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I will never forget the day Master Celestial enteray life, or the day he disappeared from it.
Fate has a strange way of tangling the threadsioéxistences, mysteriously weaving them into
an ephemeral fabric only to suddenly slash it exgs.

It was my young wife, Mist Flower, who first memied his name.

"Do you know that Mrs. Rose is hosting a tea pé&tyorrow afternoon? Several of us
are going, because she will have a special guestiev Celestial.”

"A poet?" | asked, aware of my wife's dreamy natur

"No, no!" she answered with a smile that dimpled theek. "A master of Time, a doctor
of the Earth, a familiar of Wind and Water."

"A geomancer!" | couldn't help growling. "Anothemarlatan!”

I'm a basically pragmatic person, and | prefer tbeghness of the concrete to the
softness of the ethereal. | lack that lively imagion that made my wife so charming. Mist
Flower would always grow enthusiastic when the talked to the immanent beauty of things.
She believed that our world rests on top of anotiwid, ancient but alive, that rises close to the
surface here and there, visible only to those wkaansitive to it.

"He's a master gfhong thuywhich the Chinese cdiéng shui' she said stubbornly. "He
has an excellent reputation. That's why Mrs. Roae turned to him. She wants Master
Celestial's help in rearranging her garden. Shex\s wynhappy with its present layout.”

Visiting some friends would distract Mist Flowerrfan afternoon, | thought. We had
been married for four years and | was often bugi wiy work at court, running the jail. What
could be more normal than for my wife to have daldife?

The weather was beautiful that morning, | rememiB#ouds were passing high in the
sky and the frangipani was in bloom. Thinking baxkv, however, | might have heard fate
chuckling in its corner.

* k% %

| left for court early, leaving my wife still in damland. For a little provincial town we had quite
a bit of work. It was small enough that we dideglfoverwhelmed by cases, but big enough that
we had our share of odd or sordid affairs. MandBan, who was in charge of the jurisdiction,
had seen many springs pass and now just wantednplete this final assignment in peace,
which explained the caution of his legal rulings.

Coming back from the courthouse that day | foundeifyin front of Mrs. Rose's house.
My steps had unconsciously led me there, as if driaywthe mysterious geomancer whose skill
I'd heard so much about.

Peering over the hedge, | saw a small group of @oim shimmering dresses respectfully
accompanying a man with his hair in a topknot. Amothers | recognized the heavily made-up
Mrs. Rose, cheery Mrs. Osmanthus, and Mist Flowsr slender wife. It made me heartsick to
see her surrounded by this gaggle of ecstatic woifle& geomancer had the body of a scholar



who rarely saw the light of day, draped in a tuemesbroidered with puffy clouds. But set in his
pale, clean-shaven face were two eyes so compéhatg could feel their power even from ten
steps away.

I ducked down to watch this curious procession geoled.

After slowly circling the little lily pond, the gup came near the hedge where | was
hiding.

"How can we fight the evil influences assailing Master?" | heard Mrs. Rose cry in a
tone of despair. "As | said, my husband often cammgl of nightmares in which he finds himself
completely naked in front of an audience that etgbin to recite that erotic nov@lhe Plum in
the Golden Vasé

"That is unfortunate,” Master Celestial concedabinty. "It all stems from an incorrect
arrangement of your garden. Because of the re@awyhrains, its surface has changed, settling
in some places and rising in others. As a resudt Minagon's Breath is not expressed in a
fortunate way."

With his thin arm he pointed to the mountainshia tistance and continued:

"There you can see the undulations of the Dragonyhose veins the vital essence
circulates—thekhi, or the Chinesehi, if you prefer. Our goal is to retain it so it imgretes this
place and makes it beneficial. The pond is a goed,i because calm water retains the breath.
The problem comes from the little stream flowind ofithis crack, here. The water cuts the site
in two, splitting the propitious vein and dispegsienergy.”

"Will Mrs. Rose's husband have to go on recitingantious novel in the all together?"
asked Mrs. Osmanthus, who had a taste for sexusnmsia

"No, he will be able to put his clothes back onewtthe stream is dammed. You should
then plant a row of trees to the north to protketdite."

