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By Xiaoyao Xingzhe

I
T WAS DARK on the mountain, and 
the path was steep. Struggling upwards, 
I persisted in my queries. “But can’t 
you describe, somehow,” I panted, “the 
process of inner transformation?”

“Metaphor can give you an 
impression,” the hermit said dropping back 
to walk beside me. He was not breathing 
heavily at all. “The structure of certain tales, 
if you are perceptive…”

“No,” the boatman interrupted roughly, 
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turning his head as he paced in front. “For 
this guy, learning will come through nothing 
but experience.” He had grown increasingly 
irritated with my bootless questions. I said 
nothing, but the thought in my head was 
but experience takes so long. I sighed, then 
looked around for the hermit, and saw him 
up ahead, dancing around a bend in the 
path. A few moments later we came upon 
him standing by a narrow gap in the rock 
face that loomed over the path.

“The Pool of Midnight Yang,” the 
hermit said. The boatman glanced at me 
and I reddened. The last time, I had been 
so fascinated by the pool that only swift 
action by the fat monk saved me from a 
dunking. He’d pulled me up by the neck 
before I touched the water. For the pool was 
fascinating, a mysterious spring fed from the 
heart of this mountain, where one might 
glimpse, on a clear and still night, a profound 
luminescence in its depths.

We entered the short gap through the 
narrow vale of stone, the rock walls rising 
above us. They opened out to form a grotto 
where a small pavilion nestled in a grove of 
bamboo. Close by was the pool.

The boatman bustled us forward, but the 
hermit held back. “I’ll make some tea,” he 
said. “Climbing is thirsty work.” He removed 
a covering of lashed twigs and I saw a small 
fireplace set into the rock. It was only a 
moment before flames lit the darkness and 
cast shadows on the high walls around us. 
The hermit picked up the pan on the grate 
and filled it from the tiny stream flowing 
through the grotto. The boatman’s eyes 
reflected the flames, and his heavy hand on 
my shoulder pushed me to my knees. He 
knelt beside me, and together we looked 
deep into the pool.

A restful peace settled around us. The pool 
seemed to have an incredible depth, dark 
and rich. Gazing into it, I felt subtly drawn 
in, a gradual pulling forwards until I had a 
sudden sensation of falling upwards into the 
midnight sky, surrounded by blackness and 
stars, my whole self expanding joyously … 

A rough hand grabbed the nape of my 
neck, but rather than pull me up, instead 
thrust my face and head under the water.

Tian Xin – The Heart of Heaven
I pushed back with all my strength against 

the hand holding me down, and struggled to 
stand. All at once the pressure on my neck 
disappeared. I pulled my head out of the 
water, jumping up, spluttering and wiping 
my eyes. 

But something was strange. The dark of 
the grotto was now brilliant light, the hard 
stone under my feet now much softer, and 
it seemed I was standing in water almost 
up to my waist. As my eyes adjusted to the 
light, an incredible scene unfolded before 
me. A broad expanse of white sand stretched 
to either side, with the green of vegetation 
behind it, and behind the green, a line of low 
cliffs. In the distance were mountains, their 
snowy crowns outlined in brilliance against 
dark clouds. 

Here, though, waves of heat rose from the 
sand, and as the water ran from my shoulders, 
I could feel hot sun on my hair. Waves lapped 
against my thighs as I struggled forward 
towards the beach, and at the last moment 
I was caught from behind by a swell and 
forced to my knees in the sand. With both 
hands I scooped up the white grains and 
let them trickle out through my fingers 
as I stared, uncomprehending. This was 
definitely real. In fact, it felt more than real, 
like I had been living a dream and only now 
had just awakened, had come home. The 
sand, the air, the green was vibrant with life.

Lurching once more to my feet, I 
started across the sand towards the line of 
vegetation. Then the bushes parted. Coming 
straight at me was a tiger, brown-striped 
shoulders rippling with each step. I backed 
quickly into the waves again, up to my neck, 
and the tiger stopped at the water’s edge. He 
was big, and his yellow-green eyes held me 
fixed, frozen, while the small waves lapped 
at my ears. Then he turned and padded off 
to my right down the beach, leaping across 
a small stream 50 metres or so away that ran 
down into the sea, and followed a path into 
the vegetation without looking back.

