of Magic to thank for that," he said.
"Tzu Hsuang and | will keep in touch through the Mirror of Shao."

Later that afternoon, just as Batu's ragged fleet skirted the Horn of Wak'an, the general’'s wife and
children stood out-side the walls of the Celestial Garden of the Virtuous Con-sort. The trio was surrounded
by eighteen guards, and two more were currently inside, verifying that it was safe to enter.

"Can't we go in?" asked Ji, tugging impatiently at his moth-er's hand. At five years of age, he looked
more like his grandfather than his father. Tzu Hsuang's noble blood showed in the boy's silky hair, refined
features, and statu-esque proportions.

"We waited long enough!" commented Y o, frowning at the delay. With wide-set eyes, flat high
cheekbones, and flaring nostrils, Y o was the child who most resembled her father. Fortunately, Wu thought,
she was only four and there was still agood chance the girl would grow out of this particular legacy. On a
man, Batu's rugged features were engaging and appealing, but Wu had no doubt they would seem
misplaced in the face of ayoung lady.

Both children were anxious, Wu knew, because it was al-ready approaching dusk. They would have
only twenty or thirty minutes to play before darkness settled in and the guards declared it unsafe to remain
outdoors.

Nevertheless, the children had to learn to be patient. Wu tugged sternly on each of their hands. "You are
the grand-children of alord and the children of the General of the Northern Marches. Is this how you
should behave?'

Reminded of their duty, both Ji and Y o sighed, then fell silent.

The Celestial Garden was the only area in the summer pal-ace where Wu felt secure, for it was the one
place where she could go to forget what she viewed as her imprison-ment. It had been just eighteen days
since Batu had left, but already the sycophants of the imperia court were maneu-vering to discredit him—in
large part, she reflected, be-cause his plan had succeeded too well.

Though reports of her father's progress circulated through the court daily, no one had seen or heard
anything of Batu's armies since the emperor's blessing. From what the bureaucrats could tell, the newly



appointed General of the Northern Marches had simply taken one hundred thou-sand men and vanished. At
first, the bureaucrats had been amazed at such afeat. Their gossip had concerned how he had managed
such athing. Asthe week had worn on and there was no sign of Batu, however, it had become
fashion-able to attribute the disappearance to sinister occurrences.

The desertion theory had begun to circulate two days ago. According to this hypothesis, Batu had
rendezvoused with an advanced enemy army and defected with al his sol-diers. The advocates of this
notion took great delight in sug-gesting that he would return to Tai Tung at the head of a mixed barbarian
and Shou army.

Having helped her hushand develop his plan, Wu knew nothing could be farther from the truth.
Unfortunately, she was the only person in the summer palace who could say so with absolute certainty. Still,
she did not dare speak in her husband's defense for fear that Tuigan spies would uncover Batu's plan.

So, amid the splendor and pageantry of the imperial court, Wu remained shunned and isolated. For her, it
was not agreat sacrifice. The ladies of the court, with their plucked and painted eyebrows, seemed
universally shallow and dull. Wu had no desire to share in their company.

The children, however, were accustomed to the freedom of immense gardens and a plethora of
playmates. In the summer palace, though, room was at a premium and young companions were ararity.
The few children who did live in the court had been forbidden from socializing with "the de-serter's
progeny.” For Ji and Y 0, the summer palace had be-come even more of ajail than it was for Wu.

The oneisland in this sea of isolation had been the Minis-ter of State, Ju-Hai Chou. Wu suspected that
the minister had guessed something of her husband's plan. Several times, he had called to reassure her that
Batu had the em-peror's complete confidence, no matter what the syco-phants whispered. Ju-Hai had also
gone out of hisway to see that Wu lacked no luxury. He had even convinced the bu-reaucracy to let Wu
and the children use the Celestial Gar-den.

Of all the things Ju-Hai had done, Wu appreciated this last favor the most. Located in the northwest
corner of the pal-ace, the garden was a small retreat no more than two hun-dred feet on aside. It wasa
feral place filled with trees of many varieties. plum, small magnolias, white mulberries. There were even
two grand willows that, with their puff-ball shapes and weeping leaves, made the garden seem al-most as
wild and as marvelous as the parks of Chukei.

From Wu's perspective, however, the best thing about the Celestial Garden was its walls. The ones on
the north and east were actually part of the palace fortifications and stood more than thirty feet tall. On the
south and west, the walls were twenty feet tall. The garden had only one entrance, the circular "moon gate"
on the south wall, before which Wu now stood. Normally, Wu was not such a student of ar-chitecture, but
the high garden walls meant that she and her children could be alone—providing, of course, the guards did
not find any spies or assassins lurking inside.

Wu and her children waited several minutes more before the two guards returned and stepped through
the round gate. One wore green lamellar plate and the other an identi-cal set of armor, save that it was
blue. The one in green bowed, saying, "The Celestial Garden is vacant, Lady Batu. It is safe to enter."

Wu returned the guard's bow. "The minister shall hear of your vigilance."

AsWu and the children stepped through the gate, her guards snapped to attention and two brief, distinct
clatters sounded behind her. There were two clatters because she had two sets of guards under separate
commanders and they never did anything together. The ten soldiersin blue came from the Ministry of War.
Her husband's enemy, Kwan Chan Sen, had assigned them to watch her at all times. The ten guardsin
green came from the Ministry of State Security. Asafavor to Ju-Hai, Ting Mel Wan had assigned these
guardsto Wu. The duty of Ting's guards, asfar as Wu could tell, was to protect her and the children from
Kwan's men.

Neither group made Wu feel secure. She would rather have had a company of her husband's or father's
personal guard, but the Grand Master of Protocol had made it clear that he would not permit such troops
inside the palace. Wu was left feeling that she could trust only her own skills for the safety of her children
and herself.

As she passed through the gate, Wu released the hands of her children. Both bolted for the northwest
side of the gar-den, pausing on their way to roll down a manmade hill and splash through an artificial brook.
Wu started to caution them about soiling their clothes, but decided to allow them their fun. With all that
Shou Lung was asking of her family, the emperor could give her children new samfus if necessary.

In the growing shadows of dusk, Wu could almost forget that she was locked inside the palace. The
center of the gar-den held a fish pond, upon which floated a miniature sam-pan large enough for two
people. Though the pond was so small that one could walk around it in less than one hundred steps, a
marble bridge spanned its center.



Beyond the pond, the Virtuous Consort's gardeners had formed the terrain into a series of serpentine
hills, complete with artificial brooks and miniature cliffs. Along the walls, the trees and shrubbery grew so
thick that the stonework behind them was completely hidden, giving the garden the appearance of being an
open meadow in aforest. The two weeping willows completed the little park, towering high above the outer
wall and draping their shaggy branches upon its crown.

Ji and Y o stopped at the willow closest to the west wall. Ji tugged at his sister's arm and circled the
trunk. Yo followed, and they began a merry game of tag, dodging in and out among the long pendant leaves
that drooped nearly to the ground. Both giggled wildly and yelled each other's names at the tops of their
lungs. Wu did not remind them to keep their voices down. In the Celestial Garden, they could scream as
loudly as they wished, for no one could hear them over the high walls.

Suddenly, both children stopped running and peered into the branches.

"What do you see?' Wu called, starting toward the garden corner. "Isit an owl?"

Ji studied the tree thoughtfully, then finally shook his head. "It'stoo big," he said.

"WEell, then," Wu said, stepping across abrook. "It must be atree troll—"

The pop of abreaking stick came from the willow, then one of its sagging branches rustled.

"It'saman!" Yo screamed, pointing overhead.

Wu broke into a sprint. "Children, get away from there!"

The urgency in her voice stunned the children into inac-tion. They looked at her with distressed
expressions, then both began to cry.

Wu arrived beneath the tree a moment later. Ignoring her children's frightened tears, she shoved them
behind her. Automatically, she assumed the stance of the golden crane, her arms raised over her head in a
defensive position.

Wu could see aman's silhouette stretched out on a branch, trying to hide in the shadows. He appeared
tall and fairly thin, but she could tell little more. The figure wore ablack samfu, along with a black scarf to
camouflage his face.

Wu could think of only one reason he would be in the gar-den. He was waiting to assassinate her or the
Virtuous Consort. In either case, she thought it wisest not to let him escape. Besides, if she captured an
assassin, some of the tongues denigrating her husband might be silenced.

In her most commanding voice, she said, "Ji, stop crying and listen to me!"

As she knew he would, her son obeyed immediately.

"Thisisvery important,”" she continued, not taking her eyes off the figure in the tree. He would hear her
instruc-tions, but that could not be helped, "Take your sister and fetch the guards. Tell them to hurry
because your mother isin danger. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Mother," he replied.

"Doit right now!" she said. "Run asfast as the wind!"

Ji took his sister's hand, and they sped off toward the gate. Wu continued to watch the silhouette.

Asthe children crossed the brook, the shadow glanced in their direction. It crawled along the limb
toward the west-ern wall. Wu realized that this was no vagabond, for an as-sassin'sfirst instinct would
have been to kill, not to run. The figure had been using the willow treesto climb over the outer wall in
Secrecy.

It could only be a Tuigan spy, Wu decided quickly.

Almost instantly, she leaped up and grabbed the willow's lowest branch. After the capture of the first
infiltrator, the Minister of State Security had instituted stringent security measuresto prevent more spies
from entering or leaving the summer palace. The guard on the outer wall had been doubled, and even
mandarins were thoroughly searched when they entered or left the palace.

Wu suspected that the spy had something important to re-lay to the barbariansif he was willing to brave
the increased security. Asfar as she was concerned, that information could only decrease Batu's chances
of returning aive. She had to capture theinfiltrator.

Quickly Wu pulled herself onto the lowest branch, then grabbed the next one and climbed after the spy.
As she reached the fifth branch, her hand touched a coil of black rope that the enemy agent had probably
intended to use in descending the outer wall. She also discovered afaint, fra-grant odor she could not quite
identify, but which she had smelled many times before.

The spy had already crawled halfway to the end of the limb, but was moving slowly and carefully. Wu
tossed the rope to the ground, then followed the dark figure. She did not bother calling out or ordering her
guarry to stop, for he obviously would not obey.

Wu scrambled out on the limb rapidly, relying on her kung fu training for balance and strength. Asthe
spy neared the wall, she caught up to him.



A voice at the gate ydlled, "Stop! In the emperor's name, don't go any farther!"

When Wu glanced toward the voice, the spy leveled avi-cious kick at her head. She easily ducked away
and blocked the foot, then found herself tumbling out of the tree.

Landing head-first, Wu went into aforward roll to absorb the impact. Nevertheless, the fall wasalong
one and it hurt. The landing knocked the breath out of her lungs and left Wu flat on her back, gasping for
breath, the world awhite blur before her eyes.

By the time Wu's vision returned, one of Kwan's blue-armored guards stood over her, the tip of his
broad-bladed chiang-chun held to her throat. The man's sergeant ap-proached, the coil of black ropein his
hand.

"When did you sneak thisin?' he demanded.

Wu uttered an astonished abjection, but her breath had not returned and she managed nothing but a
feeble gasp.

The sergeant dropped the rope over Wu's body. "What kind of a mother abandons her children tojoin
her traitor-ous husband?'

Wu finally drew a breath, then hissed, "How dare you!"

She pointed at the west wall. "The spy is escaping. After him!"

The guard did not bother to look up. "The only spy | seeislying here."

The green-armored sergeant arrived, carrying Yo in hisarms. Though the girl had clearly been sobbing a
moment ago, she was now too frightened to cry.

"Y ou can't be serious!" said the sergeant in green. "This woman is no spy!"

The soldier in blue, one of Kwan's men, met the eyes of his counterpart. "I suppose Minister Kwan will
have to decide that." He did not order his subordinate to move the polearm away from Wu's throat. She
realized that only the presence of Ting's guards kept the man from executing her on the spot.



8
Jasmine

Wu kneeled in atraditional kowtow, her forehead pressed to the floor and her arms stretched out in
front of her torso. A tiny pool of perspiration had formed beneath her brow, making the marble feel cold
and clammy. Her knees ached horribly and her shoulders were as tiff as those of a statue. At her side, Ji
restlessly mimicked his mother's position, his graceful little form folded into an elegant egg-shape. Yo had
long since tumbled into a heap and lay asleep on the cold stone. Merci-fully, the guards had taken pity on
the child and let her rest.

The mother and her children had been awaiting the em-peror for over two hours. After allowing the spy
in the Ce-lestial Garden to escape unpursued, the two sets of guards had argued about whether Wu should
be taken to Minister Kwan or to Minister Ting. They had finally compromised by bringing her to the Hall of
Supreme Harmony, where the emperor himself could determine what was to be done with her.

At night, lit only by flickering torches, the Hall of Su-preme Harmony seemed more an immense and
ominous grotto than an architectural wonder. The incessant click-click-click of boots on stone echoed from
the murkiness overhead, where unseen guards were making their rounds on dark balconies. Somewherein
the shadowy perimeter, alone cricket sang its song. A gentle breeze carried the scent of persimmon
blossoms through the room.

Finally, Wu heard the doors open behind her, and someone shuffled across the room. Two more people
followed the first, the sounds of their steps echoing off the walls with a purposeful cadence. By tucking her
chin against her breastbone and looking beneath her armpits, Wu could in-crease her field of vision enough
to observe the areas to ei-ther side of her. She saw Minister Kwan totter into view, followed a short time
later by Ting Mei Wan. They both went to take their customary seats, moving out of Wu's nar-row range of
vison.

Thethird walker stopped to the kneeling mother's right. Ju-Hai Chou bent down and gently awakened
Yo. "Come, my child. You're about to meet the Son of Heaven," he said. "Don't you want to show him your
respect?"

At the mention of the emperor, Yo grew alert. "The Divine One?' she asked. "Father's master?'

"Yes," Ju-Hai replied, gently moving her into a kowtow. "Everybody's master.”

The minister had barely finished speaking before Wu heard the officious steps of several men directly
ahead. It would have been disrespectful to lift her head, but Wu did not need to see the Divine One to know
that his entourage had entered the hall. Ju-Hai returned to his feet and exe-cuted a deep bow. The guards
snapped to attention with a sharp clatter of equipment.

To Wu's surprise, Ju-Hai remained next to Yo.

The emperor took his seat, then said, "What isthis all about, Minister Chou?'

"I'm not sure | know, Divine One," Ju-Hai responded. "Min-ister Kwan sent a messenger to my house
claiming to have captured a spy and asking me to arrange a special audience. Naturally, | sent word to you
and suggested we meet in the Hall of Supreme Harmony." Ju-Hai waved ahand at Yo, Ji, and Wu. Ina
voice of exaggerated puzzlement, he said, "When we arrived, all | saw was this woman and her two
children."

Wu breathed a silent sigh of relief. At least she had one ally present.

"They are General Batu's wife and children," Ju-Hai continued. "Obvioudly, there has been some
mistake."

"Minister Kwan?' the emperor asked, his silk robe swish-ing as he shifted in his seat.

"There has been no mistake," the old man replied sharply. "We are al aware of the reports regarding
Genera Batu's desertion—"

"Wild rumors," interrupted Ju-Hai. "Probably started by ajealousrival," he added pointedly.

"We shall see." The emperor's robes hissed as he turned away from Ju-Hai and Kwan. "Minister Ting,
can State Secu-rity shed any light on this?"

"Perhaps," shereplied cautioudly. "We have been investi-gating each rumor, as you instructed."

Wu nearly gasped out loud. The news that the emperor was having her husband's loyalty investigated
came as a shock. Until now, she had taken the Divine One's trust in Batu as a given, for the Son of Heaven
had extended every courtesy to her and the children. Wu felt angry, dismayed, and betrayed. Only the fact
that she was kneeling before the emperor himself prevented her from rising to vent her wrath.

"And what have you found, Minister?' the emperor asked.

"Very little," Ting replied. "Though General Batu's disap-pearance has made many people suspicious of



him, no one can provide the dightest proof of any didoyalty."

"Proof!" Kwan stormed. Though Wu could not see the old minister from her angle, it almost seemed she
could feel him pointing an accusing finger at her. "Batu's wife was abandoning her children to join the
traitor. What greater proof do you need?'

Ji jumped to hisfeet. "Liar!" he screamed.

Behind Wu, the guards gasped, but she smiled at her child's boldness. No one had given her permission
to rise, so she made no move to silence him.

"Ji," Ju-Hai said, grasping the boy's shoulder. "Thisisthe Hall of Supreme Harmony. Y ou mustn't say
such things here."

The boy jerked free of the minister's grip and ignored the reproach. "He's lying! Mamawouldn't leave
us."

"I understand that thisis difficult for you, my child," Kwan said, his voice dripping with false sympathy.
"Y ou mustn't worry. Shou Lung will always care for you, no matter what your mother has done."

"She hasn't done anything!" Ji insisted.

"That isn't for you to say," Kwan replied, his voice growing angry.

Obliviousto the old man's threatening tone, Ji responded. "Y ou weren't even there!"

"That's enough!" Kwan roared, an angry swish of silk indi-cating that he was rising to his feet. "Remove
the children!™

"No," the emperor countered. "The boy isright. Tell me what happened in the Virtuous Consort's
garden.”

Being addressed by the Divine One himself doused the firein Ji's heart. He swallowed, looked to his
mother's prone form for reassurance, then finally turned back to the emperor.

"We saw something in the tree," he said, looking at the floor. His voice was now quiet and weak.

"What?" asked the emperor. "What did you see?"

"A man."

"Areyou sure?' the Divine One asked. "Could it have been something else, like an owl or a cat?"

Ji frowned and looked at his sister uncertainly. She shook her head sternly, and Ji turned back to the Son
of Heaven. "No," he said. "We're sure. It wasaman."

"Perhaps one of General Batu's spies, come to fetch hiswife," Kwan said, the fabric of his hai-waitao
whispering against the chair arms as the old man finally returned to his seat. "If there was anybody in the
treeat al."

"What are you suggesting, Minister?' The emperor asked.

"Nothing that you have not thought of already, Divine One," Kwan replied politely. "Merely that Wu has
coached her children in answering our questions.”

"That isfor meto decide," the Son of Heaven replied. Ad-dressing Ji again, he asked, "And then what
happened?'

"Weran to get the guards,” the boy replied, pointing a dender finger at the soldiers behind him. "Mother
climbed the tree."

"Why do you think she did that?' Minister Kwan asked.

"To catch the man!" Ji replied, frowning at the minister's silly question.

"Wuisnot alarge woman," Kwan said, addressing the em-peror. "Do you really think she would chase a
spy alone?’

A long pause followed, and Wu realized Kwan's rhetorical question had made an impression.

Ting Mei Wan came to the kneeling mother'srescue. "In all fairness, Divine One," she said, "General
Batu's wife is re-puted to have skill in the art of kung fu."

Kwan scoffed, but Wu breathed a sigh of relief. When State Security troops had been assigned to the
Batu house-hold, Ju-Hai had made a point of saying that he controlled Ting. Apparently, he had not been
lying.

After amoment's pause, the emperor said, " These chil-dren must be tired. Perhaps it would be better if
they re-turned to their home."

Ju-Hai signaled to two State Security guards, but Ji stepped boldly forward. "1 want to stay,” he said.

"Of course you do," the Divine One replied patiently. "But | am the emperor, and you must do what |
say. Isthat not true?"

Ji looked to his mother's kneeling form, then to Ju-Hai. The minister nodded to indicate that what the
emperor said was, indeed, correct. Dropping his gaze to the floor, Ji said smply, "Yes."

"Good," the Divine Onereplied. "Take your sister and go home with these soldiers. Y our mother will be
there when you wake in the morning."



The reassurance did nothing to relax Wu. From what she had heard, the emperor often said one thing
and did an-cther.

The guards came into Wu'sfield of vision, and she watched them take her children’'s hands and turn
away. Both Ji and Y o looked after their mother with sad eyes. Wu wanted to kiss and hug them, but she
had not yet been given permission to rise and dared not risk offending the emperor.

After the children were gone, the emperor said, "Lady Wu, please stand.”

Wu dtiffly did as asked. Her body, unaccustomed to the abuse of kneeling for so long, protested with
pain. "My grat-itude, Divine One," she said, bowing.

"What happened in the Virtuous Consort's garden?' the emperor asked, his enigmatic eyes fixed on her
face.

"It wasas Ji said," shereplied. "He and Yo saw adark fig-ure. | climbed the willow tree in an attempt to
capture him."

"You are an intelligent woman,” Kwan said, shaking hiswhite-haired head in skepticism. "Too intelligent
to do some-thing so foolish.”

"I did not consider it foolish," she countered, purposefully neglecting to address the minister by his proper
title. "My husband and father are both away fighting the barbarians, and we all know there are spiesin the
summer palace. These spieswould like nothing better than to see the emper-or's armies destroyed, making
me both awidow and an or-phan in a short period. Given the chance to capture one of those spies, | think it
would have been foolish to let the man escape, don't you?"

Kwan looked from Wu toward the emperor. "Perhaps,”" he said, "if your husband istruly fighting the
barbarians, and not rejoining his ancestral relations.”

Wu decided to ignore Kwan. As her husband's political en-emy, the old man was clearly more interested
in discredit-ing Batu than in finding the spy. Instead, she turned her attention to the emperor himself.
"Divine One, whileit istrue that my husband and his army have disappeared, any-one who claims Batu Min
Ho has betrayed Shou Lung islying."

"Surely, you can prove what you say," Kwan objected, moving to the edge of his chair with a menacing
glintin hiseye.

"I could," she responded, "but not while there are spies roaming the summer palace. | will not endanger
my hus-band and the empire so needlesdly."

"Lady Wu, Minister Ju-Hai believesin General Batu with-out reservation, and so do |,” said Ting Mei
Wan. "Y et, Minis-ter Kwan has met your husband on several occasions, a privilege that few of us have
been afforded. His bad opinion carries agreat deal of influence within the summer palace. Is there nothing
you can say that would prove your hus-band's loyalty?"

Wu hesitated. By now, it might be safe to disclose that the provincia armies had |eft disguised as
merchant cargo, but Wu doubted that the revelation would quiet the court gos-sip. Without knowing her
husband's entire plan, suspicious minds would simply assume that Batu had sailed away with the army
instead of attacking with it. Worse, someone might realize that he was going up the Shengti to cut off the
bar-barians advance.

After several moments of consideration, Wu said, "No. | will say nothing."

"Y ou must be able to tell us something," Ju-Hai pressed.

Wu shook her head. "No."

Kwan smiled malevolently. "Y ou are protecting your hus-band, no doubt?"

Wu nodded, giving the old man anicy stare. "Exactly."

"An admirable reason," Kwan said, turning to the em-peror with a smirk on hislips. "From whom are
you protect-ing him?"

"From you," Wu answered angrily. "And from the spy—if you aren't one in the same.” As soon asthe
words left her mouth, Wu chastised herself for letting anger dictate what she said. Her father had often told
her that such lapses only demonstrated lack of self-control and betrayed the speak-er's weaknesses.

Kwan lifted hiswrinkled brow in shock and anger. Ju-Hai and Ting grimaced. Behind Wu, the guards
rustled expect-antly, ready to take her into custody.

The emperor frowned. "Lady Wu, you cannot say such things."

"Forgive me, Divine One," she answered, barely keeping the anger out of her voice. "But has Minister
Kwan not called my husband atraitor, me a child-deserter, and my son aliar? Perhaps it is inappropriate to
take offense at an old man'swords, but | cannot be blamed for defending my fam-ily's honor."

Ju-Hai took her by the arm. "Please, Wu, remember to whom you are speaking."

"I will," she replied, bowing her head to the emperor.

For several moments, the Divine One stared at Wu in open astonishment. Finally, in a carefully



controlled voice, he said, "l see where your son comes by his brazenness, Lady Wu. Y ou are lucky that |
am fair, for | will not take your out-burst into account in making my decision.”

The Son of Heaven looked from Wu to Kwan, then back to Wu again, his brow furrowed in deep
thought. "Y ou are con-fident that your husband will defeat these barbarians, Lady Wu?'

"I am," shereplied, meeting his gaze.

"Good," the emperor said sharply. "Until that time, you and your family are confined to your house."

Wu did not flinch at the command. The Divine One was simply formalizing what she aready knew to be
true. She was a hostage guaranteeing her husband's loyalty.

To Wu's surprise, the emperor turned to Kwan next. "Min-ister Kwan, | am sure Lady Wu finds the
constant presence of your pengs an insult to her family's dignity. Y ou will re-move them.”

Kwan's jaw dropped. "How will we guarantee—"

The Divine Oneraised his hand, and the old man fell si-lent. "Minister Ting's soldiers will guard the Batu
house-hold," the Son of Heaven declared.

Kwan frowned, but did not object.

The emperor was not finished. He turned to Ting Mei Wan. "Perhaps you should turn your efforts
toward finding the man Wu saw in the Virtuous Consort's garden."

Ting bowed her head. "Of course, Divine One." Looking at Wu, the minister said, "I shall start
immediately, if Lady Wu can describe what she saw."

"With pleasure,” Wu replied, happy to have the conversa-tion turned away from Batu and herself. "I
didn't see much, just aman wearing ablack samfu. It looked asif heintended to hide until dusk, then climb
out on alimb overhanging the outer wall. When | saw him, he returned the way he had come and climbed
over the garden'sinner wall."

"Why would he go to the trouble of climbing over the outer wall? Why wouldn't he simply leave by one
of the gates?' Minister Kwan asked. His voice was devoid of any rancor, but Wu did not doubt the old man
was still hoping to cast doubt on her story.

"It is obvious the venerable minister has not |eft the palace recently,” Ting answered, a proud smile on
her lips. "My guards are stationed at al exits. They have orders to search everyone who enters or leaves
the palace, the mandarins, even myself, included. The spy must have had something he couldn't be caught
with." Ting turned her attention back to Wu. "What did this spy look like?"

"His face was wrapped in a black scarf,” Wu said, closing her eyesin an attempt to recall every detail.
"He was very slender and small, more a woman's size than aman's.”

"How do you know it was aman?" the emperor asked.

Wu paused, remembering the fragrant scent she had smelled when she climbed into the tree. It had
seemed so fa-miliar, and now she realized why. She had smelled the scent many times before, when visiting
the wives and daughters of her father's peers. The smell was jasmine blossom. Vain women enjoyed
rubbing the flower over their bodies as atype of perfume.

Finally, Wu answered the emperor's question. "I don't know that it was aman. In fact, now that you
mention the possibility, it seems likely the spy was awoman.”

Ting frowned and started to say something, but the em-peror cut her off. "What else can you tell us?' he
demanded. "Y ou must remember everything."

Along with the two sergeants commanding the guards who had been watching her, Wu spent the next
twenty minutes answering questions about the incident in the Garden of the Virtuous Consort. At length, it
became apparent that nothing more would be learned by continuing the interro-gation. The guards had seen
nothing but Wu falling out of the tree. The Chief Warder of the Imperial Armory in the Department of
Palace Services was summoned and asked to examine the black rope recovered from the scene. He
re-ported that any officer could have taken it out of the ar-mory and no specia note would have been taken
of the fact. Wu could add little to her description, aside from saying she believed it likely that the figure had
been awoman.

The only thing she did not report was the scent of jasmine that had convinced her the spy was female. A
whiff of per-fume could be interpreted as flimsy evidence for such an as-sertion, and she did not want to
give Kwan another chance to cast doubt on her story.

Finally, the emperor said, "We can't determine the infiltra-tor's identity from what we have learned
tonight. However, with the aid of the heavens, we will soon catch him—or her. Until then, we will refrain
from any further political bicker-ing and concentrate our energies upon finding this spy—" The Divine One
glanced sternly at Kwan, and then Wu "—and upon teaching our children better manners than our parents
taught us."

With that, the emperor rose and walked into the darkness behind the throne. His servants followed with



their torches. A few paces later they all disappeared, stepping through a hidden doorway reserved for the
Divine One and his attendants.

As soon as the emperor was gone, Minister Kwan fur-rowed his thousand wrinklesin spite and stared at
Wu for several moments. When she did not flinch, the old man rose and briskly left the hall, his guards
following close behind. Ju-Hai was the next to leave. He turned to Wu and clasped her hands. "You are a
very lucky woman, my dear,” he said. "Y our punishment for speaking against Kwan so harshly would have
been much greater if the emperor were not so fond of Batu."

"Fond?' Wu said indignantly. "Having him investigated for treason is fondness?"

Ju-Hai nodded. "When the danger is so great, the emperor cannot let his personal feelings interfere with
caution. He must be suspicious of everyone and everything.”

Wu shook her head sadly. "Thank you for trying to com-fort me," she said. "But even | can see that the
rumors have had their effect on the Divine One."

Ju-Hai sighed. "Aslong as | have any influence with the emperor, you need not worry about your
husband's reputa-tion.”

"You are atrue friend, Minister," Wu said, bowing to Ju-Hai. "If there's ever anything | can do for
you—"

The minister shook his head. "Think nothing of it. What | do, | do for the good of the empire. Ting will
take you home. I'll visit when | can."

After Ju-Hai left, Ting Mei Wan broke into afit of chuck-ling. Wu continued to stand in the middle of
the floor, frowning in puzzlement. Finally, she asked, "What's so funny?"

Ting stopped laughing. "Y ou and your son," she said. "I've never heard anyone speak to a mandarin like
that. | thought you were trying to choke Kwan on his own anger!"

"The thought hadn't occurred to me," Wu said, wishing that she possessed such a cunning mind. "I'll
remember it in case the opportunity arises again." She paused to let the sub-ject drop, then bowed to Ting.
"I also want to thank you for your support, Minister."

Ting grew appropriately serious, then stood and returned the bow. "Minister Chou has done a great deal
for me. When he calls for support, offering it isthe least | can do.”

The mandarin walked to Wu's side. "Now, tell me how Batu disappeared with five provincia armies!
What can he be planning?”

Wu caught the whiff of afamiliar scent and was reminded of her father's admonishment to trust no one.
Consciously changing the subject, she asked, "How will | ever keep Ji and Y 0 happy inside that little
house?"

Ting chuckled at the obvious tactic and took Wu's arm. "Y ou are careful, aren't you?"

Asthe mandarin started toward the exit, Wu quietly in-haled. There was no mistaking the fragrance.
The Minister of State Security smelled of jasmine blossoms.



9
Shihfang

Along with his aide and the twenty-four nobles un-der his command, Tzu Hsuang stood atop a long bluff.
The bluff overlooked a shallow valley that, in some primordial time, had once served as the bed of ariver
nearly a half-mile wide. All that remained of the river now was a deep, slow-moving brook that meandered
through three hundred acres of barley fields.

On the opposite side of the valley sat the town of Shihfang. Like al Shou municipalities, Shihfang was
en-closed by adefensive barrier. Little more than aten-foot wall of packed yellow earth, the barrier was
broken only where towers flanked the single gate. The town was unu-sual in that it had been built on high
ground, atop a bluff similar to the one upon which Hsuang and his subordinates stood. Wisps of gray smoke
drifted out of the few chimneys that rose above the wall. From one bell tower came the steady, measured
clanging of the town's single warning bell.

Hsuang did not see areason for the sounding of the alarm. Shihfang remained untouched and there was
no sign of im-pending attack. Neverthel ess, refugees were pouring out of the hamlet asif the place had
aready fallen. The old noble did not understand why. Asfar as his scouts could tell, there was not a
barbarian within twenty miles. Still, there had to be areason for what he saw.

Thousands of people choked the narrow road that crossed the valley from Shihfang and turned eastward
at the base of Hsuang's hill. On their backs, the peasants balanced long poles from which hung plow shares,
effigies of their gods, sacks of grain seed, and afew other meager pos-sessions. Wealthier refugees pulled
two-wheeled rikshas loaded with bolts of silk, polished wooden tables, ceramic wares, and other household
goods. Here and there, ser-vants shouldered the palanquin of some minor bureaucrat or ateam of oxen
drew the overloaded wagon of arich land-owner. In the midst of the throng was alone camel with a bulky,
box-like seat strapped to its back. Hsuang could just make out afigure sitting beneath the seat's silk canopy.

The old noble pointed at the seat, which was known as a howdah. "That ooks like someone important,”
Hsuang said to his aide. "Perhaps he can tell us what is happening here. Fetch him."

"Yes, my lord," the adjutant answered. He immediately turned and ran down the back of the hill. As
Hsuang waited for the man in the howdah, his subordinates quietly stood at his back, adjusting and
readjusting their armor, or speaking with each other in tense, subdued tones. They were impa-tient, and the
old noble did not blame them.

It had been nearly seven weeks since the nable armies had left Tai Tung and, as Hsuang knew from a
messenger, nearly a month since the emperor had confined his out-spoken daughter to her house. In the
time it had taken to reach Shihfang, the season had turned from late spring to full summer. Every day, the
sun had shone brighter and the weather had grown warmer, baking the men inside their ar-mor during the
grueling marches. Even Hsuang had to ad-mit that a battle would be a wel come change from the hot daily
trek.

Unfortunately, the lord could not tell whether his men would have their battle today or not, for what he
saw at Shihfang did not make sense. While he waited for the man in the howdah, Hsuang continued to
study the valley below, trying to make some sense of what he saw.

After descending the opposite bluff, the road ran across the valley. About thirty yards away from
Hsuang's hill, it crossed a wooden bridge that spanned the slow-moving brook. A great traffic jam had
developed on the bridge as hundreds of refugees tried to squeeze their way across. To make matters
worse, aflimsy riksha had lost awheel and was blocking half the lane.

On this side of the brook, the refugees progressed in a more orderly fashion. They followed the road for
amile down the valley, where it became atrail and ascended the bluff. Asthe fugitives passed below the
hill, they invariably stared with dark, curious eyes at the group of lords.

A few minutes |ater, the camel finally broke free of the bridge and came to the base of the hill. Hsuang's
aide helped a corpulent, red-cheeked man climb out of the howdah and struggle up the slope. The man
wore the turquoise robes of a prefect, but his expression was dazed and confused. He hardly impressed
Hsuang as a man who ran atown, even one as small as Shihfang.

Finally, the man reached the hilltop, gasping and wheez-ing. Hsuang's subordinates circled around him,
anxious to hear any news the man could offer. The chubby bureaucrat eyed the gathering with barely
concealed fear.

"Yes, my lords?' the prefect asked, impolitely neglecting to bow or introduce himself.

Hsuang waved his hand at his fellow nobles. "I am Tzu Hsuang Y u Po, and these are the commanders
of the Twenty-Five Armies."



"Y es?' the bureaucrat responded, his face betraying his apprehension. "What do the commanders of the
Twenty-Five Armies want with me?"

"Why are you abandoning your town, Prefect?' de-manded one of Hsuang's subordinates. "Y ou are
clogging the road. We cannot reach your town to defend it!"

The prefect blanched, then bowed to the assemblage. "I beg your pardon, lords. Nobody told me you
were coming—"

"We are not here to reproach you," Hsuang said, casting an irritated glance at the noble who had spoken
without per-mission. "We only wish to know why you are abandoning Shihfang."

The chubby prefect looked around in confusion. "The rider came and told usto evacuate—"

"Rider?' Hsuang gasped. "What rider?"

"From the retreating army," the bureaucrat explained. "He said the barbarians were coming and that we
had to leave at once."

Hsuang frowned. From what Batu had told him of the bat-tle in the sorghum field, he did not think the
retreating army should have any ridersleft. "What did thisrider ook like?" the old lord asked urgently.
"How was his accent?"

The prefect's face fell. "He wore a Shou uniform—"

"Anyone can wear a Shou uniform," Hsuang said, impartiently laying a hand on the bureaucrat's collar.
"Describe the man.”

The chubby prefect swallowed, then said, "He was short and had a horrendous, guttural accent. |
thought he was from Chukei. And the way he smelled! It was like bad wine and sour milk."

"That's no Shou," observed one of the other nobles.

"No," Hsuang agreed, grimacing. "Even in the field, no offi-cer would be shamed by such a disgrace."
Addressing the bureaucrat again, he asked, "What else did the rider say?"

The prefect looked away, ashamed that he had allowed the enemy to deceive him. Nevertheless, he
answered quickly, "That we are to evacuate the town by nightfall. We aren't to burn the city or the fields
because the army needs supplies.”

A murmur ran through the crowd of nobles.

"They're out there," said ayoung lord. He was looking to-ward the far hills.

Hsuang nodded. "Y es, and General Batu's plan isworking. They're resorting to trickery to feed
themselves.”

"They'll try to sneak in at night, when the stragglers have less opportunity to identify them," said one of
the more ex-perienced lords.

This noble was Cheng Han, a broad-shouldered man with a scarred, useless eye and an ugly black stain
on hisleft tem-ple. Like Hsuang, Cheng had alarge ducal holding and was entitled to the title of tzu. At just
seven hundred men, his army was smaller than many of the othersin the Twenty-Five, but it was heavily
equipped with siegecraft. Tzu Cheng also carried a huge supply of thunder-powder, though the stocky
noble's gnarled eye did not make Hsuang anxious to place his trust in the unpredictabl e stuff.

After amoment's silence, Tzu Cheng continued, "With their horses, our enemieswill find it easy to
outflank usin the dark. We can't allow that."

Cheng's remark stirred an ember of panic in Hsuang. "l wonder how many other villages these riders
have visited?'

Although he did not say so aoud, Hsuang realized that this new trickery stood a chance of defeating
Batu's plan. In order to break out of their precarious containment, the Tuigan needed only afew tons of
goaod grain. Shihfang might be the largest town west of Shou Kuan, but it was not the only one. There were
hundreds of smaller hamlets within aday'sride, all supported by farming grain.

Hsuang turned to the young noble who had spoken be-fore Tzu Cheng. "Mount your cavalry," he said.
"Prepare two hundred for scouting duty. Send the other three hun-dred out as messengers. They areto
spread the word that the barbarians are coming. The peasants must burn every-thing and flee."

The nobl€e's eyes betrayed his resentment, for the order meant his cavalry would miss the battle.
Nevertheless, he bowed tiffly, saying, "Asyou wish, Tzu."

As the man turned to go, Hsuang caught his shoulder. "I know your riders are good fighters. At the
moment, how-ever, they will serve the emperor better as messengers and scouts. They are the only ones
who can move quickly enough to spread the alarm, or who can warn us of the ene-my's approach before he
isupon us."

The youthful noble bowed again, this time more deeply. "l shall lead the scouts personally."

"My thanks," Hsuang said, dismissing the man.

Asthe young lord left to dispatch his messengers and pre-pare his scouts for duty, the prefect bowed to



Hsuang. "If you won't be needing me any longer, perhaps | could leave?"

"Yes, be on your way," Hsuang answered absently, already turning to an aide. "Have the Mirror of Shao
brought up."

As hewaited, Hsuang considered his situation. Shihfang lay directly between Y enching and Shou Kuan,
so he and Batu had assumed the barbarian army would pass through the village, and that it would be a good
place to meet the en-emy. It appeared their assumption had been a correct one.

Unfortunately, they had hoped the nobles would beat the barbarians to the town by several days, leaving
plenty of time to rest the men and prepare defensive fortifications. It was a hope Hsuang had given up
when he saw the fleeing peasants. Even if he could move his pengs into position against the tide of
refugees, they would never secure their positions before night fell and the Tuigan arrived. The origi-nal plan
was no longer feasible, so he thought it best to contact Batu and report.

A pair of white oxen drew a small wagon to the top of the hill and stopped. The sideboards had been
carefully painted with a hundred coats of red enamel. Dozens of mystic char-acters had been etched into
the lustrous surface. The mir-ror itself resembled a kettle drum with a three-foot head of smoked glass. Its
black shell was covered with yellow sym-bolstelling of all the great feats that had been accomplished in the
past with drum's aide.

Ordering his subordinates to wait for him, Hsuang went to the wagon and climbed in. Placing his hands
on the edge of the mirror, he looked into the smoky glass and repeated the mysterious phrase that activated
the artifact. The glass began to clear and a haze swirled beneath it, making it ap-parent that the Mirror of
Shao was not so much amirror as a huge bowl with magical gas sealed inside.

Forcing al images except his son-in-law's face from his mind, Hsuang looked into the mist and said,
"Mirror of Shao, | am looking for Batu Min Ho, General of the Northern Marches and the one hope of Shou
Lung."

Hsuang took great care to address the mirror exactly as the High Minister of Magic had instructed, for
he was not sure how the thing worked and felt uncomfortable using it. After cautioning him not to use the
mirror needlessly, the High Minister had tried to explain how it worked. When one used the mirror, the old
sorcerer had said, one looked through the ethereal plane to see and hear whatever he wished. The
explanation had been lost on both Batu and Hsuang, who could not imagine any kind of plain other than the
type covered with grass and rolling hills.

The mirror's glass became completely transparent, and Hsuang felt as though he were looking into a
pool of clouds. Several seconds later, his son-in-law appeared in the white mists. Though the old noble could
see only Batu's face, the young general appeared to be looking at the sky.

"General Batu," Hsuang said.

Batu smiled, but continued staring into the air. According to the High Minister, only the person looking
into the mirror could see to whom he was speaking. Sound, however, car-ried in both directions.

"Tzu Hsuang," Batu said. "It's good to hear your voice!"

"And to see your face. How goes the journey?"

"The pilots tell me we are only afew days from Y enching," the General of the Northern Marches
answered. "We have lost afew shipsto theriver, but that is all. The closer we come to the city, the more
my subcommanders believe in our plan.”

"Then you've remained undetected?' Hsuang asked.

Batu nodded. "The men did not believe it was possible. Now that we have done it, they think nothing is
impossible."” The general allowed a proud smileto cross hislips, then grew more serious. "And you, Tzu
Hsuang? Have you met the enemy?'

Hsuang shook his head. "Not yet, but soon.” He described what he had found in Shihfang, then explained
that he would not be able to secure the town.

"Shihfang is not important,” Batu responded. "What isim-portant is that the barbarians follow you to
Shou Kuan. Can you give them a good fight and still have time to retreat?”

" Assuming the barbarians come through the village, yes,"

Hsuang answered. "We can fortify our current position and use the terrain to good advantage. With
luck, we might de-stroy a portion of their army asthey cross the valley below."

"Better than we had hoped,” Batu observed.

