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The Blood-drenched Bridal Chamber


(1) 
Pow pow, pow pow!
Just after the bright red firecrackers were lit, the gongs and drums and other musical instruments started up in unison, joining with the sounds of happy laughter in a mighty, joyous tumult.
Through the smoke from the firecrackers appeared a jubilant face beaming with smiles.
There were people inside and out Ouyang Manor’s main hall, everyone wreathed with smiles, and the one smiling the most and laughing the loudest was the lord of the manor—“One Palm Shakes the Central Plains” Ouyang Changshou.
Ouyang Changshou, just like his name, was long-lived, already seventy, yet still hale and hearty like a middle-aged man. Aside from the long grayish white beard you wouldn’t be able to tell that he was an old man of seventy.
Ouyang Changshou’s hearty laughter wasn’t because today was his seventieth birthday. It was because today he was becoming a father-in-law.
His son, Ouyang Peng was marrying the female disciple of Abbess Kindheart of Clear Voice Hermitage, the martial world renowned “Pretty Swallow” Chao Xiaoyan!

      ***Ouyang Changshou’s wife, Zhao Siniang had long been famed throughout the jianghu. Her family was a famed hereditary house of the martial world out of Hebei.
“Iron Palm, Gold Sabre” Zhao Rongguo was known by almost everyone in the jianghu, and everyone respected him.
Now, Zhao Siniang wore a crimson ceremonial robe as she made the rounds through the hall, socializing with the guests. If Ouyang Changshou looked young for his age, Zhao Siniang looked even younger, still possessing the graceful charm of a faded beauty.
In fact she was not all that old, only forty or so.
Ouyang Changshou had become a father at the age of fifty, and at the time, Zhao Siniang was only nineteen, but no one felt that there was a huge disparity in their ages.
The fifty-year-old Ouyang Changshou could still attract a number of young women, and could even beat out a number of younger rival suitors.
Back then, there were at least a dozen, if not more, young men under Zhao Siniang’s charms.
However, once Ouyang Changshou appeared, Zhao Siniang was taken by his mature charm, unrestrained, debonair bearing, his status within the martial world, and conscientiousness that surpassed that of other younger men.
Zhao Siniang married Ouyang Changshou three months later, and a year after that gave birth to Ouyang Peng. After she and Ouyang Changshou got together, Luoyang’s Ouyang Manor and Hebei’s Zhao Family became even more famous and prestigious!
Consequently, even though Ouyang Changshou was seven years older than his father-in-law, no one felt that the marriage was inappropriate. On the contrary, it was praised throughout the martial world.
Today, not only was Ouyang Changshou happy, Zhao Siniang also felt limitless pride.
Above and below the Yellow River, even north and south of The Yangtze, not a few famous heroes had come to be well-wishers of the Ouyang family.
Even Shaolin Monastery had sent two elder disciples of the Bai generation to Ouyang Manor as wedding guests, and Daosenior Blue Void, disciple of the head of Wudang, had come along with several famed disciples to attend as distinguished guests.
(2)
“The auspicious hour has arrived for the new bride and groom to exchange vows before heaven and earth!”
After Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan bowed to heaven and earth, they faced Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang and bowed three times.
Everybody praised the beautiful woman to no end, and from the tall and eminent stature and handsome face of Ouyang Peng one could guess at how suave his old man had been back in the day!
Chao Xiaoyan’s master—Abbess Kindheart, was not in attendance, which came somewhat as a surprise to the guests.
Not only were the guests astounded, when his son and daughter-in-law bowed to Ouyang Changshou, the attentive among the guests detected a trace of trembling and amazement on Ouyang Changshou’s face.
When the newlyweds had finished exchanging bows, the banquet began.
Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang were overjoyed, radiant with happiness as they led the newlyweds around to the tables to give toasts.
“Five Tigers Soul-severing Sabre” Peng Gongzhi was known for his booming Thunder God voice, “In the past Brother Ouyang defeated countless adversaries to get Sister-in-law. Today, Worthy Nephew Peng has done the same. Truly, a tiger father doesn’t have a dog son!”
His voice was loud, so nearly all of the guests heard him and there was a burst of laughter following.
Ouyang Changshou glanced at his son and laughed, “Brother Peng really is a joker, you mentioning that with me as old as I am, you’ll make everyone laugh their teeth out!”
The master of Peacock Hall, Five-colored Peacock Zi Cuique said with a tightlipped smile, “How is the Master of Ouyang Manor old? If you cut off that beard others would think you and Worthy Nephew were brothers!” Zi Cuique’s tongue was loose, but her conduct was aboveboard. Everyone who walked the white path deemed her a friend, and so even though she spoke out of turn, no one found it offensive.
She said to Zhao Siniang, “Little Sister always runs her mouth off and doesn’t mince words, Fourth Sister, don’t be angry. Actually, Fourth Sister is even more youthful, not like Little Sister. Later I’ll have to ask Fourth Sister to share with me your secret for preserving your looks!”
Zhao Siniang laughed, “You are a smooth-tongued one. Big Sister is only a year or two older than you but looks eight or ten years older. It’s I who should be asking you!”
Everyone roared with laughter!
Ouyang Changshou said a few more polite banalities, then returned to his seat with the newlyweds.
Guests and hosts alike thoroughly enjoyed the banquet, eating and drinking till the second watch before finally breaking up.
Ouyang Manor was on the outskirts of Luoyang and occupied dozens of acres, houses row upon row, so all the guests were held overnight by their host.
Once the banquet was over, some of the guests busied themselves with hazing the newlyweds. Of course it was not appropriate for Daosenior Blue Void or the two Shaolin greatmasters Bailu and Baide to go.
Ouyang Changshou instead set up three tables in the inner hall with wine and meat and vegetarian dishes and invited a party of men to join him.
Accompanying them was the Ouyang family head steward, Zhan Tianhong.
Great Xia of Zhongzhou Cui Yishan was the closest with Ouyang Changshou. He offered a toast to Ouyang Changshou and said, “Brother Changshou, on this happy day you become a father-in-law, don’t let us keep you. Us old guys have been friends for decades, there’s no need to greet us!”
Daosenior Blue Void interjected, “Almsgiver Cui is right, Almsgiver Ouyang, go and entertain the guests outside.”
Ouyang Changshou pondered to himself for a moment. “We’ve been friends for decades and rarely get together. Today being able to all assemble in one room is rare feat, of course I’m going to enjoy a great chat with you brothers!” He turned to Zhan Tianhong. “Tianhong, you go see to everyone for me!”
Zhan Tianhong excused himself and left the table.
After the watchman’s clapper sounded the third watch, neither guests nor host were the least bit tired, conversing happily. By the looks of it, they’d likely be talking through daybreak.
(3)
In the bridal chamber, the flames of the dragon & phoenix candles leapt and fluttered, making the dark red decor a dazzling bright red. Hence the joyous occasion was even livelier.
A group of young men were packed into the newlywed chamber, coming up with all sorts of ways to tease the newlyweds.
Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan were happy and bashful and impatient for them to hurry up and leave so they could drink their nuptial wine cup and go together to “Shaman Mountain”.1
Luckily, the bride’s maid came to the rescue and ushered everyone out.
One of the young men suddenly said, “Brother Ouyang, when we leave it must be the bride who sees us off!”
Another added, “Right right, the bridegroom has to lead the bride in seeing us off, otherwise we’ll stay here till daybreak!”
Ouyang Peng reached out to take Chao Xiaoyan’s jade hand, but Chao Xiaoyan jerked her hand back.
The young man who had just spoken laughed. “Brother Ouyang, as the saying goes, one notch of a spring night is worth a thousand gold. You have to think of a way to get the Sister-in-law to let you lead her in seeing us out!”
Everyone burst out laughing and carried on egging them on.
Ouyang Peng plucked up his courage and said a few words into Chao Xiaoyan’s ear, and then she let him take her hand.
Everyone roared with laughter again, then, finally satisfied, left.
Just as Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan were seeing their guests out, the rear window suddenly opened and a masked person in black dove inside.
The masked person quickly hid under the bed just as Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan returned.
The bride’s maid carried in the nuptial wine, said a few complimentary remarks, exacted a tip, then went out and shut the door.
Ouyang Peng’s heart was pounding as he reached out and lifted the red veil from Chao Xiaoyan’s face.
In the candlelight, Chao Xiaoyan was mouthwateringly beautiful. She lowered her head, not daring to look at Ouyang Peng.
“Wife, there’s no one here now, no need to be shy. Let Hubby offer my wife this cup!”
Chao Xiaoyan tittered and picked up the wine cup before her and clinked it against Ouyang Peng’s, then tilted her head back to drink it down.
Ouyang Peng laughed, “Wife, hold on, let Hubby say a few words first!”
“You still have something to say at a time like this?” Chao Xiaoyan blushed and looked into her wine cup.
“This cup of wine is from husband to wife, hoping that next year Wife can bear me a healthy boy!”
Chao Xiaoyan’s blush deepened and she tsked, “If I knew you weren’t going to be serious with that oily mouth of yours, how could I have ever entrusted myself forever to you!”
Ouyang Peng grinned. “This is the most serious, don’t you want to be holding a grandson soon?” He side-eyed her. “If you want to hold a grandson, naturally you have to first hold a son!”
Chao Xiaoyan seemed to be feverish, turning to the side too shy to face him.
“Hee hee, actually it’s my dad who wants to hold a grandson. Ai, you know my dad’s getting on in years, naturally he’s anxious to hold a grandson, you must be understanding towards the old man.”
Chao Xiaoyan tsked, don’t use Dad as an excuse!”
Ouyang Peng wrapped his arms around her waist. “Actually I’ve been waiting for this day, about to wear my eyes out in anticipation!”
Chao Xiaoyan sighed faintly and slowly raised her head.
“Sister Yan, you’re really beautiful!” Ouyang Peng couldn’t help but stare foolishly at her. “That day you first came to my house, Steward Zhan said you looked a lot like me. He thought you were my little sister. Is that funny or what?”
“Do I look a bit like you?”
“You think so too?” Ouyang Peng said, “A little bit. Probably every handsome man and beautiful woman look a bit alike!”
Chao Xiaoyan hit him lightly, “Big Brother Peng, you’re shameless!”
Ouyang Peng couldn’t resist kissing her forehead, and he grabbed her up in his arms. “What Brother Ke said a minute ago was right, one notch of a spring night is worth a thousand gold. All these words I’ve said have probably wasted 10,000 taels already!”
Chao Xiaoyan’s blush had faded, but now it came back again. The corners of her mouth were turned up in a smile and she gently closed her eyes.
Ouyang Peng set her down on the bed and he hurriedly took off his boots and got onto the bed.
Chao Xiaoyan was pleasantly surprised and her eyes opened a crack and caught sight of the rear window. She said modestly, “The window, it’s… It’s not shut.”
Ouyang Peng quickly got up and shut the window and eagerly jumped back on the bed and let down the red satin bedcurtain embroidered with mandarin ducks!