Before I was sure the tiger was gone, there 
appeared, far down the beach to my left, a 
speck. The speck bobbed up and down and 
grew larger, distorted by the haze of the heat 
rising from the sand, until it resolved itself 
into the form of a young woman strolling 
along the beach, carrying a basket, heading 
my way.

Then I realised I was naked.

I felt subtly drawn 
in, a gradual pulling 
forward until I had a 
sudden sensation of 
falling upwards into 
the midnight sky.

“
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Just totally present, 
aware, alert. It’s 

inhuman.
”As she came level with me, she saw my 

head among the waves, stopped and said 
“Hullo. What are you doing?”

“Swimming,” I said.
“You are very brave,” she said. “Most of us 

fear the sharks too much to swim in the sea.”
“Well, I would like to come out,” I said, 

looking around nervously. “But I seem to 
have nothing on.”

She laughed, and said “So that is why Old 
Hu told me to bring a set of clothes. I thought 
it was just another of his insane babblings. 
But I did it, anyway. He has a strange way of 
being right, sometimes.” 

When she saw that I was still reluctant to 
come out, she smiled, pointed up the beach 
and told me that I could wash the salt water 
off in the stream and then dress. Walking 
over, she set down the basket on the bank of 
the little stream and called: “Meet me by the 
oak in the clearing.”

After I had washed and dressed, I picked 
up the basket and followed the path that 
the young woman had taken. It led into 
deep underbrush and rose slightly as 
it approached the cliffs. Before long the 
underbrush opened out to either side and 
left a clearing in the midst of which stood 
an immense and ancient oak tree. I looked 
around for her, and then up. She was high 
in the tree, rubbing the rough bark, looking 
upwards even higher.

A spasm of fear shook me, and I scanned 
the area quickly before calling out “Did the 
tiger come back?”

She looked down. “What tiger?” she called 
back. “We have no tigers here.” At that she 
slid down the tree, landing in a crouch on 
the other side of the trunk. I had a chance to 
observe her as she paused: a sweet face, her 
hair long and brown, her manner graceful. 
She seemed familiar, as if I had known her 
long ago, and from that moment I loved her 
as if she were a part of me.

Then she rose and turned – amused, 
intelligent eyes – and said, “Who are you 
anyway? You’re not from around here, that’s 
for sure.”

I told her my story, and she laughed once 
more. “Tigers, grottos and pools – you and 
Old Hu will get along great. But come on, it’s 
late and quite a distance to the city.”

As we walked, she told me about the 
Black Water Sea, which they feared for its 

dangerous and mysterious creatures, and 
of the once-great city, of which her twin 
brother was the ruler. They were ringed by 
high mountains on one side and marshes 
on the other. It was completely isolated; few 
people visited and so they had almost come 
to forget that the outside world existed. They 
didn’t mind as life was simple and lazy. 

“You don’t seem that surprised to see me, 
even so,” I said.

She looked slightly embarrassed. “That 
was another of Old Hu’s predictions, that a 
stranger would suddenly appear, arise naked 
from the sea, and he would…” she fell silent.

“He would what?”
She refused to answer.
“Ok, then tell me about this Old Hu. Do 

you think he could help me get back to where 
I came from? It sounds like you respect him 
quite a bit.”

“What?! Oh, no, Old Hu is crazy, insane. I 
know some people consider him a wise man, 
and they say he just pretends to be foolish, 
but who would want to do that? And the 
look he gets in his eyes, sometimes, it is like 
a wild animal.”

“What, like he’s going to attack you?”
“No, just, just totally present, aware, alert. 

It’s inhuman.” She moved ahead of me, 
tripping down the path with the basket, the 
very vision of an ethereal soul.

The Yellow Palace
The track led into open fields, beyond which 
I could see houses of one or two storeys. We 
traced our path on the narrow walkways 
topping the small levies between each 
field, some of which were flooded paddies. 
Between many of the other fields the levies 
had broken, not being maintained, and the 
field itself left to weeds.

When I commented on this, she told me 
that it had not always been this way. The 
city had been highly cultured, brilliant and 
inventive in arts and literature. She could 
remember, dimly, a time when trade had 
flourished, coming up the river from the east. 
But not long after her brother had become 
ruler of the city, the river began to silt up, and 
was now nothing but a treacherous bog. The 
city had deteriorated, cut off from the world 
around it. The people had become lethargic.

As we came to the first buildings, she said: 
“I love my brother, but since he has started 
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to make the decisions the city has never 
been the same.” Her eyes were troubled. 
“Something is wrong. I can feel it.”