Hsuang bit hislip. "Thereisarisk. If the enemy is expect-ing resistance at Shihfang and are as mobile
as you say, they might approach along a front of many miles. They could encircle us and cut us off from
Shou Kuan. Perhaps | should fall back to Shou Kuan before they attack.”

Batu furrowed his brow in thought. Finally, he shook his head. "Don't retreat yet," he said. "If the Tuigan
expected re-sistance, they wouldn't be hoping to trick Shihfang's peas-ants into leaving grain behind. More



important, the Tuigan commander is a shrewd man. If you retreat without afight, he'll smell our trap. To
make our plan work, you must allow the enemy to force you back to Shou Kuan."

"Very well. That iswhat | shall do," Hsuang answered. It was not the reply he had hoped to hear, but
Batu's observa-tions made sense. "'l should go now," he said. "We have much to do."

"Just amoment,” Batu replied. "What have you heard from Wu?"' The young general looked as though
he felt guilty for keeping Hsuang from his duties.

"Sheis, ah, making the most of the comfortsin her new home," the old noble answered. He purposely
neglected to mention that the emperor had confined her to the house. That fact was not something he felt
Batu needed to worry about at the moment.

"Good," Batu replied. "When you send her a message, tell her | am well." He paused a moment, then his
expression grew more businesslike. "In case I'm wrong about the Tuigan," he added, "send your scouts out
far and wide. Be ready to fall back at the first sign of trouble. Good luck, and let me know how you fare."
The general looked away, tact-fully indicating that his father-in-law was dismissed.

"Consider it done," Hsuang answered. He took his hands off the mirror. Batu's image faded and the
glass became smoky once again. The noble climbed out of the wagon and turned to his aide. " Send the
scouts out in afan pattern. At the first sign of the enemy, they are to report back."

Asthe adjutant left, Hsuang addressed the cart driver. "When the catapults are moved into position, park
the mir-ror behind them," he said, ordering the man into the most secure position he could think of. "At the
first sign that we are losing the battle, take your wagon and ride for Shou Kuan. It isimportant that you
keep the mirror safe.”

Next, Hsuang walked afew paces to where his subcom-manders were still waiting. Turning to an
ancient nan, or minor lord, he said, "Take your men into Shihfang and re-plenish our own stores, then burn
the town and the fields." The old nan acknowledged the order with aformal bow, then went to obey.

"And us, Tzu Hsuang?"' asked Cheng.

Hsuang pointed at the brook in the valley below. "I think that will make an excellent defensive line.”

Tzu Cheng nodded. "A wise decision. We can place the ar-tillery up here. With my bombs, we can
destroy the enemy as he crosses the valley."

"I was thinking of using flaming pitchballs," Hsuang said, trying to find a diplomatic way to keep Cheng's
thunder-powder where it could do no harm. Although gunpowder was not new to Shou Lung, itsusein
battle was. Hsuang was not sure he wanted to trust it.

"Save the pitch for later," Cheng said enthusiagtically. "The thunder-powder will be more effective."

Hsuang saw that he would have to be direct. "Please for-give an old man's superstitions,” he said,
inclining his head to Tzu Cheng. "l have never seen this thunder-powder used in battle. Lofting it over our
own pengs makes me nervous.”

Cheng's face betrayed his disappointment. "Of course, | understand your concerns, Tzu Hsuang, but |
assure you that my artillerists will not make amistake.”

Another noble said, "1 have seen this thunder-powder in action. It does little but rumble the ground and
create alot of smoke—"

"Y ou have not seen it used properly, Nan Wang!" Cheng objected.

Wang bowed to Cheng. "Please forgive me, Tzu Cheng," he said. "I did not finish what | meant to say."

"Which was?' Hsuang asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It strikes me that against charging horses, rumbling ground and thick smoke might be more effective
than ar-rows and flaming pitch,” the nan finished. He looked toward the fields below.

"If I may speak," offered another minor lord, this one amiddle-aged nan from Wak'an. "My own troops
also use thunder-powder, though not for bombs."

"And how do you use this marvelous black sand?' Hsuang asked, turning to face the noble. He had
noted earlier that each of thislord's pengs carried alarge, funnel-shaped ket-tle, the function of which
Hsuang had not been able to guess.

"Rockets, my lord," the nan responded. "We pack our ket-tles with gunpowder and arrows. Place usin
front of the lines. When we light our weapons, our arrows will cut the enemy down like asickle at harvest
time."

Hsuang looked doubtful.

"What do we haveto lose, Tzu Hsuang?" asked the nan. "From al accounts, normal arrows will not stop
these bar-barians.”

"Let us use our thunder-powder," Cheng added, "and | promise we will chase the barbarian horses from
thefield.”

As Hsuang considered the suggestion, he saw the cavalry assigned to scouting duty cross the bridge and



ride toward Shihfang. The young noble commanding them had wasted little time doing as ordered, but
Hsuang was still impatient for the ridersto reach their positions. Until the first scouts reported, he was
simply guessing at the barbarian inten-tions and hoping his son-in-law had judged the Tuigan accu-rately.

Fortunately, Batu's plan was simple and did not call for an astounding victory on Hsuang's part. In fact,
the General of the Northern Marches expected Hsuang and the nobles to be defeated. Considering those
expectations, it just might make sense to do as Cheng recommended and experiment with the
thunder-powder. If Batu's plan did not work, a new weapon might prove just the advantage the Shou
needed to destroy the Tuigan. A battle that the Shou were supposed to lose anyway would be the ideal
place to conduct such an experiment.

"Very well, well try this thunder-powder," Hsuang said, looking at Cheng. "But not at the expense of
tested tactics. Confine the catapultsto aline of a hundred yards. If we lose this battle, we will need to
retreat past them, and | don't want inadvertent fires or explosions impeding our men." Hsuang turned to the
nan whose pengs carried the bronze kettles. "Y our rockets must be separated from the rest of theline. |
don't want our secret weapon to route our own troops.”

The two nobles smiled broadly and bowed to Hsuang.

With the refugees from Shihfang still fleeing down the road, the battle preparations took until late
afternoon. Hsuang put each lord's army where its peculiar composition would be best utilized. In front of
the bridge, he placed two thousand seasoned troops from the southern provinces. Three of the noble armies
were composed entirely of archers. These he placed at the base of the bluff, where they would be able to
fire over the infantry.

The bulk of the armies he arranged in two ranks, one be-hind barricades on the far side of the brook,
and the other behind similar barricades on the close side. His plan was simple: meet the barbarian charge
with the first rank. After the enemy broke the line, the second rank would open fire as the barbarians
crossed the brook—covering the rest of the army's retreat.

He protected the flanks with pikemen, who could meet and resist an unexpected charge from the sides.
The rocke-teers he interspersed along the first rank. He even had Tzu Cheng lay several thunder bombs on
the bridge, so that it could be destroyed rapidly when the need arose.

By late afternoon, the refugees were gone. Hsuang's arm-ies were in position and prepared for battle.
The foragers that the noble had sent into Shihfang earlier started back, bringing with them five tons of dried
grain. Pillars of smoke began rising out of the town.

Still, the scouts did not return, and there was no sign of the enemy. Hsuang began to think he had made
amistake, that the barbarians were even now circling around to cut off the Twenty-Five Armies. Asthe
foragers crossed the wide valley below, they paused to set fire to the barley fields.

By early dusk, the firesin the fields had died, leaving only athick curtain of smoke that hid the opposite
side of the val-ley. Hsuang feared his army would spend the night in the entrenchments.

Finally, horse whinnies began sounding from the opposite side of the smoky dale.

"Arethey our scouts?' Hsuang asked of no onein particu-lar. "I can't see anything in this smoke."

A gentle rumblerolled across the burning fields, asif sev-eral hundred horses were galloping down the
road from Shihfang.

"It can't be the scouts," said one of the nobles. "They wouldn't return all at once."

"It isn't the barbarians," Cheng countered. "There aren't enough of them."

No one took their eyes off the haze-filled valley.

A moment later, awide line of riders broke out of the smoke and charged toward the brook. Their
mounts were small and slender, with graceful forms and fine features. On their chests and flanks, the
horses were protected by barding of hardened |eather. The men wore long leather hau-berks, split front and
rear so they could sit in their saddles. Steel skullcaps, shaped in the fashion of a cone and trimmed with fur,
protected their heads. Each man carried a short lance and a melon-sized cotton bag. In the fading light,
Hsuang could not see the rider's faces, but he did not doubt they had flat noses and broad cheekbones
similar to those of his son-in-law.

On the slope below, archers began nocking arrows. Officers looked toward the hilltop expectantly.
Hsuang started to give the order to fire, but thought better of it. There were no more than two hundred
barbarians. If he attacked, fifty times that number of men would fire. Thousands of arrows would be
wasted.

Instead, he remained impassive as the enemy's small line approached. Every archer in the Twenty-five
Armies re-mained stoic and silent, ready to pull his bowstring taut, re-sisting the temptation to loose an
arrow before receiving the order.

Twenty yards on the other side of Hsuang's fortifications, the horsemen hurled the two hundred bags at



the Shou line, then wheeled their horses around. The sacks landed among the defenders with dull plops.
Small gaps opened in the lines as soldiers, fearing secret weapons or powerful war magic, scurried away
from the mysterious bags.

Nothing happened. The riders rode away, disappearing into the smoking fields asif they were phantoms.
The bags continued to lie where they had fallen. Eventually, afew sol-diers ventured to open the sacks.
Some simply stared at the contents in shock, while others closed the bags and looked away in disgust.

The lines began to rustle with murmurs of fear and anger.

"What can be inside those bags?" asked Cheng, frowning at the scene below.

"We shall see soon enough," Hsuang replied, maotioning to his aide to fetch a sack.

When the boy returned, his face was pale and distressed. He carried a grimy hemp sack that held
something the size of amelon. The youth bowed and presented the bag to his commander.

Hsuang accepted the sack. Noting that every peng in the Twenty-Five Armies was watching him, he
turned the bag over. The head of a Shou soldier tumbled out. Though Hsuang could not be sure, he
assumed the head belonged to one of his scouts.

Awarethat any sign of disgust or repulsion would trans-late into low morale, the lord calmly retrieved
the grisly head and returned it to the sack. Before he could think of any encouraging words, however, the
ground began to tremble. A distant rumble came from the other side of the valley, and Hsuang's heart
suddenly beat harder.

"The barbarians are coming," Cheng said, his mouth open in astonishment. "They intend to fight a night
battle!"

Dropping the sack, Hsuang ordered, " Stand ready!"

The order was unnecessary. Like their commander, all forty-five thousand of his soldiers had focused
their atten-tion on the field. The dim light and heavy smoke made it im-possible to seein any detail what
was happening on the opposite side of the valley. To Hsuang, it seemed as though the far hill had come
alive and was rolling toward them. His feet began to tingle, and the rumble grew increasingly thun-derous.
Two hundred yardsin front of the first barricade, a teeming mass of galloping horses became visible in the
smol-dering barley fields.

Hsuang nodded to the noble commanding the rocketeers. "Fire when ready," he said to the nan.

The noble lifted his arm to signal, then looked twenty feet down the slope to where his standard-bearer
stood. The nan did not give the order to fire, however. Though his rockets were more powerful than normal
arrows, they were less accurate and had a shorter range.

The barbarians emerged from the smoke completely, rid-ing shoulder to shoulder. They had let their
reinsfall free and were using both hands to nock arrows in their bows. In the deepening twilight, the riders
bulky silhouettes made them look like no more than shadows. Their line stretched for an entire mile down
the valley, and Hsuang thought he could see several more ranks emerging from the smoke. At a minimum,
the charge numbered sixty thousand men.

Eyeing the approaching wall of horsemen, Cheng said, "The enemy has committed his entire army. Well
destroy them in asingle battle!"

"What makes you think thisisthe Tuigan's entire army?' Hsuang asked. His eyes remained fixed on the
valley below.

Cheng did not answer. Like Hsuang and the others, he was waiting for the rocketsto fire. The
rocketeers stood be-hind the far barricade, separated from the closest conven-tional troops by gaps of
twenty or thirty yards. Each man's kettle held thirty arrows and sat braced atop the barricade. The small
end of each kettle was packed with thunder-powder. When the wick was lit, the powder would ignite,
shooting the arrows out with incredible force. Or at least that was the theory.

When the barbarians approached to within seventy-five yards of the first barricade, their entire line
suddenly reined their horses to a halt.

"What are they doing?' Hsuang demanded, angrily point-ing at the enemy. "Why stop achargein
midstride?"

No one could answer.

The air resonated with the twang of sixty thousand Tuigan bowstrings. A black swarm of arrows sailed
toward thefirst barricade. All along the line, men screamed in ag-ony and fell. Hundreds of motionless
Shou dlipped into the brook and began to drift downstream.

"We cannot wait for the rocketeers any longer!" Hsuang snapped, chastising himself for allowing the
barbarians to strike the first blow.

"They're barely within range," the nan objected, till hold-ing hissignal arm aloft. "If we wait just alittle
longer—"



"They're as close as they're going to come," Hsuang yelled, pointing at the stationary line. "Give the
order!"

Frowning, the noble looked toward his standard-bearer and dropped his arm. An instant later, the turtle
and shark crest began swaying from side to side.

The rocketeers touched their torches to the wicks. A se-ries of booms and claps echoed through the
valley, and great billows of black smoke roseinto the air.

Hsuang could barely believe the results. In ten places, the kettles exploded instantly, flinging chunks of
log and stray arrowsin al directions. The rocketeers simply disappeared with the rest of the debris, and al
that remained where they had stood were gaping holes in the barricade.

When the kettles did not explode, they sprayed their arrows out in an erratic, cone-shaped pattern that
usually fell far short of the barbarian lines. The rockets that did reach the enemy, however, were effective.
Nearly twenty riders sprouted arrows and flew out of their saddles with such force that there could be no
doubt the men's armor had been penetrated. Dozens of horses dropped to the ground and did not move,
dead at first impact. Hsuang could see why his subordinate had wanted to wait. At close range, the rockets
impact would have been devastating.

The effect on the Tuigan horses was more impressive than the number of casualties, however. Horrified
whinnies and terrified neighs filled the valley. Thousands of mounts threw their riders, and hundreds of
riders died beneath their beasts frightened hooves. Many of the barbarians thrust their bows into their
holsters, and used both hands to grab for their reinsin afutile attempt to control their mounts. Only afew of
the horsewarriors could keep their thoughts on the Shou.

Without looking away from the battle, Hsuang said, "Have the archers open fire."

His aide relayed the message to the appropriate standard-bearers. An instant later, the distinctive bass
snaps of ten-thousand bows vibrated up the hill. A flock of shafts sailed over the brook and struck the wall
of horsemen. Thousands of riders fell, and more panic spread through the lines as wounded and terrified
horses turned to flee.

"Shall | fire the catapults?' Tzu Cheng asked eagerly. "A few more explosions will route the enemy.”

"No," Hsuang replied, lifting arestraining hand.

As of yet, the enemy had not regained control of their horses. He saw no use in chasing them away
before the archers could take full advantage of the barbarian disarray.

Another flight of arrows struck the enemy line. Several thousand ridersfell, but Hsuang could see the
horsewar-riors calming their mounts. Loud noises might disturb Tuigan horses, but the beasts were
accustomed to men dying upon their backs.

The archersfired another volley, killing even more barbarians than they had with the first two. Hsuang
nodded to Cheng. "L oose your thunder bombs," he said.

Tzu Cheng relayed the message to his adjutant, and a mo-ment later his standard waved. The artillerists
touched their torches to the wicks of the small iron balls resting in their engines spoons.

The engine commanders released their windlass locks. As the spoon bars slammed against the cross
pieces, a series of deep thumps rolled across the hilltop.

One cross piece splintered. The bomb landed in front of the catapult and exploded, spraying hot shrapnel
in al di-rections. Fifty feet away, aball of flame engulfed four more catapults. A series of lesser explosions
followed. An instant later, the splintered remains of four artillery pieces were raining down on the entire line
of artillerymen.

Fortunately, that was the only misfire. Most of the bombs hit near the barbarian lines. At least half of the
fuses went out before the missiles reached their targets. These powder pods simply burst on impact,
spraying black sand every-where. Of the bombs that did explode, very few landed close enough to inflict
any casualties upon the enemy. Some even exploded in the air, over the Tuigan's heads.

The bombs' inaccuracy did not diminish their effect, how-ever. The enemy's horses went wild, throwing
their riders. Many thousands bolted, helpless men clinging to their backs. Within seconds, the Tuigan
cavalry wasfleeing in an uncontrolled panic.

Tzu Cheng smiled triumphantly. "With the miracle of al-chemy, we are undefeatable.”

"For now," Hsuang said, casting a sidelong glance at the de-struction caused by the single misfired
bomb. To his dismay, he caught sight of the wagon that carried the Mirror of Shao. The driver was
sprawled on the ground next to the seat. The cart sat lopsided where the axle had broken and a wheel had
fallen off. The broken end of a catapult spoon lay among the shattered remains of the mirror.

For along moment, Hsuang could only stare in horror and astonishment at the smashed mirror. To keep
from ydling at Tzu Cheng, he had to remind himself that he was the one who had forgotten to move the
mirror when he decided to try the thunder-powder bombs.



A roar of triumph rolled up the hill, bringing the old noble to his senses. He turned back to the battle.
Behind the barri-cades, the soldiers were screaming in jubilation. Over ten thousand barbarians lay dead in
the fields, and the Shou ca-sualties had been light. Hsuang could understand their ela-tion, but he knew the
victory was only temporary.

In front of the bridge, a handful of men began to run after the barbarians. More followed suit. In
seconds, the entire force detailed to defend the bridge was charging after the retreating cavalry.

"I didn't give the order to advance!" Hsuang gasped. "What are they doing?"

"What they're trained to do," said the noble who com-manded the bridge guards. "They're destroying a
disorgan-ized enemy."

The armies to either side of the bridge also leaped over their barricades to pursue the barbarians.

"No!" Hsuang cried, turning to his subordinates. "Call them back!"

"Why?" asked Cheng.

Hsuang was too astounded to answer. The Book of Heaven urged its readers to pursue and destroy a
disorganized en-emy. Unfortunately, it had not been written with the Tuigan in mind. Against superior
numbers of mounted men, pur-suit could easily turn into atrap. It had never occurred to Hsuang that he and
his nobles might rout the enemy, so he had neglected to discuss this point with his subcomman-ders. He
feared he would pay dearly for the mistake.

Hsuang turned to his adjutant. " Send runners to every commander on the line. They are not to pursue.”

"Tzu Hsuang!" Cheng objected, daring to grasp his superi-or's eeve. "Now is no time for timidity. We
have the enemy in our hands."

Hsuang jerked his sleeve out of the man's grip. "Then we are about to lose our hands,” he replied
sharply. He looked at his adjutant. "What are you waiting for?"

The aide bowed and went about the task with avigor ap-propriate to its importance. Unfortunately, even
the most dedicated adjutant could not have prevented what fol-lowed. Every army behind the front
barricade followed the bridge soldiers. By the time the runners arrived with Hsuang's order, the front
barricade was deserted. The sec-ond rank of defenders was working its way across the brook to join them.

The messengers managed to recall the second line of pengs, but the bridge troops had already led the
first rank into the dark, smoking barley fields.

As Hsuang watched fifteen thousand men disappear into the smoky twilight, he said, "Lords, | must
regretfully order you to prepare to fall back.”

The other nobles stared at him with expressions ranging from astonishment to open fury. "Thisis
madness!" Cheng said. "Were winning this battle."

"No," Hsuang replied. "The battle was lost before we reached Shihfang. Now it is adisaster.”

"What do you mean?' asked Cheng. The man's expression was thoughtful and concerned.

Hsuang did not need to answer. The ground began to rumble, asif the spirits had sent aterrible
earthquake to shake the nobles to their senses. An instant later, the pained and horrified screams of dying
men rolled across the dark fields. The rumble grew more distinct; there could be no doubt that tens of
thousands of pounding hooves caused it.

Moments later, dozens of Shou pengs appeared out of the smoke. They had thrown down their weapons
and were running for the Shou lines, arrows sailing about their heads like a swarm of insects.

Tzu Cheng bowed very low to Hsuang. "I will send the or-der to destroy the bridge," he said. "Our best
chanceisto flee under cover of darkness."



10
The Spy

"Qwo, what is troubling you?' Wu asked, her voice afrustrated hiss as she struggled with her samfu.
Wu's fingers were trembling so much that she could not thread the tog-buttons through their holes.

Without answering the question, Qwo gently pulled Wu's hands aside and began fastening the samfu.
The gray-haired servant studiously avoided the eyes of her mistress, a sure sign that she disapproved of
Wu'sintentions.

"It distresses me when you are sullen," Wu continued, let-ting her hands drop to her sides. "Please say
what you are thinking."

Qwo finished closing the samfu, then stepped back and studied Wu with watery eyes. Though not yet
sixty, the ser-vant appeared much older. Her gray hair was thin and coarse, and her doughy skin was fallen
and creased with age. She had the hunched back and stooped shoulders of awoman twenty years her
senior.

The two women werein Wu's sleeping hall. The samfu Wu had not been able to fasten was her black
one, the one she had been wearing when she had surprised Batu and knocked him unconscious.

Qwo reached into the sleeve pockets of her cheo-sam, an embroidered robe with huge sleeves and a
high collar, and removed Wu's black scarf. "What's the use?' the old woman asked. "Y ou are the mistress.
You will do asyou please, no matter what | say."

Her tone was more that of a mother than of a servant. In a certain sense, that was appropriate. Born
into the Hsuang household only afew years after Wu's father himself, Qwo had spent her entire life serving
the family. When Wu's mother had died, it had only been natural for Qwo to as-sume amaternal role as
well asthat of nursemaid.

As Qwo unfolded the black scarf, Wu said, "I have no choice—"

"Phaw!" the old woman objected. " Sneaking about in the night, looking for spies. Thisis man's business!"

"It ismy businesstonight," Wu replied, taking the scarf and wrapping it around her face.

With no moon out and alow-hanging cloud cover, tonight was truly black. Wu had been waiting for such
anight for five weeks, ever since the emperor had confined her to the house. The nobleman's daughter
intended to enter the home of Ting Mel Wan, who she believed had betrayed Shou Lung.

Unfortunately, the emperor would never condemn Ting on the basis that had convinced Wu the
mandarin was aspy. The only real proof the nobleman's daughter possessed was that Ting perfumed
herself with jasmine blossoms, and that the spy in the Virtuous Consort's garden had smelted of the same
flower. However, the scent of jasmine was hardly rare inside the summer palace. Ting could easily, and
rightfully, claim that hundreds of women scented their bodies with Jasmine.

None of those other women had expressed so much inter-est in Batu's plan, however. After the
audience with the em-peror, the Minister of State Security had personally accompanied Wu home. Ting had
been very friendly and curious about the whereabouts of the provincial armies. When Wu's answers were
evasive, the minister had turned the conversation to other things. During the next four weeks, the lady
mandarin had visited amost daily under the pretext of bringing gifts for the children. Each time, the minister
had gently probed after Batu's whereabouts. Of course, Wu had refused to answer, and the minister had
deftly changed the subject.

Wu had not been anxious to believe that Ting was a spy, for the minister treated her and her family with
such kind-ness that the children had begun to refer to the mandarin as their aunt. When Ji had let dip that
Ting had asked him if he knew where his father was, however, Wu had finally been forced to accept that
her seeming ally was atraitor.

Though Wu had been careful to hide her suspicions, Ting had not visited in the last five days. Wu feared
that the man-darin had learned what she wanted to know from some other source. If so, Wu was
determined to stop the minister before she could pass the information to the enemy. Being completely
convinced that Ting was a spy, Wu felt sure that the female mandarin would take advantage of tonight's
un-usual darkness to meet a Tuigan messenger. Wu intended to be at that meeting, both to safeguard the
secrecy of Batu's plan and to gather the evidence she needed to prove her suspicions.

Qwo shuffled around behind Wu to tie the scarf. "Y ou're disobeying the emperor,” she said
reproachfully.

"I know," Wu responded. The admission sent cold shivers down her spine.

"And of course you don't care," Qwo said, pulling the scarf uncomfortably tight. "Y ou've always been a
disobedient child."



"I haven't been a child for twenty years," Wu said, reach-ing behind her head to loosen Qwao's knot.

"WEéll, you've been disobedient much more recently,” the servant said, slapping her hands against her
thighs. "Why can't you just send a message to the emperor about this spy?"

"Who would the Divine One believe," Wu asked, looking herself over to see if she had forgotten
anything, "the daughter of a country noble or amandarin?"'

"You," Qwo said simply, giving Wu ahard look. "Even if he didn't, you would have done your duty."

Wu frowned, though she knew Qwo would not see the ex-pression behind the black scarf. "Thisis not
about duty to the empire," she said. "It's about my father and my husband. If the enemy discoverstheir
plans—"

"The Divine General alone determines the outcome of war. Such matters are not left to the hands of
mortals, and no good will come of trying to interfere. Y our concern is your household and your children,”
Qwo lectured. "By risk-ing the emperor's wrath, you are failing in your true duty.”

Wu sighed and looked away from the old woman's severe gaze. About that much, at least, Qwo was
correct. So far, Wu's boldness had brought her househol d nothing but embarrassment and inconvenience. If
she were caught dis-obeying the emperor's direct command, however, she would not suffer the
consequences alone. In such matters, the entire family carried the burden of dishonor and guilt.

Though Wu was prepared to face any danger for her hus-band, she could not bear to watch her children
pay for her crimes.

A polite cough sounded in the courtyard outside. Qwo's son, who served as Tzu Hsuang's steward, said,
"Lady Wu?'

"Comein, Xeng," Wu responded.

A paper wall panel dlid aside, revealing a slim man with a hawkish nose and a mild-manner. He was five
years youn-ger than Wu, having been born to Qwo in the absence of a husband. Though no one had ever
admitted it, Wu sus-pected that Xeng was her half-brother. He had the same nose and firm expressions that
she had seen so often in her father's face. More telling, however, was the jade medallion Xeng wore around
his neck. The dragon-shaped pendant could render aman nearly invisible, and had been in Wu's family for
hundreds of years. Nevertheless, Tzu Hsuang had given the priceless medallion to Xeng.

After entering the room, Xeng bowed first to his mother, then to Wu. "The Minister of State is here with
news of your father," he said. Eyeing Wu's samfu, he added, "I'm afraid | implied you had not yet retired
for the evening.”

"News of my father?' Wu repeated. "I'll see him now."

Qwo grabbed her deeve. "Like that?'

"Yes," Wu responded, pulling the black scarf off her chin.

"Likethis."

She followed Xeng through the rest of the house, then en-tered the main hall. Ju-Hai Chou sat upon one
of the stone benches facing the room's main decoration, the dolphin fountain.

AsWu entered, the minister stood and stared at her black clothing. "I'm sorry," he said, confused. "Did |
interrupt your exercises?'

Wu decided to be frank with the minister. "No," she said. "Y ou interrupted my escape."

Xeng gasped, and Ju-Hai frowned. "I don't understand,” the minister said.

Wu crossed to Ju-Hai's bench and sat. "There is no need for concern. | intended to return.”

"Return!™ Xeng exclaimed, taking a single step toward the bench. "The emperor himself has forbidden
you to leave. What can you be thinking?"

Wou glared at Xeng, but he remained oblivious to the anger in her eyes.

Ju-Hai sat next to Wu, laying his handsin hislap and lock-ing his fingers together. "1'm curious, too.
What are you thinking?"

Wu looked back to minister. "I'll explain in afew minutes,” she replied. "First, tell me of Father."

The minister looked away uncomfortably. Wu began to fear her father had been killed.

"We don't have dl the details," Ju-Hai began, taking Wu's hand. "Thisis what we do know: six days ago,
the nobles met the barbarians outside the town of Shihfang. They lost over half their number."

A knot formed in Wu's stomach. Batu's plan had called for casualties, but she had not expected the toll
to be so high.

"The messenger said they were falling back to Shou Kuan," the minister continued.

"And what of Tzu Hsuang?' Xeng inquired urgently, mov-ing to Ju-Hai's side.

The mandarin frowned at being addressed so directly by another person's domestic. "Tzu Hsuang is
organizing the retreat," the minister said. "He wasn't injured, as far as we know."

Both Wu and Xeng breathed sighs of relief.



The minister turned his back on the steward and looked Wu in the eye. "I'm afraid | must ask you to tell
me where Batu went with the provincial armies,” he said. "The news of the nobles' |oss has upset the
Divine One. He's beginning to voice doubts about your husband's loyalty. It'stime to reas-sure him."

Ju-Hai's admission did not upset Wu, for her current con-finement was evidence enough that the
emperor had little faith in her husband. Before answering the minister, how-ever, she looked at Xeng.
"Perhaps you should inform your mother of the news."

Xeng acknowledged the order with abow, then turned and left the room. He took care to close the wall
behind him.

After the rice-paper panel did into place, Wu turned back to Ju-Hai. "Tell the emperor not to be
concerned,” she said. "Batu did not expect the Twenty-Five Armiesto win at Shihfang.”

"That won't satisfy the Divine One," Ju-Hai responded, shaking his head. "Kwan is taking advantage of
the loss to turn the emperor against us."

"I won't say where Batu is," Wu said stubbornly.

Ju-Hai stood and half turned away. "The time for mys-teriesis past,” he snapped. "Y ou must tell me
something that will reassure the Divine One."

"If | do asyou ask," Wu insisted, retaining her seat on the bench, "the Tuigan will learn my husband's
plan.”

"Don't be foolish,” the minister answered, scowling. "Shou Lung's secrets are safe with the emperor.”

"Areyou sure?' Wu asked, meeting Ju-Hai's angry glare with a steady gaze.

Her question caused the mandarin to pause and suppress his anger. "What do you mean?' he asked
warily.

"There'saspy in the Mandarinate," Wu answered quickly.

Ju-Hai showed no surprise at the accusation. Instead, he simply narrowed his eyes and demanded,
"Who?"

Knowing how much her revelation would hurt the minis-ter, Wu took a deep breath. "Minister Ting Mei
Wan," she said at |ast.

For severa moments, Ju-Hai stared at the nobleman's daughter with an incredulous look. Finaly, he
asked, "What makes you think Ting has betrayed the emperor?’

His voice was cam and curious. It was impossible to tell whether he was more interested in the issue of
Ting's be-trayal or the reason for Wu's accusation.

"Jasmine."

"Howers?

"Blossoms," Wu responded. "1 smelled them on the spy in the Garden of the Virtuous Consort."

"And Ting Mel Wan perfumes herself with jasmine,” Ju-Hai finished, shaking his head amost
imperceptibly. "Isthat the basis of your suspicion?'

Wu shook her head. " She has been asking about Batu's plans.”

"So havel," Ju-Hai responded. "Does that make me a spy?' Before Wu could answer, the minister
raised his hand. "Don't answer. Y ou might lose the only friend you have |eft.”

Wu stood and took Ju-Hai's arm. Despite the affection she felt for the minister, it was the first time she
had touched him. "Ju-Hai," she said, "l could never doubt you, but Ting is different. She even asked J-—"

He freed his arm. "Do you have proof?"

Hurt by the rejection, Wu backed away and sat on the bench. "Not really," she responded. “"When you
arrived, | wasjust leaving to find some.”

"Why?' Ju-Hai asked, studying her with the sharp eyes of an interrogator. "Do you know something
more?"

"No," Wu admitted, looking away. "But if Ting has some-thing to tell her masters, adark night like
tonight would be the time to go to amessenger."

"Then you are proceeding on no more than suspicion?"

Wu nodded.

The minister's face became less stern. "1 suppose that is all you can do,” he allowed. "Ting is a smart
woman. She would not be exposed any other way."

"So you believe me?' Wu asked, brightening.

"No," the mandarin answered bluntly. "I've known Ting Mei Wan for many years, much longer than I've
known you."

Wu turned away from the minister. If Ju-Hai would not help her, it would be impossible to expose Ting's
treachery.

A moment later, however, Ju-Hai said, "Still, I cannot dis-miss such an accusation lightly."



Wu turned to face the minister again. "Then you'll investi-gate?'

Ju-Hai shook his head. "Even if you'reright, Ting isfar too clever to give herself away to me."

Wu frowned, sensing that the minister was leaving some-thing unsaid. " So you want me to go ahead and
follow her?'

"I'm not saying that" the minister replied cautioudly.

"You're not saying | should leave the matter to you or the emperor,” Wu observed.

"What you suggest is very dangerous,”" Ju-Hai said, fixing his eyesfirmly on hers. "If you are caught
outside your house, | will be powerlessto help you. The emperor may conclude that Kwan is correct, and
that both you and your husband are traitors. | assume you have already thought about these consequences.”

Wu nodded. "I would be beheaded.”

"Y our servants and children aswell," Ju-Hai added. "Where treason is involved, even the Son of Heaven
must be ruthless.”

"I realize that." As Wu spoke the words, awave of weak-ness rolled over her body.

The minister stared at her with a demanding, merciless expression. "On the other hand, if Batu does not
defeat the barbarians soon, the emperor will still conclude that you are traitors. It is adifficult choice. |
would not wish to makeit."

"What are you saying?' Wu demanded, rising.

"l am saying nothing" Ju-Hai answered. He stared at her with cold, dispassionate eyes. Suddenly, he
bowed. "I only called to relay the news of your father. If you'll excuse me, it'slate and | should be going.”

The minister turned and showed himself out of the main hall, leaving Wu alone to puzzle over hiswords.

When Ju-Hai stepped out of the Batu compound, two dif-ferent sets of guards snapped to attention. One
set was his persona bodyguard of six men, which he had left outside Wu's home. The other set belonged to
Ting. Until tonight, he had assumed that they were protecting the Batu family from Kwan's assassins. Now,
he wondered if they were more dangerous than the servants of the Minister of War.

He paused in the gate and |ooked down the street. The night was close, and the air felt heavy with
moisture. Over-head, the sky was moonless and black. Beneath the walls of the Batu compound, the
darkness was as absolute. The min-ister could not see even the silhouettes of the guards that he knew
would be standing there. It seemed afitting night for accusations of treachery and betrayal.

Ju-Hai was not anxiousto believe Wu, and he could find plenty of reason to doubt her suspicions.
Certainly, it was not unusual to smell jasmine in the Virtuous Consort's gar-den. Though he had never been
inside, he did not doubt that the small park contained at least afew of the climbing shrubs. Even if that was
not the case, Ting was far from aone in using jasmine blossoms as perfume.

Asfor asking about Batu's plan, the female mandarin could hardly be blamed for her inquisitiveness. For
nearly two months now, the general's disappearance had been the primary source of court gossip. Even the
emperor had occa-sionally voiced his curiosity about what had happened to the General of the Northern
Marches and his hundred thou-sand pengs.

Still, Ju-Hai could not dismiss Wu's accusation out-of-hand. For several months now, Ting had seemed
more inde-pendent and power-hungry than usual. He had taken this as a sign that she was growing more
secure in her position as a mandarin. He also saw that it could be aresult of a secret allegiance to a new
master.

Ju-Hai was deeply fond of Ting. In aworld of double de-ceits and elaborate subterfuges, her
undisguised merce-nary streak seemed almost honest. Though he had never trusted her completely, Ju-Hai
had always felt that if he knew what she wanted, he could work with her to achieve what he desired.

It had never occurred to the Minister of State that his pro-tege might want something badly enough to
betray Shou Lung. Even by the most ruthless standards of court con-duct, such behavior was unthinkable.
He could not believe that Ting would resort to such treachery.

Ju-Hai was far from confident in his opinion, however, and knew that he could not expect to discover
the truth through direct questioning. Opening an officia inquiry was also out of the question. If it proved
nothing, it would need-lessly damage Ting's reputation, making the Tigress an enemy for life.

Wu was the only tool Ju-Hai had available to discover the truth. He did not doubt that Hsuang's daughter
would do as he wanted, for he had carefully guided the conversation to make her feel that she had no
choice except to expose the spy herself. Ju-Hai did not enjoy such callous manipulation, but he was willing
to do it for the good of the emperor.

At the same time, the minister also felt obliged to provide what assistance he could. His agents had been
quite im-pressed with Wu's kung fu, and Ju-Hai knew the general's wife would have no trouble getting into
Ting's house. How-ever, leaving her own home, which was tightly ringed with guards, might prove more
difficult.



Ju-Hai started away from the compound, surrounded by his bodyguard. Fifty yards later, he looked down
an alley and, feigning surprise, asked his guards, "What's happening there?'

His bodyguard peered into the alley. "Where, Minister?' asked one.

"There—afigure. Don't you seeit?' Ju-Hai pointed at the right side of the darkened lane. "Stop in the
name of the em-peror!" he yelled.

No one answered, but he had not expected a response. Asfar as he knew, the alley was empty. He
was simply trying to lure the guards away from Wu's house.

When he looked back toward the Batu compound, he was pleased to note that his plan was working. In
the light of gate lamps, he saw Ting's guards looking in his direction.

"Guards!" he called. "Come quickly—it'saspy!"

As he had hoped, the mere mention of a spy was enough to lure the guards away from their posts. The
tramp of heavy boots echoed down the street, and a moment later twelve sentries rushed into view.
Ju-Hai's own bodyguard closed ranks around him. If there was danger nearby, the last thing they would do
was |leave their master alone.

Ju-Hai pointed down the alley. "Therel" he said, speaking to Ting's guards. "Quickly!"

The soldiers brushed past the minister with barely a sec-ond glance, calling orders and commands to
each other. Ju-Hai looked back toward the Batu household, hoping to catch a glimpse of Wu taking
advantage of hisruse. Not even the hint of a shadow slipped out of the gate.

Returning his attention to the alley, Ju-Hai patiently waited while the guards rushed about, banging gates
and searching doorways. Though he wanted to leave, Ju-Hai knew that his sudden departure would make
the guards suspicious.

Ten minutes later, adrizzle began to fall. The rain was warm, almost hot, and did nothing to relieve the
stickiness of the night. Ju-Hai did not care. It provided him with an ex-cuse to leave the search.

"I have no desire to stand in the rain while you let the spy escape,” he said to the sergeant. "If you are
lucky enough to find the infiltrator, take him to Minister Ting. Ask her to no-tify me at once."

The sergeant bowed. "Of course, Minister."

Ju-Hai returned the bow with a cursory nod, then started down the street with his own bodyguard in
tow. Instead of going home, however, he turned toward Ting's. His unex-pected arrival at her house would
provide another distraction for Wu. He might even learn something himsalf.

As he and his guards drifted through the dark streets, Ju-Hai occasionally stopped to listen for Wu. He
did not see even the faintest suggestion of atrailing silhouette, and the only sound he heard was the squeak
of his own guards wet armor. The only hint of Wu's presence was a feeling of dis-quiet that raised the hair
on the back of the minister's neck.

When he approached Ting's house, Ju-Hai stationed his bodyguard at the entrance of the aley that ran
along the back wall of her compound, then went down the dark lane aone. If he were to use the front gate,
by tomorrow morn-ing, the summer palace would be filled with gossip of their "liaison.” As he had no desire
to make himself the subject of such gossip, he intended to use the back entrance.

Just before Ju-Hai reached Ting's back gate, the wooden doors opened. A figure dressed in a dark
samfu dlipped out of the archway and paused in the light of the single gate lamp. It was Ting Mel Wan,
Minister of State Security. She carried adark scarf and a polished ebony tube, such as one might use to
store a paper scroll. The scabbard of atwelve-inch dagger hung from her belt.

She paused a moment to tie the scarf around her face. In that instant, Ju-Hai knew that Wu was right.
Ting, the very person charged with ensuring the empire's security, was preparing to meet the enemy's
courier even now. There could be no other reason for her nefarious dress. The eb-ony tube, the minister
guessed, contained evidence of her betrayal, probably areport of how the emperor had taken the nobles
defeat.

Stomach knotted with sorrow and his heart pounding with rage, Ju-Hai decided he would not allow the
traitor to deliver her message. He considered calling his bodyguard, then realized that so near Ting's house,
they were sure to be outnumbered by the traitor's men. The Minister of State could not take the tube by
force.

Still unaware of Ju-Hai's presence, Ting glanced up at the drizzle, then dlipped the ebony tube inside her
samfu. She turned away and started down the aley.

"Did someonetell you | was coming?' Ju-Hai called, histone forcibly jocular.

Ting spun around, squinting into the darkness. "Who's there?' Her face was pale with shock.

Ju-Hai did not respond. Instead, he simply took another echoing step forward.

"Answer!" Ting commanded, drawing her dagger.

"It'sjust an old friend," Ju-Hai responded, stepping into the light of her gate lamp. "Why so frightened?"



"Minister!" Ting sighed, pulling the scarf off her face. "What are you doing here on anight like this?"

"Coming to see you. Where are you going on anight like this, dressed like that?' he asked, pointing at
her samfu.

Ting glanced at her dark clothing, then frowned at Ju-Hai. She seemed at aloss for words and clenched
her dagger hilt so tightly that her knuckles went white. For amoment, Ju-Hai feared she would attack him.
Finally, she sheathed her weapon. "To arendezvous," she said. "With whom is none of your business."

Ju-Hai tapped the tube beneath her shirt. "1'd give a thou-sand silver coins to know what present you're
taking him."

Ting shifted the tube out of his reach. "ls there something you want?"

"Yes," Ju-Hai said. He did not elaborate, for he had in-tended to call on Ting under the pretext of a
social visit. Hav-ing caught her as she was leaving, he needed a better excuse to detain her. He had not yet
thought of one.

"What isit? I'm late asitis."

Ju-Hai glanced down the alley, hoping that Wu was some-where in the dark watching the exchange.
"Unless your rendezvous is with the emperor, thisis moreimportant. We'd better go inside.”

Ting'sirritation disappeared instantly. "Of course, if it's as serious as you say," she said, opening the
gate.

"Itis, | assure you." Ju-Hai stepped through the entrance into a small kiosk. To the Minister of State's
surprise, it was empty. "No guard?' he asked.

"I had him sent away for afew minutes," Ting responded.

"Discretion begins at home."

Sheled Ju-Hai through the black, winding paths of her park. Though he knew Ting kept a man to care
for her gar-den, it seemed overgrown and ominous in the darkness. All sorts of mosses and vines dangled
from tree limbs over-hanging the paths, and the shrubbery was feral and impos-ing in both size and shape.
Ju-Hai felt as though a band of murderous thieves might leap from the brush at any mo-ment. It was just
the sort of place he imagined Ting would find enjoyable.