      ***The bed boards creaked and the sounds of heavy breathing mingled with faint, gentle panting.
Chao Xiaoyan was dripping with sweat, her arms around Ouyang Peng’s back. Panting, she said, “Big Brother Peng, take a short break…”
Before she finished, there was a thud and a sharp sword suddenly plunged through the bottom of the bed, penetrating Chao Xiaoyan’s back and running on through and out Ouyang Peng’s back!
The tip of the sword flashed and then drew back out and a stream of blood spurted, then kept on gushing out.
Chao Xiaoyan let out a soft “Ah” and then nothing.
Ouyang Peng let out a muffled grunt and all movement suddenly ceased.
The bride’s maid just happened to be at the door when she heard it. She went happily to Zhao Siniang to announce the good news. “The big event has been completed!”
As soon as the sound of the bridge’s maid’s footsteps receded, the black figure leapt up at once from under the bed.
The black figure raised the bedcurtain to take a look and wiped the blood off the sword with the clothes strewn on the floor, then wrapped the sword around their waist, the tip going into the eye of the pommel ring, becoming an ingenious belt. All ready, they went back out through the window.

      ***It was still all jubilation within the Ouyang estate, from Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang on down to the maids and servants, all happy and rejoicing for Young Master.
Several of the maidservants who suffered from unrequited love in their disappointment hid under their quilts and wept quietly. Sounds of joyful laughter were still frequently heard from the outer courtyard of the inner chambers.
Inside the bridal chamber, the precious dragon & phoenix candles burned happily. A stream of blood suddenly flowed down from the bed, a pool of bright red blood growing on the floor, making the bridal chamber even more noticeably dark red.
A gust of night wind blew in from the rear window and the candlelight suddenly went out and the room was pitch-black as ink.
Bright and clear moonlight illuminated every corner of Ouyang Manor, but could not illuminate the bridal chamber.


1.
      Going to Shaman Mountain 巫山 means to have sex.
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A Shocking Turn of Events


(1) 
Seventh month sunlight shone on the hall at dawn. Breakfast had already been laid out, though not as extravagant fare as the night before, it was still an intimidating spread.
Ouyang Changshou had not slept the whole night and he was still in high spirits, all smiles.
Everything was prepared, only the bridegroom had not yet come out with his bride to pay his respects and serve tea. The guests had stayed overnight and were still a bit hungover, but they all wore happy expressions too, to be able to be guests at Ouyang Manor this morning. Just that was enough to give them a big head.
Ouyang Changshou finally cleared his throat and said a few words to his wife, Zhao Siniang, who called at once for the bride’s maid to go hurry her son and daughter-in-law along.
Ouyang Changshou promptly put in, “My boy is ignorant and lacks proper etiquette to keep you all waiting so long. This old rotter is awfully sorry. When he comes out this old rotter will have him apologize to you all.”
Everyone said, “No worries, it’s still early!”
But the younger guests pursed their lips and smiled knowingly.
The young man surnamed Ke who was hazing the newlyweds last night said softly to his companion, “Who would have thought Brother Ouyang would have really given it to her!”
His buddy chuckled, “Can the bride help that she’s such a flower, must be Brother Ouyang not only practiced late but is having another lesson this morning!”
After a while and the bride’s maid not back yet, Ouyang Changshou’s smile faded and he turned around and said, “Tianhong, go check on them. No matter what you have to have them out in less time than it takes to drink two cups of tea! As soon as he gets married he loses all respect for his elders!”
Zhao Siniang nudged him and said softly, “Lower your voice, lest people hear and laugh!”