The main street was old but not worn, 
being made of finely cut stone, and the 
three-storey building to which she led me 
was grand, with intricate designs carved in 
the walls. Yet those designs were filled with 
dust and the yellow-ochre bricks were faded. 
Several of the iron fixtures were rusty, and on 
the side away from the street a shutter hung 
askew.

Three youngish men lounged around 
inside the main entrance, but when they saw 
the young woman stood up and made an 
attempt to look respectful. She ignored them 
and led me through to a central hall where a 
portly man sat at a table, eating.

I stared. I thought she’d said twin brother. 
This man was gross, while she was sylph-
like and refined. She was tanned, he was pale 
with spotted skin.

How did he ever become ruler?
She lifted something out of the basket. “I 

brought you some bitter melon, brother.”
He stopped eating for a moment and said 

“You say that as if bitter melon was a gift 
of value. You know I dislike bitter flavours. 
Frankly I cannot imagine anyone liking 
them.”

“The bitterness is refreshing and 
invigorating,” she said. “Not everything has 
to be sweet and easy to chew.”

“Are you questioning me?” He stared at 
her.

“Are you so grand that you cannot be 
questioned?” she retorted in an angry voice, 
then said in a softer tone, “but let us not 
quarrel.” She gestured towards me. “Brother, I 
think this is the man Old Hu prophesised…”

“That was not a prophecy, it was nothing 
but crazed ramblings.”

“But I found him at the right spot, naked 
in the sea, all just as …”

The fat man put down his knife, rested his 
arms on the table and said “Dear sister, do 
you remember the last one you brought in, 
claiming that he was that special hero?”

Are you so grand 
that you cannot be 
questioned?
“
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Your story of some 
other world, of 

swimming in the  
Black Water Sea? No 

one swims in that  
sea and survives.

”“This is different.” She turned to me, eyes 
star-struck.

My mind cleared and I saw the situation 
for what it was. I shook my head at my own 
obtuseness. She’d almost had me believing 
her myself! It was too bad, she was lovely, but 
she was living in another world.

The man at the table turned to me.
“So who do you claim to be?” His eyes, 

which were already enfolded in fat, narrowed 
yet further.

“Nobody,” I said. “I’m still a bit dazed 
to be here.” I told him my story, the grotto, 
touching the water, pulling my head from 
the sea. “All I want to do is get back to where 
I belong,” I finished.

“That is quite a tale.” He looked at his 
sister, who was leaning forward, eyes on his 
expression. He gave her a reassuring smile 
and nod, then turned back to me. “Well, you 
should have a rest. We can talk about getting 
you home after that.” He lifted a finger, and 
a servant appeared at his side, leaning over 
to catch the ruler’s words then straightening.

“He will prepare a room for you,” the 
brother said, “where you can have some food 
and sleep.” He did not invite me to share the 
generous banquet spread out before him, 
and in a short time the servant returned 
and beckoned me with a gesture to follow. I 
turned to the sister. She seemed diminished, 
confused. She gave me a slight smile and 
shrug. “Yes, see you a bit later.” 

The servant led me to a staircase at the 
rear of the building and we descended into 
a gloomy space. Suddenly two shadows 
grabbed my arms. I struggled, but was thrust 
into a chamber. Before I could regain my 
balance the door shut with a solid chunk. 

I looked around. It was a small room with 
rock walls, a canvas cot and a tiny window 
just above the height I could reach with my 
hands. I crossed to the door and tried it. 
Locked, of course; but nothing is sillier than 
a prisoner behind an unlocked door. I sighed 
and sat down on the cot, resting my arms on 
my knees. This was the first real chance to 
think since I had lifted my head from the 
waves an hour or two before.

How did I get here? What was I doing 
here? The young woman had suggested a 
prophecy. But it was the prophecy of a mad-
man, that Old Hu. Still, he had known about 
the nakedness. On the other hand, I hadn’t 

asked her how often she wandered the beach 
with a set of clothes. If her brother was right, 
she was a bit unbalanced.

But coincidence or not, where was the 
boatman, the hermit, the grotto and, more 
importantly, my whole world? Or was it my 
world? I knocked my knuckles on the rock 
wall. They hurt. 