A few moments | ater, they reached the main hall. Ting showed Ju-Hai to a couch and summoned a
servant to pour tea, then excused herself to change. A few minutes later, she returned wearing a white
robe brocaded with the pat-tern of the mythical phoenix. Though the loosely fastened robe reached clear to
the floor, it was cut to make the most of Ting's enticing form. It also reveaed that she no longer had the
ebony tube with her.

She sat on the couch opposite Ju-Hai and crossed one sculpted leg over the other. " So, Minister, what is
more im-portant than the diversion | had planned?"

Ju-Hai glanced at the servant uncomfortably, asif reluc-tant to speak. He was buying time. Though he
had devel-oped several excuses for calling Ting away from her rendezvous, none seemed particularly
convincing.

The seductive mandarin dismissed the servant, then turned back to Ju-Hai. Her expression was openly
curious. "Well?'

Ju-Hai looked away and sipped histea. "I don't know how to begin," he said.

Ting raised an eyebrow. "Begin at the beginning, Minister."

Ju-Hai hesitated, asking himself if enough time had passed for Wu to find the ebony tube. Next, he
wondered whether or not the nobleman's daughter had been in the alley and knew what to look for. Finally,
he began to worry that he had misjudged her. It would not be unlikely that her con-cern for her children
would prevent her from risking the emperor's wrath, even to expose a spy.

The minister forced the last thought from his mind. It would do him no good to doubt his plan now. His
only course was to proceed as if Wu had followed him and was even now searching Ting's house. The
more time he bought, the better would be Wu's chance of success.

"Thisisn't easy for me," Ju-Hai began, setting his tea cup aside and glancing at Ting's willowy legs.

An expression of comprehension crossed the Minister of State Security's face. "Say no more," she said.
"l understand.”

"You do?'

"I think s0."

Ting rose and stepped around the table. She took Ju-Hai by the wrists and pulled him to his feet, guiding
his handsinside her robe. "Even if my rendezvous had been with the emperor," she said, "l wouldn't have
missed this.”

Ju-Hai kissed her. It was a cold, dispassionate kiss, the kind to which he imagined the seductress was
accustomed.



Ting returned the kiss with awarmth and vigor that sur-prised the Minister of State, then turned to lead
the way into her deeping hall.

Two hours later, Ju-Hai was exhausted. Ting pulled him to-ward her yet again, but he dipped out of the
bed and said, "Enough! I'm an old man. | must conserve my energy."

"Nonsense!" shereplied, pulling him back. "Let me rgjuv—"

A wall panel dlid open, interrupting Ting. The sergeant of her guard rushed into the room. "Minister,
there's been an intruder.”

The sergeant noticed Ju-Hai's naked form, then flushed with embarrassment and bowed.

Ting leaped out of bed and grabbed her robe. "Intruder?" she repeated, immodestly dressing right before
the guard's eyes. "Where?"

"The alley entrance," the sergeant reported.

Ting immediately started for the door. Ju-Hai quickly donned his own clothes and followed, catching up
to Ting in the garden. She was firing questions at the sergeant, who could tell her only that the sentry posted
at the gate had been found dead.

At the kiosk, several guards holding lamps stood around their fallen companion. As Ting and Ju-Hai
approached, they backed away. The dead sentry lay sprawled on his back, his chiang-chun at hisside.
The polearm's blade was bloody.

"Thisis how we found him," the sergeant reported.

Ting kneeled and examined the body. When she found no wounds on the chest or head, she angrily
rolled the corpse over and examined its back.

"There are no wounds on this body," she snapped, return-ing to her feet.

"Then thisisthe intruder's blood,” the sergeant con-cluded, picking up the dead man's chiang-chun.

"Yes," Ting replied, taking the polearm and examining the red blade. "Tomorrow, we shal find the
intruder and finish thejob."

She glanced at Ju-Hai, then asked, "I wonder why he picked tonight to come?"

"It isamoonless night," Ju-Hai answered. He focused his eyes upon the dead guard, but was thinking of
Wu. If she were wounded, she would need help and, come morning, protection. He had to leave Ting's
house and assign a contin-gent of the emperor's guard to protect the Batu household. He stepped toward
the gate. "I should return home," he said. "My presence here tonight will generate quite a scandal.”

Ting signaled her guardsto block the gate. "1 won't hear of it," she said, eyeing Ju-Hai with an
emotionless, calculating gaze. "Whoever killed this guard is still free, and for all we know he was after you.
You aren't leaving the safety of my house."

"I redlly must return—"

Ting lifted her hand. "I insist,” she said. Holding her jaw set firmly, she studied her mentor with narrow,
menacing eyes. "Y ou will go nowhere until | find the intruder."



11
Y enching

On the Shengti River, asin the summer palace, the night was humid and black. Despite the warm
driz-zle, the Genera of the Northern Marches re-mained on deck with his ship's first mate. The wiry
riverman hung over the gunwale with alamp in his hand, watching the dark waters for any hint of trouble.
The man's shirtless torso glistened with what might have been rainwa-ter, but was more likely a nervous
sweat. Periodically, he called out an instruction that another boatman promptly re-layed to the helmsman.

The hull bumped something pulpy, and Batu inhaled sharply. "What isit?"

When the mate did not answer promptly, Batu feared they had hit a sandbar. The summer flood season
had ended two weeks ago, and the river had since returned to normal, exposing hazards that had not
previoudly troubled the gen-eral's fleet. Already tonight, a dozen ships had run aground. Batu was beginning
to regret his decision to continue up-river in darkness.

"What did we hit?" Batu repeated, laying a hand on the mate's bare back.

The man did not look up. "I don't know, General, but there's no cause for worry. If it was anything
dangerous, it would have slowed us down."

The mate's reassurance did little to make Batu breathe easier. The moonless night was stifling and
ominous, silenc-ing even the owlsthat lived along the riverbanks. Only the sloshing of the fleet's oars
disturbed the quiet.

Behind his own junk, Batu could see another dozen bow lights twinkling in the drizzle. An additional four
hundred and seventy boats followed the twelve he could see, but the weather was so close that it obscured
therest of the fleet completely. Had the other ships not been behind him at dusk, the general would have
found it difficult to believe that they were there now.

Two more pulpy thumps sounded at the ship's waterline. Swearing at the river dragon, the mate pulled
himself back onto deck. His eyes were opened wide, and his face was as pale asivory.

Another soft bump sounded against the hull.

"What?' Batu demanded. "ls something wrong?"

The mate pointed at the river. " Spirits. They're blocking the way."

Batu took the man's lamp and peered over the gunwale. The smell of rancid meat assaulted his nose. He
retched and nearly dropped the lamp. A bloated white form with stiff arms and puffy legs drifted into view.
It bumped the hull and slipped away into the darkness as suddenly asit had ap-peared. Though he had
glimpsed the figure for only amo-ment, the general had seen and smelled too much death to mistake it for
anything but a decaying corpse.

Another half-dressed cadaver came into view, bringing with it the renewed stench of rotten flesh. Batu
steeled him-self against the awful odor and examined this body more closely. It had once been awoman,
but the flesh was so grue-some and pallid that he could not say of what age or appear-ance. She lay
tethered in a bed of dark weeds.

The vegetation alarmed Batu more than the dead woman. Pulling the mate back to the gunwale, he said,
"Weeds! It's getting shallow."

The wiry man peered over the side, but remained uncon-cerned. "The plants are nothing, General," he
said. "This closeto Yenching, theriver is ow and broad. There are many weed beds, but they won't stop
our junks."

The boat pushed past the woman's corpse, but another came into view immediately. The mate tapped
the gunwale like a drum, a gesture that supposedly attracted the atten-tion of the thunder god Lei Kung,
whose duty it was to es-cort reluctant spirits to the Law Courts of the Dead. "It's the river spirits we must
worry about,” the riverman said.

"Those aren't spirits," Batu replied, waving ahand at theriver. "They're nothing but corpses.”

The shirtless man looked doubtful. "Where'd they come from?' he demanded.

"Do you haverelativesin Yenching?' Batu asked.

The mate raised an eyebrow. "My father's brother lives there with all his children."

"Then you don't want me to answer your question, espe-cially if we are as close to the city as you
believe

The man fell silent, considering the meaning of the gen-era’s words. Finally, he frowned and firmly
clasped Batu's shoulder. "If | say we are near Y enching, General, we are near Y enching. | just pray you
remember these bodies when you catch the barbarians.”

Batu did not object to the mate's familiarity. Like the rest of the boatmen crewing the fleet, the man was



amerchant sailor and lacked military discipline. Fortunately, the mate and his fellows made up in expertise
for what they lacked in discipline. Counting the twelve junks that had run aground that night, the fleet had
lost only seventeen ships and a handful of men.

Considering the circumstances and the pace of the last six weeks, Batu was more than pleased with his
hired boatmen. For much of the journey up the Shengti, they had struggled against the heavy runoff waters
from the distant moun-tains. To make matters worse, in order to hide the fleet from onlookers and spies,
the wu jens from the High Ministry of Magic had kept it buried in a cloak of bad weather. Even with these
precautions, the ships had often dropped anchor while the cavalry masgueraded as Tuigan scouts and drove
riverside villagers from their homes.

Despite the hardships and delays, the rivermen had main-tained a steady pace. Working in shifts and
aided by Batu's soldiers, they had kept their boats moving twenty-four hours aday. Thanksto their skill and
tireless effort, the gen-eral was arriving at Y enching nearly aweek ahead of sched-ule. When he returned
to the summer palace, Batu decided, he would recommend to the Divine One that he consider re-cruiting
commercia boatmen as officersin theimperia navy.

The merchant rivermen were far more superstitious than their military counterparts. The first mate still
had not re-turned to his post. Instead, he was casting frightened glances over the side and tracing mystic
symbolsintheair.

"The bodies in the river are just corpses,” Batu repeated. "They're not going to hurt you. On the other
hand, if we hit a sandbar or rock ..." The general touched his sword hilt meaningfully.

The gesture reminded the riverman of his duty. "Forgive me," he said, resuming his position as guide.
Batu stood nearby, eyeing the weed bed with as much suspicion as the mate eyed the corpses.

Asthe boat continued forward, the bodies came into view with increasing frequency. After severa
minutes more, it seemed the river was choked with corpses. The smell of rot-ten flesh grew stronger. Even
Batu, who considered himself to have a strong stomach, found each breath a sickening ex-perience.

Severa pengs came topside under the mistaken impression that the air would be fresher. Soon, the junk
was buzzing with subdued discussions of the terrible smell and speculations as to why so many bodies were
intheriver.

Though he did not tell any of his men, Batu knew the rea-son for the awful scene. His great grandfather
had told him tales of Tuigan atrocities on unimaginable scales. Assuming those stories had been even
partially true, the general had no doubt that the corpses belonged to the citizens of Y en-ching. In the face of
the enemy's advance, the inhabitants had no doubt retreated into their city, thinking they would be safe
insideitswalls. After Y enching fell, the Tuigan had probably punished the inhabitants with extermination,
dumping the bodies into the Shengti.

Thirty minutes later, the general noticed alamp shining through the drizzle ahead. The holder stood on
the shore, swinging the light in a circle. Batu ordered the fleet to drop anchor. The circling light was a signal
from his cavalry scoutsindicating they had something to report. If, as the mate insisted, the fleet was within
afew miles of Yenching, the message would be important.

Batu dispatched a sampan to fetch the officer of the scouts, then sent for his subcommanders. Next, he
went be-low and awakened Pe, who it seemed could sleep through a battle. When the adjutant was
dressed, the pair returned to the deck.

The provincia generals and the scouting officer were al-ready waiting. Wasting no time with
pleasantries, Batu looked directly to the cavalry officer. "What do you have to report?’

After anervous glance at Batu's subordinates, the officer began. "Commanding General, Yenching is
only five miles away. As you expected, it has been taken by the enemy." The young man paused and
grimaced, clearly quite reluctant to continue.

"And?' Batu prodded.

"The enemy is till there," the scouting officer said.

"How many?' demanded Kei Bot Li, the stocky general from Hungtze.

"The entire army," the scout replied.

Batu frowned, thinking of his conversation with Tzu Hsuang just four days ago. His father-in-law had
been ex-pecting a major confrontation, and had not reported since. Batu could only guess at the reason.
Hsuang might have been killed, the noble armies wiped out, or the mirror aban-doned during retreat.
Whatever the cause of the silence, however, Batu felt sure of one thing: the nobles had met a large force of
Tuigan.

Addressing the scout, Batu said, "What you report isimpossible."

The cavalryman inclined his head. "If that is what you say, General ."

"Don't be so ready to change your report, young man," Kei Bot interrupted, stepping closer to the



officer. "What makes you think the barbarians are still in Y enching?"

The officer glanced at Batu nervously, clearly afraid to contradict the commanding general of the
greatest Shou army ever assembled. Batu nodded to the young man.

After receiving permission to speak, the officer said. "Horses. There are one hundred and fifty thousand
or more outside the city."

"How certain are you of the numbers?' Batu asked, his mind reeling at the thought of so many horses.
The young cavalryman looked at the deck. "We can't be sure," he admitted. "We didn't dare approach
their camps until dusk, and there were too many beasts to count in the short time we had. Still, I'm confident

we haven't exagger-ated. The beasts cover the plain like a blanket."

"What of the barbarians themselves?' asked Kel Bot.

"Yenching iswell lit," the officer reported, glancing to-ward Kei Bot but addressing Batu. "It appearsthe
enemy istaking shelter in the city."

"They're not sleeping with their horses?' Batu asked, frowning.

"No more than three hundred campfires burn outside the city," the scout said confidently. " Perhaps many
of the bar-barians are deeping without fires, but then who islighting the city?"

Pe pointed to the body-choked river. " Certainly not the citizens."

"This makes no sense," Batu said, leaning on the gunwale. "Why would there be so many barbariansin
Y enching?'

"Evidently, the residentstried to hold Yenching," Kei Bot offered, nodding at the corpses. "Perhaps they
didn't burn their grain before the city fell.”

"The Tuigan must have taken the city weeks ago," objected one of the other generals. "Why would they
remain here, consuming what must be avery limited supply of food? It would be wiser to eat their fill, then
carry what they could and press forward."

"Our enemies are barbarians," Kei Bot snapped, turning on the man who had contradicted him. "After
two months of starvation, they must now be content to feast and rest.”

Batu stepped between Kei Bot and the other general. "Our enemies may be barbarians,” he said, "but
they are cunning and disciplined. Whatever their reason for remaining in Y enching, General Kei, it isnot
lethargy.”

Batu deliberately delivered the comment with a scornful tone. Kei Bot received the censure with a bow
and an apol o-getic expression, but Batu knew from experience that the reproach would have little
permanent effect.

"The Tuigan must be ready for us," Pe said, addressing his commander. "Perhaps a spy learned of your
plan, General."

All six commanders grimaced.

"That'simpossible," Batu responded, shaking his head. "Only one person at the summer palace knows
where we are, and she would never reveal the plan.”

"The summer palaceisfar away," Kei Bot responded, look-ing toward the southeast. "Who can tell what
is passing there."

Kel Bot's ominous comment sent an unaccustomed pang of concern through Batu's breast. He cast a
disturbed glance toward the distant palace, wondering what his family was doing and if they were safe. The
concern was a new emo-tion, for the general had always felt confident of hiswife's ability to care for the
family when he was gone. During their last two weeks together, however, Wu had seemed anything but
assured or strong. Diplomacy had never been one of her gifts, and it had been clear that she felt insecurein
the political atmosphere of the summer palace.

"Is something wrong, General ?' Pe asked, daring to touch his master's sleeve.

Batu shook his head, forcing his family from his mind. Thiswas no time to let such thoughts interfere
with hisduty. If familial concerns keep a soldier from focusing on the task at hand, Batu reminded himself
sternly, he had no business having awife and children. In war, there was too much at risk to let personal
affairstake priority over military matters.

The general turned back to the cavalry officer. "What do you make of the horses and the lights in the
city?' he asked.

The officer's eyes widened in shock. "Me, General ?"

"Yes," Batu snapped. "Y ou're the only one who has seen the enemy camp. Do they appear prepared for
battle?"

The young cavalryman looked from one general to an-cther, asif begging for mercy.

"Answer!" insisted Wak'an, the officer's direct com-mander.

The scout licked hislips nervoudly. Finally, he answered, "In truth, they aren't prepared for battle. They



have estab-lished a wide perimeter of guardposts, of course. But the rain has made the ground muddy.
Their patrols move slowly and do not range far. They have displayed a surpris-ing lack of concern about the
river—"

"They don't realize it's ameans of transport,” Kei Bot ob-served, a condescending smirk on his face.
"The barbarians are not boatmen."

"No doubt," Batu agreed. He turned back to the cavalry of-ficer. "Continue."

"There's little more to report. By moving only at night, our scouts have engaged but one patrol, and we
destroyed it to aman. We haven't made any blunders, and the enemy's lazy deployment suggests they don't
suspect our presence. They look as though battle is the farthest thing from their minds."

"They sound more like a garrison than a battle-ready force,” Pe observed, furrowing his brow.

"Perhaps you'reright,” Batu said. "They might be only a garrison."

"With ahundred and fifty thousand horses?' objected an-other general.

Batu nodded. "Y es. Evenif the Tuigan don't know our plan, their spies have certainly reported the
disappearance of our five armies. As he has demonstrated so far, the barbarian commander is no fool. The
only bridge across the upper Shengti isat Yenching. Y amun Khahan knows as well as we do that if he
loses that city, he will be cut off from his homeland and trapped in Shou Lung."

"So he would garrison the city," Kel Bot observed. A mo-ment later, he frowned. "But not with a
hundred and fifty thousand men. From your estimates of the enemy’s strength, General Batu, that's three
quarters of the barbar-ian army!"

The other generals muttered in agreement, but Batu shook his head thoughtfully. "The Tuigan are asrich
in horses as Shou Lung isin people,” the general said. "Each man leads an extra mount, sometimes two.
There are prob-ably no more than seventy-five thousand warriorsin Y en-ching.”

"Even so, seventy-five thousand men is no garrison," coun-tered Kei Bot, meeting Batu's gaze with a
critical expression. "Until we know why there are so many barbariansin Y enching, we must proceed with
the utmost caution.”

Batu suffered a sinking feeling. "As much asit pains me to admit it, your counsel iswise," he replied.
The General of the Northern Marches looked over the gunwale toward the city. "What can they be doing
with so many men in Yen-ching?' he demanded, his voice betraying more frustration than he cared to
reveal to his subordinates.

After along and anxious silence, it was the cavary officer who dared to speak. "If | may, Generd, | can
offer one possi-ble answer." He inclined his head to show that he did not mean to be presumptuous.

"If you know the reason for the barbarian behavior, it is your obligation to report it!" Batu snapped,
irritated that the man's timidity had kept him from fully discharging his duty. " Speak!"

The officer paled at his commander's tone, then quickly wet hislips and began. "I have only afew
thousand horsesin my command,” he said, staring at Batu's feet. "Still, we have found it difficult to feed
them, especially in the areas the peasants have burned. With a hundred times as many horses, the problem
must be a hundred times as severe.”

Batu nodded. "Go on."

The cavalryman dared to look up. "If | were the enemy commander, |'d leave my extra horses and as
much of my force as prudent at Y enching—especially if the granaries were full when the city fell."

"You'reright," Batu declared, laying a commending hand on the scout's shoulder. "They aren't foot
soldiers, so the Tuigan ignore the possibility of using the river for trans-port. We aren't cavalrymen, so we
forget the difficulties of feeding the horses and don't recognize the obvious prob-lems our enemy faces."

The other generals voiced their agreement with the cav-alry officer's analysis. Presently, however, Kei
Bot scowled. "What difference does this enlightenment make, General Batu? Y our plan is spoiled. Even if
we had the proper equip-ment, it would take weeks to siege Y enching. Before it falls, the rest of the
barbarians would return to aid the garrison.”

Batu meet the stocky general's scowl with narrowed eyes. "Then we must take the city by surprise,”" he
said. "Tonight."

His subordinates gasped. The cavalry officer nearly choked with shock. "B-But that's impossible!”

"Nothing isimpossible," Batu replied, a smile of anticipa-tion creeping across hislips. The genera loved
nothing more than testing himself and his men in battle, and storm-ing the city might well prove achallenge
worthy of their talents.

Still, Batu harbored no hope that Y enching would be a truly magnificent combat. The circumstances
were not right for the epic confrontation he coveted. There was nothing illustrious about taking an enemy by
surprise, espe-cially when the opponent was outnumbered and far away from the supervision of abrilliant
commander.



There was no chance, Batu realized, that Y enching would be the illustrious battle of which he dreamed.
On the other hand, there was no chance that it would prove boring, either.

After standing for several moments in dumbfounded si-lence, the scout bowed deeply. "Please forgive
me, General," the young officer said. "I didn't explain the situation clearly. The barbarians will see us
coming. Thereis a guardpost two miles outside the city. They will see your boat lamps as soon as you
round the next bend. That's why | stopped you here."

"The enemy is not as poorly prepared as you had hoped," Kel Bot said, a satisfied smirk creasing hislips.
"There is no way to surprise the Tuigan. Y ou have no choice but to siege the city."

"I repeat" Batu said flatly. "WEe'l take Y enching tonight. | have just the way to do it."

Ignoring his subordinates open mouths, Batu turned to the cavalry officer. "Can you stampede the
barbarian's mounts?"

A grin crossed the scout's lips. For the first time that night, he looked certain of himself. "It will be a
simple matter. The animals may be tethered, but no rein in the world will hold a frightened horse—much
less a hundred and fifty thou-sand of them."

"Good," Batu replied, giving his subordinates a confident smile. "Y enching will be ours by morning."

He outlined his plan, assigning each general the responsi-bility for coordinating one particular aspect.
When he fin-ished, he ordered the fleet commander to begin debarking the army on the river's northern
shore.

Batu took afew minutes to help the feng-li lang and his as-sistants from the Rites Section kill a hunting
falcon. The feng-li lang claimed the sacrifice would persuade the spirits to grant favorable weather for the
coming battle. After the bird's body had been ritually burned in a bronze caldron, Batu turned his attention to
the most crucial part of his plan. He had a hundred and fifty volunteers, armed with swords and torches,
hidden deep within the bilges of two cargo junks. Next, he had the boats loaded with grain, tak-ing care to
make sure that his pengs could not be discovered easily.

Batu ordered the two junksto light all their lamps and sail upriver, then returned to his cabin to write his
customary letter to Wu. No sooner had he set out the ink and writing brushes, however, than Pe came
below.

"The pengs are debarked and formed into units," the adjutant said, standing in the tiny cabin's door. "The
Most Mag-nificent Army of Shou Lung isready to march."

"Good," Batu responded, dipping his brush into the ink well. "We'l begin as soon as | finish writing to
Wu."

Pe looked concerned. "More than half the night has passed, General, and we have along march ahead."

"I am aware of the hour and the distance to Y enching," Batu snapped, irritated by Pe's presumption. He
felt sure the adjutant had meant to imply he was wrong to delay the army while attending to a personal
matter.

The adjutant blanched. "Forgive me, General ."

"Don't apologize," Batu replied, realizing that Pe was cor-rect to criticize him. Every minute he delayed
increased the likelihood of the sun rising on his army before it reached Y enching. If that happened, even the
Ministry of Magic's wu jens could not keep such avast number of men concealed.

Batu laid hiswriting brush aside and stood, fastening his chia. "Issue strict orders that no peng isto
speak. Every man isto secure all loose equipment. We don't want enemy sen-tries hearing even the faintest
voice or the most distant piece of clanging metal."

Pe did not turn to leave. Instead, till looking at the floor, the adjutant said, "But your letter, General. |
didn't mean you should not finish it, only that it might be wise to send the army ahead.”

Batu cast aregretful eye at the blank paper. "1 must be with the army at all times, in case the enemy
discoversus," he said. "Anyway, | can't send the letter to Wu. If the Tuigan captured the messenger, they
would certainly learn our po-sition. The risk istoo great to take just to keep a personal promise.”

He motioned Pe out of the doorway. The adjutant led the way up to the deck and into awaiting
sampan. After the general and his aide reached shore, Pe issued the orders concerning talking and clanging
equipment.

A few minutes later, the army began marching through the mud, the cavalry leading the way. Within half
an hour, the drizzle stopped and a brisk wind blew out of the west.

Batu had no idea whether the change in weather was the spirits doing or not, but he whispered a silent
thanks to them anyway. The breeze would carry any sounds his army made away from the enemy.

At regular intervals, the scouts sent guides back to lead the infantry over the next section of ground. The
guidestook the army through a labyrinth of shallow valleys. Be-cause of the absolute darkness, men were
congtantly stum-bling and falling on the broken, muddy ground. For the largest part, they avoided cursing or



calling out, but it wasimpossible to prevent loud thuds and clangs.

Twice, the army paused while the cavalry surrounded and attacked an enemy outpost. During these
times, Batu could hardly restrain himself from riding forward to direct the small engagements personally. If
one of the enemy sen-tries escaped, the Shou armies would lose the element of surprise. Fortunately, the
cavalry proved up to the task and most of the Tuigan died with their weapons sheathed.

Three hours later, the armies were till struggling through the mud and the cavalry scouts had not yet
called ahalt. It was nearly morning, and the first gray streaks of false dawn were appearing in the eastern
sky. Batu feared the barbarians would be awake by the time hisarmy ar-rived at Y enching.

Just when he felt sure the scouts had lost the way, the cav-alry commander returned. Pointing at a
hulking silhouette that loomed ahead, the young man said, "Y enching is over that hill, General."

"Let us see what thereisto see," Batu replied.

The general and the scout dismounted and crept to the hilltop, Pe following close behind. The three men
were care-ful to stay low to the ground, lest they cast a silhouette against the false dawn.

Y enching lay in the shallow valley of atributary to the Shengti. The streets were barely discernible from
the build-ings at this early hour. A dark band, which Batu took to be awall, surrounded the city. Outside the
wall, thousands of dark shapes that could only be horses milled through the valley. The cavalry officer had
not exaggerated their huge number.

A canal had been dredged from the Shengti River to Y en-ching, entering the city through a fan-shaped
gate designed to accommodate boat traffic. Batu could seelittle else, for the night remained dark and
moonless.

Pe pointed at the Shengti. "There are the junks, General."

Two sets of lights were slowly moving up the river. As the three men watched, it became apparent that
the barbarian sentries had also noticed the junks. The trio caught several glimpses of mounted silhouettes
skulking along the shore behind the boats.

Within afew minutes, the junks reached the mouth of the canal and turned toward the city. To Batu's
relief, the enemy did not stop the boats. It appeared the Tuigan were every bit as desperate for supplies as
the cavalry officer had sug-gested. Assuming the craft to be ladened with cargo, the barbarians were not
making any moves that might frighten the crews and send the junks back down the river. The horsewarriors
would probably not seize the boats until they were inside the city, where fleeing would be impos-sible.
Shortly afterward, torchesin hand, the pengs hiding in the bilges would rush from the junks. They would set
fireto everything they could, burning Y enching from the inside and forcing the barbarians to flee into the
arms of the Shou armies waiting outside.

The boats' progress up the canal seemed painfully slow. False dawn faded, then reappeared afew
minutes later asfirst light. Batu could barely stop himself from giving the or-der to stampede the horses. He
was anxious to start the bat-tle, and not just because he was looking forward to it.

The general from Chukei was relying upon at least partial darkness to keep the barbarians confused.
Every minute closer to dawn reduced his chance of victory. At the same time, if he attacked too early, the
enemy would smell atrap and close theriver gate. The junks would remain outside Y enching, forcing a
sege.

Finally, the boats reached the gate. Batu turned to the cavalry officer. "Prepare your men."

A broad grin spread across the young commander's face. "Y es, my General."

As the cavalryman turned to go, Batu spoke to Pe. "Order the generals to advance behind the cavalry.
Position one thousand archers along the canal to prevent the enemy from swimming out of our trap. Return
here after you are finished."

"Yes, Genera," Pereplied, creeping down the hillside to re-lay the orders to the messengers.

A few minutes later, the river gate closed behind the two junks. Behind Batu, the cavalry assembled just
below the crest of the hill. The Shou riders numbered less than three thousand, but Batu thought they would
suffice for what he wanted today.

A diver of orange sun appeared on the horizon, casting reddish light on the eastern side of the hill.
Fortunately, the western side remained plunged in shadows. Thanking the night spirits for this small favor,
Batu stood and waved the cavalry forward. Immediately, the line advanced. Asthey passed the general,
the mounts broke into atrot, then into a charge as they descended upon the valley.

Theinfantry followed a moment later, rushing forward at a disciplined double time. They paid less
attention to formartion than to speed, for their goal was to surround the city as quickly as possible.
Nevertheless, the officers did their best to keep the men grouped into assigned units in order to avoid
confusion during the battle.

On the western side of the hill, the light was still dim. Batu could not see how the enemy sentries were



responding to the charge. Nevertheless, he heard guttural shouts of alarm being raised all around the valley.

Pe returned to the genera’s side and stared down the hill. "What now, my commander?"

"We wait," Batu said, keeping his eyesfixed on Y enching.

The adjutant nodded. "The battle isin the hands of the spirits."

Batu raised an eye to the sky. Without taking any credit away from the spirits, who seemed to be on his
side so far, the general had to disagree with his adjutant about who governed the outcome of the battle.

"Y ou are mistaken, Pe. Like us, the spirits have done their part." The general waved a hand at the valley.
"The battle is now in the hands of some-thing less predictable than spirits. It isin the hands of our pengs.”

Asthe generd finished his observation, the cavalry began to shout and whistle. A muffled thunder built
deep within the valley as the first Tuigan horses fled the Shou charge. A few hundred barbarians carrying
torches rushed from the city.

Though the enemy was responding earlier than he ex-pected, Batu was not concerned. The more
barbarians who left the city, the better. Any horsewarriors trapped outside of Y enching would be
unavailable to defend the city against the second part of his plan.

Asthe Shou cavalry rode deeper into the valey, terrified whinnies filled the air. Within moments, the
ground began to tremble. The great barbarian herd was stampeding.

The sun cast afew long raysinto the valley, and Batu could see more Tuigan pouring from the city. As
often as not, the flood of frightened horses swept away the confused barbarians. At the same time, the first
Shou armies reached crossbow range. They fired at enemy soldiers and horses in-discriminately, doing
more damage by further panicking the herd than by directly inflicting injuries.

"Y our plan isworking, General," Pe observed.

Batu did not answer, for he was far from convinced that the battle was won. Clearly, the horsewarriors
would be de-prived of their mounts. A few thousand of the barbarians had already died attempting to leave
the city. As of yet, how-ever, the general saw no sign that the most important part of his plan was working.
Chasing the horses away and sur-rounding the city would be of little use if the enemy re-mained holed up
ingde.

Asthe sun lit Yenching more brightly, the Shou cavalry drove the last of the enemy's horses away,
easily overwhelming the few confused sentries on the far side of the valley. The five provincial armies
moved into position around the city, training their weapons on its gates. As Batu had ordered, one thousand
archerstook up positions along the banks of the canal.

"Not even arat will escape," Pe said, studying the deploy-ment.

"I don't care about the rats, but | would be glad for afew escaping Tuigan," Batu replied, his heart
sinking. "The most important part of our plan seemsto have failed. Y enching is not burning."

Though it no longer mattered, Batu wondered what had gone wrong inside the city. The volunteers could
have been discovered before the cavalry charge distracted the barbar-ians. Or perhaps Batu had been
wrong to think that a hand-ful of men could burn an entire city.

"The battle is not over yet, General," Pe said, pointing at a column of smoke rising from the center of the
city.
"Itis," Batu snapped, shaking his head in disgust. He was not upset at his adjutant, but at his own failure.
"The enemy knows we're here. One small fire will not chase the Tuigan out of Yenching. They'll just put it

Pe furrowed his brow. Though he was looking at the same scene as his commander, he clearly did not
see the same thing. "How can they fight fires and us at the same time?* he asked.

"What do you mean?' No sooner had he finished the ques-tion than the general understood exactly what
his adjutant meant. Batu had never intended to storm the city, but the barbarians didn't know that. With a
little prodding, the Shou commander could keep the Tuigan at the city walls, leaving the volunteersinside
Y enching free to burn the city.

"Send the order quickly," the general said.

"What order?' Pe asked, uncomfortable with the vagaries of what amounted to mind-reading.

"To prepare for storming the city, of course,”" Batu an-swered. "A brilliant plan, Pe!"

"Thank you, General," Pereplied proudly.

"However, your plan needs one minor adjustment,” Batu added, frowning in concentration as he studied
the city. "We've got to convince the Tuigan our attack isreal. Order General Kel Bot to storm the gates on
his side of the city."

"He could be wiped out," Pe objected.

The general hesitated, remembering how Kwan Chan Sen had selected the Army of Chukei as a decoy.
There was little difference between what Batu intended to do and what Kwan had done. Still, Batu could



see no other way to hold the enemy's attention while the city burned.

"Issue the order," Batu said firmly. "Inform Kel Bot of the true nature of hismission. Tell him that |
selected his army because | know his pengs will perform their duty honor-ably. We will withdraw the
survivors as soon as possible.”

A pained expression flashed across Pe's face as he, too, re-called the destruction of the Army of
Chukei. Nevertheless, he smply bowed and turned to abey.

Kei Bot did not protest the order. Within minutes of re-ceiving the message, his twenty thousand pengs
charged Y enching's eastern gate. The other armies supported his at-tack by moving forward and lobbing
tens of thousands of arrows into the city, both fire-tipped and normal.

As Batu had expected, the enemy held fast. There were simply too many Tuigan, and they were too
good with their weapons to let the Shou breach the wall. Kei Bot's men fell by the thousands, a constant
rain of barbarian shafts pour-ing down on them. The ground near the city wall took on ared tinge, though
Batu could not tell whether the color was aresult of the morning sun or the fallen pengs' blood.

Still, the feint was working. Although only Kei Bot's men were attacking a gate, the aggressive posture
of the other four armies kept the barbarians at the city walls. Inside Y enching, the plumes of smoke grew
more numerous and much heavier.

Unfortunately, the barbarians remained at their posts for the next thirty minutes. Kei Bot's losses
mounted steadily, but the pudgy general continued to press the attack fiercely. The smoke from Y enching
poured over the walls, covering the Army of Hungtze in athick blanket of haze.

Finally, the archers that Batu had assigned to guard the ca-nal running out of Y enching began to fireinto
the water. The young general instantly realized that the barbarians had reached their breaking point. They
were attempting to escape the burning city by swimming under theriver gate.

"Recall Kel Bot!" Batu ordered, pointing at the archers. "Warn the other generals to expect the enemy
tosaly."

Pe bowed and left to relay the commands. Aside from the instruction for Kei Bot to withdraw, the
orders were unnec-essary and tardy. Before the messengers could reach the valley floor, Y enching burst
open like an agitated anthill. Heedless of the Shou armies awaiting them outside, the bar-barians rushed
from every gatein Y enching, madly firing their bows.

The Shou armies greeted the Tuigan with wall after wall of arrows. The men did not pause even an
instant to give the barbarians a chance to surrender. The sight of Y enching's citizens choking the Shengti
river with their bloated bodies was too fresh in the soldiers minds.

For many minutes, the Tuigan poured out of the burning city in a steady flow. From seventy yards away,
the Shou ranks met the barbarians with an equally steady stream of arrows. Soon, the bodies of
horsewarriors lay piled in front of the gatesin fan-shaped heaps. Still the barbarians came, scrambling over
their dead and wounded fellows without regard. Billows of smoke rolled over the city, and great tongues of
flame shot out of every opening in the wall.

Finally, the bell towers collapsed and disappeared into the city's ruins. The Tuigan rush dwindled away to
nothing. The air reeked of burned flesh, and Batu knew that thousands of Tuigan had not escaped the fires
inside Y enching. The larg-est part of the army, however, lay outside the walls, one or more bamboo shafts
protruding from their bodies. The loud, steady hum of thousands of groaning men filled the valley.

The Shou ranks stared at the heaps of Tuigan bodies in dazed silence. After afew moments, asingle
soldier drew his chien. The man walked to awounded horsewarrior, then quickly and efficiently beheaded
the moaning barbar-ian with his sword. Asif by command, the rest of the pengs drew their swords and
followed the man's lead.

It did not cross Batu's mind to stop the slaughter.



12
The Ebony Tube

One thousand miles east of Y enching, Batu's wife lay half-awake, oblivious to the great victory her
hus-band had already won that morning. It was well past dawn, and golden sunlight filled the sleeping hall.
By now, Wu redized, J and Y o would be anxiously awaiting her presence at breakfast.

The general'swife tried to sit up, and her stomach filled with fire. Wu cried out, then collapsed back
onto her pil-lows. She placed a hand over her stomach. A wet bandage swathed her midsection.

Qwo appeared out of acorner and dabbed awet cloth on Wu's forehead. "Be still, mistress.”

Wu withdrew her hand and stared at the blood on her palm. "What's this?' She was till struggling
against her sleepy confusion.

"Y ou know better than I," Qwo replied pointedly. She wiped the blood off her mistress's hand. "Y ou
came home in this state last night."

As Qwo turned away to rinse the cloth, the events of the previous night returned to Wu: following
Ju-Hai to Ting Mel Wan's house, the hurried search that yielded only the ebony tube Ting had been carrying
when the Minister of State ar-rived, meeting the unexpected guard on the way out of the house. The sentry
had taken Wu by surprise, stepping out of akiosk that had been empty when she had passed it earlier.

If the guard had challenged her before attacking, he might still be alive. When she had felt the blade of
his chiang-chun burning across her abdomen, however, Wu had reacted instantly. She had lashed at the
bonein front of the man's ear with an eagle-beak finger strike. The sentry was dead before he dropped his
weapon.

Doing her best to staunch the bleeding, Wu had rushed home without regard to silence or stealth. She
had not dared to examine the laceration’s severity. As soon as the stinging blade had slid across her
abdomen, Wu had known that she was badly hurt. Inspecting the wound would have increased her chance
of fainting before reaching help.

At her house, only the gate guards had returned from searching for Ju-Hai's mysterious spy. Even
wounded and dizzy from the loss of blood, Wu had scaled the wall and dlipped into her homein silence. The
last thing she remem-bered was stepping into the courtyard, feeling her knees buckle, and calling for Qwo.

Qwo finished rinsing the cloth and turned back to her patient.

"The tube," Wu asked. "What was inside?"

Qwo sighed. "I didn't look. Spying is not awoman's busi-ness."

Gritting her teeth againgt the pain, Wu pulled herself into a half-seated position. "Bring it here."

Qwo fetched the tube from the night cabinet. When Wu moved to accept it, her hand was sticky with
blood. "Y ou'd better read it to me," she ordered.

Scowling with disapproval, the old servant opened the end cap and removed a piece of paper. She
unrolled it and squinted at the writing. Speaking dowly, she read.

" 'Mighty One: Y our humble servant begs forgiveness for her lengthy silence. The guards captured your
messenger of three fortnights ago as he fled the summer palace. Though he died rather than reveal my
identity, security within the grounds has been tightened. I1lustrious Emperor of All Peoples, not even | can
pass freely, though | have tried several times to reach your agentsin the city."

Qwo paused to look at Wu. "Who isthis'lllustrious Emperor of All Peoples?"

"The enemy commander," Wu said anxioudly. "Read"

Qwo turned her eyes back to the paper.” ‘I have much to report. The emperor has relieved General
Kwan of respon-sibility for the war against your indestructible armies, and surprised the Mandarinate by
placing ayoung general from Chukei, Batu Min Ho, in command of the war. Batu is highly regarded by the
wisest men of this court, who are but can-dles next to your brilliance. It is whispered that Tuigan blood runs
thick in hisveins. If heis as cunning asthey say, perhapsthisisthe reason.' "

The old servant paused, unable to suppress a smile at the flattering reference to her mistress's husband.

"Go on," Wu urged.

Qwo scowled at Wu'simpatience, but did as instructed. " 'The emperor has given Batu one hundred and
fifty thou-sand soldiers. These troops consist of five provincia armies numbering twenty thousand apiece.
The balance comes from twenty-five small noble armies. Y ou have already en-gaged and defeated the
noble armies under the leadership of Tzu Hsuang Yu Po—'"

At the mention of Hsuang's defeat, a catch developed in Qwo's throat. She paused to clear it, then
continued reading a moment later. " '—and news of the outcome was received quite sorrowfully by the
court.



"'l can tell you nothing of General Batu's armies. He has disappeared with his entire force, and no one
knows how. | will attempt to discover where they have gone. In the mean-time, | have taken advantage of
his disappearance to start several rumors suggesting General Batu has deserted and joined the mighty
forces of your irresistible horde." "

"I'll choke her with her own eyes!" Wu spat. The fervor of her words sent awave of pain through her
abdomen. She could not stifle a groan.

"Not soon, you won't," Qwo observed.

"Keep reading," Wu instructed. "l must know what else thistraitor has done to my family."

Qwo returned her eyes to the document. " 'l have only one other item to report, Dispenser of Ultimate
Justice. Em-peror Kai Chin had nothing to do with the attempt on your life, and even now does not know of
Shou Lung's involve-ment. Two of my fellow mandarins, Ministers Kwan Chan Sen and Ju-Ha Chou, were
the ones who sent the hu-hsien assassin against you. After your ultimate victory, it will give me great
pleasure as your Shou regent to dispense the final punishment to these murderous dogs. Until we mest, |
re-main your dedicated and faithful servant.”

Qwo looked over the top of the paper. "Can this be true?' she asked. "Did it take only two men to start
thiswar?'

"Perhaps," Wu said, astonished by this|ast revelation. "It doesn't matter. The war can't be stopped now,
perhaps not even by one hundred thousand men. We must take this mes-sage to the emperor."

Rolling the scroll, Qwo said, "I'll fetch Xeng and have him take thisto Minister Ju-Hai—"

"No!" Wu snapped, her abdomen once again filling with fire. "It must go directly to the emperor.”

"But Xeng will never get an audience," Qwo protested.

"He must," Wu countered. She was simultaneously afraid to charge Xeng with such an important
mission and re-signed to the fact that she had no other choice. Clearly, she could not deliver the message
herself.