      ***When Zhan Tianhong returned his face was pale and ashen. His tongue was in knots and he couldn’t get a word out.
Ouyang Changshou flew into a rage, “Where is that little animal?”
“Old Master, Young Master… Young Master and the Young Lady…”
Ouyang Changshou’s face softened a bit and he eyed Zhao Siniang with a faint smile. He mock scolded, “That despicable thing! And the bride’s maid?”
Zhan Tianhong seemed to have picked up a stutter, “She… She fell at the doorway…”
Zi Cuique stifled a giggle. “Who knew she was an even more despicable thing!”
Peng Gongzhi laughed. “Worthy Nephew is worried about you getting impatient for a grandson! Hah, you see, Little Brother, didn’t I say so last night, a tiger father doesn’t have a dog son!”
The guests laughed loudly.
Zhao Siniang blushed as red as a kaki persimmon.
Ouyang Changshou smiled apologetically. “This child is a bit impatient, but this is too much. He’s gonna get it later!” His own playboy ways had become second nature, and the boy’s behavior was actually to his liking. He felt the boy could be taught.
Zhan Tianhong stamped his foot and said urgently, “It’s not that, it’s, it’s…”
Ouyang Changshou’s face sank. “Then what is it? Tianhong, why are you hemming and hawing like this today?”
Zhan Tianhong bent down and whispered into Ouyang Changshou’s ear.
Ouyang Changshou’s face turned when he heard it and his hands and feet trembled. After a long while he pushed back from the table and softly called out, “Siniang, come with me to check it out!” He pulled his wife’s sleeve and strode toward the inner chambers.
Everyone was stunned, not knowing what was going on.
Peng Gongzhi said, “Ole Changshou went off in such a hurry, do you think the bride couldn’t stand it?”
The young man surnamed Ke cut in, “I’d say so, didn’t Senior say a tiger father doesn’t have a dog son?”
Peng Gongzhi guffawed and everyone else busted out laughing.
Daosenior Blue Void and Greatmasters Bailu and Baide softly intoned the name of Buddha.
The food was cold and the pastries too, and not only had Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan not come out yet, even Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang had not come back either.
Now, all the guests in the hall were astonished, not knowing what had happened.
A while later, Steward Zhan Tianhong finally came out of the inner hall. “Honored guests, the master has instructed that he has some matters to attend to and can not come out. He asked everyone to go ahead and eat without him. In a little while, the master will come out see you all.”
Peng Gongzhi said loudly, “Steward Zhan, what happened?”
“Sorry, I’m not really sure myself. Everyone, don’t be angry, go ahead and have your meal. Master will come and tell you himself.”
Cui Yishan and Peng Gongzhi looked at each other, puzzled.
After the meal, a large group of family retainers came out of the inner hall and not only cleaned up the tables and took them away, they also took down the red curtain with “double happiness” written on it in big characters.
Everyone looked at each other in blank dismay, all feeling that something was wrong.
The red curtain was taken down and replaced with a white one, along with an incense burner and spirit tablets. Zhan Tianhong lit two big white candles.
Zi Cuique had a sharp eye. When she saw the small characters on the spirit tablets she blurted out, “It’s Master Ouyang’s lordson and his daughter-in-law!”
The hall was instantly abuzz with cries and murmurs.
As everyone was busy being shocked, Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang emerged from the inner chambers. Their crimson wedding attire had been changed to white mourning, and in that brief span Ouyang Changshou seemed to have aged ten years. Now if one were to say he looked young for his age people would laugh their teeth out.
Zhao Siniang was no different than he, except for one addition: her eyes were swollen, her cheeks stained with tears.
Though there were a thousand or so people in and around the hall, it was so quiet you could hear a needle drop, as if in the blink of an eye everyone had stopped stopped breathing.
Ouyang Changshou’s eyes swept the room, the muscles in his face twitching, his long beard quivering despite no wind, and his legs trembled nonstop.
After a long time, Zhao Rongguo softly cleared his throat and said in a soft voice, “Changshou, what happened to Peng’er?”
A sharp cry suddenly escaped Zhao Siniang’s lips, followed by heart-wrenching sobs. “Dad… Your daughter’s son has died tragically!”
The guests in the main hall had guessed as much, but it hit different coming from the mouth of Zhao Siniang, and their hearts instantly dropped. Several couldn’t help but cry out in alarm.
After the sharp cries there was a period of suffocating silence. Zhao Rongguo was shaking and Ouyang Changshou was tottering like he was sifting rice, as if he could fall over at any moment.
Peng Gongzhi didn’t dare utter a sound, and Bailu and Baide kept chanting the name of Buddha, followed by future life mantras in low voices, their voices getting louder and louder, booming like muffled thunder in Zhao Rongguo’s ears, shaking his heart so that it hammered wildly without end.
Zi Cuique quietly removed her scarlet cloak.
Ouyang Changshou suddenly bellowed, “Whoever has animosity with me, come at me, why murder an innocent?”
Zhao Rongguo suddenly turned around and swept his eyes across the crowd, who felt hiss gaze was as cold as ice, as sharp as a knife.
“Whoever is the murderer, step forward!” Zhao Rongguo was raging, hair like a raging male lion, his beard and hair all bristling.
Zhan Tianhong urgently said, “Su Gongzhi, Tan Xingjia, Mo Peihua, you three take men and guard every entrance, the main entrance, the side entrances, and every little corner gate, shut them all up, and no one is to be permitted to leave without orders! Foreman Chu will be in charge of this!”
Everyone’s face turned and Daosenior Blue Void put his palms together and declared, “Buddha of Infinite Longevity!”1
Ouyang Changshou’s nerves were shaken. He suppressed his racing thoughts and said in an acrid voice, “I’m old and near death have lost my beloved son and fine daughter-in-law. This day of great rejoicing has turned, and the bridal chamber has become a land of ghosts, a happy occasion turned to one of mourning. You all can guess what I’m feeling right now. I’m offending you, but please everyone remain in my humble abode for a few days. I’m really sorry for any inconvenience. Once the murderer is ferreted out, I will host a banquet by way of apology.”
The guests started up murmuring and talking in low voices, kicking up a small disturbance.
Peng Gongzhi, voice quavering, said, “What Brother Ouyang said is reasonable. Everyone here is a goodfellow of the jianghu. If you know you have not killed Worthy Nephew, then there is nothing to worry about!” His sabreplay was superb and he was highly esteemed, and with his thunderclap temper, no one dared contradict him.
Peng Gongzhi looked around him. “If you are the killer then step forward if you have the guts. Don’t let someone else take the blame. If there’s good reason for the killing, I will never stand on the wrong side!”
The guests inwardly commended him, but for a long time no one came forward. Everyone in the main hall looked at each other, but no one made a sound.
Ouyang Changshou’s face clouded, by turns pale and ashen. Zhao Siniang’s hair was a mess, the look on her face by turns one of sorrow, then anger. She was about to go mad.
A young guest said, “Manorlord, what if one of here has urgent matters to attend to but the murderer has not been found yet, will he be able to leave?”
Ouyang Changshou’s face darkened and he said sternly, “No!”
The young man, neither haughty nor humble, said, “Manorlord, I trust that no one here doesn’t respect you, that’s why they’ve come a thousand miles to congratulate you. However, like me, my old dad is in ill health and bedridden, I’m really anxious to…”
“No matter what you say, the answer is no!”
The young man’s words though had garnered not a small amount of sympathy. At once someone spoke up, “Manorlord, of course it’s grievous to lose one’s son in his old age, but to put it bluntly, if this little brother’s old father were to pass away before he could see his son again, let me ask you, wouldn’t that be a great offense on your part?”
Ouyang Changshou’s expression changed and changed again, completely losing his bearing of former days. “I don’t care about any of that! Anyway, until the murderer is found, don’t any of you think of leaving!”
“What if the murderer isn’t one of the guests here but is someone who snuck in and then snuck out again? Are we all just supposed to stay here forever?”
Ouyang Changshou was taken aback by that, but he still said obstinately, “Is Ouyang Manor made of paper? That anyone can just come and go as they please? Let me tell you all, last night this manor still employed the same patrolling guards as always, how could any outsider get inside? And you all have invitations from me. Even if you’re not a friend of Ouyang Manor at least you’re no enemy. You telling me that I would invite an enemy? So I need all of you to remain here and assist with the investigation!”
The guest was also unusually persistent and said calmly, “Manorlord is right, no one who came here is Manorlord’s enemy, but Manorlord also ought not force people against their will!”
“And if I insist?”
“Are you confident you can deal with all the heroes gathered here?”
Ouyang Changshou was taken aback again at that. Zhao Rongguo interjected, “No matter what, the Zhao family of Hebei is with Ouyang Manor!”
At the moment, it was awkward and tense in the hall, like something could erupt at any moment.
Zhan Tianhong suddenly cut in, “Manorlord, the invitations were issued by your humble servant, all the guests signed their names to their invitation. Your humble servant has a guestbook. Why don’t I call roll and see if there is anyone missing.”
Peng Gongzhi hastily said, “Steward Zhan, that’s a great plan!”
Zi Cuique said, “Yes, if anyone is missing it must be the murderer! Why would he steal away unless he has a guilty conscience?”
Zhao Rongguo heaved a sigh of relief and gave Ouyang Changshou a look. The Zhao and Ouyang families were powerful, it would be difficult for the heroes assembled to oppose them.
Ouyang Changshou said blankly, “Tianhong, go get the guestbook.”

      ***All the guests stood in the courtyard, waiting for Zhan Tianhong to call their name before entering the hall.
Near noon, less than half of the guests had gone into the main hall. Everyone was sweating under the sweltering sun, but everyone could understand Ouyang Changshou’s feelings, so everything was well-ordered and went unusually peacefully.
Steward Zhan Tianhong continued calling out, “Great Xia Ke Quxie!”
“Here, but I’m not great xia!” This was the young man surnamed Ke who had teased the newlyweds the night before.
“Sima Cheng!” Zhan Tianhong called. “Sima Cheng!”
When there was no response, Zhan Tianhong called his name twice more, and when there was still no response he made a mark in his ledger.
After noon, all of the guests had been called. Only Sima Cheng was missing.
Ouyang Changshou said urgently, “Who knows his background?”
A middle-aged man spoke up at once, “He’s the son of Sima Qianjun of Zhongzhou.”
Ouyang Changshou said, “This old man’s not talking about that. If I didn’t even know that, how could the Ouyangs have any standing in the jianghu? This old man wanted to ask if anyone knew if he had any animosity toward my boy or daughter-in-law?” He paused. “Eh, I seem to remember not inviting him but invited his dad, ‘Hundred Paces Divine Fist’ Sima Qianjun. Tianhong!”
Zhan Tianhong quickly responded, “Ole Sima is gravely ill, so he sent Little Sima to go in his stead.”
“Hmm, Brother Cui, you’re called ‘Great Xia of Zhongzhou’, you’re an old friend of Sima Qianjun. You must know his son well…”
Cui Yishan thought for a moment, then said, “You could say I know him well.”
“So he and my son…”
Cui Yishan sighed and said plainly, “That child is very filial, clever, capable, and hardworking. He excels in literature and martial arts. To put it bluntly, his martial arts is by no means inferior to Nephew Peng’s.”
Ouyang Changshou had an ugly look on his face but Cui Yishan wasn’t looking at him. He cleared his throat lightly and sighed deeply. “Last year this little brother heard that he was also courting Nephew’s wife, Xiaoyan, but that’s all already passed.”
His voice was very faint, but it was so quiet you could hear a needle drop so everyone heard him, and their hearts jumped.
Ouyang Changshou suddenly burst out laughing and didn’t stop, the sound of it like rending silk, shaking the dust from the rafters which sifted down with a rustle.
Ouyang Changshou laughed for as long as it takes to drink a cup of tea before he stopped. “I have offended you all, but now everything is clear. Please everyone go to the side parlor for a meal, and afterward if anyone wants to leave, this old man will not stand in your way.”
Everyone left a few polite remarks and stepped into the side parlor, though some were inwardly worried for Sima Cheng.
Cui Yishan opened his mouth to speak, but then just lowered his head and followed the rest inside.