Having finished his analysis, Master Celestiahtdt and gazed at the women massed
behind him.

From my hiding place | could sense the fascinatimngeomancer held for the group. His
strangely dark eyes were almost liquid, like moltead. He stared at the women without
blinking. Facing him, they seemed to have stoppedthing, completely at his mercy.

It made me heartsick to see Mist Flower so ent#dalShe was just a few steps away, yet
out of reach, as if separated from me by a sheateofHad the Dragon's Breath raised an
insurmountable barrier at that moment? Was the thigg burns in the depths of the earth
destroying the bonds that united us? Or was ibjeal, that invisible whore, draping herself
around my neck?

| came home that evening feeling tense. Would nfig greet me with a vacant look, her
mind elsewhere? Was her soul lost in the subtearanganders of that damned garden?

To my surprise, Mist Flower opened the door eggeas if she had been waiting for my
return. When | asked her about the afternoon spEdt with the geomancer, she answered only
vaguely, apparently not very interested in the enatt

"Master Celestial? Oh yes, he seems very compétientold us about the Azure Dragon
and the White Tiger."

| was reassured by the casualness of her answeerd/fhong thuyis concerned,
however, | would learn that winds could die dowrd amaters become still, only to furiously
whip up again later.

* % %



Life continued peaceably until one day | came headier than usual and felt the first gust of an
ill wind ruffle my calm surroundings.

| had just crossed my threshold when | saw Mistver standing with her back to our
bedroom door, wearing in her most beautiful siless: | was stirred by the sensual curve of her
hips and the loose strand of hair curled on heknés | drew closer, she suddenly turned
slightly, revealing the person facing her.

Finding ourselves nose to nose, Master Celestaed at me in silence. His high
cheekbones quivered as his eyes turned to moléeh le

"Your husband is home," he finally said.

Mist Flower jumped, turning a distraught face te.m

"I didn't expect you so early,” she stammeredinllited Master Celestial to try to
improve the layout of our house. It's possible tiatd influences have trouble being expressed
because of the poor placement of the openings..."

| was furious. The gods had not given us a chaitdi here, in order to circumvent destiny,
Mist Flower had invited this charlatan into our lesmwho was now pointing an accusing finger
at our bed.

"I can tell you right away that this bed is veroply placed,” he said. "Facing the door, it
causes a weakening of amorous energy. And beingededgainst the window aggravates the
loss."

His tone was probably neutral but | sensed a Mggranic, underlying contempt, all the
more insulting for being hidden. With such a bdautwife, the geomancer seemed to be
suggesting, how can one fail in the most deeplydmof gestures?

In the center of the room, he had unfolded a statit a round compass over a square
socket. On the yellow lacquered surface, which dregled into a number of concentric circles,
were engraved the names of the five elementswlpty-eight lunar mansions, and the twenty-
four periods of the year. In the center of therumsient a magnetized needle indicated the north-
south direction.

"Before anything else, we have to check your dnwgl spatial orientation,” Master
Celestial decreed.

Unnerved by our sudden encounter, | watched gedmeeded. Bent over the compass,
he aligned the needle on a mark on the first cildgng a weighted wire that ran through the
center of the compass, he then noted the orientafithe house.

"Your bedroom does not seem to be perfectly atigngheNién Duyéndirection, which
represents family happiness. That would explainr yaurent difficulties. But we might be able
to reestablish a good circulation kifi by hangingphong linhchimes in front of the bedroom
door."

He hung up an assemblage of bamboo tubes that alaalenonious clinking sound.

Standing next to him, my delighted wife was blaghiith pleasure, her hand on her
chest. | swear she had never looked at me withueshrmdmiration as she did him, and my heart
sank. With an odd feeling of defeat, | firmly shaldaster Celestial the door.

Mist Flower was talkative at dinner, convincedttblae would soon experience the joy of
being a mother. But when | held her in my arms thight, | felt that a leaden gaze was
observing our every gesture.