By then I was famished, so when a plate 
of curry-like stew was thrust into my cell I 
ate it ravenously. Tiredness seemed to catch 
up with me, and lying down on the cot I fell 
asleep. I dreamt confusedly of a girl riding a 
tiger along a cliff face, and woke with a head 
like mush. Had I dreamt all this? But here I 
was, awake. Had I dreamt my other life? The 
boatman, the fat monk, Shijie and Xiaojing? 
It was all becoming fuzzy. Nothing made 
sense.

The door to the cell opened and the 
brother came in, settling his bulk on a chair 
one of his attendants set below him. The two 
men with him looked familiar. With an effort 
I remembered: they were the shadows who 
had grabbed me before.

“How are you feeling?” he asked me.
“Why have you put me here?” I answered 

with my own question.
“Don’t you remember?” he said. “You are 

delusional, a danger, even to yourself. Your 
story of some other world, of swimming in 
the Black Water Sea? No one swims in that 
sea and survives.” He laughed. “As for your 
‘other world,’ well …”

I struggled to think. There was somebody 
important… yes. “Does your sister know I 
am here?”

“My sister is not concerned with this.” He 
rose. “Relax. Let us help you. You’ll be back 
to normal soon.” His voice was reassuring, 
reasonable. Strangely, I trusted him. He left, 
and the attendant brought another plate 
of food. I seemed to be even hungrier than 
before and wolfed it down.

Once more I slept. When I woke it 
was dark and still. Only a errant ray of 
moonlight trickled its way through the tiny 
window. I was being shaken by the shoulder. 
My limbs and head felt so heavy. An old man 
knelt by the cot, silver in the moonlight, his 
yellow-green eyes intense, probing. His hand 
gripped my shoulder like a talon. It hurt! I 
sat up.

“What are you doing?” he hissed.
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“I don’t know,” I said irritably and pushed 
his hand away.

“You’ve been drugged,” he said with 
decision, and stood up. “We’ve got to get you 
out of here.”

I lay down again. 
“Come on,” he said insistently. “She’s 

waiting for you.”
I groaned and staggered to my feet. The 

old man helped me to the door, then padded 
quickly to the bottom of the stairwell. 
He looked around and up, then back to 
me. “Hurry,” he growled, then turned and 
seemed to spring up the steps like a cat.

The Prophecy
At the top, a door was ajar and I slipped 
outside, stumbling over the cobbles in the 
alley behind the yellow-brick building. The 
fresh air was chill but cleared my head: I had 
to get away. I eased over to the shadows on 
the other side of the alley. A hand gripped 
my arm.

It was not the claw-like grip of the old 
man, however, but one much softer. “Did they 
hurt you? I’m so sorry. I never thought…”

We spoke in whispers, moving carefully 
along in the darkness. 

“That’s not important now. I have to get 
out of the city.” Anger and fear edged my 
voice.

“I’ll guide you,” she said. “But how did 
you escape?”

“An old man opened my cell.”
“Old Hu?”
“I don’t know. Maybe a jailer who is not 

afraid of your brother.”
She heard the accusation in my tone. “Few 

do not fear him,” she said. “But I can be 
counted amongst them.”

The city had no walls; the mountains 
and the boggy marsh prevented outside 
encroachment. After passing along several 
streets all we had to do was slip into the 
countryside by the light of the moon.

“There will be searchers,” she said. “I 
know a place were we can hide while we 
decide what to do.”

“Why don’t you go back? No one will 
know you were with me,” I said as we moved 
carefully through the undergrowth.

“No, you are a fugitive only because of 
me,” she said. Her tone was firm. “I made 
the mistake of thinking my brother would 

support the prophecy, for the city’s sake. 
That was foolish. Self-interest is his guiding 
compass.’

“I think it is time you told me what the 
prophecy said.”

In answer she tugged at my hand and 
pointed towards a copse of trees on the other 
side of a moon-drenched meadow. “There 
is a hunting blind up in one of those trees. 
We can conceal ourselves there.” She started 
across the meadow and I pulled her back.

“That will leave tracks through the grass. 
Let’s go this way.”

We made our way around the edge of the 
meadow and reached the tree.

After climbing up to the blind we lay on 
our stomachs looking out over the meadow. 
From time to time clouds obscured the moon 
and left us in darkness.

“Old Hu used to advise my father,” she 
said after a few minutes silence. “He said that 
it was in the nature of things to flourish and 
decline, and that a time would come when 
the city was in decay. He said it would be 
due to rot at the heart.” She looked at me. 
“At that time, a stranger would rise from the 
Black Water Sea who could excise that rot.” 
Then she paused. “No, not excise, transform. 
That was the word he used.”