      ***The meal was eaten with no interest at all, and afterward everyone left the manor to prepare for the funeral.
Storms gather without warning, and bad luck befalls men overnight.
Yesterday’s well-wishers are today’s mourners. That’s how life can turn on you.
There were many Ouyang family servants, and in just one afternoon they had the coffin and graveclothes prepared. Then the dead were bathed and clothed and finally husband and wife, mandarin ducks that shared the same destiny, were placed in their coffins.
Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Rongguo watched in a daze as the coroner worked. Zhao Siniang caressed the body with profound sorrow, tears spilling out like a waterfall.
Yesterday’s well-wishers in the hall, today’s mourners, all carried hearts heavy as lead. Thus far, all everyone knew was that Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan had been killed by a single sword and had died in their bed.
After a long while, Zhao Siniang suddenly said, “Eh, how come Xiaoyan’s golden hairpin is missing? Why didn’t you all put it in?”
The coroner said, “To answer the Lady, I never saw a golden hairpin. Hmm, what did it look like?”
“I think it was a phoenix with spread wings like it was flying, with jadeite inlaid in each eye.”
Ouyang Changshou shivered and averted his gaze upward.
The coroner said hurriedly said, “I haven’t seen it, really haven’t seen it. Even if this humble one had more nerve he would never disturb any object.”
“I know you wouldn’t.” Zhao Siniang nudged Ouyang Changshou. “Changshou, remember, last night Xiaoyan wore a golden hairpin in her hair.”
Ouyang Changshou nodded silently, swaying there on his feet.
“Changshou, do you think the killer might have taken it?” Zhao Siniang felt this might be a huge secret and clue.”
Ouyang Changshou looked utterly lost.
Zhao Siniang sighed, knowing his heart was filled with pain. She turned to Zhan Tianhong, “Steward Zhan, please send someone to Clear Voice Hermitage to get Abbess Kindheart. Really, her only disciple’s wedding day and she doesn’t come. Poor Xiaoyan, no dad or mom since she was a kid…” She started crying again.
Ouyang Changshou patted her gently. She felt his hand was cold as ice and couldn’t help but bury her face in his shoulder and sob.
Relatives and friends arrived one after the other to offer their condolences, and Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang stood silently and returned the courtesies.
The sun sank in the west as the day dimmed.
Servants lit countless white candles. Similar candles, but last night’s candles made people pleasantly warm, while today’s were brimming with ice-cold grief.
Ouyang Changshou and Zhao Siniang didn’t eat supper, though Zhao Rongguo tried to persuade them to in vain.
Yesterday’s guests had already dispersed, but Cui Yishan, Peng Gongzhi, Zi Cuique, Daosenior Blue Void, Greatmasters Bailu and Baide and all their disciples stayed overnight at Ouyang Manor.
When the night watch sounded, the mourning hall was cold and lonely and melancholy. Ouyang Changshou sat by the coffin unmoving, face stiff as a wooden figurine, his thoughts unreadable.
Maybe he wasn’t thinking anything. Seeing one’s child die before oneself was a great tragedy, what could Ouyang Changshou think about?
Zhao Siniang glanced at her husband and was shocked to see that in such a short amount of time, Ouyang Changshou’s cheeks had become deeply sunken, and his eyes lacked the spirited gleam they used to have. His whole person looked like a block of wood set next to the coffin.
Zhao Siniang unwittingly shed tears. In just one day her husband had become unrecognizable. In the past, no matter what earth-shattering thing happened he would never even so much as frown, but now…
Zhao Siniang, grieved, said, “Changshou, you didn’t sleep last night, go lie down for a while.”
Ouyang Changshou shook his head silently. Looked like he planned to sit there till daybreak.
Zhao Siniang’s vision was getting blurry again!
When the second watch clappers sounded, Ouyang Manor was as still as a pool of stagnant water. Not even a dog barked.
In the mourning hall, Zhao Rongguo sighed. “Changshou, Siniang, go to bed. If there’s anything you can discuss it tomorrow morning.”
“Dad, you go on to bed, I’m not tired.”
Zhao Rongguo had four daughters, but he most doted on the youngest. With boundless tenderness he said, “Listen to Dad, go to bed. Tomorrow morning you still have to go find old man Sima and get even with him. That old man is no slouch, you won’t be able to deal with them if you lack energy.”
Zhao Siniang’s mind suddenly jolted. If there was anything right now that could move her it was the thought of revenge. She tugged on Ouyang Changshou’s sleeve and whispered, “Changshou, go take a rest, Dad’s right!”
Ouyang Changshou said hoarsely, “You two go on to bed, I’ll sit here a bit longer, then go rest in the study. Don’t worry, I can still make it.”
“Worthy Son-in-law, don’t grieve too much, perhaps Little Peng was fated to be short-lived. Grieving now won’t do any good!” Zhao Rongguo got up and left the mourning hall.
Zhao Siniang looked at her husband and covered her face and hurried into the inner hall.
Ouyang Changshou’s eyes never left Chao Xiaoyan’s coffin. The lid had not been nailed on and Xiaoyan’s face was white as paper in the candlelight, eyes closed, cherry lips slightly parted, the corners of her mouth seeming to carry a hint of spring stirrings of love.
Ouyang Changshou started trembling again. He was watching Chao Xiaoyan’s body more than his own son’s, as if he had special feelings for his daughter-in-law.
He just had the one son, just one offspring. With that root severed, only an idiot would say that he wouldn’t be heartbroken and feeling sorry for himself.
The third watch clappers sounded.
Ouyang Changshou heaved a long sigh and slowly stood. His study was located behind the main hall, and the mourning hall was set up in the main hall.
Not long after the study lamps were lit, Zhan Tianhong hurried over outside and knocked twice on the door.
“Who is it? What is it?”
“Manorlord, it’s me, Tianhong.”
“The door’s not locked, come in.”
Zhan Tianhong pushed open the door and stole inside. In the dark, two eyes flashed from a corner of the room and watched him unblinking.
A moment later, Ouyang Changshou’s voice said, “Tianhong, you’ve been working hard too. Go rest, starting tomorrow it will get harder. Old man Sima is no slouch. Mm, go notify the guardhouse, have them be careful, lest old man Sima uses nightfall to steal in here.”
“Sir, your subordinate will go now.” Zhan Tianhong pushed the door open and went out and closed the door, then turned and left.
In the dark, those eyes flashed again, then disappeared.

      ***After the time it takes half a stick of incense to burn, the study lamps were extinguished and the room was thrown into darkness. A black cloud flew past and snatched up the Jade Hare and the world was thrown into utter darkness.
(2)
The early morning sun jumped out of the fog. Many friends and relatives outside the city heard the news and rushed over to Ouyang Manor to offer their condolences.
Zhao Siniang freshened up briefly, put on white mourning clothes, and stepped out of the mourning hall. Zi Cuique took one look at her and felt heartsick and averted her eyes.
Zhao Siniang nodded to everyone vacantly. She said to a maidservant, “Chunhua, go see if Ole Master is up yet or not.”
A good-looking maidservant of about twenty years old assented and left.
The retainers promptly swapped out the white candles with new ones. The hall was full with gifts from mourners, all wrapped in plain black and white cloth.
A little while later, Chunhua came running, all flustered and agitated. “Oh no, oh no, Madame, it’s bad…”
Zhao Siniang gave a black look. She called out in a low voice, “Chunhua, when did you learn such bad manners, what are you shouting about?”
Chunhua’s eyes were welling with tears and her eyes darted around, Sobbing, she said, “Master… Master, he fell in his study, no…”
Zhao Siniang’s head was buzzing and she was about to faint.
Zhao Rongguo shrewdly and deftly held his daughter up and said urgently, “Steward Zhan, go see about it!”
Zhan Tianhong’s expression changed and he left at once without a word.
When he returned, everyone saw the answer in his face, something had definitely happened to Ouyang Changshou.
Zhao Siniang cried sharply and could take no more and fell into her father’s arms as she blacked out.
Zhao Rongguo had been a hero all his life, but at this moment he had no ideas. As luck would have it, a stream of internal energy surged out through his palm and into Zhao Sining’s body.
A little while later, Zhao Siniang came to and called out, “Oh Daddy, no…” And tears fell like rain.
Those present all have hearts as heavy as lead and stone. Zi Cuique couldn’t help but shed two trails of hot tears.
Zhao Rongguo did his best to put on a calm face and said, “Chunhua, come support Madame!”
Chunhua didn’t dare dawdle and helped Zhao Siniang sit down.
Zhao Rongguo said to Daosenior Blue Void and Peng Gongzhi, “You two, please come with this old rotter to go check it out.”
The rear window of the study was open and two chairs were overturned. Ouyang Changshou was crumpled dead on the floor, no signs of wounds or injuries on him.
Zhao Rongguo turned Ouyang Changshou’s body over and held his finger under Changshou’s nose, but there was no breathing. He was heartsick and couldn’t help but shed tears.
Peng Gongzhi said, “Daosenior Blue Void, how would you say Brother Ouyang was wounded?”
Daosenior Blue Void had been roaming the jianghu every since he left the mountain at the age of seventeen, and he was known for his careful attentiveness. He was now over sixty and could be counted as the most experienced and knowledgeable one in the jianghu.
Though others’ martial arts might not be inferior to his, but they were all sectheads and rarely went out into the jianghu after making names for themselves. Greatmasters Bailu and Baide had only left Mount Song a few times in their life.
Daosenior Blue Void examined him for a bit and said, “It looks like someone pressed his ‘Breast Protrusion Acupoint’, look!”
Ouyang Changshou’s robe had been opened and everyone saw that his “Breast Protrusion Acupoint” had a faint trace of a finger mark on it.
That was one of the thirty-six fatal acupoints. If it was pressed how could one still survive?
“Daoist Blue Void, can you tell what martial arts were used to do it?” Peng Gongzhi asked urgently.
Daosenior Blue Void shook his head. “All this proves is that the killer used an orthodox internal skill technique. This is not a venomous palm or finger technique of the side-gate left pathers.”
Peng Gongzhi hung his head and sighed. “Isn’t that the same as saying nothing?”
“Forgive this poor Daoist incompetence, but looking at the martial world, there’s no more than ten people who would be capable of felling Almsgiver Ouyang with a finger strike without alerting anyone nearby.”
Cui Yishan said, “Which ten people?”
Daosenior Blue Void stood up. “Aside from my humble sect’s secthead, the Shaolin secthead and the three surviving members of the great elders, aside from these five people there’s Emei’s ‘Seven Supremes Abbess’, Kunlun’s secthead ‘One Sword Stroke Shakes the Nine Provinces’ Mei Jiushan, ‘Old Demon of Snowy Mountain’ Hao Jian from beyond the Pass, the Miao border’s ‘Extraordinary Foreigner’, and ‘Sole Revered’ who once made a mess of the martial world. Aside from these, this poor Daoist really can’t think of anyone else who has the skill. At least, no one present here has such ability.”
Cui Yishan said, “But those ten you mentioned haven’t been active in the jianghu for years, so it seems impossible if could be one of them.”
“That this poor Daoist doesn’t know.”
Zhao Rongguo sighed. “We can study that later. First we should tell everyone lest they worry!”
Everyone filed out of the room.