The weeks that followed were gloomy, poisoned litehiess and resentment. My wife's
good humor and the love songs she kept hummireglfitte with suspicion.



| decided to watch Master Celestial's activitigssely. The geomancer seemed to have
many clients, all interested in fortune or succeas-#you could attract good luck by hanging a
trinket in the wind! His most loyal customers wées. Sparrow the herbalist, who wanted to
expand her shop, and Mr. Xa, an ambitious clothr.dyae geomancer spent hours advising
them, using his compass and his magic formulas.diee, a handsome man with a full head of
hair, showed his gratitude by often inviting hinnteals.

Around that time, a strange transaction concludetveen the old Buu couple and Mr.
Xa, the dyer, came to my attention. The Buus, whedl in a house with a big garden not far
from ours, had decided to sell it to him for nextriothing. From a casual conversation with
neighbors, | learned that a prediction Master Gelesiade had terrified the couple. Because of
a dire conjunction between the heavens and thaitayfaheir land, they would soon experience
a reversal of fortune that would include an atrosialeath, he claimed. To avoid such a
calamitous future, the couple had accepted Xa®sr affthout arguing. | suspected collusion
between the geomancer and the dyer, but withootrradl complaint by the old couple, there
was nothing | could do.

Meanwhile, my relations with Mist Flower becamermand more tense. | felt she was
being seductive with me—was it to compensate faressin she had committed?—but | rejected
her, my mouth hard and my heart broken.

Then one evening an errand boy brought her a dfesatered silk. My wife turned pale,
not knowing what to say.

"Go put it on, since you ordered it!" | said amgri

She made no denial and obeyed, almost in teamat¢hed her suffering, enjoying a
vengeance that was tearing at my stomach. Go arehdear your gift from Master Celestial, |
thought, and may you die of shame.

But while my home life was collapsing and | watth@a vain for a misstep by the
geomancer, something happened that completely elathg situation.

* % %

| had no sooner reached the courthouse the nexthdayl noticed an unusual buzz in the air. |
slipped into the hearing room to watch the sessiaierway.

Wrapped in his flowing robe, Mandarin Doan wasspding at a dais trimmed with green
velvet, listening to his constituents’ grievandgsfore him lay a prostrate woman whose loud
sobbing had attracted the whole courtroom's atientiVvhen she stood up, | was surprised to see
that it was my wife's friend Mrs. Osmanthus, theeaful woman | had spied in Mrs. Rose's
garden. She was in obvious distress, and her egesned from weeping.

"Venerable mandarin,” she cried between two sttasje pity on the poor woman before
you!"

"Speak," ordered the mandarin, taken aback byiaurst.

"I have come to you about an unfortunate busimesslving a grave! My mother-in-law
just died, and my husband wanted to be sure thafawnily cemetery was propitious for her
burial. So he asked the advice of Master Celestialeomancer whose skill | had praised to
him."

Hearing that name startled me, and | listened roarefully to the woman's lamentations.



"Master Celestial strongly advised against burymmg mother-in-law in the family plot
because of incompatibfghong thuylf she were buried there, he said, she would Iposed to
bad influences and be condemned to wander forever."

Moaning, she fell silent.

"Go on," ordered the judge.

"After consulting his compass many times, Mastete€tial told us that the only place
favorable to my mother-in-law's burial was locagéédhe edge of the forest.”

"So what?"

"Alas, there was already a grave there," she saiffling. "But since the geomancer had
been categorical, my husband decided to..."

Unable to continue, she knelt and pounded hehé&ae on the tiled floor.

"Don't waste the venerable judge's time!" snapghechead guard.

Mrs. Osmanthus continued hoarsely:

"My husband decided to open the grave and punbibier's body in it."

A shocked silence fell on the court room. Violgtia grave! That was an extremely
serious crime, and severely punished.

"My husband knew that it was forbidden, but higaffipiety drove him to commit the
irreparable.”

"Why didn't he try to hide this shameful actiom®ked Mandarin Doan, intrigued.