“What did your father think of that?”
“He died soon after. My mother assumed 

the throne for a short time, until a committee 
of elders persuaded her to abdicate in favour 
of my brother.”

“How did that come about?” I asked.
She thought. “I only remember my brother 

seemed a great favourite with the elders.” 
She frowned. “I saw him, once, presenting a 
golden goblet to one of the leaders. My father 
had loved that goblet and had given it as a 
special gift to my brother. When my brother 
realised I had seen, he looked embarrassed.” 
She shook her head. “I’d forgotten about 
that.” She put her hand on my arm. “Listen.”

A sound from far off echoed through the 
trees. “Dogs,” I said, then turned to her. “So 
he bribed his way into the position. What 
about Old Hu?”

“Old Hu was dismissed in the first week. 
My brother wanted him killed, but we don’t 
do that in this city. The elders were shocked 
at the very suggestion. Old Hu was banished. 
As he went he laughed and said you cannot 
banish the truth.”

Old Hu was dismissed 
in the first week.  
My brother wanted 
him killed...

“
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The old man wore 
the yellow robe 

of a Daoist priest, 
striped with the eight 

trigrams. He moved 
with total focus, 

stepping deliberately 
along a pattern 

inscribed in the floor: 
seven stars. A step, 

pause, two steps, 
pause, drag the foot, 
two steps, pause. All 

the while he intoned a 
sonorous chant.

”“How popular is your brother now?” I 
asked.

“Some of the counsellors have died. Their 
replacements – appointed by my brother – 
are increasingly dissolute. They encourage 
the people to be lazy and indulgent. They 
laugh about how that leaves them easy to 
control.” She slapped the boards. “It just 
makes me so angry. If I was making those 
decisions …” But she stopped herself.

“What would you do?”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. The 

city is dying anyway. No interaction with the 
greater world, no exposure to higher things, 
under the control of…” she pressed her lips 
together, then said “…a tyrant.”

The sound of the dogs had receded, but 
now was growing closer.

“Come on, we’ll be treed like cats if we 
stay here,” I said.

“But where can we go?”
“To find Old Hu. Let’s see if he can flesh 

out this prophecy for us. And maybe, after 
that, he can tell me how to get back to where 
I came from.”

“That’s if you can make sense of his 
babblings. And anyway, how will we find 
him?”

“I have an idea.” 
I didn’t tell her but the idea was based on 

my dream of a girl riding a tiger along a cliff.

Stepping the Pace of Yu
We moved quickly and before long we were 
standing at the base of the ancient oak.

“We have to find a path up the cliff,” I 
said. “If only the moon would stay out!” 

Thick clouds like massive promontories 
floating in a transparent sea obscured the 
face of the moon from time to time, so 
that the scene alternated between silvery 
luminescence and tarry blackness.

“Here,” she called from a place behind the 
oak. “I think this is the head of the trail.”

“What about the dogs?”
“Old Hu told me once that dogs seemed 

to fear him intensely. I think if we find him 
we’ll be fine.” Her voice was rising above me 
as she ascended into the darkness.

When I reached the spot she had already 
disappeared but a precious moment of 
moonlight showed me the narrow path. I 
edged along the cliff to a place where I could 
see the top of the oak far below, when I heard 

the young woman’s voice and another: a low 
growling. Just around the bend ahead was a 
flicker, a crevice that led into a cave.

At the mouth of the cave I stood 
transfixed. She sat by a fire, on a carpet to 
the side, watching an old man, the one who 
had helped me escape. He now wore the 
yellow robe of a Daoist priest, striped with 
the eight trigrams. Old Hu moved with 
total focus, stepping deliberately along a 
pattern inscribed in the floor, a pattern that 
looked like the great dipper: seven stars. A 
step, pause, two steps, pause, step, drag the 
foot, two steps, pause. In his hands was an 
implement of some sort. All the while he 
intoned a sonorous chant.

I joined her on the rug. “What’s he doing?”
“It is the Pace of Yu,” she whispered, and 

held up her hand. “Speak no more until he is 
finished.” I sank to her side.

It may have been a trick of the firelight 
and the murk of the cavern, but the shape of 
the man flickered and shifted. At one point 
he seemed a tiger, stalking softly. At another, 
in a flash that jolted and shocked, I saw the 
boatman stepping the dance. I shook my 
head and it was only the old man. Just at that 
point he stopped and, gathering himself, 
turned to us.