1.
      I’m not sure why Ximen Ding has a Daoist chanting the name of Buddha.
    






  
  3
Open Fighting


(1) 
News of the death of Ouyang Changshou and his son and daughter-in-law rocked the marital world north of the Yangtze.
Word went around one after another, and in the rumors, Sima Qianjun and his son Sima Cheng were the murderers.
Sima Qianjun and Ouyang Changshou didn’t have a good relationship, but there had never been any enmity between them. In fact, Sima Qianjun was always very upright and decent to others, and his son has something of a reputation as a xia, so those who heard the rumors didn’t quite believe it. Yet those who spoke it did so on good grounds, as if they had personally witnessed it, and so those who heard it were convinced, and the entire Jiangbei area was watching for events to unfold.
The Sima family had no small power and influence, but it was a cut below the Ouyang and Zhao families, all the more so since the Ouyangs and Zhaos were allied together.
Sima Qianjun’s friends were all worried for him.
But Sima Qianjun lay in his sickbed.
Very few knew the Sima family’s situation, so no one knew what Sima Qianjun thought of all this. However, friends of the jianghu all knew that Sima Qianjun was a man of iron. If he had done it he would never equivocate, and if he hadn’t done it he would just say one thing: “I never did such a thing!” He would never back down because his adversary was powerful.
What the jianghu knew was that Sima Qianjun was not one to run away or hide. He wouldn’t do that, and neither would his son.
Though it was a clear, crisp autumn day, clouds of war brewed over the Jiangbei region.
This war was likely to be a heaven-shaking, earth-shattering war. There were many busybodies in the jianghu, and they hurried from all over to the Luoyang and Zhongzhou regions for fear of missing out on this big battle the likes of which had not been seen in years.
(2)
Ouyang Changshou’s body had not yet been buried, but adepts of the Zhao family of Hebei had already converged at Ouyang Manor, not just Zhao Rongguo’s seven disciples, but also his four daughters and three sons-in-law.
Ouyang Manor hadn’t as much manpower as the Zhaos, but the manor was full of adepts, but a force is maintained for a thousand days to be used in just one hour and as soon as they were loosed it would be like a ferocious tiger freed of its cage, and let loose in the jianghu it would be a force not to be ignored.
Not even the major sects of the jianghu could say they could win an easy victory over the combine forces of the two families, much less the minuscule Sima Manor.
At Ouyang Manor, everyone was totally confident. What was even more frightening was that they were in high fighting spirit and were an intimidating presence.
What else in the world had more power than the thirst for revenge powered by grief and indignation? On the fourth day after Ouyang Changshou was buried, a contingent of troops was mustered at Ouyang Manor to set out on an expedition.
Among them was Peng Gongzhi, Zi Cuique, “Wind & Cloud Sabre” Gu Yipiao, “Soul-severing Spear” Mai Hao, and Cui Yishan. On the road, Peng Gongzhi laughed and chatted with Mai Hao. only Cui Yishan was melancholy. He was like his name, seemingly keeping a mountain within himself.
Sima Qianjun’s manor house was situated in the east of Zhengzhou City. The army entered the city through the western gates and advanced eastward in formidable array.
“Great Xia of Zhongzhou” Cui Yishan didn’t stop when he passed by his own home. All the way he brought up the rear, but once in Zhongzhou he gradually picked up the pace and was quickly in the front.
Now he was in the vanguard, like the commander of an army.
Sima Manor was obviously inferior to Ouyang Manor, but there were still at least over a hundred people living there, though now it unusually quiet.
The tiger sun of autumn brought out its sweltering heat to the fullest and just after noon the sun seemed about to burn everything and everyone to death.
When the army arrived in Zhengzhou it stopped at various spots in the city to recruit doughty warriors to add to its ranks and formed a long stream of people.
This stream of people surged toward Sima Manor. Cui Yishan’s steps gradually slowed, as if his feet weighed a thousand catties, and the sweat on his forehead dripped like a rivulet.
Finally they arrived at Sima Manor. Everyone was keyed up. They all knew that ever since this incident had transpired, Sima Qianjun and his whole family, from the man himself on down to his servants, had not stepped one foot out of the main entrance. No one had even seen one of the Sima Manor servants buying provisions out on the street.
Like they were all lying at home waiting for death.
Zhao Rongguo, as a matter of course, was the commander-in-chief of the two families’ force. He nodded a signal to Zhan Tianhong, who immediately stepped out of the crowd.
“The family of the deceased of the Ouyangs of Luoyang have called to punish the criminal. We ask Sima Qianjun to come out and accept his punishment!” He used his internal energy to boost his voice, which was loud but not shrill and carried a long way.
The main gates creaked open and a young family servant came out and said loudly, “Master has been bedridden in recent years. He says that the jianghu rumors are in grave error! Master has not stepped one foot outside this manor since last autumn, may we ask how he could have gone to Luoyang and killed someone?”
Zhao Rongguo said sternly, “Who knows if he’s really sick or not!”
Blue veins bulged in the young man’s forehead and it was some time before he calmed down. “Whether or not Master is really sick can be verified by ‘Bian Que’s Rival’ Lu Santie here in the city!”
Lu Santie was not only a celebrated national champion, but was also partly a man of the jianghu. Of course his martial arts was good, but more importantly he was a paragon of medical ethics. Not a few men of the martial world had paid him a visit seeking treatment and none had left emptyhanded, so he was quite prestigious.
Zhao Rongguo said, “Maybe he stole out once his condition improved, went to Luoyang, and killed someone and came back.”
The young man’s expression turned somewhat angry. “Manorlord’s status within the martial world is not ordinary. Your forced, fallacious argument is disappoint to youngsters like me!”
Zhao Rongguo’s face reddened, but he said calmly, “Boy, I didn’t come here today to squabble with you. Run along and get an adult out here!”
“I a word, the entire manor is sorry about the deaths of the Ouyang manorlord and his son. But it was not Manorlord Sima’s doing!”
Zhan Tianhong suddenly cut in, “Sima Qianjun is bedridden, you said Senior Lu can testify to that. For now we’ll believe you, but Sima Cheng is not sick! Why did he leave without bidding farewell if not because of a wicked heart’s guilty conscience?”
The young man said angrily, “If others left without bidding farewell would your esteemed manor go off to kill them as well? All I know is that Ouyang Changshou is a senior of the marital world, but he’s not the ole emperor himself. You telling me that leaving without bidding farewell is punishable by extermination of the nine generations?”
Zhan Tianhong was taken aback, then he suddenly got angry. “Alright, you’re a smooth talker alright, so then why does your family head not come out and see us? Is that how your esteemed manor treats its guests? You see, these people here are less than 1/4 of the Ouyang Manor and Zhao Manor!”
The young man was still neither haughty nor humble. “Our humble manor has always acted as you give us one span we’ll give you back a stave. Master says your esteemed manors are stirring up trouble willfully, too quick to lose your heads. Such people are not suitable to see! The others are just here to help the strong eliminate the weak, playing bit roles, watching the spectacle, getting their kicks from watching others fight against each other!” He scoffed twice and continued, “Master says that this sort of person is even more not worth him hobbling out on crutches to see. That’s what he said, you all are advised to go on back!” With that, he darted inside the doors and slammed them shut with a bang.
Zhan Tianhong leapt forward but snatched only air!
Everyone wore looks of shame at the young man’s words, Zhao Rongguo in an even more awkward position. He fumed and his bullish temper flared up and he without any scruples at all turned to his eldest son-in-law, Wu Changle, and said, “Changle, open that door for me!”
Wu Changle was in his thirties. He called over a few underlings and they all went up and smashed open the doors of Sima Manor.
The door planks fell to the ground in a loud clatter.
Zhao Rongguo yelled, “Charge! Don’t let any Sima slip away!”
Cui Yishan said, “Manorlord Zhao, this crime has a chief culprit. Right now it’s best to find Sima Qianjun and make him explain everything clearly, we can’t slaughter innocents at will.”
Zhao Rongguo looked at him, then turned and yelled, “Surround the place first, just don’t let anyone leave!”
“Thank you, Manorlord, for your kindheartedness!”
Zhao Rongguo gave a wry smile, “Great Xia Cui, don’t thank me yet, this old rotter doesn’t want to kill innocents, but once we get that old fool Sima out here, don’t blame this old rotter for being merciless!” With that, the two of them entered the courtyard.
The flowers and plants in the courtyard were withered. Clearly no one had watered them in a while. Zhao Rongguo blurted out, “Don’t tell me the old fool abandoned his family and fled!”
As soon as he said that a hoarse voice sounded from inside, “Zhao Rongguo, don’t you look down on me, Sima Qianjun fears nothing!” A towering old man with white hair and beard emerged from the inner hall, supported by a woman in her fifties.
Cui Yishan stepped forward and said acridly, “Brother Sima, what… what about your illness?”
Anyone could tell that Sima Qianjun was severely ill, especially Cui Yishan. In the past Sima Qianjun had been as majestic as a lion, really possessing the strength to lift a thousand thirty-weights,1 but now he was like a guttering candle in the wind.
Sima Qianjun said coldly, “It hasn’t killed your old Brother Sima yet!”
“Brother Sima go back and rest!”
Sima Qianjun threw his head back and laughed, but he was stopped short by hacking coughs. Sima Qianjun just about coughed himself to death. All present feared that he would bust a gut coughing. His wife quickly smacked his back with her fist.