"Because one of his colleagues who was passindgisawand threatened to report him. In
a panic, and not knowing what to do, my husband—"

She gave a cry of despair before continuing:

"—hanged himself last night!"

A murmur rang through the assembly while the widdawed at her face. Sitting there, |
felt great sadness for her, but at the same tirdesiribable excitement at the idea that the
geomancer was the source of this tragedy.

"What is the name of this colleague?" asked Mandaoan.

"Mr. Xa. He and my husband were the town's tworslyehave come to demand justice,
because that man caused my husband's death!"

The judge spent a long moment lost in thought) thedivered his verdict.

"This Mr. Xa drove your husband to suicide, bu$ imtentions were basically good,
because violating a grave is an odious crime."

Lying on the floor, Mrs. Osmanthus writhed in pain

"However, it was Master Celestial's disastroudyammathat incited your husband to open
the tomb. Profaning a grave is reprehensible, heiting someone to do it is even worse. The
laws of Wind and Water would never dictate suchalvedr. | want that imposter arrested!"

| could hardly believe my ears. Finally, | had Ma<Celestial at my mercy!

The geomancer was immediately hauled before Mamd2aoan, who ordered him to
explain the advice he had given to Mrs. Osmanthusband.

"l translate the wishes of Heaven," said the geweg looking regal in his cloud-
spangled tunic. "I am the instrument of the golds,dnly one able to read the undulations of the
Azure Dragon and the stirrings of the White Tigeam the Master of Time! Seek the guilty
party among men, and not among the elect of thedrtais!"

His arrogance was more than the judge could stand.

"Lock him up!" cried old Doan furiously, and orddrthat he be given ten strokes with a
bamboo cane.



| personally supervised moving the geomanceritoH& was very downcast, despite his
haughty ways. People crowded around, mutteringfezkby the arrest of a soothsayer. My men
were about to lead him down to the cells when Xddsuly pushed to the front of the crowd of
spectators. A broad-shouldered man, he was impicaabssed and looked elegant in his
pleated jacket. He was clearly angered by the geoens last words, which seemed to implicate
him. Master Celestial gave him that leaden glan&aew so well, nailing him to the spot. A
strange connection seemed to spring up between thdnthen Xa shouted:

"Charlatan! Swindler!"

The enraged geomancer broke free from his guatdwshed at the dyer. They struggled
and punched each other, much to the spectatorgjhdeMy men finally separated the
adversaries and led the Master of Time to his edllle Xa straightened his clothes, grumbling.

| had Master Celestial put in our smallest, darhpgedi, where he sat down without a
word. | was filled with fierce glee at the thoughat Mandarin Doan would sentence him to a
punishment that matched his treacherous ways.

The news of Master Celestial's arrest did not seeiffect my wife unduly. Her face
impassive, she merely served me my evening rigdence. | had given up trying to understand
her, and hoped only that our life together wouldime to normal now that the deceitful louse was
rotting in jail.

Next day the geomancer requested an audienceMeatidarin Doan. | had him brought
up, hoping that he would irritate the judge furtiveith his pompous declarations. But the
trickster had decided to change his tone.

"Honorable mandarin,"” he began in a honeyed vdiceias wrong to get carried away
yesterday. | never intended to offend you with mgtgstations. | am the Master of Time, but
more than that, | am your humble constituent.”

Flattered, Doan encouraged him to continue.

"l realize that this whole misunderstanding stéram the fact that the unfortunate Mrs.
Osmanthus doesn't believe in my soothsaying difean prepared to prove the extent of my
powers in order to clarify the situation."

"How do you plan to do that?"

"Leave me in my cell without any contact with tbetside world. If | can make
predictions and they come true, you'll recognizg tham a true soothsayer and able to see the
designs of the gods."

Chin in hand, the mandarin thought for a while. s did, | could feel my stomach
tighten.

"Very well," Doan finally said. "I'll give you twalays to prove your powers. If you're
successful, you will be released. If not, | willude your punishment.”

The geomancer gave a gratified smile and bowey deeply. With a heavy tread, | led
him back to his cell.