"We can't trust Ju-Hai," Wu continued. "This letter accuses him of some terrible acts. He might not wish
it to reach the hands of the Divine One."

The old servant frowned. "But your father trusts him."

"My father didn't know of the minister'sinvolvement in starting thiswar," Wu said, "and my father didn't
see him sharing a spy's bed."

"That can't be possible," Qwo objected. She raised the hand holding Ting's message as if warding off an
evil spirit. " our father's alliance with Ju-Hai goes back ten years. There must be an explanation for what
you saw."

"Perhaps," Wu replied, "but I'm not willing to take that chance. Summon your son, then get a brush and
paper. An explanatory letter might gain him afaster audience.”

Qwo left the hall, then returned a few moments later with a brush and paper.

Wou dictated a message to the emperor. In it, she apolo-gized for disobeying his command, then
explained what she had discovered. As she signed the |etter, she hoped the Di-vine One would not be
offended by the blood that smeared off her hand onto the paper.

Xeng arrived just as his mother sealed both Wu's letter and Ting's message into the ebony tube. Wu
quickly ex-plained what she wanted, telling him twice to ask the em-peror to send a contingent of histroops
toreplace Ting's.

After Wu finished, Qwo handed the ebony tube to Xeng, then kissed him on the brow. "Take care, my
son," she said. "If Ting's troops see you leave, | doubt you'll reach the emperor aive."

Xeng placed a hand over the jade pendant hanging be-neath his robes. "There is no need to worry,
Mother," he said. As he spoke, his body and clothes changed colors to match the hues of the chamber
walls. "l won't fail Lady Wu."

By the time Xeng finished speaking, Wu could no longer see him. Qwao's son was hot so much invisible,
she knew, as perfectly camouflaged. As her father's steward dlid aside awall panel and left, the one
weakness of his magic medallion became apparent. When he moved, Wu saw a watery, man-shaped blur
against the backdrop of the wall.

After Xeng left, Qwo peeled Wu's cover back to reveal athick swath of crimson bandages. "Y ou need
adoctor," she said, her tone almost chastising.

Wu nodded. "After Xeng returns with help, but no earlier. Ting may not know who stole her message.
Until the em-peror arrests her, it's too dangerous to reveal my injury. A doctor could lead her right to us."

"We must hope X eng reaches the emperor soon," the old maidservant said. She unfastened the bandage
and changed the dressing. As Qwo finished, two sets of small feet sounded in the stone courtyard outside.

"The children!" Wu gasped, pushing her maidservant away. "Don't let them see me like this!"



Qwo threw the cover over Wu, then stepped to intercept Ji and Yo.

She could not move quickly enough. A wall panel did aside, then Ji burst into the room, his sister in tow.
"Mother!" he cried, pointing a dender finger toward the front of the house. "The emperor'swifeis coming!"

Wu and Qwo looked at each other, confused and alarmed. "The Shining Empress?' Wu asked. "Are you
certain?’

Ji nodded. " She has awhole bunch of soldiers!"

"How do you know it's the empress and not a consort, child?' asked Qwo, fixing her eyes on the boy.

"Because | saw her before," Ji responded, scowling at be-ing doubted. "In the emperor's house—"

"Y ou've never been in the Forbidden Halls," Wu objected.

"Yeswe have!" Yo interrupted, stamping afoot. "Y ou re-member. | went to slegp!”

"We weren't in the Forbidden Halls," Wu explained. "We were in the Hall of—" She stopped in
midsentence, realizing Ji and Y o were mistaken about more than the building they had been in. Aside from
Wu, the only woman in the Hall of Supreme Harmony that night had been Ting Mel Wan.

"Qwo," she gasped, "they're talking about Ting!"

The old woman's face blanched. "What are we going to do?'

Wu threw her covers aside and tried to rise, but the effort hurt too much. Fleeing was out of the
guestion. It would be amarvel if she madeit out of the room.

"Meet them at the gate and then stall,” Wu instructed her servant.

"Stall," Qwo repeated, half dazed. "I'll try." She scurried to-ward the front of the house.

Wu turned to Ji and Y 0. They were both staring at her bandage with big, frightened eyes. A lump
formed in Wu's chest and she amost began to cry. She was more frightened than she had ever been, but
only for her children.

"Come herg, little ones," Wu said, holding out her arms.

They obeyed, their eyes still fixed on their mother's wound. Tears came to both their eyes, and they
began to sob.

"Shhh," Wu urged, embracing them closely. She could barely restrain her own tears. "Mother has been
hurt, but you must be brave. Some bad people are coming."

"What should we do?" asked Ji, choking back his sobs and wiping his eyes.

Wu wished that she had an answer. She might be able to move long enough to help Ji and Yo climb over
the exterior wall. Even if they escaped, though, the little ones would be lost and alone in the immensity of
the summer palace. Her only choice was to hide her children and hope Xeng re-turned with help soon.

Releasing her son and daughter, Wu said, "Do you know a good place to hide?"

"Under the floor!" Yo said, pointing a stubby finger to-ward the center of the room. "When | hid there, Ji
couldn't find me."

"Y ou were cheating!" Ji objected, furrowing his smooth brow.

"That doesn't matter now," Wu said, laying a gentle hand on her son's shoulder. " These people will
search for you much harder than you look when you play games. Are you sure thisis a good place to hide?"

They glanced at each other uncertainly. Finally, Ji said, "It's very dark and small."

"Good. Y ou must go there quickly. Don't come out until Xeng, Qwo, or | tell youit's safe.”

Wu kissed each of her children, then sent them away.

They had barely left the hall before Qwao's voice echoed across the courtyard. "l insist, Minister Ting.
Lady Wuisill. Sheisnot receiving visitors."

"All the more reason | must see her," Ting replied tersely. "Now stand aside.”

"I refuse,” Qwo replied.

"Guards!" Ting roared.

The sound of a short scuffle followed, then twenty boots clattered across the stone courtyard. Wu
adjusted her cover so that it concealed her bloody bandage, then prepared to receive Ting.

She did not wait long. Within moments, a soldier grabbed awall panel and thrust it roughly aside. Two
green-armored guards stepped into the sleeping room, their weapons held at the ready. Ting came next,
followed by an angry Qwo.

"What is the meaning of this?' Wu demanded, scowling at the mandarin. "Can't you see that I'm ill?"

"Please forgive thisintrusion,” Ting said curtly, obviously unconcerned with whether Wu forgave it or
not. The minis-ter turned to aguard. "Uncover her."

The soldier frowned at being asked to invade a noble-woman's privacy. Nevertheless, he did as ordered.

Ting pointed at the freshly changed bandage, which was aready spotted with new blood. "So you were
the ong," she said. "How disappointing."

"What do mean?' Wu demanded.



"Last night, aspy broke into my house and stole an impor-tant state document,” Ting said, stepping
toward the bed. "This spy killed aguard on the way out, but not before being wounded. As we can see, you
are wounded."

"This?' Wu asked, indicating her bandage. "Qwo and | were cutting some silk. Her knife dipped.”

"Not likely," Ting replied. "Save me the trouble of search-ing your house. Return the document and no
harm will cometo you or your family."

Even if the ebony tube had been in her possession, Wu would not have returned it. She had already seen
that Ting was an accomplished liar, and the minister could not afford to spare the life of anyone who knew
the truth about her.

In response to Ting's demand, Wu simply shrugged her shoulders. "What document?* she asked.

She had decided to feign innocence, but not because she hoped to fool Ting. If Ting's guards were not
part of the mandarin's plot, and Wu suspected that they were not, Ting would have to go through the
pretense of firmly establish-ing Wu's guilt before causing the noblewoman any harm. That would take time,
and the longer Wu could stall, the better the chance that Xeng would return with help.

Xeng was not having much success, however. He stood at the gateway to the Square of Heavenly
Delight, in the center of which rose the Hall of Supreme Harmony. His medallion remained activated and
he was still perfectly camouflaged. Unfortunately, the pendant's magic only worked for a cer-tain amount
of time and it would soon fade. He would not be able to reactivate it for at least a day.

The emperor's guards stood shoulder-to-shoulder around the Hall of Supreme Harmony, their weapons
drawn. The great square surrounding the tower was filled with the green-armored guards of the Ministry of
State Security. Xeng did not doubt that Ting had arranged the tight secu-rity measures, probably by claiming
to have discovered a plot against the Divine One's life. Still, considering the evi-dence he carried in the
ebony tube, Xeng thought he would attain an audience—providing he could reach the chamber-lain.

To do that, however, the steward had to slip past Ting's guards. Xeng had no doubt their orders were to
detain or kill anyone attempting to see the Son of Heaven. Still, he had to try, for Wu'slife clearly depended
upon his success.

There had been a time when the steward would not have cared about Wu's safety. At the age of fifteen,
afriend had remarked on his uncanny resemblance to Tzu Hsuang, and Xeng had finally realized why the
lord took so much inter-est in hiswell-being. Instead of being thankful for Hsuang's attention and love,
though, Xeng had grown resentful and bitter because his true lineage would never be acknowl-edged.
Nevertheless, Wu had treated him with nothing but respect and kindness, tolerating his snide remarks with
an easy-going grace that only infuriated him further.

Xeng had remained hostile for nearly five years, until his own mother finally grew so tired of his attitude
that she asked him to leave the Hsuang castle. It had been Wu, the object of so much of his enmity, who
had interceded on his behalf and asked Qwo to reconsider. Though Wu had not said as much, it had been
clear that she realized their rela-tionship and did not want to see harm cometo her half-brother. After that,
Xeng's attitude had reversed itself. Wu had subtly acknowledged his lineage and hereditary rights even
more than his own mother. As aresult, he was not about to allow any harm to come to his half-sister now.

Xeng stepped forward, moving dlowly to take maximum advantage of his magic camouflage. Though he
often used his dragon medallion to spy upon his father's enemies, the steward had never before attempted
to sneak past so many armed men.

In the next minute, he advanced thirty steps and came to the fringe of Ting's troops. They stood at
attention in small units of ten, each formation turned to face a different sec-tion of the park and separated
by ten feet. Xeng selected the two groups closest to him. He slipped forward ever so slowly, carefully
watching hisfooting so he did not trip or disturb aloose stone. Though his heart beat like a hammer and his
panicked lungs craved air, he forced himself to breathe in small, even breaths.

Nevertheless, on several occasions a sentry squinted or shook his head as Xeng moved. Each time, the
steward froze and did not move again until the guard looked away.

Finally, disaster struck. Two guards noticed him simulta-neoudly.

Asthe one on the left rubbed his eyes, the one on the right asked, "Did you see something?”

"A blur," the other responded.

Xeng knew hewasin trouble. He turned and, heedless of how easy it would be to see him, rushed
toward the gate. The two guards shouted an alarm, then ran after his hazy form.

Well-practiced in escaping pursuit while camouflaged, Xeng did not panic. He suddenly stopped and
dropped to his belly. A moment later, he slowly crawled a short distance back toward the Hall of Supreme
Harmony and did not move. The soldiers began yelling in confusion, issuing con-tradictory reports of his
whereabouts.



Xeng remained on his stomach for several moments, con-sidering his next move. Ting's troops clearly
wanted to capture him, for over a hundred of them ran about the square, wildly swinging their polearms at
the air. Asthe steward studied his pursuers, it became clear that they were more concerned with
preventing him from reaching the Hall of Supreme Harmony than with catching him. The largest number
moved to form awall between him and his objective. Behind Ting's guards, the emperor's troops watched
the square with interest, but did not budge from their as-signed posts.

Two units began moving toward the gate, trying to cut off Xeng's escape route. Reaizing he had no
chance of reaching the emperor alive, the steward reluctantly decided to flee.

Xeng stood and ran along the wall, away from the gate. When the troops noticed him, he dropped to his
belly again, then dowly crawled toward the gate. He had failed in his mission, he thought, but all was not
lost. He still had the eb-ony tube, and Wu would be able to develop another plan for delivering it to the
Divine One.

But Wu was in desperate need of the emperor's help at that very moment. She lay crumpled on the
floor, where Ting's troops had dumped her when they began searching for the stolen document. Qwo sat
beside her mistress, and Wu's head now rested in the old servant's | ap.

In the space of afew minutes, Wu's house had been re-duced to a shambles. Even with a hundred men
searching the compound, the troops from the Ministry of State Secu-rity had found nothing, not even Ji and
Yo. Ting Mel Wan an-grily paced back and forth, forcing her personal escort of twenty soldiersto stand
crowded together at the edge of the chamber.

"Whereisit?' Ting demanded for perhaps the hundredth time.

"I have no ideawhat you want," Wu gasped, also for per-haps the hundredth time.

"Liar!" Ting responded. "My patienceis at an end." She turned to two guards, then pointed at Qwo.
"Takeher."

Wu forced herself to sit up. "No!"

Two guards seized Qwo by the arms and dragged her to Ting's side.

" She knows nothing!" Wu said.

Ting studied Wu with narrowed eyes. "Tell me who does," she countered.

Qwo spat in the minister'sface. "Tell thistraitor nothing!"

A soldier quickly took a cloth off Wu's night cabinet, then gave it to Ting. Staring at the old maidservant,
the mandarin slowly wiped the spittle off her brow. In acalm voice, she said, "Kill thiswoman."

The guards blanched, but one dutifully drew aten-inch pi shou. The dagger glinted ominoudly in the
morning sun-light.

"Wait!" Wu yelled. She was barely able to force the words from her throat. Qwao's entreaty and the
guards reluctance had given her one last idea.

Addressing the soldiers, Wu said, "We're not the traitors; Ting is." Her voice quivered with stress and
fatigue. "The document she's looking for is evidence of her treachery.”

A veteran with amissing ear frowned and looked to Ting. The mandarin appeared momentarily stunned
and con-fused, but she recovered quickly. "If what you say istrue," the minister said, "produce the
document.”

"Don't!" Qwo urged, feebly trying to pull free of her cap-tors. "My life is worth nothing."

Ting and the soldiers turned to Wu expectantly. The no-blewoman considered revealing where Xeng had
gone. If the treacherous minister realized she was defeated, per-haps she would see no use in harming an
old woman. Unfor-tunately, Ting did not seem like the type of woman who gave up easily.

Wu shook her head.

"Kill the servant,” Ting ordered. As she spoke, she did not take her eyes off Wu.

The guard holding the pi shou obeyed without hesitation. Qwo let out aterrible, woeful scream, then
guivered as the last traces of life fled her body. The guard twisted the dag-ger and plunged it farther in to
finish the job. Finaly, he withdrew the pi shou and alowed the old woman's body to slump to the floor.

Ting turned back to Wu. "Now, will you—"

She was interrupted by sobbing children. "Whereisthat coming from?* the minister demanded of
nobody in particu-lar.

A guard kneeled and put his ear to the floor. "From be-neath the house.”

Ting pointed at the floor. "Get them!" she ordered. "Per-haps they'll persuade this traitor to confess."

Severa guards rushed outside, and several more used their weapons to begin prying up floorboards.

"They're just children!" Wu pleaded. "L eave them alone!"

"Nothing would please me more," Ting replied. "I have no wish to injure achild. Their fate, however, is
inyour hands."



Wu crawled into a kneeling position, ignoring the agony in her midsection. "I won't allow you to hurt Ji or
Yo," she warned.

"Then tell me where you've hidden my paper!" Ting shouted.

They stared at each for several moments, Wu breathing slowly and evenly, gathering her remaining
energy to de-fend her children. Severa guards moved into defensive po-sitions to either side of Ting.

Wu knew now that the minister intended to kill her whether or not she gave up the document. She could
accept her fate because she had no other choice. The noblewoman was not ready to sacrifice her children's
lives, however, not even for the sake of the empire. Fortunately, she could think of two ways to save them.
Only oneinvolved giving Ting what she wanted.

After prying up the fifth plank, a guard said, "Here they are."

He reached below the floor and extracted Y 0. She was curled into a stout little ball, covered with dirt
and sobbing loudly. The soldier passed her to the veteran with the miss-ing ear, then reached into the
opening a second time. He screamed and cursed loudly.

"He bit me!" the guard snapped, holding his hand.

"What do you expect?' asked the veteran. He set Y 0 aside, then stuck his head and shoulders below the
floor. "Come herg, little tiger!"

Y o took advantage of the opportunity to scurry over to her mother. Without looking away from Ting, Wu
guided her daughter to her side. She continued to breathe evenly and steadily, focusing her mind on what
she intended to do.

The guard emerged with Ji amoment later. Tears and dirt streaked the boy's face, but his expression
remained deter-mined and angry. He reached out and raked at his captor's face with his fingers, but his
arms were too short to reach.

Ting looked away from Wu, settling her gaze on Ji. "Which shall it be?' she asked. "Y our son—or the
docu-ment?"

"Neither, traitor!" Wu yelled, releasing the store of energy she had been building.

The noblewoman's wound reopened as she sprang for-ward, but she felt no pain. Her thoughts, her
spirit, and her body were focused only on one thing: reaching Ting.

Wu moved so quickly that shetook all but three guards by surprise. The first stepped in front of her, his
polearm held across his body like a staff. Wu stiffened her index and mid-dle fingers into the secret sword
position, then drove them into the man's throat. His larynx popped, and he collapsed, dropping his weapon
and gasping for breath.

The next guard swung his chiang-chun at Wu's knees. She leaped into the air, catching the soldier
simultaneously with acamel kick to the groin and aram'sfist to the nose. As he finished the swing, he
collapsed into a twisting mass of groaning flesh.

Wu was not so lucky with the third guard. When she de-scended from her jump, he stepped forward and
jabbed, us-ing his weapon like alance. Wu tried to knock the blade aside with a crane's wing block, but the
guard was a strong man and held the shaft in place. The blade slipped between the noblewoman's ribs and
punctured her lung.

Having seen the fate of histwo fellows, the guard took no chances with Wu. The blade felt icy and
painful in the noblewoman's lung, and the strength to continue fighting escaped with her final scream. The
guard's thrust carried her afull two feet. She landed on her back with the polearm protruding from her
chest. The guard till held the other end.

Ting had not moved. The minister stared at her attacker with alook of uncomprehending shock, hardly
registering that she had come within a breath of dying.

Wu lay on the floor for what seemed to her like an eter-nity of silence, struggling to breathe through the
cold agony in her lungs. The only thing she could see, the only thing she was aware of, was the guard at the
other end of the polearm. He was a young man, no older than Batu had been when she had first met him.
The youthful soldier looked deathly afraid.

Ji and Y o screamed and rushed toward their mother's side. The earless veteran caught and restrained
them be-fore they arrived.

Recovering from her shock, Ting stepped to Wu's feet and pushed the frightened young guard aside.
The anger had drained from her face. It had been replaced by something between incredulity and sadness.
"Why?' she asked. "Why such afoolish attack?"

"For. .. children," Wu gasped. Each word made her lungs ache as though she were breathing ice instead
of air. An ago-nized half-scream escaped her lips.

Ting looked at the veteran holding the children. "They don't need to see this! Get them away from here!"
She waved her arms at the other guards. " Get away from here, all of you!"



The veteran obediently took the children and left the hall. The rest of the guards retreated to the edge of
the room.

Ting returned her attention to Wu. "Where is the ebony tube?' she asked, kneeling at the wounded
woman's side. "It doesn't matter now. Tell me."

Wu shook her head. "Children are safe.”

"What do you mean? Why are they safe?' the mandarin asked as she |eaned close.

"No good to kill—if I'm dead," Wu said.

"Isthat what you think?"' Ting sighed, her voice breaking with regret and guilt. "They must die anyway."

Wau lifted her head. "Why?" Though she had intended to yell, a hisswas all that escaped her lips.

Ting could no longer meet Wu's gaze. "Because they might know."

"No!" Wu's arm shot up from her side, and she clasped Ting's throat. Her fingers closed into the
dragon's claw choke, but the last breath left her lungs before she could crush the mandarin's larynx.



13
Besieged

Hsuang Y u Po had never thought the odor of roast-ing meat would make him so miserable. The smell
was rich and sweet, for the meat had been basted with honey. A desperate longing stirred in his stomach,
and his mouth watered with a hunger that he knew would not be satisfied.

"Knaves," commented Cheng Han. The tzu's powder-stained face was drawn with starvation. His good
eye bulged from its sunken socket, but the useless one had re-ceded even farther into his haggard skull. His
breath stank from the internal effects of starvation, and his k'ai hung off his frame as though his body were
an armor stand.

With the other commanders of the noble armies, the two men stood in the highest room of Shou Kuan's
bell tower. Save for arough-hewn table, several benches lining the walls, and awindow overlooking the
city's main gate, the room was barren. Even the plastered walls had never been painted.

The window looked over the gate to the dusty road run-ning from Shou Kuan to Tai Tung, the location
of the emper-or's summer palace. Although the road ran eastward, it entered Shou Kuan from the south, as
was customary. If the main gate had been on any wall but the southern, it was commonly believed, evil
spirits would have found it easy to enter the city.

Before turning eastward, the road ran seventy yards south and climbed to the top of a knoll. On top of
the knoll stood two hundred shirtless Tuigan. From the bell tower's window, Hsuang could barely make out
their long braids of hair and the shaven circles on the tops of their heads.

The half-dressed barbarians were tending fifty large, smoky fires. Over each fire, huge dlabs of meat
were roast-ing. As the enemy clearly intended, the morning breeze was carrying the smell directly to
Hsuang and the others.

Hsuang tore his eyes away from the tormenting sight. To the right and |eft of the bell tower, the city
walls were manned by soldiers of the Twenty-Five Armies. Like Tzu Cheng and the other commanders, the
soldiers appeared gaunt and haggard. To aman, their glassy eyes were fixed on the smoky fires outside the
city. Although the men's ap-pearance and obvious hunger concerned Hsuang, he was far from shocked or
surprised. In the three weeks since the battle at Shihfang, nobody had eaten more than afew hand-fuls of
grain.

After the battle, the Twenty-Five Armies had retreated under cover of darkness. The Tuigan had
followed close be-hind, preparing to attack. Fortunately, the peasants had obeyed Hsuang's messengers and
burned their lands that very night. As the noble armies retreated down the road, their flanks had been
protected by blazing fields. Only asmall rearguard had been required to keep the Tuigan from overtaking
them. Most of survivors had reached the safety of Shou Kuan's walls shortly before dawn.

Up to that point, everything had gone according to Batu's plan, and Hsuang had remained confident that
his son-in-law would overcome the barbarians. However, the noble's confidence had deteriorated when his
subordinates re-ported the city's condition. Upon hearing of the noble arm-ies' defeat, the efficient citizens
of Shou Kuan had obeyed the directive Hsuang had sent before the battle. They had burned their food
stores and fled, leaving the city deserted and barren.

Hsuang had begun each of the twenty-one days since by cursing himself for not sending a special
messenger to the city prefect. Of course, his self-derision had done nothing to aleviate his mistake, and
now he was in danger of failing Batu. The troops of the Twenty-Five Annies were starving. It would not be
long before they lacked the strength to keep the barbarians from the city. Already, men were dying of
hunger, and illness was on the rise.

Hsuang wondered where his son-in-law was. Two days ago, the tzu had promised his subordinates that
help would arrive soon, but he knew they placed no faith in that vague reassurance. Unfortunately, without
the Mirror of Shao, he could not contact Batu to ask when the provincial armies would arrive. Nebulous
promises were al he had available to keep up his men's morale.

Hsuang was the not only one concerned with the army's morale. Pointing at the dusty knoll outside the
gates, Cheng Han said, "Those cooking fires are within archery range. Let the men occupy themselves by
making the enemy pay for hisfun.”

Hsuang considered the request, but finally decided against it. "No. We'll need the arrows when help
arrives."

"Of course," Cheng said, bowing modestly. "What could | have been thinking?' There was a barely
concealed look of mockery in his eyes, but he made no further protest.

Hsuang did not blame the man for his doubt. The gray-haired noble still had not told his subcommanders



that Batu intended to surprise the Tuigan at Shou Kuan. If the enemy stormed the city and happened to
capture one of the nobles, Hsuang did not want his son-in-law's plan revealed.

The old lord was beginning to doubt the wisdom of this decision. Shou nobles did not fear desth nearly as
much as they feared dying like cowards. Y esterday, one young lord had actually suggested mounting a
suicidal charge before the pengs grew too weak to fight. To Hsuang's alarm, several wiser nobles had
voiced support for the young man'sidea. The commander wondered how long it would be before the rest of
the lords urged him to choose battle over starvation.

Considering their restlessness, Hsuang decided it would be wise to allow his men some fun at the
barbarians ex-pense—providing it didn't cost too many arrows. Turning to his subordinates, he said, "On
further thought, | think Tzu Cheng is right: we should make the Tuigan pay for our mis-ery. Each of you
may select ten archers. Give each archer four arrows. We will see which of our armies kills the most
barbarians."

The nobles all smiled and voiced their approval. Within seconds, each lord was laying wagers that his
archers would kill more barbarians than those of any other army.

Cheng approached Hsuang. "A wise decision,”" said the scar-eyed lord. "By tomorrow, our men may be
too weak to pull their bows."

"Let us hope they remain strong afew days longer than that," Hsuang countered, catching the tzu's eyes
with ameaningful gaze. "I am confident that help will arrive soon."”

Before Cheng could respond, a sentry knocked on the stairway door. "My lords, it is most urgent!" he
cdled.

Hsuang cast an eye out the tower window to see if the en-emy had moved. The fires on the knoll were
smoking more than previously, but the Tuigan appeared no closer to attack than they had been at dawn.

"A messenger from Tai Tung has passed through the en-emy lines!" the sentry added.

An incredulous murmur rustled through the room. Hsuang called, "Bring himin."

The door opened and the guard escorted an exhausted man wearing a purple, dust-covered waitao into
the room. Though he had more flesh on his bones than the soldiers of the noble armies, the man looked
every bit as drained. His face was pale and weary. Blood seeped down his brow from beneath a fresh
bandage on his head.

Hsuang stepped forward to greet the messenger, but Tzu Cheng held out arestraining arm. "For all we
know, this man is a barbarian assassin.”

The old noble gently pushed Cheng's arm aside. "Thisis no barbarian," he said. "Thisis my steward."

The sentry's eyes widened in shock. Glancing at the wound over Xeng's brow, the soldier bowed.
"Forgive me, Tzu Hsuang. Y our steward knocked at my gate, but when we opened it, there was nothing
there. We saw a blur enter-ing the city, and thought he was an enemy spy!"

"It isonly acut, and there is nothing to apologize for," Xeng said to the soldier. He turned to his father.
"It was my fault, Tzu Hsuang. | should have identified myself."

Though he did not feel as magnanimous as his steward, Hsuang dismissed the guard without punishment.
He turned to Xeng, forgetting himself and holding out his arms to embrace his son. Fortunately, the younger
man suffered no such lapse of decorum and simply bowed to the lord.

Flushing at his dlip, Hsuang returned the gesture of cour-tesy. "1 am both happy and sad that you have
come, Xeng," the old noble said. " Seeing you again gives me joy, but | re-gret that you now share our
danger"

"There is nothing to regret, Tzu Hsuang," responded Xeng, using his dusty sleeve to wipe atrickle of
blood from his brow. "When | |eft the summer palace, | knew your cir-cumstances. It was my choice to join
you."

Asthe steward spoke, his knees began to wobble and he looked asif he might collapse.

"Perhaps you should sit," Hsuang said, directing his son to one of the benches along the room's stark
walls. After Xeng was seated, Hsuang asked, "What are you doing here? Why aren't you watching over
your mother and Wu?'

Xeng looked away. "I failed,” he said. "They're dead.”

Hsuang studied his son for along moment, unable to com-prehend what he was hearing. "Who? Who's
dead?"

"Everyone," the steward replied, still unable to meet hisfa-ther's gaze. "Ting Mel Wan killed them all."

The old lord backed away as if withdrawing from aleper's presence. "What are you saying?'

"I couldn't save them," Xeng said, his voice weak with grief.

Hsuang finally grasped what his son had come to tell him. His eyes grew vacant and glassy, asif his
spirit had fled hisbody. "Ji and Yo?"' he asked hopefully.



"I have heard that your grandchildren did not suffer. Ting had that much mercy."

Hsuang's knees buckled. He would have fallen had Cheng not caught him and helped him to the bench.
Though the pained tzu found the strength to keep from crying out or sobbing, he could do nothing else but
stare into empty space. Finaly, the old noble asked, "Why?"

Xeng turned to face his father. "Before she was killed, Lady Wu asked me to deliver this to the
emperor." He with-drew an ebony tube from his robe and gave it to his father.

Hsuang took it, then removed two papers from inside. The first was Wu's letter to the emperor. It
explained how she had come by the second paper, which was Ting Mei Wan's report to the "lllustrious
Emperor of All Peoples."

When he finished reading, Hsuang looked up. In a quiver-ing voice, he told the other nobles what the
letters con-tained. After the murmur of astonishment died away, the old lord asked his son, "Why did you
bring these to Shou Kuan?' Though he did not intend it to, his voice held a note of reproach.

Xeng's lips dropped into amortified frown. "1 didn't know what else to do. Minister Ting's soldiers had
surrounded the emperor, and she was searching for me in every corner of the summer palace.”

"Y ou could have hidden anywherein Shou Lung!" Hsuang yelled, his grief finaly overcoming his
self-control. "What good do you expect these |etters to do here?"

At Hsuang's outburst, the other nobles uncomfortably shifted their glances to the wall and stood
motionless.

Xeng looked at thefloor. "I failed you."

The old noble regarded Xeng for many moments, sorry that he had taken his anguish out on his son.
Finally, Hsuang rolled the papers and returned them to the tube.

"No," the old noble said, grasping Xeng's shoulder. "Y ou haven't failed me, but you will return these
letters to the summer palace. See that they reach the emperor. Ting Mei Wan must pay for her crimes.”

"He'swounded!" Tzu Cheng objected. "He won't last a day!"

Hsuang looked at his son with demanding eyes. "My steward is a strong man" he said.

"Tzu Hsuang," Cheng said, daring to meet his com-mander's severe gaze, "in your grief, you are asking
too much of your servant. It isawonder he reached us at all. That he could pass back through the enemy
lines wounded is unthinkable."

Xeng returned to hisfeet. "1 will try, if that iswhat my lord wishes."

Hsuang gave the ebony tubeto hisson. "That iswhat | wish," he said. The old noble was not being
callous or cruel. Hsuang could not bear the thought of his son being in Shou Kuan if the city happened to
fall before Batu arrived.

"Unless you wish your servant to flee during battle, it may not be possible to fulfill your wish, Tzu
Hsuang," said one of the young nans. He was looking out the tower window.

"What do you mean?' Hsuang asked, stepping to the nan's side.

There was no need for the nan to answer. On top of the knoll, two thousand barbarians sat astride their
horses. A stiff wind was carrying the smoke from the cooking fires di-rectly over the city wall, partially
obscuring Hsuang's view. However, he could see well enough to know that the horse-warriors wore armor
and held bowsin their hands.

Beyond the knall, at a distance of three hundred yards, a dark band encircled the city. Hsuang had no
doubt that he was looking at the rest of the barbarian army. Asthe lord studied the enemy, a short man
carrying awhite truce flag separated from the group on the hill.

The messenger spurred his horse forward, stopping within thirty yards of the bell tower. Though the
rider wore afine suit of barbarian armor, his features were slender, with smoothly rounded cheekbones.
The messenger had shaven his head in the fashion of amonk, and he was thinly built. The man's
appearance was clearly not that of a Tuigan, and Hsuang guessed he might be Khazari.

Without preamble, the rider called, "The mighty khahan has grown weary of waiting for you to come out
and do bat-tle." He spoke the Shou language with a Khazari accent. "He sends me to accept your
surrender, and offers ameal as proof that he will treat his prisoners kindly."

Hsuang did not believe the envoy, and would not have considered surrender even if he had. The old
noble had lost his daughter and grandchildren, but he had not lost his honor. He had promised to hold Shou
Kuan until Batu ar-rived, and he would do it or die trying.

"Y our khahan underestimates our number," Hsuang yelled back. "He cannot hope to feed all our armies
with so little food."

Therider smiled broadly and without sincerity. "We have been hunting for many days," he returned.
"More than two thousand dressed beasts await you in our camp."

A murmur ran down the wall as the men repeated the rider's words. Even the nobles seemed to be



discussing the idea of surrender.

Hsuang turned to his subordinates, completely ignoring the rider for the moment. "He's lying. They're
trying to trick us."

"How do you know?" asked ayoung nan.

Hsuang pointed out the window. "Do the barbarians look like they expect usto surrender? They'll attack
the instant we leave the city."

"Then we must fight," another noble replied.

"We are not leaving Shou Kuan!" Hsuang snapped. "That is my command!"

Many of the nobles met the tzu's gaze directly, indicating their disagreement with his decision.

"The emperor placed General Batu in command of our armies,” Hsuang said, looking at the nobles who
dared to op-pose him. "Batu gave me command of your armies. To defy my word isto defy the emperor's.
Areyou prepared to do that?'

It was Cheng Han who replied. "No one would dare defy you, Tzu Hsuang. Y et, our armies are too
weak to last much longer. Soon, we will have no choice except to surrender or die of starvation. Perhaps it
would be wise to consider fight-ing now, while the option is ill viable."

Hsuang felt irritated by the words. Although Cheng had questioned him before, the scarred noble had
always yielded when Hsuang invoked his authority. Despite the man's careful politeness, it appeared Cheng
intended to do no such thing thistime.

"I will tell you when we will fight," Hsuang responded through clenched teeth. "We will fight when the
provincia armies arrive to help us, or when the barbarians storm the city walls. Until then, | will not throw
away our armies by sallying againgt five-to-one odds.”

"Staying in Shou Kuan to starve is the same as surrender-ing," Cheng countered. "If we sally, at least
we will kill some barbarians.”

"There is no use discussing the matter further," Hsuang declared. Though he normally would have
handled Cheng with more tact, he was too upset by the news of Wu's death to deal patiently with the man's
chdlenge.

Cheng, however, would not be put off. "We wish to die honorably in battle. It is our right as noblemen.”

"Itisyour right to diewhen | tell you to," Hsuang snapped, stepping over to stand face-to-face with the
scarred noble. "If you wish to do it honorably, you will wait until | say itistimeto fight."

With his one good eye, Cheng met Hsuang's angry gaze and did not flinch. "Y our grief isinterfering with
your judg-ment, Tzu Hsuang. Otherwise, | would do as you ask."

A rage boiled up from Hsuang's stomach. Asif it belonged to somebody else, he watched his arm rise
and saw his hand lash out. He struck Cheng's face with an open palm, leaving ared print on the man's
cheek.

"Apologize!" Hsuang ordered.

The nobles stood in awkward and dumbfounded silence, Cheng staring at his commander with an
expression of dis-belief. Finally, the scarred noble said, "It is understandable that you are upset by the news
of your daughter's death, Tzu Hsuang. Nevertheless, we must look at our options with a clear head." Cheng
turned to address the other nobles. "We must attack now or surrender.”

The other lords turned away from Hsuang and gathered around Cheng Han. Casting nervous glances at
their legiti-mate commander, they discussed the two options Cheng had proposed.

Slapping the scarred noble had been a mistake, Hsuang realized. The other lords had interpreted the
action asaloss of self-control, and he had to admit they were correct. Otherwise, he would have handled
Cheng's challenge to his au-thority with much more tact. He certainly would never have struck the man.

Nevertheless, he could not allow the nobles to abandon the city before Batu arrived. "Tzu Cheng,"
Hsuang said, pushing his way into the circle surrounding his rebellious subordinate. "Even if what you say is
true, | am still in com-mand of this army. There are no choices except those | present.”

Cheng met his superior's gaze with steady eyes. "That might be true under normal circumstances," he
said, his voice betraying no trace of anger or indignation. "But it is clear your judgment has been impaired
by your loss. Other-wise, you would realize that we stand to gain nothing by de-laying our final battle. With
every hour, we only grow weaker."

Many nobles murmured their agreement.

Reassured by the show of support, Cheng added, "I am sorry, Tzu Hsuang. Y our orders don't make
sense.”

Several nobles echoed their reluctant agreement. In their eyes, Hsuang saw apology and sympathy, but
no sign of sup-port. Like Cheng, they all believed their commander's grief had overcome hislogic.

Asfar as Hsuang could see, he had only one hope of re-taining command. "Y ou're committing treason,"



he said to Cheng, taking care to appear as rational as possible.

The accusation did not daze the scarred noble. "If the em-peror or your own son-in-law were here, they
would agree with our decision. At such acritical time, it'snot in Shou Lung'sinterest to leave agrieving
man in command."

The deft counter overcame any last doubts the nobles retained about disobeying Hsuang. The group
voiced their ap-proval of Cheng's reasoning, clearly shifting command of the Twenty-Five Armies away
from Hsuang.

The old noble studied his mutinous subordinates for sev-eral moments. Finally, he turned toward the
tower door, mationing for Xeng to follow. Before descending the stairs, however, he paused and addressed
Cheng. "If | may ask, Tzu Cheng, what do you plan to do?"

Cheng lifted his chin. "Fight." As an afterthought, the scarred noble added, " Of course, you and your
troops are welcome to join us."

Hsuang shook his head angrily. "I have better uses for my army," he said. With that, he |eft the room
and abandoned his fellow noblesto their planning. Though he knew it was impossible to hold the entire city
with only his pengs, he in-tended to keep his promise to Batu. Somewhere deep within the city, he would
find a compound that a small force could defend.

As Hsuang and his son descended the stairs, Xeng walked one step behind his father. Halfway down,
the steward stumbled and almost fell. The old noble stopped and grasped his son's shoulder. The steward's
face looked pale.

"How is your wound, Xeng?' Hsuang asked. " Should | summon help?'

Xeng shook his head. "I'm alittle light-headed, but it's nothing to worry about."

Hsuang scowled. "Somehow, | doubt that. We'll find some-place safe for you to recover.”

"Y ou don't wish meto leave?' Xeng asked.

Hsuang shook his head. "It would be pointless until those fools have had their battle, would it not?' He
continued down the stairs, supporting his son by the arm.

When he opened the door and stepped into the street, Hsuang was surprised to hear the pengs on the
walls calling to each other in alarm. The noble looked up. The soldiers were cocking their crossbows and
staring at the knoll in front of the gate. From the streets, Hsuang could not see what had alarmed them, so
he ran back up the stairs.

Xeng followed several steps behind, moving more slowly because of hiswound. "What's wrong?' the
steward called.

"The enemy must be attacking!" Hsuang answered, glanc-ing over his shoulder at his son's bandaged
head. "Don't strain yourself. I'll meet you up here."

The gray-haired noble reached the top of the tower afew seconds later. The other lords barely noticed
as he entered the room. They were too busy overwhelming Cheng Han with contradictory advice. Hsuang
dipped over to the win-dow, peered out, then swore avile curse in the name of the Celestial Dragon.

The Tuigan had resorted to magic. A single barbarian stood in front of the two thousand horsemen
gathered on top of the smoky knoll. The man was dressed in along silk robe covered with mystic symbols.
In his hand, he held a scepter capped with a human skull. The barbarian's arms were lifted skyward and his
eyes were fixed on one of the fires.

The shaman had magically braided the smoke from all fifty cooking fires together. The smoke columns
now formed awide gray ribbon that stretched from the hilltop al the way to Shou Kuan. The smoky bridge
crossed the city wall directly over the gate, just afew yards to the right of the bell tower.

As Hsuang watched, the first horsewarriors spurred their mounts toward the hazy bridge. The
frightened animals reared and tried to shy away. The determined riders kicked the beasts and lashed them
with their reins, guiding the horses onto the gray ribbon asif it were solid rock. When their hooves found
solid purchase on the smoke, the horses calmed and began galloping forward. The riders dropped their
reins, then pulled their bows from their holsters and began to nock arrows.

Hsuang turned to hisfellow nobles. "Get to your armies!” he yelled. "The Tuigan are topping the wall!"

The nobles stopped arguing and stared at him with varied expressions of incomprehension.

"What do you mean?' Cheng Han demanded. "They don't have siege equipment."

"They don't need it," Hsuang replied, pointing toward the knoll. "Look!"

When the tzu looked out the window again, sheets of ar-rows were sailing back and forth between the
smoke bridge and the city walls. The horsewarriors were already so close that Hsuang could lock eyes with
the lead rider. The barbar-ian was a ferocious-looking man with a hungry smile that appeared at once
jubilant and brutal. He had a drooping black mustache, a flat nose with flaring nostrils, and dark dit-like eyes
that sat over broad cheekbones. The rider wore afilthy, greasy hauberk and a conical skullcap trimmed



with matted fur. He guided his horse with his knees so that both hands were free to use his bow.

With a sinking heart, Hsuang realized that the Tuigan had tricked him. The barbarians had never
expected the Twenty-Five Armies to leave the city. The roasting meat and the offer to accept a surrender
had been ruses designed to mask the preparation of the shaman's smoke bridge.

The plan had worked all too well.

Turning his thoughts to countering the Tuigan plan, Hsuang looked back to the other nobles. " Send for
your best archers," he ordered, automatically dlipping back into hisrole as the group's commander. "We've
got to kill that shaman—"

Something buzzed through the window and struck Hsuang's ribs like a hammer blow. His armor clinked
once, then a painful vise clamped down on his chest. He looked out the window and saw that the lead rider
was already passing the bell tower. In preparation for leaping onto Shou Kuan's ramparts, the warrior was
holstering his bow and drawing his sword.

Hsuang grasped at the arrow lodged in his chest, then col-lapsed to the floor. As darknessfilled his sight,

the tzu heard the clatter of hooves on stone outside the tower, then the chime of sword meeting sword told
him that the barbarians were inside the city.



14
Shou Kuan

Batu and a subordinate, General Kei Bot Li, lay on their stomachs at the crest of a hill. The mordant
smell of burned grassfilled their nostrils, and the dry acrid taste of soot coated their tongues. Nor-mally,
they would have avoided lying face down in afield of ash, but the best place for watching Shou Kuan
happened to be this scorched hilltop.

The three miles of rolling terrain between them and the city was as black and as barren as the hill.
Before fleeing, the citizens of Shou Kuan had set fire to most of the land surrounding the city. The
barbarians had overgrazed the few fields the peasants had left untouched, turning them into bleak patches
of ground.