“Unfortunately someone won’t let me rest!” When his coughing finally stopped, Sima Qianjun could finally speak again.
Zhao Rongguo cleared his throat. “Sima Qianjun, you and I have been good friends for decades, we know each other’s personality. If I didn’t strongly suspect your son, I would never waste the manpower on this.”
Sima Qianjun burst out scoffing. “I’ve long held Manorlord Ouyang’s martial arts in high regard and have wanted to have a test of arms with him, but I never had the confidence of winning, so there was never an opportunity. My pup is ignorant and incompetent and has the mediocre kungfu of a three-legged cat, how could he be able to enter Ouyang Manor? To put the suspicion of murder on my pup’s head, not even a three-year-old would believe it!”
Zhao Rongguo said coldly, “I gather that even if he began practicing martial arts as soon as he was out of the womb he’d still be only half as good as my grandson.” He paused, then said sternly, “I’m here today to call him to account for the murder of my grandson and his wife!”
“What a joke! Would my pup have any reason to kill your grandson?”
“Yes! He courted my daughter’s daughter-in-law without success, so his malice rose and he hid away in the bridal chamber in the middle of the night and stabbed them with a sword without warning!”
“Too bad my pup has never used a sword.”
“Normally doesn’t use a sword, but does when he murders, so it’s not suspicious? Where is he now? Get him out here, or else don’t blame this old man for being impolite!”
Sima Qianjun went through another bout of coughing, then said plainly, “Manorlord is already being impolite, am I supposed to be afraid? My son is a gentleman, how could he come out and meet a bunch of lunatics?”
“Bah!” Zhao Rongguo raged. “Old fool you’re just covering for your son while snapping at people. I’m not about to go back emptyhanded!”
Sima Qianjun burst out laughing again. “Sima Qianjun’s life is right here, come take it if you can!”
Zhao Rongguo said in clear, loud voice, “Since you’re ill, if I can’t beat you within fifty moves I will go back home and never get involved in this matter again!”
“Old fool Zhao, don’t get arrogant! I may be sick, but you still don’t have the ability to defeat me!”
Cui Yishan said urgently, “Manorlord Zhao and Brother Sima, please listen to me for a moment. Lordson Sima no doubt is a suspect in Lordson Ouyang’s death, but there’s no conclusive proof yet. Can’t we investigate first, and when that’s done, if Lordson Sima really is the killer, then it won’t be too late to deal with it then.”
Sima Qianjun’s wife, Han Xuexiang, heard this and said, “Great Xia Cui is right. The Zhaos are using their power to bully others and spreading a pack of lies. Might we not ask what evidence they have, what witness testimony, to prove that my son is the murderer?”
Zhao Rongguo said, “The reasoning couldn’t be simpler. He killed out of jealousy, what could be more cause for suspicion than that? If everything needed witnesses and proof, then this would become a world of murderers!”
“If you don’t demand proof, then the world will become the Land of Unjustly Died!”
“If you believe your son is not the murderer, then why don’t you call him out here so it can be verified in person?”
Han Xuexiang was tongue-tied at that. Zhao Rongguo roared with laughter.
“I won’t let my pup see you all,” Sima Qianjun said. “The reason is what this old man just said. Zhao Rongguo, did you heed Great Xia Cui’s suggestion or not?”
“I won’t!” Zhao Rongguo said to Cui Yishan, “Brother Cui you’ve a noble character, I’ve always admired you, but today there’s no saving the situation, unless Sima Qianjun hands Sima Cheng over!”
Sima Qianjun raged, “No more idle talk, this old man means what he says, I’ll never alter it! Today if you have something good to say or ask, this old man can think it over, but if I were to agree to your demands now with you provoking me at my door, people will laugh and say Sima Qianjun is a turtle shrinking into his shell.”
“In that case, let me help you out!”
Sima Qianjun pushed his wife away and stood supporting himself with his left hand on his crutch.
Han Xuexiang was in tears and fidgeting. She whispered, “Qianjun, you…”
“Don’t say anything, this is about my reputation!”
Han Xuexiang knew his temper. Once he’d decided on something he wouldn’t change his mind if he were struck by lightning. With a sigh she took a few steps to the side.
Zhao Siniang just then stepped out of the crowd. “Bitch, don’t just stand there, give me my son’s life back!” She drew her willowleaf sabres and assumed an attacking stance.
Han Xuexiang said angrily, “Shrew, with your malicious slander, you’re no better than a rabid dog!” She drew her short swords and held them defensively before her chest.
The air became tense and thick, no one dared even take a deep breath.
(3)
“Hyah!” Zhao Rongguo attacked first. His nickname was “Iron Palm, Golden Sabre” and now before the crowd he was facing a gravely ill old man, so he really didn’t have the nerve to use his famous weapon but he was confident that only using his two iron fists was enough for him to beat Sima Qianjun within fifty moves.
When he yelled out, Sima Qianjun also yelled out and his right hand formed a fist that he sent toward Zhao Rongguo’s oncoming palm forcewind.
In an instant the two streams of strong, forceful qi collided in midair with a muffled thwump, Zhao Rongguo’s hair at his temples flapping along with his sleeves as he stood straight as a javelin. Sima Qianjun tottered like a swaying willow in the wind.
Zhao Rongguo’s confidence grew and he rapidly shot out another palm strike, this time using nine-tenths of his his true strength. Sima Qianjun could not withstand it even using all his body’s strength, and he staggered back three steps, his viscera churning, qi and blood in turmoil. He tasted something sweet in his throat and blood surged up into his mouth.
He forced the blood back down and swallowed it, not wanting to let Zhao Rongguo see that it would be difficult for him to continue fighting.
Zhao Siniang and Han Xuexiang was another matter. Two blades and two swords, rolling and tumbling over one another, advancing then retreating. They fought to a draw, but no one was watching them. They were all fixed on Zhao Rongguo and Sima Qianjun.
After the two palm strikes, Zhao Rongguo stole forward, left hand in a slashing cut at Sima Qianjun’s left arm, right hand flying forcefully at his chest.
Sima Qianjun couldn’t retreat, couldn’t dodge, but since he couldn’t retreat or dodge he tightened his left fist and shot it pounding straight out at Zhao Rongguo’s chest, fierce and violent and heedless of everything.
This was a technique for mutual defeat, the saying that one man risking his life cannot be stopped by 10,000 men! Zhao Rongguo hmphed angrily and darted back.
Victory was in his grasp, why would he meet mutual destruction with Sima Qianjun?
After retreating he advanced again at once, right palm still striking ferociously at Sima Qianjun’s chest, left hand guarding his own.
Sima Qianjun’s expression changed and his right fist shot straight out and his crutch suddenly came up at an angle changing now to hit Zhao Rongguo’s “Sun Acupoint” on his temple.
Zhao Rongguo’s right palm didn’t alter course as his left hand came up to block. Just then, Sima Qianjun’s crutch suddenly flew up from the ground and swiftly struck his opponent’s “Jade Armillary Acupoint” in a whoosh of strong wind.
Though he was a bit slow raising his hand, the crutch was longer than an arm, and it reached Zhao Rongguo’s chest just has Rongguo’s hand reached his.
Zhao Rongguo was caught off guard and tool a deep breath and moved back again.
After moving back he advanced once more, this time not attacking fiercely but taking a kiting approach, which Sima Qianjun promptly dealt with, with some difficulty, beads of sweat as big as soybeans streaming down his forehead.
Zhao Rongguo launched thirty moves and Sima Qianjun dealt thirty punches, each one the same, every one striking at a place Zhao Rongguo needed to save.
Han Xuexiang was concerned for her husband’s safety and kept looking over at him so that she couldn’t concentrate. Zhao Siniang’s sabrelight was all over her as she advanced step by step, taking the upper hand.
After ten more moves, Sima Qianjun was in imminent danger. Zhao Rongguo suddenly hmphed, left palm imprinting itself on Sima Qianjun’s chest, right hand grabbing the old man’s crutch.
Sima Qianjun forced up a mouthful of perfected qi and circulated his remaining energy, still battering straight ahead at Zhao Rongguo’s chest.
As soon as he attacked he saw a blur before him, Zhao Rongguo already dodging to the side, left wrist turning and coming on as before.
Sima Qianjun hurriedly turned around, but he was just not as quick as Zhao Rongguo, so to make up for it his crutch angled at his opponent’s ribs.
Zhao Rongguo stuck his left foot out, right hand following with a slanting chop, knocking the crutch away, at the same time his left foot hooking forcefully and Sima Qianjun nearly lost his footing, tottering, shoulder hit by Zhao Rongguo’s left palm strike and he was knocked away!
Cries of alarm came up from the crowd and Cui Yishan said urgently, “Manorlord Zhao, have mercy!”
Sima Qianjun hit the ground and he immediately spat out a big mouthful of blood. Though he didn’t die immediately, he had no more strength to continue fighting.
He cried out savagely and circulated his last remaining shred of energy and slammed his fist into his own head and brain matter burst out.
Again cried of alarm from the crowd. Sima Qianjun’s staunch temper was true to its reputation. He’d rather die on the spot than be humiliated.
When cries of alarm rang out, Han Xuexiang unconsciously turned to look, and because her hands therefore slowed, Zhao Siniang’s sabre chopped into her left shoulder with immense force, and Han Xuexiang’s whole arm fell to the dust.
She didn’t feel any pain at all and forgot that her opponent’s other sabre was closing in.
A long shout erupted from Han Xuexiang’s mouth and she ran over and threw herself on Sima Qianjun, dead on the ground. “Qianjun, wait for me!”
Zhao Siniang was stunned and forgot to go intercept her.
Han Xuexiang sat by Sima Qianjun’s body, no tears staining her face, no pain, just grief and indignation. The crowd had not yet calmed down when the short sword in Han Xuexiang’s right hand sank into her heart!