“I’ve been waiting for you a very long 
time.”

“Um.” I stood up.
“You are here for a purpose. Try to 

remember.”
Despite the fact that this was the man that 

had freed me, I still had my doubts. Even the 
young woman said Old Hu was crazy and 
I had yet to make up my mind about her 
sanity either. On the other hand, who was I 
to speak? I didn’t even know how I’d gotten 
here.

“Look at me. Remember!”
I looked, but what drew my vision were 

his eyes. In the light of the lantern they were 
intense, a deep and fiery bronze-yellow; he 
put his hand on my shoulders and again I 
felt the claw-like grip. Something stirred, a 
long-forgotten memory of a dream in which 
I had faced and vanquished a monster, a 
monster hidden in some fearful place.

“Yes,” he said. “That is the way of it, the 
pattern that waits to be played out. And she 
is the essential part of it.”

“And then I can go back to my own world?”
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He did not answer, but turned to the 
young woman who had come up to stand 
beside me. Old Hu said “This man is the 
Son of the heavenly Sun, come forth out of 
Blackness, as you are the Daughter of the 
celestial Moon, resident of the Yellow Palace.”

She gave me a sideways glance with a brief 
lift of the eyebrows and a little smile that 
said see what I mean? 

Old Hu went on, “This man is the Warrior 
arisen from the sea of Black Water, he it is 
who has the will and the power to defeat 
your enemy and restore balance to this land, 
while you will bring it to harmony.”

Then she looked directly at me and the 
doubtful smile that crossed her face was 
quite insulting. Old Hu said quite a bit more 
but I missed it until he said, “The regent, 
your brother, has appropriated the wealth 
that should flow to all, and created the boggy 
marsh that prevents communion with the 
outside world.”

“Regent? My brother is ruler,” the young 
woman interjected.

“No, my lady. You are the rightful ruler. 
From an early age he was giving gifts and 
bribes, making promises, so that when 
the time came he took the throne. But the 
rightful succession is yours, by nature and 
by training.” 

Old Hu handed her the implement he had 
carried in the dance. It was a flail.

“You will know what this is for,” he 
said, “when you reach the valley. It is now 
prepared. Instruct him in its use.”

Then he turned to me. “Will you help 
her?”

“Yes,” I said, for I loved her.
“What if you knew that by choosing to 

help her, you would forfeit any chance to 
return to your own world? Would you make 
that sacrifice?”

I hesitated. Never go back? Then I looked 
at her. Tears pooled in her eyes but she 
refused to let them fall.

“Yes.”
Then he sat us down and drew a rough 

map, speaking as he did so. Finally he was 
pushing us out through the crevice. 

The High Road
We picked our way along a different path 
after leaving the cave, one that climbed 
steeply. The clouds had cleared and the 

moon guided us through a world of silver. 
Around the shoulder of the hill was a high 
plain in which, he had said, we would find 
an indication to guide us.

“What did he mean that I am the 
representative of Xuanwu and you of 
Xuanpin?” Old Hu’s forgotten words had 
come back to me as we moved.

“I don’t know,” she replied, panting. “But I 
don’t think it matters. We just have to follow 
his directions and play our roles.”

She stopped, her face solemn, and turned 
to me, placing her hand on my arm. “And, 
listen, I understand what you have given up 
to help me…”

I shrugged, and gently removed her hand. 
“I sense that I am meant to do this. To refuse 
for petty, selfish, reasons… Hell, I might as 
well have stayed with your brother.”

We found the high plain, and were glad to 
get off the narrow path and walk freely. But 
nothing suggested itself as a sign until the 
young woman said “See there? That tree looks 
just like the old oak. It could be its brother!”

It was extraordinarily similar, except 
for one thing: a spring flowed from a gap 
between its roots, a spring that pooled 
briefly then sprang away down the hillside, 
sparkling like mercury in the moonlight. We 
looked at each other and followed it.

Below us we could see a river that poured 
down from the high mountains in a series 
of cascades. The terrain became steep and 
rough before we reached the rushing water. 
As the first rays of sunlight hit the rocks, I 
could see veins of quartz with patches and 
threads of gold encased within.

We traced our way downstream until the 
river ran into a hole and disappeared with a 
splashing of white spray that rendered the air 
fresh and invigorating. We heard it flowing 
underground, murmuring and gurgling. 