The over-grazed land is a good sign, thought the general from Chukei. By forcing the enemy to siege
Shou Kuan, Tzu Hsuang had greatly complicated the already difficult task of feeding so many horses and
men. The Tuigan would be anx-ious to complete the siege and move on to better lands.

From what Batu could see, Y amun Khahan had aready reached the end of his patience. Even now, the
barbarians were preparing to attack. At this distance, the walls of Shou Kuan looked like no more than a
ridge of clay surrounding an anthill. However, a dark band that could only be an en-emy battle formation
encircled the city. Batu guessed that there were over one hundred thousand riders in the dark ring.

More telling than the riders was the smoke in front of the main gate. From three miles away, the smoke
appeared to be nothing more than a band of haze, but Batu knew that only alarge fire could create so much
fume.

Pointing at the smoke, Batu asked, "What do you make of that, Kei Bot?"

The stocky general squinted at the gray column and watched it intently, asif he could magnify the image
through obstinate study. It was a gesture typical of the gen-eral, Batu was learning. More than anything, it
seemed to symbolize the headstrong determination that was the heart of Kei Bot's personality.

After the stocky general's assault on Y enching, Batu had made the ambitious man second in command.
Though he had used the survivors from Kei Bot's army to garrison Y en-ching, it would have been an insult
to leave the pudgy gen-eral with his troops after he had displayed so much bravery. Therefore, Batu had
been forced to reward Kei Bot by pro-moting him.

It was an exigency the General of the Northern Marches regretted. In order to hold Kei Bot's dogged
ambition in check, Batu kept the pudgy general with him at all times. Unfortunately, the two men did not
enjoy each other's company.

Kei Bot finaly finished his study of the smoke column. "1 would guess that they're burning prisoners," he
announced.

"To what purpose?’ Batu asked, frowning at his sub-commander.

"Intimidation,"” Kei Bot answered. "I've seen it before."

Batu shook his head. "They wouldn't hesitate to commit such butchery, but they don't take captives." He
pointed at the riders encircling the city. "To me, it looks like they're preparing to attack. The smoke must
have something to do with storming the city.”

"If that's what you think," Kei Bot answered tiffly, miffed that his conclusion had not been accepted.
"Shall | send the order to advance?’

"Not yet," Batu said, still watching the city.

"But we've been here for three hours!" Kei Bot objected.

"WEe'll wait awhilelonger.” The young general faced the stocky commander. "1f we move before the
enemy isfully engaged, it will stop its attack and turn to meet us.”

"From what we saw at Shihfang, the nobles are outnum-bered five to one," Kei Bot countered. "The
longer we wait, the greater the chance the enemy will sack Shou Kuan."

"I know," Batu replied, turning back to the city. "Still, we can't move until the barbarians are fully
engaged.”

Kei Bot's jaw dropped in open shock. "The nobles will be wiped out! They'll never hold against those
numbers.”

"Don't underestimate the nobles," Batu replied, "not while Tzu Hsuang still commands them.”

At Shihfang, Batu had discovered the reason for his father-in-law's long silence following the battle: the
Mirror of Shao had been shattered. He was sorry to lose the arti-fact, but not nearly as sorry as he would
have been to lose Tzu Hsuang. Still, the mirror's destruction was a serious blow. Batu had been counting on
it to coordinate the attack with the noble armies. Without the Mirror of Shao, the gen-eral had to rely on



nothing but his best guess to time his attack.

More to reassure himself than Kei Bot, Batu said, "Tzu Hsuang will hold. His pengs have had three
weeks of rest. Besides, even if the Tuigan breach the walls, they will find that city streets are poor places
to fight from horseback."

"Don't you think you're risking Hsuang's armies without sufficient reason?' Kei Bot asked. "If the nobles
collapse, the Tuigan will retreat into Shou Kuan when we attack."

"I won't lose the advantage of surprise," Batu replied sternly. He pointed at the ring encircling the city.
"From what | can see, the barbarians still have over a hundred thousand riders. Our only chance of
destroying them is to catch them completely unprepared.”

Ke Bot would not be intimidated. "If you must run thisrisk, at least send word to make ready for battle.”

Batu scowled, but realized that Kei Bot's suggestion had its merits. "l see no harm in doing as you ask,"
he snapped. Without taking his eyes off the pudgy general, he waved Pe forward.

The adjutant was waiting at the bottom of the hill, where he and Batu's fifty man escort would not be
seen. It took Pe afew momentsto crawl to the crest of the hill. Upon arriving, he removed his conical
skullcap and scratched furioudly at his matted hair. "Now | understand why the barbarians shave their
heads," he said.

Like Batu and the other men in the provincial armies, Pe was dressed in Tuigan clothing. In addition to
the fur-trimmed skullcap, he wore a greasy knee-length hauberk and wool trousers. The hauberk had an
arrow hole and a bloodstain in the breast, and the trousers were so filthy that crawling through ash had done
nothing to darken their color. In contrast to Batu, who felt strangely comfortable in the clothing, Pe looked
awkward and clumsy.

The adjutant suddenly pulled his hand from his hair. Pinched between his thumb and forefinger was a
white, squirming body the size of arice grain. The youth squashed the louse, then wiped his hand on his
pant leg. He renewed his scratching and commented, "Filthy beasts."

Batu was not sure whether Pe meant the lice or the bar-barians. After the victory at Y enching, Batu
had sent his cav-alry to round up the enemy horses. In the meantime, he had instructed the remainder of the
Most Magnificent Army of Shou Lung to clotheitself in Tuigan garb.

The order had not made the general a popular com-mander. The thought of wearing Tuigan clothing had
turned the stomachs of the entire army, even the drunks and criminals. Nevertheless, Batu had insisted that
his com-mand be followed.

Two days later, the cavalry had collected more than eighty thousand barbarian horses. The number had
been suffi-cient to mount the four armies that were still in battle condi-tion. After a day of riding lessons,
Batu had started for Shou Kuan with eighty thousand pengs disguised as Tuigan horse-warriors.

The General of the Northern Marches was wise enough to know that news of alarge Shou army would
quickly reach the ears of Y amun Khahan. That was why Batu had dis-guised his men as Tuigan. The
presence of another barbar-ian force would not provoke nearly as much comment. Even if word of the
army reached the khahan, Batu thought the reports would be less likely to alarm the Tuigan leader. It
seemed possible that the khahan would dismiss the ac-counts as mere rumors or exaggerations. The last
thing he would believe, Batu hoped, was that four Shou armies had disguised themselves as Tuigan in order
to sneak up on him.

Unfortunately, in order to make the disguise believable, Batu's men had to act like barbarians. Several
times, his scouts had given chase to frightened peasants. Once, they had even attacked and burned a Shou
village the barbarians had overlooked. It was then, Batu realized, that he had be-gun to feel comfortable in
barbarian clothes.

A few days after burning the village, Batu's outriders had begun to see signs of far-ranging enemy
scouts. Since the khahan had |eft so many men in Y enching, Batu had hoped the Tuigan leader would feel
secure and not bother to scout behind him. The general should have known better, for it was apparent that
Y amun Khahan was a careful com-mander.

So, for the last three days, Batu's troops had moved only after sunset and under the heavy cloud cover
summoned by the wu jens. The armies had traveled along streambeds and through secluded valleys, on
routes selected by survey par-ties during daylight hours. Of course, the outriders had oc-casionally
encountered smaller parties of Tuigan scouts. In most cases, the disguises had served the surveyors well.
Af-ter afriendly wave, the enemy had ssimply ridden away.

Four times, however, enemy patrols had approached Shou scouting parties. In each instance, Batu's men
had am-bushed the Tuigan riders before the scouts realized they were impostors. Not a single enemy
soldier had escaped such a meeting alive.

Last night, the provincia armies had finally reached an isolated valley in the hills southwest of Shou



Kuan. Batu had stopped the advance five miles from city. At dawn, he had taken a party and rode forward
to scout the enemy.

The army was till waiting in that valley. Even without be-ing there, Batu felt certain his subordinates
were al asim-patient as Kei Bot. The general could hardly blame them. With every hour, the danger of
discovery increased. Al-ready he had received areport that an enemy scouting party had been destroyed
because it had come too close to the Shou armies. If Tuigan patrols continued to disappear, Batu knew that
the khahan would soon suspect something was amiss.

Still, with such a capable commander leading the enemy, Batu had to scout the horsewarriors carefully.
Though the Shou armies were also mounted now, they would be no match for the barbariansin open
combat. The Tuigan car-ried short bows ideal for fighting from horseback, and they were uncannily
accurate with their weapons. Batu's sol-diers, by contrast, were till equipped with clunky cross-bows and
were accustomed to fighting from rigid ranks. Only afool would believe that because they now had horses,
the Shou would be a match for the barbarians.

Asthe General of the Northern Marches had known all along, Shou Lung's best chance of victory lay in
attacking while the enemy's attention was completely absorbed by something else. That was why Batu's
original plan had called for the nobles to sally out of Shou Kuan as his forces attacked from the rear.
However, with the Mirror of Shao destroyed, coordinating the two maneuvers had become an impossihility.
Fortunately, it appeared the enemy was about to oblige Batu by occupying itself with an attack on Shou
Kuan.

Batu directed his attention to Pe. "Tell the armies to pre-pare for the attack."

Pe smiled. "Then the war will be over soon."

A knot of excitement formed in Batu's stomach, and he an-swered, "One way or the other." With alittle
luck, he thought he would finally fight hisillustrious battle.

"The enemy still does not know we're here," Pe said, his face betraying his absolute confidence. "We
cannot lose."

"In battle, nothing is ever certain,” Kei Bot warned.

Pe looked at the stocky commander with barely concealed contempt. The adjutant made no secret of his
didike for Ba-tu's second in command. "Begging your pardon, General, but what you say is not true for this
battle."

Placing afatherly hand on his adjutant's shoulder, Batu said, "Pe, the only thing | am sure of today is that
we shall fight a great battle." He reached beneath his hauberk to withdraw the letter he had written before
dawn for Wu. Though he had not been able to send his customary letter at Y enching, today there was no
reason to break hisvow.

Batu gave the paper to Pe. "Y ou know what to do with this."

"I'll send it to Lady Wu."

Kei Bot raised an eyebrow. "I had not thought you so senti-mental, General."

The Genera of the Northern Marches flushed. He had re-peatedly directed his subordinates to think of
nothing but fighting until they destroyed the barbarians. Batu felt asif he had been caught in alie.

"I'm not," he said sharply, looking from Kei Bot to Pe. "Send the order.”

Pe crawled down the hill to the escort, and Batu turned back to Shou Kuan. The wind still carried the
smoke over the city wall. The general from Chukei studied the hazy tendril for several moments. The more
he watched, the more it seemed something was moving across the gray rib-bon.

Batu wished that Minister Kwan's wu jen was with him, for the wizard would have found away to
show him more of the scene outside Shou Kuan. It was not the first time the general had wished for the
wizard's company. After arriv-ing at last night's campsite, Batu's first thought had been to establish some
magical means of spying upon the enemy. Unfortunately, none of the wu jens supplied by the Ministry of
Magic knew an appropriate spell, and the feng-1i lang would not ask the spirits to perform such a mundane
task. So the general had been forced to rely upon physical scouting.

Batu watched the scene for another ten minutes. Finally, Kei Bot pointed at the dark band of horsemen
encircling Shou Kuan. "The enemy ismoving! Shall | send the order to advance?”

"Not yet," Batu replied, laying arestraining hand on his subordinate's wrist. Although it did look as
though the bar-barian circle was tightening, Batu did not think they were charging.

"What are you waiting for?' Kel Bot asked. "Asit s, it will take our armies thirty minutes to reach the
battle."

"It won't take the enemy thirty minutes to know we're coming,” Batu countered, pointing toward the
valley where the Shou armies waited. "When eighty thousand horses gal-lop toward the city, they'll raise a
dust cloud that will blot out the sun. If the Tuigan aren't fully engaged, they'll break off to meet us."



Kel Bot frowned and stared at Batu. "Y our wife's father isin Shou Kuan. How can you alow the
nobles to bear this at-tack alone?"

"I can do it because it increases our chances of winning the battle," Batu returned coldly. He looked
back toward the besieged city.

Kei Bot stared at his commander with thinly veiled dis-gust. "Y ou are a callous and cold man."

Without taking his eyes off the city, Batu calmly asked, "Could any other kind destroy the Tuigan?"

Kei Bot looked away, uncomfortable with both his own comment and Batu's easy reply.

A moment later, the barbarian circle stopped shrinking. Batu estimated the horsewarriors were within
medium bow range of the city walls. Though he could not see them, the general knew that droves of arrows
were flying be-tween Shou Kuan's ramparts and the enemy lines.

"See?' Batu said, pointing at the circle. "The Tuigan would have seen us coming. It won't be long now."

The general could see that the Tuigan were pressing the battle hard. VVolley after volley of Shou arrows
opened holesin their ring, but instead of retreating to a safer range, the barbarians shifted to fill in the gaps.
In front of the gate, the smoke still drifted over the city wall. It still seemed to Batu that something was
moving along its spine, but he could not imagine what.

For several minutes, he and Kei Bot silently watched the battle. The longer they watched, the more
convinced Batu grew that he had made the correct decision. The enemy ma-neuvered with such precision
that he knew they would eas-ily meet any obvious attack.

On the southern side of the city, the horsewarriors began to gather in a great mass. Within seconds, the
throng was swarming toward the main gate.

"They're assaulting!" Kei Bot declared, pointing at the mob. "They've taken the gate!"

"Yes," Batu agreed, waving his adjutant up the hill. For the first time since the battle had begun, he was
worried. The barbarians had breached Shou Kuan's defenses much faster than he had expected.

When Pe arrived, the general from Chukel addressed the youth immediately. " Send the order to attack,"
he said. "The Army of Wak'an is to secure the western perimeter and the Army of Hai Y uan the eastern,
cutting off any avenue of en-emy retreat. The Army of Kao Shan is to smash the throng at the gate, with
the Army of Wang Kuo in close support.”

"Yes, General," Pe said. He started back down the hill.

Batu grabbed his adjutant's shoulder. "Deliver these or-ders yourself. Remind the generalsthat no oneis
to attack from horseback. They are to dismount and fight in formaction. After all, we must remember that
we aren't true bar-barians, mustn't we?"

Pe smiled. "Yes, Generd."

"Now, go," Batu said, turning back to the city.

After watching the assault for afew moments, the general from Chukei realized that something was
terribly wrong in-side the city. The Tuigan throng in front of the gate was decreasing in size at a steady
rate.

Batu's heart sank. What he saw could only mean that the barbarians were pouring into the city with little
opposition. When his provincial armies sprang their trap, the enemy would simply take refuge inside the
walls of Shou Kuan.

Rising to hisfeet, Batu said, "Come, Generd!"

Kei Bot aso rose, saying, "Why such a hurry now?"

"You wereright,” Batu said, starting down the hill.

"Of course—"

"Now is not the time to offend me," Batu said sharply, halt-ing. "It would be a pity to execute you while
you can still serve the emperor.”

The stocky general stopped in histracks. "Y ou wouldn't dare!"

"I would," Batu hissed. "At the moment, | have enough on my mind without your perfidy."

Kei Bot clenched hisjaw and stared at Batu angrily. When the younger man's gaze did not falter, Kei
Bot asked, "What do you want?"

Batu grasped his subordinate's shoulder and guided him down the hill, formulating a new plan as he
walked. "We can prevent the barbarians from seizing Shou Kuan if we move quickly. Well follow them
straight into the city.”

Batu spoke rapidly, his excitement growing with each breath. Although the nobles' collapse had caused
him some serious problems, he was determined to overcome these troubles. After al, a battle could hardly
be considered illus-trious if acommander did not make a desperate decision or two.

"Heresmy plan," Batu said, still gripping his subordinate's arm. "I'll meet the Armies of Kao Shan and
Wang Kuo to change their orders. We'll mount a cavalry charge and fol-low the barbarians right into the



city."
"To attack inside Shou Kuan?' Kei Bot gasped.

"Exactly," Batu confirmed. "The Tuigan are horsemen and nomads. City combat will be asforeign to
them as fighting from horseback isto us. The odds should be even.”

Kei Bot stared at the Genera of the Northern Marches as if he were mad. "What do you wish me to
do?'

"WEe'll need all the strength we can gather inside the city," Batu explained. "Y ou must meet the other
two armies. Send the Army of Wak'an to support the charge. They must also remain mounted and follow
on my heels, or the assault will lack the momentum to take the city."

Ke Bot nodded. "Wak'an isto follow you, and you will be with Wang Kuo."

"Good," Batu said. "Y ou must take the last army and encir-cle the city at one hundred and twenty yards.
Use your horses' mobility to make sure that no stragglers escape our trap.”

"Asyou wish," Kei Bot answered, unable to hide his skepti-cism.

They reached the bottom of the hill. Batu turned to face Kei Bot straight on. "One other thing,” he said.
"If 1 fdl, you will take command."

At first, Kei Bot's expression seemed puzzled, for Batu was merely stating standard military procedure.
Slowly, how-ever, he realized the full implication of his commander'swords. "Y ou expect to be in the thick
of the fighting?' Kei Bot asked. There was an ambitious glimmer in his eye.

"I'll bein the cavalry charge," Batu answered, hardly able to suppress a grin. "Once inside the city, our
armies will need me." Though thislogic seemed valid enough, the gen-eral from Chukei had a deeper
reason for joining the charge. He smply did not want to miss the best part of the battle.

For along moment, Kei Bot studied Batu with an unreada-ble expression. Finally, he asked, "Anything
else?

"Only this: whether | was right or wrong to hold the at-tack, our best chance of victory now liesin the
streets of Shou Kuan. | hope you agree."

"Whether | agree or not is unimportant,” Kel Bot said, turning away to mount his horse. "I have my
orders."

Batu mounted his own horse, wondering if the stocky general could be trusted. There was something in
the man's manner that made the general from Chukei uneasy, but there was no time to worry about it now.
Batu spurred his horse, leading Kei Bot and the remaining escortsin amad gallop toward his armies.

Batu and the others rode down into adale. Even sitting astride his horse, the general from Chukei could
feel the ground trembling. Behind the blackened ridge on the val-ley's far side, an immense dust cloud
eclipsed the horizon. Realizing that his army's approach army was responsible for what he saw and felt,
Batu reined his mount to a stop.

A line of riders nearly a mile long appeared atop the far ridge and started into the valley. Within seconds,
the slope was covered with horsemen wearing filthy hauberks and fur-trimmed skullcaps. Most had scarves
or shreds of cloth wrapped around their noses and mouths. Though the swarm was riding at only a canter,
their mounts hooves churned up so much dirt that an impenetrable curtain of dust hid the largest part of the
army.

The throng was roughly divided into four groups. One hundred men from each group held Tuigan
standards that the Shou had substituted for their own banners.

Batu pointed at one of the standard-bearers. "There is Wak'an, General. Do not fail me." He could
barely make him-self heard above the rumble of the approaching army.

Kei Bot galloped off without another word. Batu remained a moment longer, searching for the golden
yak tail that now served as Wang Kuo's banner. Finaly, he found the standard he sought and spurred his
horse forward.

As soon as Batu whedled his horseinto line, dust and ash coated his throat so thickly he could hardly
swallow. Filthy asit was, he pulled the collar of his Tuigan tunic over hisface. He found Wang Kuo's lanky
commander as the army started up the other side of the valley. Shouting to make himself heard, he
explained the change in plans. A messen-ger was then sent to the Army of Kao Shan with the new orders.

Finally, the Shou armies crested the ridge. The twenty thousand pengs from Kao Shan were in the lead,
followed by Batu and the Army of Wang Kuo. The general from Chu-kei could no longer see the armies of
Wak'an and Hai Y uan, but he assumed they were close behind.

A quarter mile ahead, ten thousand mounted Tuigan sat in adouble line at the base of the ridge. They
had turned to face Batu's army and held their bows in their laps. Beyond their lines rose a dusty knoll with
fifty smoky fires burning on top of it. Several hundred men stood on the hill, still tend-ing the fires. Past the
hillock stood Shou Kuan's bell tower. The main gates hung wide open, and the streets beyond were filled



with thousands of soldiers.

A flat arc of smoke nearly twenty yards wide ran from the hilltop over the city walls. Though nothing
moved on the smoke bridge now, several dead horses and men lay strewn aong its length. Batu felt sick as
he realized how easy it must have been for the barbarians to charge over the bridge and secure the main
gate.

The general turned his attention back to the first obstacle between him and retaking the gate: the ten
thousand bar-barians at the base of the ridge. Asthe Shou army started down the slope, the Tuigan signal
drummers beat a low, steady cadence. The other horsewarriors remained impas-sive and motionless, not
even lifting their bows. Finaly, a scowling officer rode out and angrily waved his arms at the advancing
army, ordering it to halt.

A wave of euphoria coursed through Batu's veins. The Tuigan don't know that they're being attacked,
he realized. Obvioudly, the barbarians were puzzled by the huge army's sudden appearance behind them,
but they clearly did not suspect that it was not their own.

Wang Kuo turned to Batu, grinning. "What are your or-ders, General ?"

The question was rhetorical. Even as Batu yelled "Charge!" the men leading the assault drew their
weapons and broke into afull gallop. Instead of the curved blades of Tuigan warriors, they held the straight
chiens of Shou in-fantrymen. Upon seeing the double-edged swords, the en-emy officer realized his
mistake. He hurriedly returned to his own ranks. Once combat was closed, Batu knew, the dif-ferencein
weapons would be the only means of telling friend from foe.

Asthe Army of Kao Shan roared its battle cry, a deafening clamor filled the general's ears. Batu's heart
started to pound harder. His horse snorted with excitement, and the ground rushed past its hooves at a
dizzying rate.

At the bottom of the slope, the Tuigan raised their bows and fired. The volley seemed to hang in the air
like ablack fog. The wall of arrows didn't seem to fly at the attacking Shou; they seemed to rideinto it.
Thousands of men and beasts fell to the dusty ground, and the charge faltered for just an instant.

Then it continued faster than ever. Sweat rolled down Ba-tu's body in constant, tickling rivulets. At the
bottom of the hill, he saw the Tuigan holster their bows and draw their sa-bers. Batu found his palm
gripping his weapon's hilt, and he did something he had not done in many, many beattles: he drew his sword.

The Army of Kao Shan met the barbarians, and Batu felt a thunderous crash in the pit of his stomach.
Ahead of him, thousands of Tuigan tumbled from their saddles as the heavy Shou chiens struck them
down. An instant later, the Tuigan sabers flashed, cutting down alike number of Shou. Frightened cries and
agonized screams filled the air. Batu's horse galloped even faster, drawn onward, it seemed, by the scent of
blood and desath.

As he rode toward the mayhem ahead, Batu realized he had become an ordinary soldier. His escorts
had disap-peared into the mad mob, as had the commander of Wang Kuo. To the general's left rode a
rugged veteran with un-kempt hair who would not have looked out of place holding a Tuigan saber. To
Batu's right rode a helmetless man with the silky topknot of a Shou officer.

Batu no longer saw the barbarian ranks, for he had reached the bottom of the slope and did not have a
good view. Directly ahead, all he could see were the backs of his own men. Beyond them rose the knoll
with the smoke bridge. Thousands of his pengs were already riding up the small hill. Hundreds sat Slumped
in their saddles, wounded or dead, carried along only by the momentum of the charge. On top of the hill, a
lone Tuigan wearing the robes of shaman gestured madly at the smoke bridge. The priest's es-corts were
fleeingin all directions.

Batu's horse began swerving and leaping, compelling him to pay attention to his riding. He had reached
the Tuigan ranks, though little remained of the enemy lines now. The ground was littered with dead and
wounded, forcing the general's mount to dodge wildly to keep from tripping.

Asthe general flashed through the area, a barbarian rose and fumbled at his arrow quiver. Batu swung
his sword. The general was surprised at how good it felt to slay an en-emy, for it had been many years
since he had fought in the ranks. He did not get to see the Tuigan fall, however, for his mount had already
carried him onward.

Batu's horse started up the knoll, and its gait slowed. He took advantage of the curbed pace to peer over
his shoul-der, then cursed angrily. He had expected to see athird army behind the one with which he rode.
Instead, Wak'an was moving toward the western perimeter and Hai Y uan to-ward the eastern. Clearly, Kei
Bot had not informed the armies commanders of the revised plan.

Batu briefly wondered whether Kei Bot had deliberately disobeyed his orders or had simply not found
the other two generalsin time. Whatever the reason, the blunder meant that Wang Kuo and Kao Shan
would be outnumbered once they entered the city. There was nothing Batu could do. Stopping the assault



was out of the question, as was trying to break a messenger free of the charging maob.

Batu did not panic. Once he entered the city, he could send a messenger to fetch Wak'an. Aslong as his
forces held the gate, the delay wouldn't cause him much trouble.

The general reached the hilltop. His horse dodged left to avoid a smoky fire over which hung a
blackened side of lamb. To Batu, the knoll seemed a strange place to set up a cookfire, but he gave the
matter no more thought.

Ahead, the smoke bridge collapsed, spilling dozens of bodies onto the pengs below. Men and horses
tumbled in al directions, but the Army of Kao Shan did not low. The lead ranks closed to within thirty
yards of the gate. Barbarian ar-rows began to pour down from the bell tower and the city's ramparts. A
column of Tuigan riders rushed away from the gate to meet the Shou charge head to head.

A moment later, Batu saw another group of horsewar-riors—perhaps five thousand in all—ride toward
the gate. This second group passed easily through the Tuigan rushing to meet the Shou charge.
Immediately, he knew the retreat-ing formation was the khahan's bodyguard, for they were uniformly
dressed in fine black armor and rode white horses. Even the wealthiest emperor could only afford to outfit
his best troops in such a manner.

Apparently, the general from Chukei realized, Y amun Khahan had till been outside Shou Kuan when
the Shou at-tacked. The barbarian emperor had probably been waiting for his men to wipe out the last
pockets of resistance before entering the city.

As Batu started down the hill, clanging steel and furious yells sounded from the base of the knoll. The
Army of Kao Shan had met the enemy charge.

On the city walls, the Tuigan archers shifted their fire to-ward the charging Shou. Arrows began raining
down around Batu. A scream sounded nearby, then the veteran to the general's eft tumbled out of his
saddle.

A black streak flashed past Batu's head, then something slapped the leather armor over his collarbone.
He gasped in alarm, but felt no pain. Instinctively, he transferred hisreinsto his sword arm and felt for a
wound with his free hand. He found a deep cut in the leather where an arrow had grazed his hauberk. As
he realized how close he had come to perishing, the general's chest tightened.

In the next instant, he |eft the deadly shower of arrows and entered the melee in front of the gate. A
rider leveled a saber at his head. The general dropped his reins and raised his tao in a desperate block. As
the two swords met, ater-rific jolt ran along his arm. The barbarian found himself holding the hilt of a
broken sword. Batu countered with a slash and felt his blade cut through the man's leather armor.

Screaming, the Tuigan did out of his saddle.

Batu grasped at hisloose reins, but lost them. He was un-settled by the thought of having no control
over his beast during the melee, but another barbarian slashed at him and the general gave up any hope of
recovering thereins.

Batu turned the enemy blow aside, then dlipped his blade along the Tuigan's shoulder and opened a
wound in the ene-my's throat. The barbarian gurgled and dropped his weapon, then kicked his horse
onward. The melee became awhirl of flashing blades and dying men. Time after time, Batu blocked and
countered, more often than not barely aware of whom he was fighting. Once, he barely ducked a blow
from a soldier he had thought to be Shou until the man's curved blade sailed past his head. Twice, only the
glimpse of adouble-edged chien stopped him from slaying one of his own men.

Asthe generd lifted his aching arm for what felt like the thousandth time, the deep reverberating rumble
of Tuigan signal drumsrolled from the city. Batu's opponent diced at him with awild cross-body swing,
then wheeled his horse around and sprang away. The man was out of reach before the general could react.

To al sides, the Tuigan were following the lead of Batu's adversary and turning away from the battle. A
few pengs reacted quickly, downing the fleeing horsewarriors with vi-cious hacks or beheading them with
efficient dashes. More often, however, the stunned Shou found themselves swing-ing at empty air while
their foes galloped toward the city gates.

Aninstant later, a spontaneous shout of triumph rose from the Shou pengs. Though Batu suspected
otherwise, to his soldiers the sudden withdrawal seemed as though the enemy had been routed. Screaming
their war cries, the Shou tried to pursue.

When they set their heelsto their horses, however, the re-sult was pandemonium. Like Batu, most of
them had dropped their reins during the battle, so they had little con-trol over the excited beasts. The horses
bolted in all directions, crashing into each other or sprinting away from the throng altogether.

Anxiousto avoid being carried away by the anarchy plaguing his ranks, Batu quickly recovered his own
horse's reins. Once he felt in control of his mount, he turned his at-tention to Shou Kuan. The last of the
Tuigan were dipping between the closing gates. There was no sign of Y amun Kha-han or his bodyguard,



and Batu realized that the enemy commander had reached the relative safety of the city.

The battle, for now, was over. Dead and wounded sol-diers, both Tuigan and Shou, blanketed the ground
between the knoll and the gate. Already, over a hundred pengs had dismounted and were efficiently
dispatching the Tuigan wounded. It did not even cross their minds to take pris-oners, save for the few
officers who would prove useful for interrogation.

Atop the walls of Shou Kuan, thousands of Tuigan had gathered on the ramparts to watch the slaughter
of their wounded comrades. Their faces betrayed no anger or shock, only cool detachment. Batu had no
doubt that if the horsewarriors had been the ones outside the city, they would have done the same thing to
the Shou survivors.

Asthe general scanned Shou Kuan's rampart, however, he was interested in more than Tuigan faces.
He was searching the brick-lined walls for a weakness that he could use to bring a quick end to the coming
sege.

As Batu studied the fortifications, the Tuigan on the ram-parts raised their bows. An instant later, arain
of black-shafted arrows brought an end to his inspection. Amidst a chorus of anguished wails and cries, he
wheeled his horse about and galloped away from the city gate.



15
A Caged Tiger

The morning sun touched the exterior of the tent, kin-dling an orange light inside. In hisire last night,
Batu had driven away the engineers before they could stake the pavilion, so now its unsecured flaps
dapped wildly in the late summer wind. The general's silk shirt was soaked with sweat, but he barely
noticed. As he had been doing since before dawn, he stood motionless, staring out the tent's door.

The pavilion rested on aridge overlooking Shou Kuan, giving Batu a clear view of the city'swalls and
towers. The general was trying to think of away to bypass those fortifications, but he kept losing his
thoughts. Over sixty thousand dead and wounded soldiers, both Shou and Tuigan, lay in front of the city.
They had fallen in atriangular pattern that reminded Batu of an arrow pointing at the main gate.

A cloud of vultures and other carrion birds were aready savoring the feast, Tuigan archers stood atop
the bell tower, using tethered arrows to pick off the fattest birds. They were meeting with uncanny success,
but the horsewar-riors accuracy did not surprise Batu. Y esterday, after the gate had closed on his
unsuccessful bid to take the battle into the city, the enemy archers had killed ten thousand of hismen in less
than aminute. Given the precision of the bar-barian bows, Batu counted himself lucky to be aive. He had
dropped his sword as he fled, but that seemed asmall price to pay for hislife.

The other generals who had also ridden in the charge had not been so fortunate, however. Wang Kuo's
general lay out-side, awaiting a proper cremation. Kao Shan's fate remained unknown, though it was hardly
amystery. If the general had till been alive, someone would have brought him to the pavilion by now. The
commanders of the Armies of Wak'an and Hai Y uan had both survived, for they had not been in-volved in
the charge. They were seated on the far side of the tent, waiting for their new orders.

Kei Bot was not present, but Batu doubted that his second-in-command had fallen in battle, for the
general should have been nowhere near the heavy fighting. Batu suspected Kei Bot was intentionally
avoiding him, fearing retribution for his part in yesterday's setback. The tactic irritated Batu amost as much
asthefailureitself, so the general from Chu-kel had sent his adjutant to find the missing commander.

The same suspicion kept returning to Batu's mind: Kei Bot had deliberately neglected to give Wak'an the
new orders. If so, the stocky general from Hungtze had committed a terri-ble military crime. Worse, he had
lost the fight for Shou Lung and robbed Batu of hisillustrious battle.

The General of the Northern Marches turned away from the door. Across the room, both of his
subordinate generals rose to their feet expectantly.

Addressing the commander from Wak'an, Batu asked, "What did Kei Bot tell you yesterday?"

The two first degree generals cast uneasy glances at each other. Wak'an asked, "When, my
commander?’

"Before the battle!" Batu snapped, pointing at Shou Kuan. "When do you think?* Despite hislack of
patience, the gen-eral understood the man's caution. When a plan went awry, Shou commanders often
selected subordinates to serve as scapegoats, as Kwan had selected Batu himself after the bat-tle of the
sorghum field.

To reassure his subcommanders, Batu said, "Have no fear. The blame for this disaster rests on my
shoulders alone, but | must know what went wrong."

Wak'an relaxed. "He said you were going to charge the city."

"And?' Batu prompted.

"He was to assume command until you returned.”

Batu's stomach churned at the thought of Kei Bot com-manding his armies. "Anything else?"

Wak'an shook his head.

As Batu started to ask his next question, he heard a small force of riders approach the pavilion and stop
outside. A moment later, Pe entered the tent and bowed.

"Genera Kei," the adjutant announced.

The general from Hungtze bustled into the pavilion be-hind Pe. Kei Bot's bow was very shallow, and
Batu did not bother to acknowledgeit.

Instead, he turned back to the general from Wak'an. "Did General Kel tell you to follow meinto the
city?'

Before the man could answer, Kei Bot stepped forward and interrupted. "1 did not."

When Batu turned toward him, the stocky general met his commander's gaze with a defiant stare. "
thought it best to hold both Wak'an and Hai Yuan in reserve,” Kei Bot contin-ued, sneering at Batu. "Y our
plan was foolhardy and suicidal."



"Y ou cost us the battle," Batu countered. "If Wak'an had been behind the Army of Wang Kuo, we
would have over-whelmed the barbarians and taken the gate.”

Kei Bot ignored his commander and shifted his gaze to the other two generals. "When the barbarians
massed for the attack, General Batu ignored my advice and refused to strike. Instead, he delayed until the
city had al but fallen. Hoping to correct his mistake, our commander ordered a desperate charge. It was
my duty to save what | could of our armies. At least the enemy is now trapped within Shou Kuan'swalls."

"Until he chooses to leave," Pe retorted.

"Mind your place, young fellow!" Kei Bot snapped, barely sparing the adjutant a sidelong glance.

Batu did not immediately leap to Pe's defense, for he was pondering his subordinate's strategy. He had
expected Kei Bot to make excuses or lie about his failure yesterday. Instead, the stocky commander
seemed proud of his disobedi-ence.

Without speaking, Batu stepped forward and stood face-to-face with his mutinous subordinate. In a
quick, fluid mo-tion, the General of the Northern Marches pulled Kei Bot's sword from its scabbard.

Staring at his sword's bejewelled hilt, Kei Bot gasped, "What is the meaning of this?"

"Y ou have deliberately disobeyed my orders, and now you're fostering rebellion," Batu said, hisvoice
cold and even. "That is treason."”

"The emperor himself gave me command of the Army of Hungtze!" Kei Bot retorted, reaching for his
weapon. "Y ou wouldn't dare suspend my commission!"

Batu sidestepped the clumsy lunge, then brought the blade up and drew it across the stocky general's
throat. "The penalty for treason is death," he said.

Kei Bot clasped ahand over the wound, his mouth open in astonishment. The surprised mutineer
dropped to his knees, blood oozing from between his fingers. Finally, he collapsed and pitched forward onto
the dirt floor.

"What have you done?' gasped Wak'an.

"Kei Bot disobeyed adirect order," Batu replied, noncha-lantly cleaning the sword on the fallen man's
k'ai. "He cost usthe victory."

"Perhaps," countered Hai Y uan, "but to execute a general without aformal inquiry...."

Batu shrugged, then sheathed Kei Bot's ornate sword in his own empty scabbard. "He admitted his
crimes," the gen-eral said wearily. "I have chosen his punishment."

Killing Kei Bot had cleared Batu's mind, and he finally felt asif he could concentrate. "Pe, get me some
brushes and pa-per," he said, walking over to an empty table. "From what the prisoners say, there are over
a hundred thousand Tuigan inside the city. We'd better do some planning.”

Batu's two subordinates simply stared at him, astounded by his indifference to the man he had just
executed. When they did not follow their superior to the table, the general from Chukei said, "Gentlemen,
your thoughts may prove valuable."

Both men shook their heads as if to clear them, then joined Batu. While Pe supervised the removal of
Kei Bot's body, the three surviving generals fell into a discussion of lo-gistics, debating the best type of
sheltersto build for the months ahead, where they could secure a steady food sup-ply, how their soldiers
would fuel cooking and, eventually, heating fires, and a hundred other details.

By the end of the week, the Shou were making considera-ble progress toward establishing asiege
camp. A group of scouts found a bank of clay on the shore of a nearby river, so the Chief of Works built
kilnsto fire bricks. Without straw or something similar to add to the mix, the bricks would not hold together
very long. That did not trouble Batu, for he needed them to last only afew months. Win or lose, the siege
would be over by winter.

Just outside arrow range, under the guidance of the engi-neers, the Army of Hai Y uan was encircling
the city with atrench that would eventually become a defensive fortifica-tion. The Master of Ample
Supplies solved the fuel problem by developing a program to collect dried horse dung, re-serving the small
supply of wood within riding of distance of camp for firing the kilns.

Still, the Shou could not solve all their problems easily. Batu sent a messenger to the summer palace
asking for artil-lery and reinforcements, but he knew it would be at least six weeks before any substantial
aid arrived. Food was espe-cially scarce, for the barbarians had been camped outside Shou Kuan for nearly
amonth. To procure even small amounts of provisions, the Shou foraging parties had to travel over one
hundred miles. When the riders did find a village that might have some grain, the lookouts mistook the filthy
pengs for barbarians and burned the communal food-stores.

Batu and his subordinates were in his tent discussing these problems when Pe entered. "Excuse me,
General," the adjutant said, bowing low. "The Tuigan have dispatched a messenger and ten escorts under a
flag of truce."



Thetwo first degree generals raised their eyebrows. "One thing isfor certain,” said Wak'an. "The
enemy isn't surren-dering this soon.”

"Not ever,” Batu replied. From the stories of his great-grandfather, he knew that the Tuigan did not ask
or grant mercy. That knowledge only made him more curious about what the envoy had to say. "Bring the
messenger to my pavilion.”

Pe bowed, then turned to execute the order.

While he waited for the messenger, Batu supervised the rearrangement of the pavilion. The barbarians,
he knew, were careful observers, and he wanted the messenger to re-turn to Y amun Khahan properly
impressed. The General of the Northern Marches had his chair placed in the center of the room. His
subordinates chairs were placed to either side and dlightly to the rear of his own. Finally, he had fifty senior
officers summoned to the tent. After arranging them in a standing circle, he explained that no matter what
he said or did, they were to remain solemn and perfectly quiet.

A few minuteslater, Pe entered the tent. Bowing very low, the adjutant said, "With your permission,
Generd, | present the Grand Historian of the Tuigan Empire, Kojathe Lama."

Batu nodded, then Pe opened the tent flap. Kojawas not the stocky, fierce figure Batu had expected.
Instead, the lamawas a small wiry man with a priest's shaven head. His bulky armor hung off his hunched
shoulders like rags on a beggar. He moved forward at an overly confident pace, studying his environment
with dert, intelligent eyes.

Behind Koja came ten Tuigan warriors. They all wore black k'ai armor and skullcaps trimmed in sable
fur. Their swords remained in their scabbards.

Batu nodded to the messenger's escorts. "Who are they?"

"My bodyguard," the messenger replied in stilted Shou. "The khahan insisted. | am his anda, you see."

Because Batu spoke the Tuigan language, he knew that by anda, the messenger meant he was Y amun
Khahan's brother in spirit. Kojawas politely informing the general that killing him would anger the khahan.
Batu found it in-teresting that the |lama thought he should be concerned about the khahan's temper.

"Y our bodyguards will wait outside,” Batu responded, frowning at the messenger. "If | decide to kill you,
ahun-dred times that many men will not save your life."

The lama studied Batu with a dubious expression. When the Shou commander's face remained fixed,
Kojaturned to the bodyguards and, speaking in Tuigan, told them to wait outside. The frowning warriors
reluctantly obeyed.

As soon as the escort was gone, Batu addressed his adju-tant. "Have the bodyguards killed."

Pe barely stopped short of gasping when Batu narrowed awarning eye at him. The other officersin the
room showed no emotion, though Batu felt certain they were as shocked as his adjutant.

"We came under aflag of truce!l" Koja sputtered.

The only response to the lama’s objection was Pe leaving the room to execute the order.

"The khahan will—"

"Y ou need no bodyguard in my camp, historian,” Batu in-terrupted, resting his elbows on the arms of his
chair. "The escort was an insult.”

Batu did naot truly find the bodyguard insulting. The gen-eral simply wanted to impress upon the khahan
that he was not afraid to fight. Doing something so deliberately provoc-ative would send that message.

Outside the tent, there were several screams and thuds. A Tuigan warrior stumbled into the pavilion,
three crossbow bolts protruding from his back. Two Shou soldiers followed and cut him down with their
chiens. The lamawatched the display with an expression of revulsion and utter disbelief.

A moment later, the scuffle outside ended. Pe returned and bowed to indicate that he had executed the
order. Astwo guards dragged the dead Tuigan from the tent, Batu said, "Now, anda-to-the-khahan, you
may deliver your message.”

Koja's face went white. Nevertheless, he looked Batu in the eye. "On behalf of Yamun Khahan, Ruler
of the World and Illustrious Emperor of All Peoples, | am here to accept your surrender.”

Many of the Shou officers could not stop from snickering. Batu saw nothing funny about the khahan's
message, for he was keenly aware that the Tuigan warriors outnumbered his pengs three-to-two.
Nevertheless, he purposely turned up hislipsin what he hoped would appear an amused and confident
smile. A few moments later, he frowned as if re-membering decorum. He scowled at his troops to quiet
them.