      ***The sunlight was getting redder and redder, red as blood.
The ground was like a rug dyed with blood, and on the western horizon the setting sun was also like a hanging bloodred rug.
The battle between Zhao Rongguo and Sima Qianjun was not the amazing spectacle everyone had expected. On the contrary, it had a desolate, lonely feel to it.
Sima Qianjun’s words and deeds made the group ashamed, and with Han Xuexiang dead, they left hastily.
Cui Yishan had a heavy heart. He sighed and said, “Manorlord Zhao, you’ve had your revenge. Can I bury Brother Sima and his wife?”
Zhao Rongguo watched everyone leaving one after another and slowly nodded.
Cui Yishan picked up the bodies of Sima Qianjun and his wife and left.
Once he left, Gu Yipiao left as well, then Zi Cuique, and Peng Gongzhi.
In the blink of an eye everyone was gone except for the Zhao and Ouyang families.
Zhao Rongguo didn’t feel the joy of victory. His heart was heavy, he didn’t know if he had done the right thing or not!
Wu Changle said coldly, “Once the spectacle is over those people just leave!”
Zhao Siniang said, “It’s better they did leave, lest they become a hindrance.”
Zhao Rongguo walked slowly back to the manor. He turned and said, “You all go in and investigate thoroughly, see if that boy is hiding in there!” He paused and said sternly, “But, whatever you do, don’t bother the servants, lest we give them reason to attack us back!”
Wu Changle assented and led the group inside.

      ***There was no one in the inner chambers, and no one surrounding the place has discovered anyone leaving the manor, indicating that there must be a secret tunnel somewhere in the manor that led outside, but they couldn’t find the entrance to it.
Zhao Rongguo’s heart was in turmoil, much different than when he had arrived. He commanded in a low voice, “Let’s go” and turned and left.
Not long after they left, a column of dense smoke suddenly billowed out from within Sima Manor, and soon the entire estate was swallowed up in the flames.
Unfortunately, they never looked back and so never saw this.
The fire burned for one day and one night before stopping. By then, Zhao Rongguo was already more than a hundred miles away from Zhongzhou.


1.
      Sima Qianjun’s given name, Qianjun 千鈞 means thousand thirty-weight, a thirty-weight 鈞 measuring 30 catties. The technical term for this in English is a metric fuckton.
    






  
  4
Absolving Suspicion


(1) 
After the great fire was extinguished, the temperature of the air was still hot, along with an awful burning stench.
When the fire started, neighboring people didn’t give it a second look. That’s the way of the world.
Fortunately, there were no houses in the vicinity, so there was no threat of it spreading to others.
Early the next morning it poured down rain. It rained so hard you couldn’t even open your eyes in it, and even if you could, what would be the point?
Everywhere for five spans around was covered in a sheet of gray.
All activity in Zhengzhou came to a stop and it became like a ghost town, the city’s residents all huddled up in their homes having a good sleep.
The rain fell and washed the ash away. Where Sima Manor used to be was now just a pile of rubble, and a gaunt grief-stricken and angry young man’s face coming up out of it.
After a long while he slowly managed to crawl out of the rubble.
He stood up straight and his cheeks were instantly wet, couldn’t tell whether it was tears or the rain. In the blink of an eye he was soaked through.
By his tightly-closed mouth and raised brows he looked a lot like Sima Qianjun.
Through the gray sky one could not tell what time it was, but experience told him it was still daytime.
He was none other than Sima Qianjun’s only son, Sima Cheng.
Probably it was the ice-cold rain that cooled his head and gradually calmed him. He looked around, then took shelter behind a pile of rubble.

      ***At nightfall, a young man furtively climbed on top of Cui Yishan’s wall. As soon as he landed on the other side a low voice called out, “Who’s there?”
“I’m looking for Great Xia Cui!”
(2)
By the time word got around the jianghu that Ouyang Changshou, Ouyang Peng, and Chao Xiaoyan had been killed by the Sima father and son, Sima Qianjun’s estate was gone, the servants all disbanded. They had escaped through a tunnel leading outside, not even Zhengzhou residents knew.
Sima Qianjun had wanted to bear this calamity solely on his own shoulders. When Zhao Rongguo was shouting abuse at his door he told Sima Cheng to hide.
Though he would never cover for a wrongdoer, the Sima family had only one offspring, and he truly believed that his son was innocent. If he were to hand him over he would be sending his beloved son to his death.
Sima Cheng was not about to listen to his father. He insisted on going out to face Zhao Rongguo so that his father could escape. Even his mother getting on her knees and pleading with him didn’t faze him.
Sima Qianjun looked at his son with tenderness and love and couldn’t help but shed some hero’s tears.
Finally, there was no helping it, he could only seal Sima Cheng’s numbing acupoint to immobilize him, then had Han Xuexiang toss him into the tunnel.
The tunnel was behind a big pagoda tree in the garden. It was no exaggeration to call it a big pagoda tree, three big men wrapping their arms around its trunk would still lack an extra span to make it all the way around.
The trunk had been cut off two staves up from the ground and it was hollowed out enough for a person to fit through. Pagoda trees are hardy and this was not enough to kill it, rather it sprouting many new branches and kept on growing, filling out magnificently. For a distance it looked like an enormous dark green umbrella. If you didn’t look closely you would never notice that the upper part of its trunk had been sawed off.
Therefore, Wu Changle, Zhao Siniang, and the others never could find the entrance to the tunnel.
Below the tree trunk, sunk into the ground was an iron plate two fingerwidths thick. Han Xuexiang not only covered the iron plate, she locked it as well.
She didn’t want her son to come running out and speed to his death. The tunnel came out only five miles away from Sima Manor. Though Sima Cheng came to twelve double-hours later, by the time he got back it was already too late.
Twelve double-hours was a full day and night, and in that time this tremendous event was already “resolved”.
After a tremendous change, people will gradually calm down and make a turn for the better.
The matter sure enough went as the Sima husband and wife expected.

      ***The great fire had burned up everything, even fused shut the lock to the tunnel’s iron plate.
When Sima Cheng came to, the fire was already extinguished, but the air was still unusually hot, and the iron plate leading the way out was frighteningly red.
Sima Cheng saw the iron plate and knew everything. Two lines of hot tears started from his eyes.
He sat there silently, not hungry, not thirsty, and in no pain—he was already numb to the pain. Even the iron plate’s color gradually dulled to a dark red, and the air temperature suddenly dropped.
He found it a bit odd, the air cooled much too quickly. He reached out and touched the iron plate. It was cool to the touch and he strained and pushed it open. The first thing he saw was rain, then debris and ruins…