“It must come out farther down the 
slope,” I said. She agreed and we picked our 
way along a descending path.

What we found, however, did not seem 
like the same river at all. 

The mouth where the river emerged from 
its underground course was a hole with 
what looked like worn down teeth, coated 
in garbage, issuing a foul fluid. The water 
moved sluggishly, choked with refuse, brown 
and stinking. The air around it was heavy 
and putrid. 

Kept under control,  
a Tao Tie can 
serve you faithfully, 
transforming  
certain substances.  
Otherwise it  
consumes you.

“
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We’ve known about 
them since the 

beginning, even back 
in the Shang dynasty. 

”
“What happened?” she asked.
“I think we’ve found the secret of the bog 

that has isolated your city.”
“But what is causing it?”
Try as we might, we could not find a way 

in, and finally were driven away from the 
water by its very stench. We crossed to the 
other side of the ridge. From this new vantage 
point we could see what looked like a large 
cavern, and all around it was devastation.

Tempering the Martial Fire
“Ta ma de,” she said, cursing. “It’s a Tao Tie.” 
We had crawled close to the forbidding 
cavern until we could peer some way into 
the gloom within. She must have had better 
eyesight, for what I saw made no sense to me, 
before we scurried backward to safety. The 
thing within appeared to have a huge mouth, 
one mouth attached to several bodies with 
numerous groping tentacles, but just one 
pair of hind legs. And it was eating, eating 
constantly.

“So you know what this is?” I asked.
“Yes, it’s a Tao Tie, I told you. We’ve known 

about them since the beginning, even back 
in the Shang dynasty. They are just not seen. 
The Lu Shi Chun Qiu calls them one of the 
world’s four major evils, remember?”

“What is it doing here?”
“I don’t know, but it must have something 

to do with my brother.” She looked grim. 
Then she sat up. “Here,” she said. “Old Hu 
said to give you this.”

She reached into her pack and handed me 
up the flail.

“So we’re going to whip it to death? Can’t 
we blow it up or something?”

“What do you mean, ‘we’? This is your 
job. You heard Old Hu! And anyway, all 
the tales say it should not be killed. If you 
whip the Tao Tie, it’ll stop eating so much 
and should get smaller. Kept under control, a 
Tao Tie can serve you faithfully, transforming 
certain substances. Otherwise it consumes 
you. Perhaps that’s what happened with my 
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brother. He lost control.”
“So how am I going to get close enough to 

use the whip? Look around. Anything even 
vaguely near that monster gets sucked into 
its maw. Maybe we should just leave this Tao 
Tie thing be.”

“No! This has ruined my city. See how it 
eats? The river is clogged with faeces, and 
that made the bog. You have to bring this 
monster under control.” She leaned forward, 
pressing herself against me, and gave me a 
slow kiss. Then she sat back, a laugh in her 
eyes, and said “It really is down to you, you 
know.”

I wondered how many men had died for a 
kiss like that.

I took the flail from her hand and began 
my approach, already knowing it was hope-
less. The Tao Tie was so overwhelming. 
Drawing closer, but still out of whip range, 
I could feel the power of its craving. I could 
identify with its desire, a desire for more, 
more of anything, as long as it filled that 
empty hole within. I looked around with 
hungry eyes, ready to devour… then I got a 
grip on myself. This was how it had grown so 
large. It was not a monster born of another 
monster, it was embodied greed, and those 
who felt with it were it.

I lashed feebly at one of the groping 
tentacles. It drew back, and the Tao Tie 
shrunk. I gave a couple more lashes, and the 
Tao Tie seemed to whimper and cower.

“That wasn’t so hard” I said, walking back 
to her with a swagger.

“Yes, because you didn’t do anything. Turn 
around and look.”

I did. The Tao Tie was bigger than ever, 
eating voraciously, tentacles grasping and 
reaching ever further.