After the pavilion returned to silence, Batu said, "Tell Y amun Khahan that we have no use for
surrender. Our only interest is his death.”

Kojagrimaced at the words, obviously envisioning his master's fury when he delivered the Shou
response.



Batu dismissed the lama with awave of his hand, then looked to Pe. "Give Koja his bodyguard's heads
to take to the khahan. We would not want Y amun Khahan to think that his men surrendered instead of
fighting." Batu did not truly think that Y amun Khahan would doubt his guards loyalty. He was just trying to
make their deaths as striking as possi-ble, thereby giving the Tuigan leader something to think about besides
strategy.

The adjutant bowed. "As you wish, my commander.” He moved forward to take the lama away.

As soon as Pe escorted the messenger from the room, Batu turned to his subcommanders. "Prepare for
battle," he said. "Position the Armies of Wak'an and Hai Y uan in front of the gates."

A buzz filled the tent as the officers moved to obey.

"Aningenious plan,” commented Hal Y uan, rising. "We can't storm the city, so you're provoking the
enemy into leaving it."

"That is not my intention at all," Batu replied, taking the time to address both of his surviving
subcommanders. "We must not forget that there are one hundred thousand Tuigan and only sixty thousand
Shou. Sooner or later, the barbarians will get hungry and decide to leave. If we're go-ing to win the battle
that follows, welll need time to ring them in with our fortifications."

"Then why insult the messenger?' Hai Y uan asked. "Pro-voking the enemy will only make him attack
sooner."

"That iswhere you are mistaken," Batu replied, awry smile on hislips. "Do you think he really expected
us to sur-render? He sent the messenger to spy upon our camps and to see whether | was confident or
afraid. By insulting the messenger, | told the khahan | was confident, that | wanted to fight. If he believes|
want him to attack, he will wait."

"How can you be sure?' asked Wak'an, furrowing his brow skeptically. "Isit not possible that he will see
through your ruse?'

"Itis," Batu admitted. "That iswhy we must be ready for battle."

The next week was atense one. The barbarians kept alarge force on the walls and fired at anyone
careless enough to enter the archers' range. The Shou kept one army on watch at all times, while the others
prepared the trench around the city to receive its fortifications. At the same time, the survivors from the
Army of Kao Shan spent the daylight hours laboring in distant woods or at the kilns, making bricks and
sharpening poles. They were careful to stockpile these materials behind ridges and hills where they could
not be seen by the Tuigan.

Y amun Khahan would not be concerned by atrench, Batu knew, for the Tuigan horses could easily
jump over or into asimple ditch. However, when the khahan realized the Shou were building a defensive
wall, the barbarian commander would try to attack before the fortification could be com-pleted. Batu
intended to rob his counterpart of this oppor-tunity. By preparing the wall's foundations in advance, the Shou
genera hoped to erect it in asingle night.

Seven days later, the ditch was ready to receiveits fortifi-cations, and the survivors from the Army of
Kao Shan had stockpiled enough sharpened poles to ring the city. Batu was inspecting the trench that
evening, silently lamenting the fact that there was still a shortage of bricks, when the city gate opened.

The lamarode out, waving awhite flag. Thistime, he was alone.

Before Koja could approach the trench, Batu took twenty guards and went to meet him. By riding into
Tuigan archery range, he was taking a big risk, but he did not want the lama to see the preparationsin the
trench.

Asthe two men approached each other, the guards formed aring around both of them. Kojaignored the
sol-diers and continued straight toward Batu, stopping only when their mounts stood nose to nose. The
lama's horse looked haggard and hungry, itsribs visible beneath its hide. Across his saddle, the messenger
carried two large bags. The general amost gagged as arancid odor filled the air.

"What news do you bring from our city?' Batu asked, eye-ing the lama appraisingly. Koja's cheeks were
hollow and sunken, and there were deep circles beneath his eyes. Clearly, the messenger had not eaten
much in the last week.

The little man's horse pawed at the dirt, then dropped its muzzle and began gnawing at the barren
ground. Koja pulled on the reins, but the starving beast would not be de-nied its futile search for stray grass
roots. After amoment, Koja gave up on the horse, then took one of the bags off his saddle and turned it
over.

Five headsfell to the ground. Though they werein the early stages of decomposition, Batu could easily
see that they had once belonged to Shou soldiers. Koja's starving horse nuzzled a head and decided it was
no good to eat, then went back to pawing at the ground in search of food.

Before the general could say anything, the lama over-turned the second bag. Another five heads fell out.



Thistime, Batu recognized two of the heads. One belonged to his father-in-law, Hsuang Y u Po, and
another to Xeng, the Hsuang family steward.

"The mighty Y amun Khahan, Ruler of the World and Illus-trious Emperor of All Peoples, sends his
greetings." Koja spoke as stiffly as he sat. "He wishes you to know that he meant no insult by sending an
escort with his messenger. He repays the courtesy you showed him by returning his guards' heads, and
sends to you the heads of ten Shou com-manders who fell defending thisinsignificant town."

Batu barely paid the little man any attention. The general was staring at Tzu Hsuang. Though he had
long ago ac-cepted that his father-in-law had died in Shou Kuan, he could not help being shocked by the
sight of the noble's gray-haired head.

A dozen contradictory emotions clouded the general's thoughts. He felt grief at the loss of afriend, and
anger at the sight of afamily member's mutilation. His thoughts turned to Wu and what he would to her say
about her fa-ther's death. Would he reveal what he had seen? Perhaps it would be better to lie and say that
Hsuang's body had never been recovered.

Kojas voice suddenly stopped droning. Batu realized that he had alowed his enemy to see his pain.

"Is something wrong, General?' Koja asked. The lama's face did not bear the smirk Batu had expected
to see there. Instead, it showed afaint trace of surprise.

Batu shook his head, chastising himself for allowing famil-ia feelings to interfere with his duty.
"Nothing'swrong," he snapped, more harshly than he meant to. "Is this all your master sent you to deliver?”
"No," the lama responded. His horse moved forward to tug at awoody root. Kojajerked on the reins,
then said, "These are the words of Y amun Khahan." He unconsciously straightened his back and sat high in
hissaddle. " 'l have killed amillion of your people and laid waste to amillion acres of your land.' " The

lama's hand swept the horizon.

"'l have smashed six of your armies and killed two hun-dred thousand of your soldiers.™ Thelittle
messenger thumped his chest dramatically, asif he were actually the one who had done all these things." 'l
have captured two of your cities and plundered all that lies within their walls.™

Koja paused, alowing ample opportunity for his audience to consider the words. Batu remained
unimpressed.

The lama continued," "This | have done not out of greed, only to repay your treacherous attempt on my
life. Now, | have learned that your emperor did not know of the attack on me. Two servants sent an
assassin to my camp without his knowledge. Therefore, Shou Lung's punishment is com-plete. | will call an
end to thiswar, keeping only the lands | have conquered.™

Batu stared at Koja for several minutes, shocked by what the lama claimed. Though the general had no
doubt that Shou Lung employed ns as diplomatic instruments, he could not believe an imperial
servant would take such a drastic step without the Divine One's knowledge.

Finally, seeing that Kojawas again scrutinizing him, the general looked toward Shou Kuan and said,
"Evenif | be-lieved thislie, it would not be worth asingle foot of Shou territory." Batu pointed at Koja's
starving horse. "Within two weeks, your horses will not befit to ride. Tell Yamun Kha-han that if | were
him, | would attack soon."

The lamafrowned, clearly puzzled. "Y ou will not consider the khahan's offer?”

"There is nothing to consider," Batu replied. He turned his horse away, indicating the parlay was over.

Thelama did not leave. "Please! The khahan is not lying about your assassin. Y ou must agree or
thousands of men will die needlesdly."

Batu looked at Koja out of the corner of his eye. "If the khahan wishes his men to live, they may
surrender and the emperor will take them as daves.”

Kojasighed, exasperated. "The Tuigan are not the only oneswho will die."

"That does not matter," the Shou general replied coldly, re-garding the priest with anicy stare. "My men
are ready to die whenever | command it." Batu motioned to the guards. " Send him back to his master."

A soldier took Kojas reins. After the guard had led the messenger away, Pe and Batu's subordinate
generalsrode to hisside. "What did he want?" asked the adjutant.

"Thereisn't timeto repeat it," Batu replied. "We must erect our wall tonight. The barbarians will attack
tomorrow. Go and tell the loggersto bring their poles forward, then meet me at my tent."

"Asyou order," Pereplied.

Batu quickly assigned supervisory duties to his subordi-nate generas, then rode to the kilns and asked
for areport. The result was disappointing. There were only enough bricks to build awall two feet high.
Nevertheless, atwo-foot barrier was better than none at al. If the wall was built on the far edge of the
ditch, the men standing in the trench would have nearly four feet of cover. Batu ordered the offi-cer in
charge to prepare the bricks for transport.



After leaving the kilns, Batu turned toward his tent. By the time the general arrived, dusk was falling.
He paused and looked down toward Shou Kuan. Already, thousands of torches were burning in the Shou
trench.

The general went inside the pavilion and found Pe wait-ing. While Batu's soldiers labored at the wall, the
general from Chukei reviewed each unit's condition, formulated his battle plan, and issued written orders.
Even with hiswall, Batu was far from certain of victory. He was determined that his chances would not be
fouled thistime by alack of communication or a misunderstood order.

By the time dawn came, Batu and Pe had finished their plans. Though the adjutant could not keep from
yawning, the general was far from tired. Anticipation of the coming battle invigorated him. He fastened his
scabbard onto his belt, then led the way out of the tent.

"Digpatch the orders, Pe," the general said. "I'm going down to inspect our wall." He mounted his horse
and rode down the hill.

As he had hoped, the wall had been completed in a single evening. The men had not had time to mortar
the bricks into place, but the wall would stop arrows all the same. The sharpened poles had been placed at
aforty-five-degree an-glein front of the wall. They were spaced every two feet, close enough to impale
any horse charging between them.

The commander of Hai Yuan's army rode close to Batu.

"The men did well, did they not?"

"Yes," Batu answered. "They are to be commended.”

"Let us hope our soldiers fight aswell asthey build," the general said, nodding toward the city walls.

As Batu had expected, thousands of barbarians stood along the top of Shou Kuan's fortifications. They
were dressed in their armor and carried their bowsin plain sight. The remainder of the barbarians, Batu
suspected, sat astride their horses in the streets behind the gate. When the gates opened, they would charge
out in along, seemingly endless column and the battle would begin.

Batu turned to a messenger. "Have the officers prepare their men for battle. We won't have to wait
much longer.”

The Tuigan, however, did not attack right away. An hour passed, then two. The barbarians remained on
the wall, ready for battle, but the gates did not open.

The sun crept higher in the sky and the day grew warmer. Exhausted from the long night of labor,
pengs began to nap behind the wall. Officers walked the line, yelling at their men and beating them to keep
them awake. Even Batu, still expecting the barbarians to charge out at any moment, yawned and struggled
to keep his eyes from closing.

Morning turned to afternoon, and afternoon to evening. Still, the Tuigan did not attack. Finally, asthedim
purples of twilight began to creep across the rolling hills, the gate opened.

Instead of amass of charging cavalry, however, all that is-sued from the city was the lama, Koja. He
carried the same flag of truce he had carried yesterday. Batu was surprised the Tuigan leader had sent the
messenger out again, but he was also curious as to what the khahan had to say now that the wall had been
built. The general dispatched a dozen guards to escort the lama through the fortifications.

With Pe and his subcommanders following close behind, Batu met K oja as soon as he crossed the
trench line. As the lama approached within speaking distance, he said, "l bring words of praise from Yamun
Khahan. He says that the Shou build walls faster than any of the peoples he has fought.”

"I did not build the wall to impress the khahan,” Batu snapped. "I built it to keep him caged.”

Kojaignored the terse response. " The khahan wishes you to know that he and his men eat well enough
on the milk of their mares and the blood of their stallions. He says that when the horses grow too weak to
fight, they will be daugh-tered and used to feed his men."

The lama paused, looking to the generals of Hai Y uan and Wak'an in search of the apprehension he
could not read on Batu's face. He did not find it. Both men were shrewd enough not to reveal their feelings
to the enemy.

Koja continued, "The khahan says he will test the strength of your wall at his|eisure. Perhaps he will
attack tonight, while your men lie sound asleep, recovering from their many hours of labor. Perhaps he will
attack many months from now, when the cold autumn rains come and your men grow ill from slegping in
the mud. Perhaps he will wait until the winter snows, when your men huddle with frozen hands and feet
around burning dung, while his men eat and drink in the comfort of the city's warm houses."

"Tell the khahan that Shou can build houses aswell aswalls," Batu countered, resting his hand on the hilt
of hissword. "The flesh of his horses will rot before we freeze. Tell him that whenever he wishes to fight,
wewill be ready."

Kojanodded, asif he had expected no other response. " Perhaps fighting will not be necessary," he said,



reaching into his robes.

Pe, Hai Y uan, and Wak'an drew their swords and urged their mounts forward to shield Batu. "Please!"
Kojasaid, slowly withdrawing an ebony tube. "There is nothing but paper inside. Let me show you."

The three men looked to their commander for instruc-tion. Batu nodded his permission. To the lama, he
said, "Openit."

Koja slowly opened the tube and withdrew two sheets of paper. "Read these," he said, handing them to
Pe. "They prove that the khahan is telling the truth about the assas-sin."

Pe backed his horse several steps and handed the papers to Batu. In the fading light, it was difficult to
make out the writing, so it took afew moments to read the first letter. It was addressed to Y amun Khahan
and was from a spy in the summer palace. It reported Batu's appointment as General of the Northern
Marches and his subsequent disappear-ance. The letter also named Kwan Chan Sen and Ju-Hai Chou as
the two men who had sent the assassin after the khahan.

The general passed the letter to his subcommanders, then looked at the second paper. He immediately
recognized Qwo's calligraphy. His heart pounded wildly. Forcing him-self to remain composed, he read
Wu's account of recover-ing the first letter and her identification of Ting Mel Wan as the spy who had
written it. At the end of the account, Batu noted his wife's signature and the stain of dried blood next to it.

When he looked up, the general asked, "Where did you get these |etters?”

"From adead man," Kojareplied smply. "Asyou can see, the khahan istelling the truth about the
assassin.”

"Perhaps, and perhaps not," scoffed the general from Wak'an. "This document could easily be a
forgery."

"It isn't," Batu replied, passing the second sheet of paper to him. "I recognize the calligraphy.”

Wak'an read the letter quickly, his face blanching with shock.

While his subordinates read the letter, Batu fought to con-ceal the distressit had caused him. His
stomach ached with concern for his wife and children. He wanted nothing more than to take his horse and
rideto Tai Tung to see what had happened to his family. Batu tried to put such thoughts out of hismind, for
he was a soldier and knew better than to al-low his feelings to interfere with his duty. Forcing himself to
ignore the worry in his heart, Batu looked back to Koja.

"Thisisall very interesting, but it changes nothing," the general said, tightening his face to keep from
showing his emotions. "Even if | had theright, | would not yield asingle foot of Shou territory to your
master.”

Kojanodded in understanding. "That will not be neces-sary. In hisinfinite generosity and wisdom, the
khahan will accept adifferent form of tribute. He will allow Shou Lung to retain the lands he has
conguered, but you must give him the men who sent the assassin.”

Batu studied the lama's face, considering Y amun Khahan's offer. The terms were not unreasonable: two
livesin return for peace. Even if it meant sacrificing his friend Ju-Hai Chou, Batu could see the wisdom of
accommodating the barbarian commander. Despite the attitude the general dis-played whenever he met
Koja, he was far from certain that the Shou could outlast the barbarians. With autumn coming and the
surrounding land laid to waste, it would prove diffi-cult to keep the army fed. Of course, he could bring
supplies from other cities, but that would require the use of massive supply columns vulnerable to the muddy
fall weather. In the end, it might be his own troops who starved to death, not Y amun Khahan's.

By not accepting the offer, he knew, he was risking his command. If the Tuigan sensed any weaknessin
his army, they would sally forth and wipe it out. Initself, such arisk did not trouble Batu, for soldiers had to
be accustomed to danger and imminent death. However, if hisarmy fell be-fore the emperor could muster
reinforcements, nothing would stand between the barbarians and Tai Tung. Shou Lung itself might fall, and
that was arisk he did not dare take.

Kojashifted in his saddle. "Thereis no need to make your decision immediately,” he said. "The khahan is
prepared to receive your response in the morning.”

"That won't be necessary," Batu replied, locking eyes with lama. "If the emperor will give me charge of
Kwan Chan Sen and Ju-Hai Chou, | agree to the terms."”

Kojabreathed aloud sigh of relief. "The mighty khahan will be most pleased. Thereis only one other
term: you will accompany myself and five thousand riders to retrieve the criminals.”

"Y ou're mad!" the commander from Wak'an exclaimed. "We'd be fools to let five thousand barbarians
within a hun-dred miles of the emperor!”

"You must," Koja answered, meeting the general's gaze with a surprisingly stubborn frown. "We are not
surrender-ing. Therefore, | am entitled to my bodyguard.”

"Y ou are entitled to nothing!" someone el se snapped.



Batu silenced his subordinates with an angry scowl, then he addressed Koja. "'Y ou may have your
bodyguard," he said. "But we aren't surrendering either, so | will also take five thousand men."”

Even without looking at them, Batu knew his subcomman-ders did not agree with his decision.
Nevertheless, he felt sure it was the correct one. Five thousand Tuigan did not concern him, so long as he
had five thousand Shou to watch them. Besides, if the emperor rejected the peace proposal, he would make
sure that Koja's bodyguard never returned to defend the walls of Shou Kuan.

The lamastudied Batu for amoment, asif trying to read the thoughts of the Shou commander. Finally,
the little histo-rian said, "1 am sure the khahan will agree to your request. When shall we leave?"

"At dawn," Batu replied.

Considering the exhausted condition of his men, one night was not much rest before beginning such a
long ride. Nevertheless, now that he had decided to return to the sum-mer palace, Batu was unwilling to
postpone their departure for even an hour. Thoughts of Wu, Ji, and Y o were flashing through his mind so
rapidly that he was burning up with anxiety for them.

With more than alittle fear, the General of the Northern Marches wondered how much his concern for
his family had influenced his decision. For if his emotions had played any part in his decision to accept the
khahan's proposal, he was betraying his duty.



16
Renegade

As Ju-Ha Chou crossed the marble floor, he noted that he was the last minister to enter the Hall of
Su-preme Harmony. The other mandarins already sat in their seats, their breath rising from their nosesin
wispy plumes of steam. Except for Ting Mei Wan, who wore a cream-colored fur over ablack cheosong,
the minis-ters were dressed against the cold in heavy hemp waitaos.

Though it was a chilly autumn morning, the Hall of Su-preme Harmony remained unheated. Because its
venerable builders had intended the building for summer use only, they had made no provisions for warming
even the emper-or's seat. The Divine One sat in his throne wrapped in a colorless wool robe.

Keeping his own cloak wrapped tightly about his chest, Ju-Hai Chou bowed to the emperor, then took
his chair. No one had told him the reason for this dawn meeting, but the minister felt sure it concerned the
army of horsemen that had camped outside the city last night.

"I am glad we are finally assembled,” the emperor said, glancing at Ju-Hai with visible annoyance.

In response to the Divine One'sirritation, the minister smply bowed his head in apology and offered no
excuses for his tardiness. He had come as soon as the chamberlain had summoned him, but no doubt the
messenger had called upon him last. Thanksto Ting Mei Wan, Ju-Hai had grown accustomed to such
treatment.

After destroying the Batu household, the beguiling Minister of State Security had mounted a propaganda
campaign to convince the emperor that Wu had been a spy working for her traitorous husband. The cunning
female mandarin had prevented Ju-Hai from contradicting her story by hold-ing him prisoner at her house
for several weeks. Ting had justified this unusual measure by claiming that Wu's death had unbalanced the
Minister of State. She had further un-dermined Ju-Hai's influence by implying that the "spy" had become
the minister's lover. By the time Ting had released the Minister of State, even his own servants had |ooked
askance at him.

Fortunately, Ju-Hai had come across away to restore alit-tle of his credibility. A few days after his
release, the minis-ter had learned that Ting's subordinates were searching for the ebony tube Wu had taken
the night before her death. Assuming the tube contained evidence of Ting's betrayal, Ju-Hai had quietly
begun his own search. So far, neither he nor Ting had met with success. It seemed as though the tube had
simply vanished.

Ju-Hai's reverie ended when the emperor spoke to Kwan Chan Sen. "What is our situation?"

The old man slowly rose to his feet and addressed the en-tire Mandarinate. "From what we saw last
night, the bar-barians have ten thousand men, twice the number of our defenders.”

Ju-Hai stood and turned to the emperor. "Divine One, may | speak?”

The Son of Heaven studied the Minister of State with alook of strained patience, but finally nodded his
head. "Please be brief. We have serious matters to consider.”

"Thank you, Emperor,” Ju-Hai responded, quickly bowing. "Shouldn't we consider what the messengers
told us?'

Sighs of exasperation rustled around the room. In the last two weeks, two messengers had arrived from
Shou Kuan. The first had come sixteen days ago. He had reported that Batu and the provincia armies had
trapped the barbarians in Shou Kuan. The exhausted rider had presented a request for siege equipment,
reinforcements, and food. The second messenger had arrived just four days ago, reporting that General
Batu wasriding to Tai Tung with a Tuigan delega-tion and a peace proposal.

Although they had carried the proper seals, the men had been greeted with nothing but suspicion. Both
times, Kwan Chan Sen had suggested that Batu had sent the messengersto lay the groundwork for a
traitorous trap. The emperor and the other mandarins had agreed, and the men had died at the hands of
Ting's interrogators.

The other mandarins were no more inclined to listen to Ju-Hai Chou than they had been to believe the
messengers were legitimate. Without exception, they greeted the Minis-ter of State's suggestion with
intolerant scowls and impatient moans.

Noting the reaction of the other mandarins, the emperor said, "Minister Ju-Hai, we have considered the
words of the messengers and have all reached the same conclusion.” The Divine One turned back to the
Minister of War. "How do you plan to defend the city, Genera ?"

The ancient mandarin answered immediately. "With the exception of your guard, | have placed all forces
in Tai Tung under my personal command—"

"Take my guard aswell," the emperor interrupted. "If the city fals, they will do me no good."



Kwan bowed his head. "Thank you, Divine One. They will prove most useful—"

The ancient Minister of War was interrupted again, this time by the chamberlain. "Excuse me, honored
ones," he said, moving toward the center of the room. "I thought you would want to know that General Batu
is at the city gate de-manding entrance.”

"He dares show his face personally?' The emperor asked, pushing himself to the edge of his throne.

The chamberlain nodded. "He is dressed like a barbarian, but several guards recognized him."

"To believe we would open the gate to ten thousand ene-mies, he must take us for imbeciles!" Kwan
objected.

"The impudent knavel" Ting said, speaking for the first time that morning. "Have an archer plant a
feather in his breast!"

"No!" Ju-Hai shouted, rising to hisfeet. "Shouldn't we hear him out?"

Ting whirled on Ju-Hai, her eyes burning with anger. "The traitor will make no promises we can
believe!"

A chorus of agreement ran through the Mandarinate and Ju-Hai realized that nothing he said would
persuade his peersto listen to him. To gain entrance into Tai Tung for Batu, he would have to appeal
directly to the Divine One. He was risking the little that remained of his prestige, for the emperor had
already indicated his displeasure with Ju-Hai once that morning. Nevertheless, the Minister of State knew
Batu was no traitor. The young general would not have re-turned to Tal Tung if he did not feel that doing so
was in Shou Lung's best interests.

Ju-Hai turned to the emperor. "Divine One, what harm can come from admitting Batu into Tai Tung?
Does anyone believe alone man capable of defeating an entire city?'

"Thereismagic," Kwan countered. "With sorcery, one man can accomplish much."

"Batuisno wu jen," Ju-Hai returned.

"Neither are you," Ting said. "How do you know he does not carry some trinket to block the gate when
we open it?"

"Then let him climb the wall!" Ju-Hai snapped, returning his eyes to the emperor. "The man has been
accused of trea-son. Allow him to come and speak in his own defense. If hiswords do not convince us of
hisinnocence, then at least we will have himin our grasp to punish!”

The Divine One studied Ju-Hai for several moments, his face, as usual, an unreadable mask. Finaly, the
emperor turned to the chamberlain. "Have the guards lower arope to General Batu."

After the chamberlain left, Kwan outlined his plans for defending Tai Tung. The emperor asked afew
guestions, but it was clear that the court was more concerned with Ba-tu's arrival than the Minister of
War's report. Ting con-stantly fidgeted, rearranged her fur, crossed and recrossed her legs. Ju-Hai
suspected she could hardly keep from rising to pace back and forth, for it was certainly possible that the
general's return would expose her treachery.

Finally, the chamberlain returned with Batu. The two men were accompanied by a dozen imperial
guards. Asthe small entourage advanced into the Hall of Supreme Har-mony, a murmur of shocked
disapproval rustled through the Mandarinate. The general wore a conical skullcap trimmed with oily fur, a
filthy hauberk, grimy leather riding breeches, and mud-spattered boots rising to the top of his shins. If
Ju-Hai had not seen Batu in civilized apparel before this, he would have sworn he was looking at a
barbarian.

Batu and his escorts stopped in the middle of the hall. The general removed his skullcap and thrust it
roughly at the chamberlain, revealing a mass of long unkempt hair. Batu dropped to his knees and touched
his forehead to the floor three times.

"Youmay rise."

The emperor had barely spoken before Batu sprang to his feet. He held hisjaw set firmly and his eyes
burned with out-rage. When he spoke, however, his words contained no trace of anger. "Thank you for
seeing me, Divine One. | have much to report.”

Kwan was quick to move in for the attack. "Y ou mean to account for, traitor!"

Batu turned on the ancient mandarin with a stare so sav-age that Ju-Hai half-expected the general to
fling a hidden dagger at the old man. Instead, Batu said, "As usual, you are mistaken, Minister Kwan. Was
it at your order that | had to climb the city wall like a common thief?"

"No," the emperor interrupted. "It was at mine."

Batu looked back to the emperor, his expression finally be-traying hisinjured feelings. "Why?"

The Divine One studied Batu with a scow! lost halfway be-tween anger and puzzlement. "Why?" he
snapped. "Y ou lay siege to my summer home, then present yourself in the filthy rags of a barbarian, and
you ask why you must climb the wall? General, you are more intelligent than that. Now say what you have



cometo say."

Batu's mouth dropped into apained frown. "Didn't my messenger explain?"

"Y our messenger explained,” Ju-Hai interrupted, deciding it was best to let Batu know what he faced.
"No one believed him. He was killed during interrogation.”

"Killed?' Batu gasped. "But he was a Shou peng!"

"Hewas atraitor, like you and your family," Ting Mei Wan spat. She pointed alacquered fingernail at
the general. "Y our messenger was put to death, the same as your wife and children!"

"What?' Batu shrieked. "What are you saying?"

"How long did you think the emperor would neglect your crimes?' Ting demanded. "Lady Wu was
wounded while stealing secrets from my home. She died the next day, trying to escape. Y our children were
duly executed for her crimes, and yours, against the emperor.”

"No!" Batu shouted. "It can't be!l" He looked toward Ju-Hai, clearly hoping the Minister of State would
report that Ting was lying.

Ju-Hai knew the cunning woman's purpose in telling Batu of his family's death. She was hoping to
disorient him. Choked with grief, he might become irrational, violent, even self-destructive. In such a state,
he would be easier to manipulate or to dismiss as demented if he revealed some-thing that incriminated her.

Nevertheless, Ju-Hai could not lie about the deaths of Wu and the children. Even if the general believed
him, someone else in the Mandarinate would confirm Ting's words, and the Minister of State would lose
Batu'strust. His only choice wasto tell the truth and hope the general could overcome his grief.

"She'stelling the truth, Batu," Ju-Hai said, looking straight into the man's horrified eyes. "Y our wife and
children died at her orders.”

For several moments, the minister and the general stared at each other. Batu's lower lip quivered, and
his brow twisted into a shroud of grief. His eyes became red and puffy, then glassed over with unshed
tears.

"General," Ju-Hai asked, "why did you return to Tai Tung?"

The minister was hoping to help Batu refocus his thoughts. The general's only hope of escaping the
same fate as his wife and children lay in performing his duty and proving hisloyalty. The Minister of State
did not imagine that Batu cared about living at the moment, but too much depended on the genera to let him
perish.

"Batu Min Ho," Ju-Hai repeated sternly, "your mission isn't finished yet. Stop feeling sorry for yourself
and report!"

Suddenly Batu clenched hisjaw and his eyes cleared. He looked away from Ju-Hai, then turned to the
emperor. "Did you condone Ting's action?"

The emperor did not flinch. "Y ou know the penalty for treason."

"Then you will find this most interesting," Batu said, reaching into his hauberk. Immediately his escorts
leveled their chiang-chuns at him.

The general glared at the guards. "Do not mistake me for an assassin.”

He withdrew his hand slowly. Init, he held asmall ebony tube. It was the same tube that Ju-Hai had
seen Ting Mei Wan holding on adark, drizzly night many weeks past. It was the same tube for which Wu
had died. Ju-Hai could not imagine how Batu had come to possessit, and he did not know what was inside.
Y et, given Ting's frantic search over the past weeks, he was sure the tube's contents would con-demn the
beautiful mandarin to the death she deserved.

Asif confirming Ju-Hai's suspicion, Ting grew pale and Slumped in her chair.

Batu looked in the disheartened woman's direction and smiled grimly. He opened the tube and withdrew
two sheets of paper, which he gave to the chamberlain. "These |etters were meant for you, Divine One."
Batu's voice was stiff and emotionless.

The chamberlain carried the letters to the emperor, who accepted them and began reading without a
word. A few moments later, he looked up. "How did these come into your possession?'

"The barbarians sent them to me," Batu answered. "They took the letters off abody in Shou Kuan."

"Why would they give the letters to you?'

Batu glanced at Ju-Hai with a curiously apologetic expres-sion, then said, "They want Ministers Kwan
and Ju-Ha."

Ju-Hai felt as though someone had dropped a boulder on his chest. He knew without a doubt what the
letters re-vealed. The barbarians could want him and Kwan for only one reason.

"Ridiculous!" Minister Kwan yelled.

"Perhaps, and perhaps not." The very calmness of Batu's voice seemed menacing. "In addition to
identifying Minister Ting as a spy, the letters say that you were party to an at-tempt on Y amun Khahan's



life. The barbarians claim that's why they started the war."

"I'd never do such athing without your instruction!" Kwan shouted, looking to the emperor.

Batu turned back to the Divine One. "Those letters were sent as proof of the barbarian claim. I—" The
general paused as the words caught in his throat, then continued. "I recognized Wu's signature, so | knew
they were genuine.”

"He'slying!" Kwan said. "He forged the letters!™

"Minister Kwan has apoint," Ting added. "We have no way of confirming that the letters are genuine."
Though she spoke in acalm voice and appeared relaxed, Ting's face was as pale as the fur on her
shoulders. She glanced at Ju-Hai, her eyes carrying an unspoken suggestion.

The self-serving thing to do, Ju-Hai knew, wasto join forces with Ting and Kwan. With three people
calling Batu aliar, the emperor might take it on face value that the letters were forgeries. Even if the Divine
One investigated further, the ploy would buy valuable time to maneuver. As unsavory as he found such a
confederation, it was not something at which the minister balked. During hislong career, he had made
hundreds of unpleasant alliances and betrayed the trust of many friends on behalf of Shou Lung.

Ju-Hai realized that the eyes of the entire Mandarinate were fixed on him, anxiously awaiting his
acknowledge-ment or denia of the assassination attempt. Still, the minis-ter was not ready to make his
decision. He had to consider one more point.

The minister turned to Batu. "General, if we don't make peace with the barbarians, who will win the
war?'

Several people seemed confused by the change of subject, but Batu answered immediately. "1 can't
say," he said, fixing a vacant stare on the minister. Continuing in an empty voice, he added, "The Tuigan are
trapped in Shou Kuan; but they outhumber us and stand a good chance of winning when they sally. Even if
they don't attack, we may not be able to starve them out, for I've heard they'll eat their horses and even
each other. What's worse is that while the enemy sleeps beneath the roofs of Shou Kuan, our men are
ex-posed to chill weather and autumn rains. Therisk of epi-demic ishigh."

The answer was not the one Ju-Hai had hoped to hear. It meant that much more was at stake than his
life or Batu's.

The Minister of State bowed to the emperor, but did not dare to look him in the eye. "I beg your
forgiveness, Divine One," he said. "The letters are genuine. When | learned of Y amun Khahan's successin
uniting the horse tribes, | of-fered my help to his treacherous stepmother. At my re-quest, Kwan sent an
assassin to aid her."

A stunned silence fell over the Hall of Supreme Harmony, but only for amoment. Ting Mel Wan sprang
to her feet asif to flee, but the emperor was not taken by surprise. "Minis-ter Ting!" he boomed, pointing a
long-nailed finger at her. "At the moment, you face only one death. If you flee, | will seeto it that you diea
thousand times!"

Ting looked from the emperor to the guards behind Batu. They still had not moved, and Ju-Hai thought
his former protege stood a chance of escaping if she acted quickly enough. Then her gaze fell on Batu. The
general's face was warped into a hateful scowl and his bitter eyes were locked on Ting's. Without looking
away, the Minister of State Secu-rity collapsed back into her chair.

"A wise decision," Ju-Hai said. "Thereis no place you could run that General Batu would not find you."

The Divine One motioned to the guards behind Batu, "Lock her in the First Spire of Ultimate Despair.
Ministers Kwan and Ju-Hai are confined to the pal ace grounds until further notice. Do not let them out of
your sight.”

"Y ou wouldn't think of sending us to the barbarians!" Kwan protested.

Rising to leave the hall, the emperor said, "That will be de-cided after Ting's execution."

Kwan started to follow the Son of Heaven. "Divine One, let us explain!”

Ju-Hai rose. "There's nothing to explain, you fool." He knew that the emperor could reach only one
conclusion: two liveswere asmall price to pay for ending a costly war that had little prospect of victory.

The Minister of State turned to the guards assigned to him. "1'd like to spend the day in my garden.”

* * * * *

The sword fell and there was a hollow pop. Ting's head, covered by asilk hood, dropped into the waiting
basket. The kneeling corpse remained perched on the executioner's block, its hands bound behind its back.

In the pale morning light, everything seemed gray except Ting's cheosong. It was her favorite scarlet
dress, the one with the golden dragon that entwined her body. Now, cling-ing to a headless corpse, it was
the dragon that looked full and alive.

Batu had expected to feel something when Ting died: vin-dication, relief, perhaps elation. Instead, his
emotions re-mained as colorless as the morning. He could not seem to accept that the traitorous mandarin



had killed his entire family.

Accompanied by Pe, the general had passed the night at the house where his wife and children had died,
but he had not grieved. He had seen Wu's bloodstains in the slegping hall. He had sat in the courtyard and
tried to weep.

Throughout the night, he kept hearing their voices call to him. Once he had dozed off and awakened to
the imagined touch of his children's hands upon his back.

The thought had occurred to him that his family's spirits might be trapped at the site of the murders.
Though far from a superstitious man, the general had tried talking to them. When he had received no
response, Batu had sent for a shukenja. The priest had found no wayward spirits, but had suggested that if
Wu and the children were trapped in the house, their murderer's death would free them to begin the journey
to the Land of Extreme Felicity.

So, at first light, the general and his adjutant had gone to the Square of Paramount Justice, where they
had joined a small group gathered to witness Ting's execution. Although Pe had found ceremonia uniforms
for both of them, Batu still wore his barbarian hauberk. The others who had been invited to witness the
execution—the emperor, Ju-Hai, Kwan, and Koja—had raised their eyebrows at his attire, but Batu did not
care. He could not bear to wear the uniform of the emperor who had turned a blind eye to the mur-der of
his family. Feeling as he did, the general wondered how he could continue serving in the army of Shou
Lung—or, for that matter, how he could continue living at all.

For therest of hislife, hismind and his heart would be at war. Though he knew rationally that Wu and
the children were dead, he would never believeit in his heart. Batu's only hope of fully accepting their fates,
viewing their lifeless bodies, had been taken away. His family had been cremated, their ashes scattered to
the winds like those of common thieves. For that insult, especially, Batu had wanted Ting to suffer.

However, the traitorous mandarin had died with more dignity than she deserved. Asthe guards had led
her into the Square of Paramount Justice, her knees had buckled, and she had looked pale and frightened.
When the execu-tioner had slipped the hood over her head, she had shame-fully avoided the eyes of those
gathered to witness her death.

Still, she had not begged for mercy, nor even cried out in despair, and Batu felt that hisfamily had
deserved at least that much retribution. If the general had administered the execution, she would have died
shrieking in pain and plead-ing for mercy.

Unfortunately, the Divine One considered torture uncivil-ized, at least in his presence. He had only
allowed Batu to watch an impersonal executioner exact the vengeance which belonged to the general.

"Y ou must be very happy, General," Kwan Chan said, inter-rupting Batu's reverie. The old man stood
between two guards. His hands were bound behind his back, asif there were a chance he would break free
and totter away. As a badge of dishonor, Kwan wore adingy samfu of undyed hemp instead of a
mandarin's brocaded waitao.

When Batu did not answer the old man's comment, Pe took up the gauntlet. "Why should the general be
happy, prisoner?' the youth demanded. He clearly enjoyed ad-dressing his hated ex-superior with the
derogatory term.

Kwan gave the adjutant a patronizing smile. "He has de-feated his enemies.”

"The khahan has not been defeated!" Koja snapped from afew feet away.

Though Batu knew the minister was not referring to the barbarians, the general had no wish to elevate
either Kwan or Ting to the status of enemy. He always held at least a grudging respect for his opponents,
and he felt nothing of the kind for either of the two mandarins. He added his own comment to Koja's
assertion, "The Tuigan still hold Shou Kuan. | have not defeated any enemies.”

"True," the emperor replied, speaking for the first time that morning. "But neither have the Tuigan
defeated you. Thiswar isover. | accept the barbarian terms."

Koja nodded politely, but before the barbarian's envoy could speak, Kwan interrupted. "No! | beg you to
recon-sider. Minister Ju-Hai and | had only your best interests at heart, Divine One. We do not deserve
such adisgrace."

"Thereis no dishonor in dying on the empire's behalf," Ju-Hai said. Like Kwan, he was wearing a hemp
samfu as a badge of shame, but his hands remained unbound as a sym-bal of the emperor's continued faith
in hisintegrity. "What is disgraceful isto beg for your life."

Kwan snorted. "I am hardly begging for my life, you fool. | have lived a hundred years, and | shal livea
hundred more." The emperor dismissed the old man's boast with awave of his hand. "That will be for the
barbarians to decide, Kwan Chan Sen. | will not change my decision. We will make peace with the
Tuigan."

One day ago, Batu would have respected the emperor's decision, for Shou Lung had little to gain and



everything to lose by continuing the war. With his family gone, however, the general no longer cared about
the empire's security. Nothing remained to him except the love of war, and the less secure the empire was,
the more battles he would fight.

Ignoring Koja's presence, Batu stepped toward the Divine One and said, "Y ou mustn't make peace."

"Y ou have aplan?' inquired Ju-Hai, a note of hope creep-ing into hisvoice.

By the vacant look in the general's eyes, it was apparent that he did not. "I will make one," Batu said.

The emperor cast areassuring glance at the Tuigan mes-senger, then shook his head. "Thiswar is over,
Generdl. | have every confidence in your ability to defeat the Tuigan, but Shou Lung is a nation that loves
peace."

Batu knew that the Divine One was lying. Though the em-peror undoubtedly intended to end the war, he
was doing so out of practicality and not alove of peace. What the Son of Heaven left unsaid was that Shou
Lung could not bring to bear enough force to destroy the barbarians. Reinforcing Shou Kuan would require
stripping several armies away from the southern border. Such a desperate measure would ensure an attack
from T'u Lung, Shou Lung's greedy neigh-bor to the south.

The difference between Batu's viewpoint and that of the emperor was that the general did not care if
the rapacious kingdom attacked. After destroying the Tuigan, he would be more than happy to crush T'u
Lung.

"Let me have just one more army," Batu pressed, "and | will reface the walls of Shou Kuan with Tuigan
skulls"

Kojafrowned, uneasy with Batu's sudden belligerence. "Y our promise is easier made than kept."

"Have no fear," the emperor said to Koja. "General Batu will be too busy to make good on histhreat. |
have great need of him here."

"Here?" Batu echoed.

The emperor nodded. "I have three ministries without mandarins to lead them. As areward for all you
have done, you may have your choice of positions.”

Batu stared at the emperor in uncomprehending shock. Never would he have dared aspireto aseat in
the Mandarinate. Now that such an esteemed position had been offered to him, he wanted nothing in the
world less. "I choose none of them.”

The emperor frowned. "l don't understand.”

"Yes, you do," Batu answered. "I'm no mandarin. I'm asoldier."

The emperor's mouth hung agape. "That is not your choice," he snapped indignantly. "The barbarian
invasion has cost Shou Lung much. Need | remind you of this?"

"It has cost me more," Batu replied.

The Divine One's eyes softened. "I am sorry about your family, but many others have also lost their
loved ones,” he said. "Now, you must set aside your pain. | call and it isyour duty to answer."

Batu shook his head. "No longer."

The emperor scowled at this defiance. Before the Son of Heaven could speak, Batu continued, " For
twenty years, | have performed my duty to you and the empire without failure. If you had done the same
for me, my wife and chil-dren would be alive."

"Watch what you say!" Ju-Hai cautioned, grasping Batu's wrist.

"Why?' Batu demanded, addressing the ex-minister. "What will the Son of Heaven do? He has already
alowed my family to be murdered while under his protection.” Batu jerked free of Ju-Hai's grasp, then
turned to the emperor again. "Execute meif you will!" the general spat. "It will do no good. | am a soldier; |
am already dead."

Kwan Chan chuckled malevolently. "Then you have no right to grieve. Dead men have no business with
wives and children."

The words struck Batu like a sword, and rage spread over him like a sheet of fire. Kwan's words
contained enough truth to pain the general, and he vented his anger by hitting the old man with his closed
figt.