The guards were ordered to forbid him all visit@sly a trusted officer was allowed to
bring his food. The geomancer asked for a spealaf vegetables and eggs so that he could
concentrate, claiming that meat clouded his visionsersonally checked the locks on his cell
and when left, a thousand lugubrious thoughts wieing in my brain.

The next day, after a meal of hard-boiled eggs@ckied cabbage duly inspected by the
jailer, Master Celestial asked for an audience M#ndarin Doan. He prostrated himself before
the magistrate and announced in a disembodied:voice



"You who doubt my gifts of second sight, know tlaabeggar will die under a bridge
outside of town today."

"Explain yourself!" cried Doan.

But the geomancer refused to say another word) exeen being severely beaten. He
was dragged back to his cell practically unconssiovhile | dispatched a group of men to the
bridge in question.

We were too late.

Under the bushes lay the body of a beggar.

Mandarin Doan was now starting to see the prisamer new light. Suppose he really
was a master clairvoyant? In that case, wouldn'béen excellent counselor? To my great
displeasure, | could feel the wind shifting. So dnthnded a second prophesy in order to
eliminate any chance of fraud. The first predictemuld have been an unfortunate coincidence.
For his peace of mind, the magistrate agreed.

The geomancer spent another night in total ismhati

Even after all these years, | swear | would givelifie to take back the demand | made.

* k% %

The pink dawn had barely begun to brighten the daoktops when | got out of bed. | left my
wife still wrapped in dreams, her hair spread awer pillow like silk waving in the wind, and
feverishly headed to court. What would that damangencer find to impress Mandarin Doan
today? And how had he managed to predict that peggar's death? | couldn't bring myself to
believe in his powers, yet he'd been completelyotiurom the outside world...

The prisoner was still asleep when | appearedsatdil, and | had to busy myself with
other cases while waiting for him to get aroundéhivering his prediction for the day. It was
only at the hour of the Rooster that he agreegé¢als.

"Another tragedy will take place," said the geon&n"A violent death."

"Whose?" asked an impressed Mandarin Doan.

Master Celestial's eyes darkened as he said the.na

| never ran faster in my life.

Mist Flower greeted me in her beautiful shimmerdrgss, hair framing her unusually
pale face. Her open arms silently called to me,landhed to them, weeping. She was lying in a
pool of blood flowing from her slit throat. As | gged her cold body, | felt an unquenchable
hatred boiling up in me.

| strode back to the prison feeling shattered, eygs dry and my heart dead. Master
Celestial would die at my hands. | had no idea hewhad killed my wife; all | wanted was to
beat him to death.

But the jail was empty. My men had brought the sidack to Mandarin Doan, and he
had freed the geomancer while | was clutching mfg wi her bloody clothes.

| buried her on a rainy day, and left town.

* k% %

Prison administrator Banh fell silent, as old gbadowly faded from his haggard eyes.
"What a tragic story!" exclaimed the poetess.
"Did you ever see Master Celestial again?" askédlar Dinh.



"Only in my dreams, where | kill him again and mgasaid Banh. "But he won't die,
because he returns in my worst nightmares whemtn is full and the clouds are racing."

Their eyes downcast, the banquet guests fiddlgd thieir chopsticks. Mandarin Tan
murmured something to Hoang, the steward, who veetiite kitchens.

"I wonder if it's better to have an innocent pergoprison than a murderer on the loose,"
speculated the apothecary.

"Especially a monster as influential as a corggamancer!" chimed in his wifePhong
thuy masters have such powers of fascination...”

"Are you positive that Master Celestial killed yaife?" asked Mandarin Tan.

The guests all turned to the young magistrateliprsse.

"Who else could have such a powerful motive?" ddRanh. "He was trying to seduce
Mist Flower, and | was the one who insisted thabédept in jail."

"Let's not forget that he sent Mr. Banh's wiferass,” said the tailor. "A gift that revealed
his love for her."

Mandarin Tan leaned forward and asked:

"But how could Master Celestial kill someone wlnenwas in jail?"