“A Tao Tie is devious,” she said. “You think 
you’ve won, but as soon as your attention is 
diverted…”

I pressed my lips together, grasped the 
lash and strode forward. A stroke of the 
whip. The tentacle twisted and pulled back, 
then returned, looming high above me. I 
steeled myself and lashed harder. This time 
the tentacle withdrew, shrinking. I whipped 
another, then another. On and on I lashed, 
keeping a consistent rhythm, focusing my 
determination. Hours passed, hours that 
seemed like days. If I slacked, pausing for 
breath or to wipe away sweat, the Tao Tie 

seemed to rejoice and grow. More than once 
in my exhaustion I was in danger of being 
overwhelmed. But determination provides 
its own strength and its own joy, and despite 
my tiredness I applied the whip first to the 
extended tentacles, and finally, when I could 
reach it, to the body of the Tao Tie itself. It 
shivered and shook. The body was smaller, 
shrinking. My joy and sense of power 
increased. The Tao Tie was a little thing, now, 
pathetic; a few more lashes would finish it 
off forever. 

I reared up high for the death blow and 
felt my arm held back with gentle hands.

“Don’t kill it,” she said.
I turned eyes of fire and fury upon her, 

revelling in my victory, angry.
“We need it,” she said, gently insisting. I 

forced myself to listen.
“Look!” She pointed to the Tao Tie. It had 

changed its shape, and its very orientation: 
from the horizontal it had shifted to the 
vertical. Its tentacles, which had groped 
endlessly outwards, now stretched upwards, 
and rather as hands lifted in supplication 
than as grasping things. Its body, from being 
gross and swollen, slimmed and became 
almost transparent, and we became aware of 
a circulating inner glow that illuminated the 
whole cavern, reflecting softly the veins of 
gold within the rock.

The Hexagram Fu – Return
A swelling noise from outside the cavern 
drew us to the entrance. Coming up the 
slope was a crowd of people. I recognised 
several of the young men who had been 
lounging around the door to the town 
hall. They moved vigorously now and were 
hustling someone between them, a portly 
figure, bound with ropes.

It was the brother.
“My lady,” they said, and the crowd knelt 

on one knee before her. She indicated that 
her brother should be released. He shook 
himself and immediately began issuing 
commands. But no one listened, all their 
attention was on the new ruler.

She asked me to lead some of the men 
downstream to check the water. We found 
the mouth and the water gushing over the 
dentate rocks was definitely cleaner. I split 
the men and had the two groups survey the 
extent of the marshes.

I could feel the power 
of its craving. I could 
identify with its desire, 
a desire for more, 
more of anything, as 
long as it filled that 
empty hole within. 

“
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Once we had returned to the yellow-ochre 
palace, I advised her to cull the counsellors 
who had allowed and even encouraged her 
brother to such debilitating habits. 

After this, things changed in the city. The 
water now ran clean, but it took months 
before the boggy marshes were 
completely washed away.

It seemed natural 
that we marry. 
Having restored 
contact with the 
greater world, the 
city flourished, rich 
in trade, in arts and 
culture. She ruled 
with a light hand. 
I looked up to her, 
while she looked 
up to something 
higher, and I 
came to realise a 
tr ansfor mation 
of my very essence 
through my devotion 
to her. The birth of our 
granddaughter thrust 
me back in time to the 
birth of our son, and 
the intervening years 
seemed only a few 
moments occupied 
with trivial affairs of State, 
which troubled our lives as 
little as the towering clouds in the 
cerulean sky. Yet here I was, now, an old 
man, with pains in my knees and shortness 
of breath. 

One morning I left her with a kiss and 
went out walking. Before realising it I found 
myself under the huge oak at the foot of the 
cliff that held Old Hu’s cave. The bushes 
crackled behind me, and turning I saw a 
large tiger emerge from the undergrowth. 
Its fiery bronze eyes widened, and I ran, 
hobbling. I ran down the little stream that 
led to the sea, the tiger closing in, and at the 
moment of its leap I dodged and ran along 
the beach, puffing for breath. There was no 
sound of its chase in the sand and I risked a 
glance behind. Nothing. I stopped, bent over 
and panting desperately. Then the bushes 
parted and it was coming for me once more, 
bronze eyes blazing. I made it to the water 

and dove into the waves, swimming as far as I 
could underwater until forced to come up for 
air. My head burst through the surface and I 
gasped for breath. 

Yet something was strange. My knees hurt. 
I was kneeling on stone. Lifting my hands, 
I wiped the water from my eyes, but saw 
nothing. Was I blind? Then I realised there 
was no sun; it was dark. Finally I detected 
a faint glimmering to my left. It was a small 
fire. Shadows danced around the walls of the 
grotto. I pushed myself to my feet, stumbling 
and stiff.

“The tea is ready!” called the hermit.
And the boatman’s eyes shone bronze-

yellow in the firelight.  n