Kwan collapsed in a heap. Batu dropped on him, reaching for the ex-minister's feeble throat.

"That's enough, General!" the emperor snapped.

Ignoring the Divine One, Batu crossed hiswristsin front of Kwan's throat. He grabbed the inside of the
mandarin's collar and pulled, locking his arms against the old man's neck in adeadly choke. Kwan's face
turned red instantly.

Six guards grasped Batu by the arms. It did not matter to the general. He tightened his grip, trying to
crush Kwan's windpipe before they pulled him free.

"Stop!" Koja said, also grabbing Batu and tugging feebly. "The khahan won't accept a dead man as



tribute!"

When Batu did not respond, Koja continued, "L eave him to the Tuigan. He'll suffer more than you can
imagine."

These last words caught Batu's attention. Kojawas right, he realized. Tuigan savagery was legendary,
and falling into their hands alive was considered a fate worse than death. The general released Kwan and
stood, saying, "It'sapity | won't be there to watch you suffer."

To Batu's amazement, the old man showed little sign of the abuse his throat had taken. At the least,
most men would have been coughing and gasping for breath. Kwan, how-ever, simply massaged his
wrinkled neck and returned to his feet, staring spitefully at his attacker.

Several guards pressed the points of their chiang-chuns against Batu's body. The Divine One
addressed him sternly. "General Batu, | understand the strain you are under. In consideration of your
feelings, | have allowed you many lati-tudes today. Still, | will not tolerate such displaysin my court.”

Batu looked at the Divine One and snorted in contempt. "Y ou don't understand, do you?'

The emperor frowned. "Understand what?"

"I am no longer your general," Batu said angrily. "Y ou broke faith with me. I'm ronin now." The term he
used came from the islands of Wa, but he was sure the Divine One knew its meaning. He had declared
himself arenegade sol-dier, amercenary for hire.

The pronouncement caused Kojato raise an eyebrow, but the lama said nothing.

The Divine One studied Batu for several moments. For once, his expression was readable. His lips were
quivering in anger, and his dark eyes were narrow and menacing. Batu returned the stare with an empty
gaze.

It was Ju-Hai who brought the stand-off to an end. "Divine One, Genera Batu has performed his duty
well, but events have changed him. Even if you could make him stay, | doubt he would be the man we
remember.”

The emperor nodded, then looked at Ju-Hai. "Very well. Out of respect for your integrity and the
service you once performed for the empire, | grant Batu Min Ho hislife and liberty."

"Asif that right were yoursto grant,” Batu scoffed.

"That's enough!" Ju-Hai snapped, turning to the rogue general. "Y ou have what you want. L eave the
matter be."

Pe stepped to his commander's side, then began to remove his uniform.

"What are you doing?' the emperor asked.

"Where my commander goes, | go," Pe responded.

Batu laid a hand on his adjutant's shoulder. "No. Y our placeisin the Army of Shou Lung."

"My placeisat your side!"

"I doubt a ronin will have need of an adjutant,” Batu re-sponded. "Besides, | once ordered you to
abandon a suit of armor. | would like to repay that debt.”

"Thereisno debt," Pe protested. "I was wrong to question your order.”

"That isfor meto decide," Batu responded, speaking more loudly and stepping back so others could hear
hiswords. "As Tzu Hsuang's sole heir, | grant you the rights to hislands and mine." He glanced at the
emperor, then added, "If it is agreeable to the Divine One."

The emperor nodded.

Pe's eyes began to water. "Y our gift istoo great—"

Batu shrugged. "Who else can | giveit to? Now take it—that is my last order, and it is your duty to obey
it

Pe bowed deeply. "If | have no other choice—"

"You don't," the emperor said. "l have granted Batu Min Ho permission to leave my service, not you."
He looked at the guards surrounding Batu. "Take this man out of my sight. There is no place for arenegade
within the summer palace.”

As Batu turned to go, Pe began to speak. "Gener—"

Batu shook his head, then nodded at the emperor's frown-ing figure.

Pe glanced at the Divine One, then preceded his question with atitle that would not offend the Son of
Heaven. "My friend, where are you going?"

Batu shrugged. "Who knows?"

Escorted by six guards, the renegade walked toward the gate. As he left, the emperor turned away and
fixed his gaze on the headless body still knedling at the executioner's block. The two disgraced mandarins
watched Batu leave, one with an expression of sad regret and the other with an expression of spiteful
retribution. Peraised ahand in fare-well.



Koja bowed to the emperor. "l will leave tomorrow to in-form the khahan of your decision.”

Without waiting for adismissal, the lamaturned and scur-ried after Batu, catching the renegade just as
he stepped out of the gate. "If you truly have no plans," Kojasaid, "I know someone who always has need
of fighting men, someone who truly admires your skill."



17
Y amun Khahan

After an uneventful but rigorous five-day ride from the summer palace to Shou Kuan, Batu now stood in
acourtyard that had once belonged to the be-sieged city's prefect. Along with Koja and Ju-Hai Chou, he
was awaiting his turn to meet the khahan of the Tuigan.

Half an inch of autumn snow covered the stone pave-ment, and a chilly wind whipped over the
brick-faced walls, but the prematurely bleak weather did not bother Batu's hosts. The khahan and his
officers had dragged a dozen rolled rugs from the prefect's mansion and were using them as cushions. They
now sat in arough semicircle, exposed to the el ements and drinking fermented mare's milk from gold and
slver goblets.

The Tuigan wore grimy trousers and filthy silk tunics called kalats. Precious stones glittered from gold
settings on their fingers, around their necks, and in their scabbards. The khahan's feet rested on an open
chest filled with deli-cate jade figurines, endless strings of pearls, carved ivory, and other priceless
treasures. The emperor of Shou Lung had sent the chest with Koja as a peace gift.

In the center of the barbarians semicircle, Kwan Chan Sen lay spread-eagled on the ground, bound by
his wrists and ankles to four heavy stones. For the last hour and a half, he had been screaming horribly.
Considering what the Tuigan had put him through, it was no wonder. Two barbar-ians were still torturing
him while the others watched. The khahan occasionally shouted advice or made wagers on how long the
old man would survive.

Batu watched the scene with cool detachment. He felt no delight in watching his nemesis die so horribly,
yet he expe-rienced no pity. Kwan's agony seemed remote and unreal, asif the event were being reported
by a messenger. Even considering the hatred between the two men, hislack of emotion did not surprise
Batu. Nothing had stirred his feel-ings since the morning of Ting's execution. It was an emo-tional state
well-suited to arenegade soldier.

The horrible sound coming from Kwan's throat changed into barely discernible words. "Cut my liver!" he
gasped. "Please—I'm protected by magic. It's the only way | can die."

A swell of laughter surged through the ring of barbarians, and several began arguing as to how this
revelation should affect their wagers.

Kojaturned to Ju-Hali, hisface asickly shade of yellow. "For your sake," he said sympathetically, "
hope al Shou mandarins are not protected by such magic."

Ju-Hai shook his head. He was biting hislip, and his face was as pale as snow. Still, he was struggling to
maintain his composure. Ripping his eyes away from Kwan, the ex-minister answered Koja. "No. | didn't
even know Kwan had such protection. | have often wondered why such an old man seemed so hardy."

Batu had wondered the same thing many times, especially during the journey of the past week. With
their horses well-fed and rested, the Tuigan army had ridden like the wind. Even for aman as
battle-hardened as Batu, the pace had been strenuous, and the renegade general had often ex-pected to find
Kwan dead in the saddle. The old man had en-dured amazingly well, riding from dawn until past dusk,
eating on the move and stopping to rest only when it grew so dark that the horses stumbled.

Covering up to a hundred miles a day, the Tuigan had quickly left their Shou escorts behind. The rapid
pace had made Batu suspect treachery, but Koja had assured him that such travel rates were not unusual
for the barbarians. They were ssimply rushing back to tell their commander the good news. The procession
had stopped only once during day-light hours, when, on Koja's recommendation, Batu paused in avillage to
buy apersonal gift for the khahan.

Finaly, the small army had reached Shou Kuan. Batu and Ju-Hai had visited the general from Wak'an to
deliver alet-ter from the emperor. The letter placed the astonished gen-eral in charge of al the provincial
armies, and informed him of the emperor's acceptance of the peace terms. After an awkward farewell,
Batu had accompanied the barbarians into the city.

That had been over two hours ago, and Batu still had not been formally introduced to Y amun Khahan.
As soon as Koja had arrived and announced that the peace proposal had been accepted, the Tuigan ruler
had ordered Kwan's death in celebration. Batu had not anticipated such along wait, but he now guessed the
khahan would be in good hu-mor when Kojafinally presented him.

As Batu watched the barbarians inflict yet more pain on Kwan, he realized that Kojaswordsin Tai
Tung had been true. The Tuigan universally delighted in suffering, and Batu knew that even at his cruelest,
he could never have matched the punishment the barbarians inflicted on the former Minister of War.

The contrast reminded the renegade Shou that though he shared some of their blood, he shared nothing



of the horse-warriors' culture. He suddenly realized how alone he would be when Ju-Hai died. For a
moment, he doubted the wisdom of his decision to leave Shou Lung, but the feeling passed as he tried to
think of what remained for him there. With the Tuigan, at least, he would have hisfill of fighting.

The two torturers finished their latest procedure and Kwan, protected by his magic, continued to beg for
death. For several minutes, the Tuigan discussed new ways to amuse themselves with his pain. Finally, the
khahan raised his hand to demand silence.

"We have had fun enough thisday," he said in the thick, guttural language of the Tuigan. The khahan
motioned to end the prisoner's misery.

One of Kwan's tormentors plunged a knife into the old man's liver. After the last scream died away, the
khahan con-tinued. "We have serious things to consider. The mares have stopped giving milk, and we have
drank so much stallion blood that we should change our name to 'People of the Leech.™

A chorus of raucous laughter rounded the circle of bar-barians.

The khahan turned his golden goblet upside down. A few curdled drops of milk dlid out of the cup. "This
isthelast of the kumiss,” he said. "In another week, we will be reduced to drinking water and eating our
friends.”

Batu thought that Y amun was making another joke, but no one laughed.

The khahan looked toward Koja. "It is good, then, that Koja, my anda, returns from hismission
successfully.”

Kojabowed, then said, "It was the light of your wisdom and the fear of your wrath that persuaded the
ruler of Shou Lung to accept our terms," he said. "'l was only the humble vessel of your message.”

"No doubt," the khahan replied. Looking in Batu's direc-tion, he said, "I see you have brought a guest.”

Taking Batu by the arm, Kojawalked into the middle of the Tuigan circle. Remembering the elaborate
security pre-cautions surrounding his own emperor, Batu was surprised to see that no one took his sword.

Though the barbarians were seated outside, the air was ripe with the fetid smell of old sweat and
fermented milk. Fortunately, Batu had grown accustomed to the odor of unbathed soldiers on the trail. He
showed no outward sign of his disgust.

After guiding Batu into akneeling position, Koja said, "Illustrious Emperor, | present Batu Min Ho, the
com-mander of the Shou armies who opposed your mighty will."

The khahan leaned forward, staring at Batu with a fierce expression of displeasure. The ruler had the
butter-colored skin and flat nose common to the Tuigan, but his features were so strong and sharp that they
seemed chiseled in stone. The shape of his face was amost square, marked as it was by the hard lines of
hisjaw. A narrow mustache drooped over the corners of his tense-lipped mouth, and his strong cheekbones
rode high on his face. His black and narrow eyes were set under a coal-colored brow.

The khahan looked back to Koja. "'l did not ask for this man'slife.”

"I asked to see you," Batu said, daring to speak without permission.

Though clearly surprised that Batu spoke his language, the khahan did not seem offended at the Shou's
boldness. "Why?"

"To present you with a personal gift," Batu said.

The khahan shifted his feet, purposely knocking ajade statue and an ivory talisman out of the chest.

"Y our emperor has sent me gifts," he said, curling hislipsinto a sneer.

"I am sure the Illustrious Emperor of All Peopleswill find Batu's gift moreto hisliking," Koja
interrupted. "Y our guards are holding it outside the gate.”

"Very well," the khahan responded suspicioudy. "Bringitin."

An officer dutifully opened the gate, then one of the kha-han's black-robed guards led in a horse bearing
asmall por-tion of Batu's gift.

The khahan's eyes it up when he saw the two casks. "Wine?"

Batu nodded. "There are a hundred more casks, all from the finest plum orchardsin Ching Tung."

"Winefrom plums?" sneered one of the men seated with the khahan. He was alean soldier with shifty
eyes and a mis-trustful expression.

"Wineiswine, Chanar," the khahan responded. "Tap a cask!"

Severa Tuigan rose to obey, and the khahan watched them with a rapacious expression. After they had
inserted the spigot, Y amun thrust his goblet at a quiverbearer to haveit filled, then turned back to Batu.

"Y our gift is most welcome. We have done without wine since our second bat-tle in thisland." He paused
and frowned. "Rather than leave a drop for our tongues, your peasants spilled it on the ground, the dogs!"

"On my orders," Batu revealed.

"That order cost many Shou lives," the khahan responded, grimacing at the remembrance of so many
days without libation.



"It also slowed your advance," Batu replied, "and that cost many Tuigan lives."

The officer returned the khahan's gobl et, but the Tuigan leader did not immediately drink. ™Y ou would do
well to reemember that you are in the enemy camp,” Y amun warned.

Batu shrugged, not intimidated. "It is written that there are no rulesin war."

The khahan's eyes narrowed and once again he regarded Batu suspiciously. "I have no use for reading,”
he replied, looking down his nose at the full goblet in his hand. A mo-ment later, he handed the wine back to
the quiverbearer. "I forget my manners' he said, staring into Batu's eyes. "Our guest has no cup. Let him
drink from mine."

The other Tuigan, who had been waiting for the khahan to drink before lifting their own cups, nervously
glanced at their own wine and wondered if the Shou had poisoned it.

The officer delivered the khahan's gobl et to Batu, then stepped away.

"Go ahead," the khahan urged.

Batu raised his goblet to Y amun's companion, saying, "To the khahan's health."

The officers blanched, then lifted their vessels toward their lips. Even if the drink were poisoned,
refusing to toast the khahan's health would have been an insult to their com-mander.

"Nol!" the khahan boomed, rising to his feet.

Sighing in relief, the officers stopped short of drinking.

"Our guest should drink the first cup alone,” Y amun con-tinued. "After al, he has had along journey and
we would not want him to find uslacking in courtesy.”

Looking around the courtyard, Batu was glad the wine was not poisoned. Every officer held afull cupin
one hand, and kept his other wrapped around his sword hilt. If the renegade general had refused to drink, he
was sure he would have met a fate worse than Kwan's.

Batu rested his gaze on Y amun, then lifted the goblet in the powerful Tuigan's direction. "To my health,
then!" He drained the wine in one long gulp.

The ronin wiped the spillage off his chin with his sleeve, as he was sure any Tuigan would have done.
Still not taking his eyes off the khahan, Batu thrust the cup at the quiver-bearer, ordering, "Get me another.”

The khahan smiled broadly, then called to the servant, "Not before you fetch me afresh cup!”

Asthe youth scurried into the mansion in search of an-other goblet, the khahan returned to his seat and
addressed Batu. "Y our nerve amuses me, General, but war is no game. When it is over, opponents do not
meet each other to brag about their victories over cups of wine—even if it is not poi-soned. Why have you
come to my camp?"

"I am asoldier in search of awar," Batu responded.

The khahan frowned, then twisted the end of his droop-ing mustache between his thumb and forefinger.
"What do you mean?"

"I am ronin, asoldier without acountry,” he said. "I have an insatiable appetite for fighting and war, and
Koja sug-gested | would find plenty of both with you."

"You did express your admiration for the enemy genera's talents, Divine Master of the World," Koja
interjected.

"That was before he knew the man would betray his own country," responded the lanky officer known
as Chanar.

Batu turned on Chanar. "Y ou are unaware of my reasons for leaving Shou Lung, so | will forgive your
insult—once."

Scowling, Chanar reached for his sword, but Y amun raised a hand to stop him. "Chanar, you have just
earned the right to stand in my sight again,” the khahan said. "Are you so anxiousto lose it?"

"Y ou heard the dog!" Chanar objected.

Kojaleaned toward Batu and whispered, "Him, you must watch. Were Chanar not an old friend of the
khahan, his treachery would have been the end of him long ago. Asit s, he only regained the right to stand
within the Mighty One's sight by saving the khahan from capture.”

Ignoring Chanar, Y amun asked Batu, "Why do you leave the emperor's service?"

"I am sorry, mighty khahan, but my reasons must remain my own," Batu responded, bowing his head to
Y amun. He was not anxious to reveal the extent of hisfeelings for his family. He suspected that among
dedicated soldiers like the Tuigan, such emotions would be regarded as a weakness.

The khahan frowned. "Nothing is yours that | wish to have."

The quiverbearer returned, saving Batu from the neces-sity of an immediate response. The young man
gave agoblet of wine to the khahan, then another to Batu. The khahan lifted his cup, saying, "To my hedlth,
Genera!"

"To your health," Batu responded.



They each downed their wine in one long gulp. After they had given the gobletsto the officer to refill,
the khahan said, "A fine drink, though it is sweeter than wine | have had before." Without changing tone,
the khahan returned to the subject of Batu's secret. "Few enemies have tricked me, and none have lived to
brag about it, save you. Only afool would let such an enemy go free, for that man will surely return to
defeat him another day. So | have only two choices: take you into my ordu, or kill you."

When his words had no visible effect on Batu, the khahan continued, "If | am to accept you into my clan
and my army, | must know why you left your own. A horse who throws one master may throw another.”

Batu nodded. In similar circumstances, he would have had the same suspicions as the khahan. "There
are not many horsesin Shou Lung," Batu answered. "Perhaps that is because the masters do not protect
the mares and foals while the stallion is away at war."

The khahan asked, "Am | to take it that one of your wives and her children were killed while you fought
us?'

"In Shou Lung, we have only one wife and but afew chil-dren, Mighty One," Batu replied. "They died
under the pro-tection of the Shou emperor.”

"That iswhy you have renounced your duty to your mas-ter?' the khahan asked. "Because he allowed
your house-hold to die?"

Batu nodded, uneasy about revealing this weakness.

"That isno reason!" Chanar said. "An honorable soldier does not place his family above his
commander!"

Chanar had barely finished the sentence before Batu stepped toward him, placing a hand on his sword
hilt. Asthe Tuigan saw the Shou's intention, hisjaw went slack and his eyes opened wide in surprise. He
quickly rose to his feet and gripped the hilt of his own weapon.

"Apologize!" Batu hissed.

"I will not," Chanar responded, regaining his composure. "Y ou must see that you'll be killed the instant
you draw your weapon."

Asif to emphasize the point, a dozen Tuigan stepped to-ward Batu.

The ronin paid them no attention. "Where or when | die does not matter," Batu said, stepping closer to
the object of hiswrath. "Apologize!"

Chanar looked to the khahan. "Let me kill thisinsolent mongrel," he said.

"Leave your blade in its sheath,” the khahan replied, his voice perfectly calm. "Batu isa guest in my
camp, and | will not be dishonored by having his blood spilled—especialy when it isyour own dull wit and
sharp tongue that pro-voked him. Batu warned you not to insult his honor."

Chanar's face reddened, but he left his weapon in its sheath. Glaring at Batu, he said, "I meant no
disrespect, ren-egade. | apologize.”

"For now, that will do," Batu responded. He took his hand off his weapon. Chanar returned to his sedt,
staring at the Shou with undisguised hatred.

Y amun addressed Batu. "The next time you threaten one of my officers, you had best be prepared to
use your weapon."

"I was prepared,” Batu responded, bowing to show that he meant no disrespect to the khahan.

The Tuigan's eyes narrowed. "Y es—I suppose you were."

Y amun took along pull from his goblet, his brow fur-rowed in reflection. Finally, he lowered the cup and
said, "I will consider your request, General Batu. Until | decide, you shall remain awelcome guest in my
camp." He looked at his officers to be certain they had heard and understood his words, pausing for special
emphasis at Chanar.

A moment later, the khahan turned his gaze back to Batu. "Y ou have given me a gift and | must give
you a better one. Is there anything in this camp you want?'

Batu studied the courtyard carefully. Though there was enough wealth in it to ransom alord, Batu was
not inter-ested in gold. His eyes came to rest on Ju-Hai Chou, the one man in the government whom he had
been justified in trusting.

"Great Khahan," Batu answered, "when a man goes too long without wine, it becomes more valuable
than gold, doesit not?"

The khahan scowled, but he said, "Thisis true. No man can drink gold."

"Then, in dl of your camps, thereis only one gift equal to the wine | brought,” Batu replied, pointing at
Ju-Hai. "Him."

Kojaquickly grasped Batu'sarm. "No!" the lama hissed. "He tried to kill the khahan, so he must die. If
you try to save him, you will perish with him."

Batu shook the man off and pointed at Ju-Hai again. "Him," he repeated.



"What Koja saysistrue," the khahan warned. "Ju-Hai Chou must die."

Ju-Hai could not understand the Tuigan language, but he clearly knew he was being discussed. He
looked at Batu with a hopeful expression, though his complexion remained pale.

"I know," Batu answered. "I merely ask for the privilege of killing him."

The khahan smiled. "What you ask isagreat gift, but | am aman of honor and will keep my word. Bring
the prisoner forward."

Two officersrose and led Ju-Hai into the center of the cir-cle. Batu drew his sword. "Minister Ju-Hai,
please turn around," he said, speaking Shou.

"What are you going to do?' the ex-mandarin demanded, his voice trembling.

Ju-Hai had ridden all the way from Tai Tung to Shou Kuan with his head held high, but the renegade
genera did not blame him for being frightened now.

"Turn around,” Batu repeated. "It will be quicker and less painful.”

As herealized that his friend had not saved him, Ju-Hai began to shake. Nevertheless, he did as
instructed. "I under-stand,” he began. "My grat—"

Batu swung. The sword bit into the back of Ju-Hai's neck, killing him instantly and mercifully.

"What do you mean by that?' Chanar demanded. Even be-fore Ju-Hai's body had hit the snowy
cobblestones, the Tuigan had risen to his feet and pointed an angry finger at Batu.

"Thisman was afriend,” Batu responded simply, cleaning his blade on Ju-Hai's samfu. "I did not want to
see him dielike an animal."

"Y ou'veinsulted the khahan!" Chanar insisted.

"I will decide when | have been insulted,” Y amun re-sponded. " The prisoner's death was Batu's gift. If
he wished to waste it, that is his privilege. Now sit down, Chanar, We have much to discuss.”

After Chanar returned to hisrug, the khahan turned to Batu. "Y our loyalty to your friend isimpressive,
and | no longer doubt your motivations. If you are going to fight in my army, you must learn that | am the
Illustrious Emperor of All Peoples. Obvioudly, this other emperor, the one who allowed your wife and
children to die under his protection, must be an impostor. Isthis not so?"

"Clearly, you are correct, Mighty One," Batu said, bowing. He could not help but compare the
magnificence of the sum-mer palace to the disorder of the khahan's besieged court, but he also knew there
was more to being an emperor than the trappings of priceless and pointless luxury.

"Y ou swear alegiance to me?' Y amun asked.

"For aslong as you feed and pay me," Batu replied.

The khahan grinned. "Honestly spoken,” he said. "Sit down." The khahan waved Batu to his side.

"I am honored," the Shou said, taking the seat to the kha-han'sright. "I look forward to fighting at your
sde"

After Batu was seated, the khahan began a general discus-sion about where his armies should attack
next. Chanar fa-vored breaking their word and riding on the Shou capitol. Another officer wanted to invade
Tabot, the mountain king-dom on Shou Lung's southwestern border. One man, clearly afool in Batu's
opinion, even suggested capturing a fleet and sailing against the islands of Wa.

After listening patiently to each recommendation, the khahan turned to Batu. "Y ou know this land better
than any of us," he said. "Which option do you recommend?"

Batu did not even have to consider hisanswer. "None," he said. "Y ou know less about sailing than Shou
do about horse-manship, so | would not recommend attacking the Walslands. In the high mountains of
Tabot, horses would prove more of a hindrance than an advantage, so attacking there would be bad
judgment.”

"And what about the Shou capitol ?' the khahan asked, studying Batu with araised eyebrow.

"Y ou have made a peace agreement with Shou Lung," Batu responded, meeting Y amun's gaze with an
intentionally blank expression.

"Asyou have said, in war, there are no rules," the khahan countered.

"True," the Shou replied cautioudly. "In war, there are no rules. In personal conduct, however, there are.
Y ou have given your word, and | cannot recommend that you break it."

Batu paused, studying the khahan. The ruler's expression was unreadable, but he did not doubt the man
was seriously considering riding against Shou Lung once more.

But to his surprise, the Tuigan ruler said, "What you say iswise, Batu. A man should keep hisword."
The khahan stud-ied the faces of his officers for amoment, then returned to the Shou and asked, " So,
where do we go?"

"If you cannot go east, north, or south, there is only one direction left," Batu answered. "West."



18
To the West

As Batu stepped into the khahan's yurt, the Illustri-ous Emperor of All Peoples asked, "Where are the
kingdoms you promised?’

Accustomed to the khahan's impatience and no longer concerned by it, Batu did not respond
immediately. Instead, he stamped the snow off his boots and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim light.
After the brilliance of the snow-covered wasteland outside, the interior of the yurt was as dark as a bear's
den.

It also smelled like one. The air was heavy with the strin-gent scent of unwashed bodies, the acrid smell
of burning dung, and the putrid sour-milk stench of kumiss. For over two months now, Batu had been
traveling across the barren horse plains with the Tuigan. He was still astonished by the incredible filth of the
horse nomads. They never cleaned themselves, or even changed clothes. The khahan himself still wore the
samesilk kalat in which he had been dressed when Batu met him. The renegade could not imagine why
the grimy thing had not rotted away.

Batu removed his del, a heavy robe-like coat given to him by the khahan, and hung it from ahook on a
support post. The khahan had installed the hook so that Batu would have a place to hang his del. The
Tuigan required no such ameni-ties, for they wore their coats inside aswell asoutside. Inthisand a
hundred other things, the renegade Shou re-mained an outsider to the people of his ancestors.

When his eyesfinally adjusted to the light, Batu faced his commander and kneeled, his gaze taking in the
near-empty yurt. Besides himself, the ever-present Kashik guards, and a slave, the only other person in the
room was one of the kha-han's wives. Batu did not know which one, for he no longer had any interest in
women, at least in Tuigan women, and paid them no attention.

"I should have listened to Chanar," the khahan said testily, motioning Batu to rise. "Perhaps you are
leading us into an empty wasteland to protect your home."

An angry knot formed in Batu's chest and he narrowed his eyes at the khahan. "My home iswhere |
stand," he said sharply, repeating one of the Tuigan's favorite mottos. "If | am no longer trusted here, | will
find adifferent place to stand." He stood and reached for his del.

"Leave your coat on the post," the khahan ordered. "Around Chanar and the others, it isfine to be
arrogant. But | am the khahan, and your pride is nothing to me. If we can-not speak freely between
ourselves, our friendship isworthless."

Batu returned his coat to the hook, unimpressed by the Y amun's profession of friendship. He and the
khahan had developed a certain rapport, but the renegade would hardly have described it as friendship. He
still felt like avisi-tor in the Tuigan camp.

The fault was his, he knew. Batu dutifully spent his eve-nings drinking sour kumiss with Y amun and the
khans, but he made poor company. Though it had been close to three months since he had learned of his
family's fate, he still had not accepted the loss. He could not shake the feeling that he was just on campaign,
that he would soon return to his home in Chukei to find Wu waiting and his children an inch taller than when
he had last seen them.

That could never happen, of course, but the realization did not change what his heart felt. On most nights
he was so lonely he could only fall asleep by pretending that his family still lived, or by drinking so much
kumiss that the slaves had to carry him back to his own yurt. It was aterrible circle: the more he thought
of hisfamily, the more he withdrew from his Tuigan companions. The more he withdrew from them, the
more he thought of Wu and Ji and Yo.

The fighting to which Batu had hoped to dedicate himself, and which had been his reason for joining the
Tuigan, had not materialized. Anxious to reach the kingdoms of the west, the khahan had led his army
through the barren wastes of the horse plains. After passing the smoking peaks that marked the end of the
territory known to the Tuigan, Y amun had turned the responsibility for guiding the army over to Batu.

Realizing that he had lost himsdlf in his thoughts and was ignoring his commander, Batu turned his
attention to the khahan. "Y ou wished to see me?"

Y amun motioned to a nearby pillow. "Come and sit with me, or must | wait until Chanar's return for
lively com-pany?"

The Tuigan ruler was trying to use Chanar's rivalry with Batu to draw the Shou's thoughts away from
hisfamily. It was atrick the khahan had tried many times before. The tactic would never work, for
Chanar'srivalry was one-sided. Batu did not care to play at politics with the lanky general. It was not a
game he had enjoyed in Shou Lung, and he had no intention of concerning himself with it now.



Without responding to the khahan's barbed question, Batu took his place. As the renegade sat, the
Tuigan ruler ob-served, "Y ou are not the man | fought in Shou Lung."

"How do you mean?' Batu asked, adjusting his cushion.

"Theman | fought in Shou Lung did not fear death," the khahan replied.

Batu absentmindedly accepted a cup of kumiss from a quiverbearer. "My contempt for death has not
changed," the Shou responded. "I fear nothing."

"I know," the khahan said. "That is why Chanar is leading the scouts and you are here with me."

Batu scowled, for the khahan had touched upon a sore point. After two months of crossing the frozen
deserts be-tween Shou Lung and their present location, the Tuigan armies had reached arange of high
mountains that seemed to block further progress. It had taken Batu's scouts several daysto locate a narrow
pass.

Y amun had sent five thousand men through the gap to re-connoiter the lands beyond. Batu had wanted
to lead the ex-pedition, but the khahan had sent Chanar instead.

That had been seven days ago, and the renegade had been quietly fuming about the decision ever since.
Now that the khahan seemed willing to discuss the matter, Batu was determined to find out why he had
been overlooked.

The renegade asked, "Why should my fearlessness dis-qualify me for command?"

"Asyou say, you ho longer fear anything—including defeat.”

"What?' Batu demanded. "How can you say such athing?"'

"It istrue," the Tuigan ruler retorted, pointing a dirt-covered finger at the Shou. "Do not make the
mistake of be-lieving | am blind to the strife between Chanar and you. | have seen how you alow him to
turn others against you, provided heis careful not to offend your honor."

The khahan picked a curd out of his cup and paused to chew it. Finally, he continued, "If that is how you
want thingsto be, it isnot my placeto interfere. All | can say is that the generd | fought in Shou Lung
would not hide be-hind his memories, especially not from a petty rival like Chanar." The khahan spoke with
addiberately contemptu-ous tone.

"Do not think | will accept an insult lightly, even from you," Batu hissed. The Shou had no sooner uttered
his threat than the Kashik guards drew their sabers and started forward.

Without taking his steely eyes off Batu, the khahan waved his guards away. "Of course, you should be
killed for that," he said, "but that iswhat you want, isit not? | will not make dying so easy for you."

Y amun fell silent, then furrowed his brow asif recalling a distant memory. "When you cameto me," he
said, "you said it was because you had an appetite for war."

"That has not changed," Batu replied.

The khahan regarded the renegade Shou with ajudgmen-tal air. "Know this, then: if you wish to sate
your appetite in my service, you must stop using your past to shield yourself from Chanar'srivary."

Batu'sfirst instinct was to be angry with Y amun. The kha-han was clearly telling him to forget about his
family, and that was something the Shou would never do. After Ting's execution, Batu had vowed to honor
his dead family as long as he lived, and he had taken great care to make sure others knew that he would
avenge even the dlightest insult to their memories.

Still, the khahan's blunt order was not entirely misplaced and Batu knew it. As Y amun said, the
renegade had been us-ing his vow as a shield—not to protect himself from Chanar, but to protect himself
from the truth.

Batu had often told his men that soldiers were dead men. As such, they had no business with families.
Eventualy, every soldier would perish on the battlefield, leaving be-hind lonely wives and children. It wasa
truth Batu had known all along, but he had always told himself that this ax-iom did not apply to him. If he
fell, hisfamily would not have suffered financially, so the general had aways believed his death would be
no more than an inconvenience. Now, he saw that he had been wrong. Wu's anguish and Ji'sand Y o's grief
would have been no easier for them to bear than his own sorrow was for him. It had been wrong to expect
them to suffer such hardship on his behalf. Batu understood now that the day he had fallen in love was the
day that he should have laid aside his weapons.

Y et, that had never been an option he would have chosen. The first time he had picked up a sword, Batu
had decided to become a soldier. He had never known anything else, and had never wanted to. Instead of
laying his weapons aside, Batu realized, it would have been better to harden his heart against love—as he
hardened it against the death and agony of those who served under him.

As hereflected on his past blindness, Batu dlowly realized that the time had come for him to command
again. It wastrue that he had been wrong to take afamily. Having taken one, it was equally true that he
had been wrong to continue life as a soldier. But those were errors that he had made in the past. By



refusing to face them now, he was shaming himself and minimizing the sacrifice that his family had made
on his behalf. If Batu was to venerate his wife and chil-dren properly, he had to stop using their memories
to shield him from his own guilty feelings. He had to start living again.

The renegade waved the quiverbearer to his side, then gave the servant his kumiss cup. "Take this
away and get me some water."

The khahan raised an eyebrow. "Are you feeling ill?" he asked.

Batu shook his head. "No. It'stime | started keeping a clear head."

The khahan smirked. "Don't get carried away. Chanar Ong Kho isn't that much of arival."

Batu snorted. "I'm not worried about Chanar," he said. "'l want to be ready for command when it'stime
to fight."

"Don't get ahead of yourself,” the khahan warned. "Y ou will have to deal with Chanar."

Y amun remained silent for several moments. Finally, he changed the subject and said, " Since you have
decided to keep a clear head, let me make use of it and ask your advice."

"Certainly.”

"I am thinking that if Chanar had found anything beyond the mountains, we would have heard about it by
now." The khahan absentmindedly swirled the contents of his cup.

Batu did not hazard his own opinion. It was clear that the Mighty One's mood had shifted, but he did not
know to where. Undoubtedly, Y amun was leading up to something.

"While we sit here, the snows only grow deeper and the men feel more restless,” the khahan added,
looking into his cup.

"Thisistrue," Batu agreed. In the last week aone, more than ten thousand men had | eft camp, claiming
the need to return to their clans, their ordus, to seethat their families were fed through the winter.
Although both Y amun and Batu knew that the real reason for the exodus was sheer boredom, the khahan
had allowed them to go. He was a per-ceptive commander who knew that resentful men made poor
warriors. Besides, once he sent word back to the plains that the battle had been joined, recruits would come
streaming across the snowy waste by the thousands.

"I am thinking we should take the army and follow Cha-nar through the gap,” Y amun said, till studying
the contents of his cup.

"It is certainly possible that nothing lies beyond the moun-tains,” Batu ventured. "But | would not want to
gamble all my armies on it. After passing the gap, we could easily be cut off and destroyed."

"By what?"' the khahan snapped, looking up from the study of his kumiss. "Since you advised meto
leave Shou Lung, we have not seen a hundred men in one place, much less a kingdom that could field an
army. The men are saying that | am lost or afraid."

"Thereis agreat difference between fear and caution,” Batu countered.

Y amun pointed at the renegade, then thumped his own chest. "You and | know this," he said. "But our
soldiers do not. To them, inaction is cowardice.”

Batu knew that the khahan spoke the truth. The men in most armies would have been elated to rest for
aweek, but not so with the Tuigan. They seemed born to ride and to fight, and were at their most miserable
when not doing one or the other.

"Great Khahan," Batu said. "The courage of the Tuigan warrior islegend, but heis no less vulnerable to
an ambush than any other soldier."

"Then you advise against following Chanar through the gap?"

Though he knew his answer would not please the kha-han, Batu did not hesitate. "1 do, though |
appreciate your uneasiness at |etting Chanar out of sight for so long."

The khahan allowed himself awry smile at the remark, then returned to the business at hand. "Y ou have
always been cautious, Batu. While you scheme and reconnoiter, | attack. That iswhy | drove all the way to
Shou Kuan when | invaded your country."

Batu saw no purpose in telling the khahan that letting the Tuigan reach Shou Kuan had been part of his
plan. He also saw no purpose in arguing, for Y amun had decided to move through the gap long before
summoning his Shou general. By debating further, Batu stood to gain nothing. A better ap-proach was to
help the khahan develop a plan that allowed for the possibility of escape if trouble arose.

"Khahan," Batu said, "your wisdom isinfinite, and if you think the time to move has come, | cannot
argue—"

Batu was interrupted when a Kashik stepped through the yurt's entrance. "General Chanar returns,” the
guard re-ported.

The man who followed the Kashik hardly resembled the arrogant khan who had left camp seven days
ago. Chanar's hat was missing, and the shaven circle atop his head was red and peeling from sunburn. His



face was haggard and drawn, with a grayish complexion and deep circles beneath his eyes. The tattered
remnants of a del were draped over his shoulders, and Batu saw a piece of yellow metal glitter-ing through
the ripped left pocket. The khan lacked several pieces of armor. What remained had been so severely
beaten that it was full of gaping holes where metal plates had fallen off.

Chanar stepped forward and kneeled, filling the yurt with the unmistakable stench of sulfur and smoke.
"] have returned, Khahan."

When he saw Y amun frown at the sorry sight, Batu dared to interject, "Barely, from all appearances."”

Chanar's face reddened, but the khahan paid no attention to the affront. "Rise and report,” the Tuigan
ruler said, ne-glecting to offer his weary subordinate a seat or a cup of kumiss.

Casting asinister glance in Batu's direction, Chanar re-turned to hisfeet. "There isarich kingdom
beyond the mountains," he began.

The khahan looked annoyed. "It took seven days to report this?"

Chanar grimaced and looked away for an instant. When he turned his gaze back to the khahan's, he
said, "No, Great Khahan. | was exploring the kingdom in order to make a more complete report.”

"Y our orders were to scout and report,” Y amun Khahan snapped, "not to explore. By your appearance,
| would say your disobedience got you in trouble. What happened?’

Chanar immediately pointed at Batu. "It was his fault," the Tuigan said. "He sent usinto atrap!"

The khahan raised an eyebrow. "What kind of trap?’

"Magic!" Chanar hissed. "It was everywhere—stinking clouds that choked man and beast, fire falling
from the sky, wolves that walked and used swords like men. It was only through my great skill that |
escaped with a jagun."”

"A jagun!" the khahan roared, hurling his cup over the general's head. "I send you into the mountains
with five thousand men and you return with a hundred!"

Chanar weathered the storm gracefully, and Batu realized the Tuigan had been expecting it. After the
khahan stopped yelling, Chanar said, "As | said, the Shou sent us into atrap. We were ambushed as soon as
we |eft the valley."

"On whom did you blame your failures before | joined the khahan's armies?' Batu countered.

"I didn't mean to offend you," Chanar responded smugly, barely sparing a glance for the Shou. "I only
meant that you made a mistake and did not appreciate the position you were placing usin.”

The renegade understood the khan's insidious plan. It had been Y amun, not Batu, who had sent the
scouts into the pass. Nevertheless, Chanar was blaming the Shou, hoping to provide the khahan with a
convenient scapegoat for what appeared to be a disastrous decision. In addition, he had constructed his
argumentsin such away that Batu either looked like atraitor for sending the patrol into an ambush, or an
idiot for not realizing that there might be one. At the same time, the Tuigan general had neatly sidestepped
the central issue, which was that he and his men were the ones who were supposed to be searching out the
ambushes.

Batu suspected that Y amun was as aware of Chanar's tac-tic as he himself. Nevertheless, bearing in
mind the khahan's earlier comments about Chanar's rivalry, the renegade de-cided to turn the tables on the
haggard khan. "General Cha-nar, you are aliar."

"How dare you!" Chanar responded. He turned to the kha-han. "Must | continually endure this dog's
abuseinyour yurt?"

The khahan silenced the angry general with a gesture, then turned to Batu. "It isaterrible insult to call a
man aliar to hisface," he said. " Perhaps you wish to rethink your words?"

"No," Batu responded, staring straight at Chanar. "I can prove what | say, if you will ask Chanar to
empty his pockets."

Chanar frowned. His hand drifted toward the left pocket of his del and he seemed worried. Batu knew
he had caught hisrival off-guard. The Tuigan had clearly not expected to be searched.

"Will you do this, Chanar?' the Mighty One asked.

Although the khahan phrased the regquest as a question, Chanar had no choice except to comply. Biting
hislip, he reached into his pocket. He withdraw a handful of gold coins and a four-spoked golden wheel
beset with rare gems—the crest of some religious or military order. Even from severa yards away, Batu
could see that the thing was worth afortune.

"I brought these for you, Great Khahan," Chanar said, thinking on hisfeet. "They are but small samples
of the wealth beyond the mountains.”

"How did you come by them?"' Y amun demanded, motion-ing Chanar forward.

"I took them off an enemy," the haggard man responded, giving his commander the golden whed!.

"Only afool would take something so heavy and of such value into battle," Batu declared.



Hefting the whed, the khahan said, "So it would seem.”

"You took it while looting," Batu continued, his eyes fixed on Chanar's snarling form. “"No doubt, that is
when you were really ambushed.”

Chanar turned back to the khahan. "Nobody calls me aliar. | demand the right to avenge thisinsult!"

"Gladly," Batu responded, rising.

The khahan flung the golden wheel aside. "No!" he stormed. "I will not be dishonored by such behavior!"
The Tuigan ruler stood. "We have been sitting too long. Our tem-pers have grown short with boredom, and
weal long to feel thewind in our hair. It is clear that a strong enemy liesin our path, for five thousand
Tuigan do not die easily, whether they are ambushed or not."

Y amun looked from Chanar to Batu, scowling at each man in turn. "Chanar isa Tuigan khan and a
cunning leader. Batu has earned my respect on the battlefield, something no enemy has ever done. You are
both my honored generals, yet you are more concerned with fighting each other than our enemies.”

The khahan shook his head and walked away from the pair. "How should | choose between you?'

"] know," Batu said.