"He's a master gbhong thuy' cried the poetess. "He speaks to Wind and Wated,
probably to the infernal powers as well."

Dinh spoke up: "He may have had outside help."

"But he was completely isolated in his cell," sBid Pork firmly.

The prison administrator ran a hand through higesmair. "In any case | can't see who
would have wanted to help that charlatan," he said.

They all looked at Mandarin Tan. He shrugged amded to the tax collector, who hadn't
said anything yet.

"What do you think?"

"I have a hunch there was someone else involvelisnaffair, but | can't imagine who,"
answered the young man thoughtfully.

The tailor agreed. "In that case this unknown @emsould've had to communicate with
the geomancer somehow."

Mandarin Tan looked at the guests around the .tdlle mood was tense. They had put
down their chopsticks and seemed to be thinking.har

"Go over the geomancer's circle of acquaintanaesd,” Tan suggested.

"There was Mrs. Sparrow, the herbalist, and Mr, ¥e& dyer,” Banh said. "But they
didn't know my wife, so why would they kill her?"

Dr. Pork raised a perfectly manicured finger. "Didyou say that Xa moved into the
house he got from the Buu couple?”

"Thanks to the pernicious advice given by the gaoeer,” added the tax collector. "l bet
the dyer was his accomplice.”

"The dress!" suddenly exclaimed Dinh, slapping foiehead. "What if the gift didn't
come from the geomancer but from this new neiglhstead? Suppose the handsome dyer had
plotted to get rid of the old couple to be near@nan he desired? Mr. Banh's wife found his
advances unwelcome, but Xa persisted. That's waysis upset when the present arrived.”

Frowning, the prison administrator began to loalep

"So you think it was handsome Xa who was chasigguife, and not the geomancer?”

"You better believe it," said the doctor smootHigcholar Dinh is a specialist in the
affairs of the heart, particularly immoral ones."



"But how did the two men manage to communicate’Re@dsthe apothecary. "Mrs.
Osmanthus's complaint was unexpected, so nobodydwwave predicted that the geomancer
would be arrested.”

Mandarin Tan said nothing, forcing them to comenith the answer on their own.

The tailor furiously scratched his temples, thaatously said:

"They made contact only once after Master Celestarest: when they fought in the
courtroom."

"That's correct,” said the magistrate encouraging|

"That's when the dyer was able to pass the geananeessage,” interrupted the tax
collector. "And in his note he outlined a plan..."

"What plan?" asked Tan.

At a loss, the guests fell silent.

"The prediction stratagem,” said the doctor caatiitly.

"But how?" cried the apothecary's wife, her chdikshed with excitement. "That's what
we have to figure out."

The unanswered question hung in the air.

Prison administrator Banh was now feeling veryagd. What if he had been looking in
the wrong place all these years, directing hisduhaind bitterness at an innocent man?

Suddenly Steward Hoang appeared at Banh's sidbarded him something wrapped in
a cotton cloth.

Banh glanced at Tan, who signaled him to unwraptokage.

"A hard-boiled egg!" he said in surprise, examinincarefully.

"Crack it open," said the magistrate.

He obeyed, under the curious eyes of the othertgues

As Banh peeled away fragments of shell, writtenratigzrs appeared on the firm egg
white that spelled the name "Mist Flower." Wide-@y8&anh stared at the egg as if he were
suddenly gazing into all the shadowy parts of laistp

The tax collector turned to Tan.

"How did you figure out the trick?" he asked admitiy.

Said Mandarin Tan: "When | realized that the penstwo was really pulling the strings
was Mr. Xa—a man furious at a beautiful woman whd hejected him—I immediately thought
of his profession. Dyers use alum to fix dyes iotltl Alum is extracted from a mineral and is
also used by doctors as an astringent. | askedtéveard to make an alum solution and write
these characters on the raw egg. When cooked, ghenbite hardens and retains the brush
strokes, but they are invisible on the shell.”

Finally rid of his ghosts, the aged prisoner adstmator looked up.

Banh said simply, "Thank you, Mandarin Tan."
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