"How?' demanded Chanar.

Smiling confidently, Batu said, "1 will take five minghans, the same number of troops as Chanar had,
and blaze atrail through the mountains. If | and my five thousand troopsfail, | will be Chanar's
quiverbearer, honor-bound to follow his orders even though it means death.”

"And if you succeed?' the khahan asked, turning around to face his quarreling subordinates.

"I will be Batu's quiverbearer,” Chanar said, grinning con-fidently, "honor-bound to serve him even
though it means death."

"Good," the khahan said. "I bear witness to your challenge and the wagers placed on it. Let all who
guestion you know that thisis done by the word of the khahan."



19
The lllustrious Battle

A tremendous crack sounded from the mountain-side, and a bright light flared to Batu's right. Kick-ing
free of his stirrups, he leaped out of the saddle just as a blinding flash struck the horse. A shock-wave jolted
the renegade so hard that his teeth snapped to-gether. As he sslammed to the ground, the breath fled his
lungs and a deafening boom set the earth itself to trembling. The discordant smells of ozone and scorched
horse-hide filled the air, then his mount's carcass collapsed across his lower body.

At first Batu thought that his legs had been crushed, then that he was blind, and finally that he was deaf.
For several moments, he lay motionless and isolated, his only connec-tion to the world the cold mud beneath
his face and the dead weight of his horse across his thighs. Finally, the pres-sure on his legs eased, his ears
started to ring, and the white before his eyes faded to shades of gray. A pair of hands grasped his shoulders
and dragged him to hisfeet.

"Commander! Areyou hurt?'

Though it seemed muffled and distant, Batu recognized the voice. It belonged to Jochibi, the grisled
veteran whom Y amun had assigned to him as second-in-command. Jochibi's true task, the renegade knew,
was to act as the khahan's spy and insure that Batu did not betray his Tuigan master. Fortu-nately, the task
did not conflict with serving as an advisor and adjutant, and the two men had developed a respect for each
other.

As Batu regained hisfeet, he said, "Nothing feels broken." His vision had returned to normal, and he
could see his sub-ordinate's face. Jochibi's braids were streaked with gray. On the Tuigan's cheeks were
parallel, self-inflicted scars that prevented his beard from growing.

"Another near miss," Jochibi observed.

"Yes," the Shou replied. A hundred yards away, fifty of his bodyguard had already reached the base of
the mountain and dismounted. They were alternately firing arrows and clambering up the steep slopein
pursuit of Batu's attacker, one of the enemy's red-robed wizards.

The wizard was supported by a dozen of the huge dog-men that the prisoners called gnolls. Easily eight
feet tall, the furry brutes stood on their hind legs and used their hands as men did. However, they had the
ferocious faces of huge, heavy-snouted dogs, complete with wet black noses, pointed ears, and long, vicious
teeth.

As Batu watched, the red-clad wizard | eft his hiding place and fled along the mountainside, leaving the
gnollsto cover his retreat.

"I wish | knew how they were picking me out,” Batu said. Though he was dressed exactly the same as
his subordi-nates, it was the fifth time an enemy wizard had appeared behind the lines and tried to
assassinate him.

"Magic," Jochibi responded. He grabbed a handful of earth, then kissed it in a superstitious attempt to
neutralize the effects of the unnatural art. "The enemy has too much of it. It scares the men and makes
them fight like women."

"They may be afraid of magic, but they're hardly fighting like women," Batu replied, pointing at the
guards charging up the mountainside. The gnolls were raining arrows down on them, using bows so long
and powerful that a normal man could not draw one. The deadly shower did not slow the Tuigan at all.

Jochibi observed the charge for amoment, then spat on the ground. "Tuigan can run faster."

"Perhaps," Batu responded, admiring his subordinate's spirit. " Get me another horse. | want to be at the
front of the column when we break out of this deathtrap.”

Jochibi bit hislip. "The khahan's orders were to bring you back alive."

"My orders are to get a horse!" Batu snapped.

Jochibi looked away.

"I don't want to missthereal fighting. Do it!"

The Tuigan officer flinched under the sharpness of Batu's command, then said, "By Teylas's breath, you
don't have to get so angry. | don't want to miss the fun any more than you." He turned to obey.

While Batu waited for his officer to return, he studied the battlefield. He was in the same pass that
Chanar had ex-plored. The gap was sixty mileslong and between five and fifteen miles wide. It had taken
less than a day to ride through the first half of the canyon, but enemy ambushes had slowed their progress
through the second half. It had taken more than two days to cover the last thirty miles.

The army was now within a half-mile of the gap's end. The scouts had reported that an enemy force
twice as large as Batu's blocked the exit. Asit was still early afternoon, the renegade intended to destroy



the defending army before evening. By nightfall, he would be riding into the plains beyond.

Batu smiled at the audacity of his plan. If he had been commanding a Shou army, he would never have
tried to do so much. When he had suggested his bold tactics to Jochibi, however, the horsewarrior had
simply shrugged and asked why his commander thought there might be a problem.

Even allowing for their horses, the nomads were differ-ent from any pengs Batu had ever commanded.
What other men considered impossible, the nomads took for granted, and what the Tuigan considered
impossible did not exist. Batu was thrilled to command even asmall force of such troops. He could hardly
wait until he led them into the main battle.

Jochibi returned with an extra mount. It was a black stal-lion with fiery eyes and barding covering its
shoulders and flanks. Patting the horse's armor, the scar-cheeked warrior said, " Judging from the attacks on
you so far, your horse is going to need all the protection it can get when we reach the front lines.”

"No doubt," Batu said, climbing into the beast's gilded sad-dle. "Where did you get this?"

"It belonged to one of the khahan's sons," Jochibi replied. "He won't be needing it."

"Dead?"

Jochibi hodded. "He wasin the point jagun.”

Batu grimaced. That entire patrol had been wiped out by an enemy ambush. "Y ou should of told me!" he
snapped, an-ticipating the khahan's wrath.

Sensing Batu's thoughts, Jochibi shrugged. "There's no need for worry. Odelu died in battle,” he said.
"Besides, the khahan has many sons. If he blamed a general every time one fell in battle, there would be
nobody left to command his armies.”

Shaking his head, Batu said, "Let's see what's happening up front." He spurred Odelu's horse forward.

A few minutes later, Batu and his escorts reached the front line. There, the snow-covered valley floor
was about ten miles wide. Four thousand Tuigan were stretched out across the entire distance, their line
marked by a band of mud churned up by the horses' hooves. The riders were spaced fifteen to twenty feet
apart, so the enemy's magical spells would not affect too many men at once. The horse-warriors rode back
and forth in small circles, firing at the enemy from their saddles. The remainder of Batu's men, consisting of
fivefresh jaguns and five that he had used to flush out the ambushers, sat behind the lines as a ready
reserve.

The enemy formation was much different. Though he could not see their entire line, Batu knew from
scouting re-ports that there were at least ten thousand gnolls at the exit to the valley. Their line was roughly
six hundred feet away, and they were gathered in tightly grouped companies of fifty. These companies
were spaced every five hundred feet or so.

When the scouts had reported the enemy deployment, Batu had at first found it strange. After
considering the long range of the gnoll archers, however, he had seen the wis-dom of their plan. Each group
was deployed within arrow range of the next one, so that they had interlocking fields of fire. When any one
company was attacked, the two com-paniesto either side could offer support. By clever position-ing of his
forces, the enemy had effectively tripled his firepower.

Batu considered concentrating his troops for a spearhead charge that would drive through the thin line,
but quickly rejected the idea. By the time he gathered his forces, the en-emy would see what was coming.
They would alow him to charge, but the gnoll's flanks would close in behind the column and engulf it.

As he studied the situation, Batu occasionally saw orange fireballs or white bolts of lightning leap from
the center of agnoll company.

"More magic," Batu observed, pointing at one of the flashes.

Jochibi cringed. "It's enough to frighten aman."

"At least to test him," Batu replied, grinning. He had never before faced an enemy with so much magic,
and he was rel-ishing the challenge of countering it.

Jochibi frowned. "Magic is nothing to take pleasurein."

"Nor isit anything to fear," Batu answered, scowling at his adjutant's superstition. "Dead is dead. What
difference does it make whether you're hit by an arrow or alightning bolt?"

Jochibi seemed to relax. "1 hadn't thought of it that way."

Batu returned his gaze to the battlefield. After amoment's study, he noted, "Their bows have more
range than ours, so fighting from a distance like this is useless. We'll haveto charge.”

"Agreed,” Jochibi responded. "What about their flying horses?"

"Flying horses?' Batu asked, astonished.

Jochibi pointed at the horizon, where aflock of speckswas circling far behind enemy lines. "Perhaps
they're not horses, | can't tell. They are definitely flying, though. I'd be concerned about them, if | were
you."



Batu squinted at the specks, but could hardly identify them asflying cavalry. "They're just vultures
waiting to pick the enemy's bones."

Jochibi frowned. " Since when do vultures fly in forma-tion?* he asked. "Besides, they're too big to be
vultures.”

"You can see all that?" Batu asked.

Jochibi raised his brow. "Can't you?'

The Shou shook his head in amazement. "Y ou're sure?"

"Of course," Jochibi responded. "1'd say there are about three hundred of them."

Several guards lent their support to Jochibi's contention, getting into a heated debate about whether the
number was closer to two hundred or five hundred. Although he had a-ways considered his vision perfect,
Batu knew better than to doubt Tuigan eyesight. Over the past two months, their scouts had pointed out
many distant landmarks and ridden down hundreds of deer that Batu had not seen.

"They must be holding the fliersin reserve," Batu said, awave of excitement coursing through his body.
The enemy commander, whoever he was, was good—perhaps even as good as himself. The coming battle
promised to be one to re-member.

"They're trying to lay another trap for us," Jochibi warned.

"A good plan," Batu observed. "If not for your sharp eyes, it would have worked."

The Shou returned his gaze to the battlefield, searching for away to turn the enemy's cleverness against
him. For the first time in months, his mind was completely absorbed in something other than his own
fedings.

Finally, Batu's eyes|it on the steep walls of the valley. An idea occurred to him. "Send half the reserve
to each side of the valley," he said. "They are to climb as far up the moun-tainsides as they can, taking their
bows and all their arrows."

Jochibi raised an eyebrow. "What do you have in mind?"

"|'ve seen the khahan execute afalse retreat," the Shou an-swered. "I assume thisis a standard tactic?'

"ltis"

"Good" Batu replied. He did alittle quick math, then said, "Well attack each gnoll company with two
arbans."

Batu did not like the odds. An arban consisted of ten men, so that meant his troops would be
outnumbered by alittle more than two-to-one as they attacked. However, the kha-han was fond of bragging
that one of his warriors was a match for any four enemies. Now, the Tuigan would have a chance to prove
it.

The renegade Shou continued explaining his plan. "After we've convinced the enemy of our sincerity,
welll feign arout and disengage. Our retreat path will be along the can-yon walls."

Jochibi smiled. "Beneath the arrow cover offered by our reserves.”

"If this plan isto work, timing is everything," Batu contin-ued. "We must begin the retreat at the center.
You'll ride to-ward the northern side of the canyon, and I'll ride toward the southern. As we pass each
group of soldiers, the drum-merswill signal for them to disengage. It will be important for us not to turn
away from the gnall line until we've col-lected the last of our troops from both flanks."

Batu paused to allow Jochibi to ask questions. When the Tuigan remained silent, the Shou finished
explaining his plan. "The flying cavalry will almost certainly pursue, and we'll lead them beneath the arrows
of our reserves, too."

Jochibi frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. Finaly he said, "I don't likeit. Y ou're splitting the
army. It'stoo risky."

"It isan intricate maneuver," Batu allowed, a note of eager-ness creeping into his voice. "But the reward
isworth it. Asweridein front of the enemy line, we'll shower them with arrows. By the time we reach the
end, we'll have twenty archers for every target. Their flanks will be annihilated!"

"Only if every detail goeswell," Jochibi objected. He met his superior's gaze with steady eyes. "l
hesitate to send good men to their deaths on such a chancy plan."

"These men are soldiers!” Batu snapped. "I would not think a Tuigan needed to be reminded of this."

The adjutant scowled. "Asyou wish," he replied.

Jochibi turned and passed Batu's plan aong to five mes-sengers, being careful not to let his own doubts
show. After the messengers rode off, Batu and the Tuigan officer waited in bitter silence. Finally, twenty
minutes later, the messen-gers returned with confirmations from the commanders of the five minghans that
made up the five-thousand-man army.

Batu drew his sword. Instead of the heavy tao he had taken from Kei Bot, he now carried the slightly
curved sa-ber of a Tuigan horseman. It felt warm and natural in his hand.



He turned to Jochibi, who was staring at the battle linesin stoic silence. "Can | rely on you?"

Jochibi drew his gleaming weapon, then kissed its golden quillon. "Y our boldness frightens me, Shou. But
the orders areissued. I'll do what | must to win the battle.”

Batu remembered a similar assurance from Kei Bot. That assurance had turned into betrayal and cost
him the victory at Shou Kuan. Jochibi was no Kei Bot, however. The Tuigan had always seemed a selfless
and dedicated officer, so Batu thought he could believe the man's words.

"Y ou are agood soldier, Jochibi," Batu said. "With your support, this plan will work—I promise.”

"That's the emptiest promise anyone ever made to me," the Tuigan said, smiling grimly. "If your plan
fails, who'll be left to punish you for breaking your word?"

"There's no place in the eighteen hellswhere | could hide from you, I'm sure,” Batu replied.

With that, Batu spurred his horse forward. Screaming the Tuigan war cry, the hundred members of his
bodyguard fol-lowed. Asthey passed through the forward line, the drum-mers sounded the advance. Within
aminute thousands of barbarian warriors were galloping toward the enemy in along thin line.

Almost immediately, crude arrows began to rain down on the Tuigan. Fortunately, the gnolls were not
nearly as accu-rate with their weapons as the horsewarriors were with theirs. Out of the corner of his eyes,
Batu saw only afew men falling, and it was arare thing for a gray shaft to flash past his own face.

The Tuigan drums stirred awild exhilaration in man and beast alike. Nevertheless, Batu did not fegl
carried away by his mount, as he had at Shou Kuan. Even with his body-guard behind him, there were far
fewer horses crowded into a small area, and the Tuigan were experts at controlling their mounts. The big
black stallion simply kept pace with the other horses, advancing at a steady, rhythmic gait.

At one hundred yards, the Tuigan archers began to return the gnolls fire, and to guide their horses
toward companies of dog-men. Though the horsewarriors were firing on the move, many of their arrows
found their marks. A few of the furry brutes began to drop, clawing furiously at feathered shafts protruding
from their simple leather armor. To Batu's amazement, others simply broke off the shafts and nocked
another arrow in their own bows. The archery of the wounded gnolls was weak and inaccurate, but Batu
was im-pressed that they continued to fight at all.

Asthe Tuigan neared the enemy lines, Batu looked toward the flying specks Jochibi had pointed out.
They had already moved closer, and the renegade could see that each one looked like atiny "V" For him to
see their wings from so far away, he realized, the creatures had to be much larger than any bird. They
were flying toward the center of the battle-field, probably hoping to break the Tuigan line.

Batu smiled. They could not have picked a strategy better suited to his plan.

The sudden eruption of afireball jarred him out of hiseation. A glob of flame appeared to his left,
engulfing four ridersin its orange sphere. Batu's horse whinnied in fright and stumbled, but the Shou kicked
its flanks and the beast recovered its footing.

A moment later, a dozen red streaks flared out of the closest gnoll company. They flashed past the
Shou's head, each one striking arider and leaving a burning hole in the man's chest. The magicians had
started to do their work.

Batu glimpsed ared robe in the company directly ahead. He pointed at it. "The wizard!" he cried,
screaming as loud as he could to make himself heard over the drums. " Shoot the wizard!"

No sooner had he screamed than a dozen Tuigan arrows flew directly at the figure. They smashed into
an invisible barrier and fell to the ground. In the next instant, the wiz-ard vanished.

It did not matter, for magic would not stop the charge now. The Tuigan were so close that the gnolls—at
least the ones who still stood—were dropping their bows in favor of battle-axes and morning stars. Batu
noted that his own troops were holstering their bows and drawing sabers. In another instant, the charging
horsawarriors would smash into the gnoll companies and the melee would begin.

Batu used that instant to check the progress of the flying cavalry. The formation was so close that he
could see the mounts did not resemble horses at all. Each beast had the head, wings, and forequarters of a
giant eagle, while the tail and hindquarters were those of a huge lion. Although he had heard stories about
such creatures and knew they were called griffins, he had always believed the animals to be lit-tle more
than imaginary.

On each griffin's back rode ared-robed wizard and arider armed with alance and bow. Batu noted
with pleasure that neither the rider nor his passenger wore armor, undoubt-edly to avoid burdening the
griffin with extraweight.

He had no more time to study the fliers. Batu's horse crashed into a gnoll company, and he was engulfed
in amass of gray fur. A pair of huge hairy hands reached for him from the left side. The dog-man's breath
filled the air with the stench of carrion and half-digested meat. The beast was barking commands to another
gnoll in acoarse, gut-tural language.



Batu dashed at the beast's hands. A hugefist fell to the ground, leaving nothing but a bloody stump
behind. The wounded gnoll growled and lunged for the Shou. The rene-gade pulled his foot from the stirrup
and kicked the dog-man square in the forehead. The blow would have felled a man, but the gnoll only
snarled and knocked Batu's leg aside.

Batu slashed with his sword again, this time opening a gash in the beast's hairy throat. The gnoll roared,
then slapped his good hand over the wound and backed away. The Shou turned to hisright, just in time to
see the flanged head of an iron morning star sailing at his face. Batu ducked, but knew his reflexes would
be too sow.

A sword flashed past his ear, then connected with the morning star's chain. The deadly ball looped
around the blade, a flange slicing Batu's cheek open. The rest of the weapon missed his face by less than
aninch.

In the next instant, Jochibi wrenched the morning star from the hands of Batu's attacker, then urged his
horse for-ward to trample the growling brute.

"Thanks, Jo—"

Before Batu compl eted his acknowledgement, a powerful hand seized his belt. Already unsteady from
his narrow brush with the morning star, the Shou nearly lost his bal-ance and slipped from his horse.
Grasping the saddle's pom-mél, he jerked himself back into the seat, then kicked at his unseen attacker
without removing his foot from the stir-rup. His heel connected with an armored chest, then Batu swung
around and ran his saber through the yellow-toothed gnoll's throat.

Ashe pulled his blade free, a shadow passed over the bat-tle. Six golden balls of magical energy flashed
out of the sky, killing six men. Batu looked up and saw a griffin swooping low overhead. The wizard atop
the monster held his hand outstretched and pointed at the melee below him. The grif-fin's other rider
allowed the beast to swoop safely past the battle, then wheeled it about for another pass.

At the same time, Batu saw a gnoll step toward him. He spurred his horse, and it pushed its way
forward to where Jochibi had just separated a beast's head from its shoulders. All around the Tuigan, the
ground was carpeted with fallen gnolls. Nevertheless, their fellows pressed the attack, wildly swinging their
maces and morning stars. Often, the dog-men had forsaken weapons altogether and were using bare hands
to drag the Tuigan from their saddles.

They were meeting with entirely too much success. In Ba-tu's group alone, nearly half the horses were
riderless. Far-ther away, in the companies to either side of the renegade's, the story appeared to be much
the same. He saw many empty horses and, fortunately, plenty of fallen gnolls. Near each group were three
griffins bearing awizard and arider. While the riders guided the flying mounts, the mages flung various
magical bolts, beams, and rays into the melee.

The gnoll that Batu had avoided earlier came up behind him. Just as the beast swung its morning star,
the Shou turned his mount to meet the attack. The spiked ball bounced of the black horse's barding, then the
stallion reared and thrashed the gnoll with its front hooves. When the horse dropped back to the ground,
Batu finished the cringing dog-man with a swift chop to its collarbone.

"Timeto leavel" Batu shouted, trying to make himself heard above the clamor of battle. When Jochibi
showed no sign of hearing him, the Shou dapped is subordinate's leg with the flat of his blade. The grisled
Tuigan twisted around, his guard raised. "I thought you were dead!"

"I am," Batu responded. "But the judges of the hells have al-lowed me time for afew battles more."

Another griffin swooped overhead, and afireball erupted on the edge of the company. A half-dozen
men, horses, and gnolls screamed in agony as the orange flames engulfed them.

"By now, the enemy should be convinced of our sincerity,” Batu said.

"Agreed," Jochibi responded. "Let'sgo!"

Without waiting for Batu's command, the Tuigan spurred his horse and pushed hisway out of the melee.
An instant later, Batu turned his horse in the opposite direction and broke free of the fray. Asthe renegade
and his adjutant bounded away, the nearest drummers silenced their instru-ments.

Within moments, the area was empty of Tuigan, and the Shou was riding past the next group of gnolls
with more than twenty warriors at his back. As the drummer assigned to this melee saw Batu pass, he
silenced hisinstrument. The horsewarriors disengaged and joined the retreat.

Batu could not help but admire the precision of the ma-neuver. Asthe time came, each man executed
his orders flawlessly, regardless of what el se was happening at the mo-ment. Even in the heat of battle,
there was none of the con-fusion common to Shou maneuvers. Batu continued past melee after melee
collecting his troops with drill-field preci-sion.

As expected, the retreat took the enemy by surprise. For several minutes the griffin riders did not
pursue. By the time the airborne cavalry reorganized themselves and turned to the chase, Batu was only



two miles from the valley walls. With him rode nearly five hundred warriors that he had collected from the
melees along the line.

Evenin retreat, his troops were dealing a serious blow to the gnolls. Astheir fellows disengaged and
joined the re-treating army, the Tuigan archers, accustomed to firing on the gallop, unleashed avolley of
arrows. The deadly shafts rained down on the defenders like a hail storm. The massed fire was so accurate
that barely a handful of gnolls escaped each time the archers fired on an enemy company.

As the Tuigan approached the next meleg, it was the en-emy who tried to disengage and run. Having
seen what had happened when the mounted archers passed the last com-pany, the gnoll officers had no
wish to meet asimilar fate. The Tuigan, however, were accustomed to battling fleeing adversaries and did
not allow them to escape. Asthe gnolls turned their backs, the horsemen tarried long enough to cut them
down, then joined the rest of their fellows.

The same thing happened as the riders approached the next three companies. Batu began to fear that
the efficiency of hisarchers had aerted the flying cavalry to his plan. The Tuigan were only amileand a
half from the canyon walls, and the griffins still had not caught up.

With less than a mile to go before reaching the flank, two hundred griffins finally gathered into a
formation behind the barbarians. Unfettered by the presence of their own troops, the wizards showered the
Tuigan with horrible, de-structive magic. Walls of fire and ice appeared in the middle of the Tuigan retreat.
Struggling to avoid the obstacles at afull gallop, dozens of men and horses tumbled to the ground. Black
clouds rained death down on small numbers of riders. Once, twenty horses drifted high into the air, then
came crashing back down on their fellows.

Four hundred yards from the canyon wall, the Tuigan re-treat turned into a genuine rout. Under the
withering, air-borne attacks, the barbarian horsemen could no longer ignore their fear of magic. The last
few gnoll companies es-caped intact, but Batu was not concerned. His troops had al-ready dealt so much
destruction that the enemy army was ruined for all practical purposes.

Besides, the rout would only serve to draw the griffin riders into histrap, and that was worth the lives of
afew dozen gnolls. If his plans were to succeed, the enemy fliers had to be so caught up in pursuit that they
did not notice their danger until it wastoo late.

The Tuigan and their pursuers reached the canyon wall. The retreating horsemen turned east along the
base of the mountains, just as Batu had planned. Looking around, the Shou estimated that he had perhaps a
thousand riders with him. Assuming that Jochibi had a similar number on the other side the of the valley,
that meant he had lost two thou-sand men to the gnolls and the magic. The number was alarge one, but he
knew the figure would have been alot higher if Jochibi's sharp eyes had not spotted the griffin for-mation
before the battle began.

They continued along the base of the canyon for several more minutes, the enemy in close pursuit. Batu
saw no sign of his reserves on the canyon walls, but he had too much faith in the Tuigan warriors to doubt
that they were there. A few moments later, the sweet music of twanging bow-strings filled the air, and the
Shou twisted around in his sad-dle to see what had happened.

He was greeted by the sight of chaosin the air. Over a hun-dred wounded or dead griffins were
dropping to the ground. Their panicked riders were leaping free or trying in vain to pull the beasts back into
the air. The Tuigan re-serves stood a ong the mountainside, their shoulders and heads still white from the
snow that had hidden them only moments before.

As the renegade watched, the reserves fired their second volley. Every arrow found its mark. Another
forty griffins plunged to the earth, six arrows apiece protruding from their throats and flanks. Those that
remained airborne, no more than a dozen, turned and flew away toward the west.

Batu screamed for joy.

He gradually pulled back on his horse's reins and signaled his men to reverse directions. Even without
the griffinsin pursuit, it required more than two minutes to bring the re-treat under control. Eventualy,
however, the Shou sent his soldiers back to finish the few griffin riders who had sur-vived the ambush.

As Batu watched the barbarians dispatch the survivors, his heart filled with awarm feeling. The attack
on the gnolls was the finest maneuver he had ever executed. He had decimated aforce twice as large as
his own, and he had elimi-nated the enemy's greatest tactical advantage, itsflying cavalry.

A sensation of elation came over him. He had not experi-enced such afeeling since earning his
promotion to first-degree general and winning Wu's hand. A pang of sadness struck Batu as he thought of
his wife and then his children, but he no longer felt empty or lonely. They would aways be a cherished part
of hislife, but the sense of fulfillment that he now experienced left no room for doubt: his destiny had
always been to make war.

Perhaps, in joining the Tuigan, Batu was returning to the people of his destiny. Like the fierce Tuigan, he



had always been an impatient and forceful man, and he had always lacked the grace and elegance of the
Shou race. It was possi-ble that his great grandfather's blood still ran in his veins, that he would find a more
fitting home with the Tuigan than he had ever found in Shou Lung. Only time would tell, he knew, but for
now the renegade was content to ride with the horsewarriors.



Epilogue

It was an hour after dawn. Batu and Jochibi stood atop a hill at the mouth of the canyon, ankle deep in
sugary snow. The canyon walls blocked their sight to the north and south, but the view west was clear.

A light snow had fallen during the night, spreading a blan-ket of unsullied white over yesterday's
battlefield. The only apparent sign of the combat was a ribbon of frosty mounds where thousands of dead
lay under their cold veil. From atop the hill, these mounds could be seen only because the dim morning
sunlight cast small shadows on their western sides. It seemed as though some snow spirit, sensing that
neither side would cremate the casualties, had come to spread a funeral shroud over their bodies.

Beyond the battle line stretched a vast plain, ideal ground for the Tuigan cavalry. It was blanketed with
the same sug-ary snow as the hill, and sparkled in the sunlight as though carpeted with diamonds. At the far
edge of the plain, per-haps fifty miles away, there was a band of blue that could only be alake. On the
other side of the lake rose a handful of jagged, cloud-colored shapes identifiable as distant moun-tains.

It was not the mountains that Batu and Jochibi were watching. Dozens of gray lines were inching their
way across the plain, moving toward the Tuigan position at the mouth of the valley. Though Batu's eyes
were not sharp enough to pick out any details, he was experienced enough to know the lines were enemy
columns. He estimated their distance to be less than fifteen miles. Their strength had to be several thousand
apiece.

"I count eighty-two columns, commander," Jochibi said, pointing hisfinger at the last one. "Well never
fight through all that. It looks like Chanar wins the wager after al."

"Chanar wins nothing," Batu said, studying the columns with a predatory curl to hislip. "We're not going
back."

"That's madness!"

"Glorious madness," Batu responded, grinning. The en-emy would cut them to pieces, but the Shou did
not care. Y esterday, he had fought hisillustrious battle. All that re-mained now was to achieve the
impossible victory.

"Thistime, we truly don't stand a chance,” Jochibi ob-jected. "Even if there are only two thousand men
in each column, they have more than a hundred and sixty thousand warriors.”

"To be precise, one hundred eighty-seven thousand, six hundred and seventy-nine soldiers,” said a
strange voice.

Both Batu and Jochibi drew their swords and spun around to face the speaker. They came face-to-face
with agaunt, balding man. His black hair and beard were streaked with gray, and his red-rimmed eyes
were burning with spite and malevolence. He slouched asif he were seated in a com-fortable chair, but
appeared to be floating in midair. Behind the speaker stood four more figures, three malesand a
vo-luptuous, sinister woman. All four wore the red robes of en-emy wizards. The mages stood with their
armslinked and their eyes closed in concentration.

Without hesitating a moment, both Batu and Jochibi swung their weapons. Their blades passed through
the speaker's body as though it were a mirage.

The stranger threw back his head and laughed. It was a stiff and artificial cackle. "Y our audacity
continues to amaze me."

Eyeing each other in wary astonishment, Batu and Jochibi stepped away from the red-robed stranger.

"Who are you?' Batu demanded.

"Szass Tam, zulkir of Thay," the gaunt figure responded, his face growing serious and menacing. "I
assume you are the chief of thisband of savages.”

"Y ou assume incorrectly," Batu said, casually dropping his sword to alow guard. "That honor belongsto
the mighty Y amun Khahan, Illustrious Emperor of All Peoples.”

The zulkir looked toward the east and squinted, asif try-ing to see something very distant. "Y amun
Khahan, you say? Who is that with him—the fool who led the first attack on our lands?"

Again, Batu and Jochibi glanced at each other in astonish-ment. "Does he mean Chanar?' Jochibi
hal f-whispered.

"Chanar," Szass repeated.

No sooner had he spoken than two heavy thuds sounded next to Batu. A pair of Tuigan curses followed.

The Shou turned to his right and saw the bewildered kha-han seated in the snow. His dark brow was
wrinkled in an-ger, and hisjaw hung slack in astonishment. Next to the khahan sat Chanar, equally
confused and angry.

"Great Khahan!" Jochibi gasped. Sheathing his sword, the scar-faced warrior stepped around Batu,



grabbed the kha-han's shoulders, and pulled him to his feet.

Regaining his composure, Y amun motioned Jochibi away, then asked Batu, "How did | cometo be
here?'

"I brought you," replied Szass Tam.

"That will be your last mistake," Chanar growled. In one swift motion, the Tuigan khan drew his sword
and leaped at the zulkir. Chanar's blade passed through Szass's body, then the khan followed. He fell
face-first into the snow and lay there perplexed and cursing.

"Do dl your subjects respond to strangersin this belliger-ent manner?' Szass asked, addressing Y amun.

"Yes," Yamun said smply. He turned to Batu. "What is your report?"

Szass Tam would not be ignored. "He has decimated an army of ten thousand gnolls, and completely
wiped out the Griffin Legion," the wizard responded. "He is quite an im-pressive commander."”

"I have many more like him," the khahan said, reluctantly granting Szass his attention.

"I doubt it," countered the zulkir, pointing at Chanar's prone form. "At least if that greedy oaf is any
example."

Y amun eyed Chanar with a spiteful sneer. "Heisn't."

Noting the khahan's hostility, Chanar returned to his feet and sheathed his sword. He scowled at Batu as
if the Shou had personally arranged this embarrassment.

Addressing Szass Tam, the khahan asked, "Did you bring me here to talk about my generals, or do you
want some-thing?"

"Look out there," the zulkir said, pointing at the plain to the west. The gray lineswere till crawling over
the snow. "Nearly one hundred and ninety thousand men are march-ing against you, and we can summon
more at a moment's notice."

"Then doit," Batu said. "Twice that number would not con-cern us."

The zulkir scowled at the Shou, then turned his attention back to the khahan. "Do you alow your
subordinates to speak for you?'

"When they speak the truth,” Y amun replied with a steady gaze. "We have nothing to fear from your
pitiful nineteen tumens.”

Szass Tam raised an condescending eyebrow. "Is that so?"

"Yes. At the other end of the canyon, over three hundred and fifty thousand warriors await the order to
attack," the khahan proudly lied.

The zulkir glanced to the east, then turned back to Yamun. "1 count ninety-seven thousand, four hundred
and thirty-two, exclusive of the two thousand, seven hundred and thirty-six here with the Shou
commander—somewhat |ess than the three hundred and fifty thousand you claim.”

Y amun grimaced, then snapped, "1 have no use for your counting, or your sorcery. We are traveling
through your land. If you stand aside, we will take only the food and wine we need to live. If you stand in
our way, not an infant will be spared our swords."

Szass listened to the threat with a patient smile, then said, "Perhaps | should show you something." The
zulkir stared at the snowy plain. "Thisiswhat will bein aweek'stime."

Suddenly an image of the khahan's one hundred thousand Tuigan warriors appeared at the base of the
hill. They were all fully armed and prepared for battle. As Batu and the oth-ers watched, a powerfully built
figurein t'ie cha armor rode out in front of the army.

"Khahan!" gasped Chanar, looking from the figure back to his commander. " That's you!

Batu shared his rival's astonishment. Even from this dis-tance, the figure was clearly the khahan. That
meant they were watching an illusion, the Shou knew, but it looked so real that he could hardly force
himsdlf to disbelieveit.

Theillusory khahan lifted his sword and gave the signal to charge. Using one of the favorite Tuigan
battle formations, the entire line started forward. There were two ranks of heavy, armored cavalry in front
and three ranks of unar-mored cavalry in the rear. The charge gained momentum, and soon the Tuigan
were streaking across the plain unop-posed.

All at once, thefirst rank of horses crashed to the ground, spilling armored men in every direction.
Where no enemy had been standing, aline of pikemen appeared. They drew their swords and began
hacking the unhorsed cavalry to pieces.

The second Tuigan rank charged forward. A wall of fire erupted in their path. Those that did not perish
in itsflames pulled up short. Moments later, several artillery legions ap-peared on the Tuigan flanks.
Trebuchets and catapults be-gan raining boulders down on the line.

The barbarians responded by rushing their light cavalry around to outflank the artillery. No sooner had
they broken formation than several legions of gnoll longbowmen ap-peared on their wings. Clouds of arrows



began sailing into the light cavalry.

"Enough!" the khahan growled. "Thisis not real!"

Theillusion faded immediately. An instant later, al that remained below the hill was the snow-covered
battlefield.

Batu admired the artistry that had gone into conceiving the plan. From what the Shou knew of Tuigan
tactics, Szass Tam had foreseen every detail correctly. "I ook forward to battling you, Zulkir," Batu said,
bowing dightly. "Y our plan seems bold and ingenious.”

"And it will no longer work," the khahan observed gruffly.

"Yes," Jochibi agreed, a note of suspicion in hisvoice. "Why reveal your intentionsto us?"

Anicy smile creased the zulkir's thin lips. "Because | have better things to do with your army than
destroy it."

"Thisisnot your army to do anything with, stillborn kid of asickly goat!" Chanar interjected.

"Only afool would need to be reminded of that, Chanar!" the khahan snapped. "Now be silent. | wish to
hear the zulkir's words."

"Y our wisdom is as magnificent as your title, lllustrious Emperor of All Peoples," the zulkir responded, a
mocking glint in hiseye. "I have shown you what will be if we fight. Now, let me show you what could be."

Again, the Tuigan army appeared at the base of the hill. Thistime, it was spread out over a much larger
area, practi-cally the entire plain. The terrain seemed strange. There were dozens of villages scattered
around asmall, unwalled city. Most of the hamlets east of the city, and the city itself, were burning. The
barbarians were riding toward a lake on the western side of the plain. Asthey traveled, they paused only
long enough to loot and set fire to every settlement they crossed.

Asthe armies moved forward, the zulkir said, "Y ou are looking at Rashemen, aland on our northern
border. We have been trying to destroy its people for many years, but a great lake lies between us and
them.

"When you appeared out of the wastelands,” the zulkir proceeded, "l thought you were nothing more
than an army of thieves. Now that | have seen the cunning of your gen-erals and the might of your army, |
know | was mistaken.”

The zulkir motioned at the field below. "Y ou will be de-stroyed if you invade my land, which we call
Thay. Still, it will not be an easy task, and the battle will greatly weaken us."

As Szass spoke, theillusory Tuigan forces continued to ride toward the lake. They crossed ground and
moved at such an incredible pace that Batu knew he was seeing in minutes what would take daysto
accomplishin redlity.

"While | was pondering this unpleasant thought," Szass continued, "it came to me that you are the tool
we need to destroy Rashemen.”

"We are nobody's tool!" the khahan objected.

The zulkir rolled his eyesin impatience, but said, "Of course not. | only meant to imply that together we
might succeed where neither of us could alone."

"Y ou may continue," the khahan said after a pause. "l am listening."

The zulkir smiled confidently. "Good. My proposd is this: Thay will attack Rashemen's southern flank. In
the mean-time, you will ride north, then invade Rashemen from the east. With her forces occupied in the
south, there will be nothing to oppose you."

The Tuigan army reached the great lake on Rashemen's western edge and began to regroup.

"What do you get out of this?' Jochibi asked.

Szass |ooked toward the scar-faced officer. "A wise ques-tion,” the zulkir acknowledged. "The answer, |
hope, is Rashemen. Asyou ride through, you will rip her entrails out, leaving nothing but devastation in your
wake. It will be an easy matter for usto follow through and finish the job."

"A treacherous plan," the khahan said thoughtfully. He turned to Batu. "What do you think?"

The Shou did not hesitate to answer. "1 will fight wherever the Tuigan travel," he said. "But | think the
greatest battlesliein Thay—"

"Along with the surest defeats,” interrupted the zulkir.

"What does that matter?' Batu answered, shrugging. "In the end, every soldier falls on the same
battlefield.”

The khahan nodded. "Wisely spoken." He turned to Jo-chibi next. "Y ou?"

"Thay isadeathtrap," he said, glancing at Batu. "Y et, how can we trust the zulkir to keep hisword?
How do we know that what he shows usisreal?"

"If it was not, would | show you this?' the zulkir coun-tered, pointing at theillusion.

Batu returned his attention to the mirage. Most of the Tuigan army had regrouped. They were camped



on the lakeshore in the winter, and the wooden skeletons of afleet of shipswere just beginning to take
shape. A moment later, a mass of weary and ragged looking soldiers appeared on the Tuigan's southern
flank. They charged, taking the camp by surprise and pinning the barbarians against the lake's icy waters.

"Who are they?"' the khahan demanded. "What is the meaning of this?"

The zulkir shrugged. "They are exhausted soldiers from Rashemen. Asfor the meaning, | don't know.
Perhaps they are arouted army fleeing before our advance. Perhaps Thay has lost the war, and the
soldiers of Rashemen have rushed north to deal with your invasion. | cannot answer, for that area of the
futureis closed to my eyes."

"If thisisto be our fate, there isno reason to aid you," Jo-chibi said. "Why trade death in one place for
death in an-other?"

"Because you are capable warriors. Therefore, what you see in Rashemen is not certain death," Szass
Tam countered. "On the other hand, what you saw in Thay ..." He let the sentence trail off.

The khahan raised his hand for silence. "I have decided," he said. He allowed a moment to pass, then
made his pro-nouncement. "Y ou will pay us atribute of ten thousand kegs of wine. For that price, we will
invade this Rashemen and leave Thay to do asit will."

"Itisaninsult to ask tribute," the zulkir responded. Y et, for a man who had just been insulted, he seemed
surprisingly calm. "Y ou have not congquered us."

"I conquer everything | see," the khahan responded, fixing his gaze on the zulkir. "Besides, as you
yourself have admitted, even if | fail, Thay will be greatly weakened. Perhaps Rashemen will conquer you,
not the other way around.”

The zulkir's eyes narrowed, and he regarded the khahan with hateful respect. "I proposed an aliance,
not surrender terms.”

The khahan shrugged, then glanced at Batu. "As my gen-eral has said, every soldier falls on the same
battlefield. | see no reason ours should not be in Thay."

"A glorious choice," Batu said, allowing agrin of anticipa-tion to creep across hislips. "The best fighting
ishere."

Szass Tam scowled at Batu's eagerness, then addressed the khahan, "I will not give you so much asa
flask of winein tribute, now or ever."

The khahan frowned. "Then we will let fate decide,” he proclaimed.

"Wait," the zulkir responded, raising his hand asif to stop the khahan. "Hereiswhat | will do." He
motioned at the wiz-ards behind him. "I will send these four mages with you as guides."

For the first time since they had appeared, the wizards showed some emotion. The woman opened her
eyes, and the jaws of the three men dropped in astonishment. The zulkir'simage immediately grew
translucent and began to waver.

"Look!" Jochibi said, pointing at theillusion in the plain below.

Like the zulkir himsdlf, theillusion had grown translu-cent and fuzzy. Y et, it remained clear enough to
see that the four wizards were standing on the shore of the lake, and that they had somehow parted its
waters. The khahan's army had mounted and was rushing through the watery canyon toward the other side
of the lake, leaving Rashe-men's haggard warriors behind them.

Batu turned back to the khahan. "I'd suggest we take the wizards," he said. "To me, it looks like they're
worth much more than ten thousand kegs of wine."

"A wise recommendation,” the zulkir commented, speak-ing to Y amun Khahan. "Do we have a
bargain?'

"Wedo," Yamun replied, nodding grimly. He turned to the Shou, then pointed at Chanar. "Batu, send
your quiver-bearer to your troops. They are to return to my camp.”

Chanar started to object, but a sharp look from the kha-han silenced him. His face red with fury, he
turned to obey Yamun's order without allowing Batu the pleasure of repeat-ing it.

As Chanar descended the hill, the zulkir addressed Y amun again. "Before you leave, Khahan, thereis
the matter of compensation for the wizards | am sending with you."

"What compensation?' the khahan growled.

"I am loaning you my assistants,” Szass said. "It isonly fair that you give me someone of equal value."
The zulkir shifted his glance to Batu. "Perhaps | could have the services of the Shou general?

The khahan scowled. Before he could object, however, Batu said, "I'm not interested, Zulkir."

"Areyou sure, General?' Szass asked. "Think of what you could accomplish with fifty thousand gnolls
and acircle of fifty wizards."

"All the gnolls and wizards in Thay would not equal one hundred of the khahan's warriorsin fighting
spirit," Batu re-plied, looking toward Y amun. "No matter what you offer, | ride with the Tuigan.”