      ***Cui Yishan quietly listened to Sima Cheng’s account with a smile on his face. “Worthy Nephew, why did you leave that day without first bidding farewell?”
Sima Cheng smiled wryly. “Uncle Cui, first of all, that day, Father was laid up in bed, and secondly, seeing the one you love about to enter someone else’s bridal chamber was a hard thing to watch, so…”
He paused, then continued, “If my late father had not wanted me to go in his stead that I wouldn’t have gone at all! That Ouyang father and son think themselves a playboy, insufferably arrogant, I just couldn’t stand the sight of it!”
Cui Yishan sighed. “No wonder they suspected you as the murderer. Seems Worthy Nephew didn’t get along very well with Ouyang Peng.”
“It’s not that we didn’t get along, we just nodded and went the other way when we saw each other. I can’t stand seeing him with a girl on each arm, and always bringing along this big entourage of retainers, lording it over everyone. But, his death was not caused by me!”
Cui Yishan said, “This old rotter has known your father and mothers for decades. You could say that I watched you grow up. Others might suspect you, but how could Uncle not understand you, not believe you?”
Sima Cheng felt a little better, but Cui Yishan mentioning his mother made his eyes red, and in grief he said, “Too bad I’m unfilial, sent my dad and mom to a violent death, can’t even find their bones…”
Cui Yishan chuckled softly. “Worthy Nephew, don’t be sad, your father and your mother’s bodies Uncle already quietly buried. Once all this blows over, Worthy Nephew can perform the funeral rites to put your parents’ souls to rest.”
Sima Cheng got down on his knees and said, “Uncle’s great kindness and righteousness, this young nephew will not forget as long as he lives!”
Cui Yishan helped him up and said with a smile, “Right now just get something to eat. Wait here, Uncle will have them prepare something.”
Cui Yishan not only instructed his people to make some light refreshments for Sima Cheng, more importantly he gave a strict order not to let word get out that Sima Cheng was here.
Early the next morning, Cui Yishan went to the guestroom to find Sima Cheng.
“Worthy Nephew, what are your plans?”
Sima Cheng said, “The killing of one’s parents is an unforgivable offense, however this young nephew first wants to find out who the real murderer is, clear my name, then I can go to the Zhaos to call them to account!”
“How does Worthy Nephew plan to find out who the killer is?”
Sima Cheng sighed. “I have no idea. Uncle, what do you think?”
“Shen Ying, have you heard of this person?”
Sima Cheng said, “The chief constable of Jiangbei, ‘Divine-eyed Vulture’ Shen Ying?”1
Cui Yishan nodded. “Ole Shen Ying and I go way back. I was thinking of getting him to investigate this case for you.”
Sima Cheng said, “Elder Shen no doubt is infinitely resourceful, but his fee is astonishing, this young nephew doesn’t have so much as a single copper…”
“That, Worthy Nephew, you don’t need to worry about. Uncle will put in a word for you. Though when it comes to handling a case he doesn’t acknowledge relatives, only silver, but, on account of me I think he won’t charge too much! If it comes to it, this old rotter will sell his country estate!”
Sima Cheng said urgently, “No way, if Uncle did that, this young nephew would feel bad forever. Let me feel around about this matter myself.”
“Money is just a worldly object, clearing your name is most important. Worthy Nephew, don’t be so stuck on that.”
“Uncle has always acted with the righteousness of a xia and has given up a lot of your estate, even if you put it like that I won’t agree!” His bullish temper flared up, his staunch decisiveness was much like his father.
Cui Yishan sighed and thought silently.
After a long while, he finally said, “Okay, if Worthy Nephew is eliminated as a suspect, then that undoubtedly would mean that the Zhao and Ouyang families wrongly drove your father to his death. We can ask Ole Shen Ying to collect his fee from those two families!”
Sima Cheng said, “Let’s do that!”
But Shen Ying had gone with his team to handle a case in Jiangnan, so Cui Yishan was not able to get hold of him. Shen Ying didn’t even know what had happened in Jiangbei, hadn’t heard any news of it.
(3)
Zhao Rongguo led the army back to Ouyang Manor. His heart was still uneasy, only after Sima Qianjun and his wife were dead did his mind gradually calm down.
This calm, he realized, had a number of flaws and doubts.
The first point was that neither Sima Qianjun nor Sima Cheng had the ability to kill Ouyang Changshou, not even if the two of them teamed up. They wouldn’t even have been able to sneak into Ouyang Changshou’s study without alerting anyone.
The second point was that even though Sima Cheng could have killed Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan from the shadows, could he have been able to escape Ouyang Manor without anyone noticing at all?
On this point, Zhao Rongguo’s answer was possibly.
The third point was that if Sima Cheng wanted to kill them, why would he write his name carefully and neatly in the guestbook? And if he did kill them, why wouldn’t he just hang around for a bit so that he wouldn’t be suspected?
On this point, Zhao Rongguo had no answer. His mind was in tatters.
A few days later, he decided to go back home in Hebei. Before he left he had his daughter send someone to get Shen Ying to investigate Ouyang Changshou’s death and find out who the murderer was.
Zhao Siniang agree with Zhao Rongguo about his first doubt, but with no leads all she could do was get Zhan Tianhong to send someone to get Shen Ying.
The person Zhan Tianhong dispatched couldn’t find Shen Ying, because Shen Ying was in Jiangnan.
But, Zhao Rongguo’s eldest son-in-law ran into Shen Ying’s right-hand man, Gongsun Liang, on his way back to Wannan. He told Gongsun Liang that the Ouyangs wanted to hire Shen Ying to investigate the death of Ouyang Changshou.
This was a piece of fatty meat,2 Gongsun Liang sent someone at once to Jiangnan to inform Shen Ying.
The person Gongsun Liang dispatched ran into Shen Ying on the riverbank, who was just returning from Jiangnan after handling a case.
Shen Ying listened to the subordinate’s report and told Xiao Mu to go to Wanbei to assist Gongsun Liang in solving the case, while he went with Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan to Luoyang.

      ***Cui Yishan didn’t yet know that Shen Ying was returning to Jiangbei, and Sima Cheng couldn’t wait around any longer. He disguised himself somewhat, left a note, and left the Cui residence.
The world was vast and Sima Cheng was at a loss, not knowing where to begin. His legs moved of their own accord and subconsciously took him to Luoyang.
He didn’t know how to go about investigating, but he felt that since the murder took place in Luoyang, he might discover something there.
On the way he bought some farmer’s clothes made of coarse cloth and changed into them, then realizing he had nothing much else in his bag, enough to last him at most eight or ten days. He walked slowly, intentionally getting sunburned under the scorching sun, so that by the time he reached Luoyang he’d become a “lump of charcoal”.
The next day he began looking for work in the city. Everyone thought he was a young man from the countryside come to the city to look for work.
Finally he found a position as a waiter at a restaurant. He was pleased with this because at least there would be a mix of customers and he might be able to find out some information.
The work was hard, but it didn’t bother Sima Cheng, and the manager praised him to to end, saying he was hardworking and well-mannered, and that he was strong and able-bodied, and a after several days he was sent to the second floor to wait on the VIPs.
The second floor room was not large, but everyone who came and went there was a big spender, so the manager assigned three people to be in charge of it.
His quick rise didn’t make the others envious because he had used his skills to get there. Ole Zhang, the senior waiter on the second floor, took a liking to him, and if not for the fact that they had just met he would have given him his daughter’s hand in marriage.
On this day seven or right men in fine clothes arrived, running the gamut from fat to thin, handsome to ugly, and mean to nice. They rented out the entire second floor and they spent money freely. Naturally, the manager had Sima Cheng and the others painstakingly wait on them.
However, the leader of the group, who said his surname was Yi, said, “We’ll call on you ourselves. Don’t send anyone up and less we call for you. Also, give a warning before bringing any food up!”
“Yes sir!” the manager replied.
A carved lacquerware screen sectioned off a little room on the second floor in which a square eight-immortals table was placed. Ole Zhang set the table, then went downstairs.
“These people are not to be messed with, they all look so mean,” Old Zhang said softly.
As soon as the eight people arrived Sima Cheng could tell they all knew kungfu, and the leader, Yi, had the most advanced internal energy. And their mysteriousness made him want to get close to them, so he took this task upon himself.
The manager trusted him deeply and wanted to let him try.
The first dished was brought up and one by the surname Huo said, “Waiter, that will be all, you can go back down!”
Sima Cheng assented and turned around and went downstairs.
The second and third dishes went the same way. The fourth dish was sharkfin soup. Sima Cheng ladled them each a bowl, then left.
When he go to the steps he suddenly darted behind a pillar and held his breath, listening.
He heard Yi say, “Number Five sent word out the day before yesterday, they’ve hired Ole Shen Ying. That old boy has magic powers, we have to be prepared, so Number One had me specially call you all together. Just be patient for the time being, don’t do anything rash.”
A hoarse voice said, “This whole thing is cloaked in secrecy, can Vulture Shen ferret it out?”
“If you’re careful you can steer a boat 10,000 years.”
“They’re dead, Luoyang is our turf now,” said a thin, sharp voice. “Chief is right, being a bit patient is the way to go!”
Sima Cheng was thunderstruck hearing this. He suspected that they were talking about the Ouyang Manor murders. He unconsciously stretched out and stuck his head out as much as he could toward the screen.
This move caused his sleeve to rustle and all talking immediately stopped.
Sima Cheng was fully alert and hopped up into the rafters at once and used the pillar and ceiling as cover and furtively made his way down the rear staircase.
He was just leaving when he heard Yi say, “Manager, hurry up and bring the next dish!”
The manager promptly responded, “Tucheng, hurry on to the kitchen and bring the next dish up!”
Sima Cheng was using a fake name. He took apart his real name Cheng (城) and made Tucheng (土成). This name felt somewhat rustic.3
The rear stairs led to the kitchen, and Sima Cheng brought a big pot of scallop & stewed-pigeon soup out and called out, “Coming!”
He did his best to act like nothing was amiss as he set the soup on the table and ladled it out for them.
The Yi-surnamed middle-aged man suddenly said, “Waiter, what’s your name?”
Sima Cheng started in alarm, but pretended to be extremely flattered. “My lowly name is Tucheng.”
“Why is there dust on your sleeve?” He pointed to Sima Cheng’s sleeve.
Sima Cheng was shook. “I brushed against the kitchen wall just now.”
“Is that so?” Yi was expressionless. “I heard this restaurant doesn’t just have the best food, it’s also the cleanest place in the entire city! So how could that happen?”
Sima Cheng was a bit flustered, but finally he said, “But the soup is clean!”
“Hold up, how can you be sure of not getting dust in the soup? Hold your sleeve up when you ladle!”
“Yes, yes, Master is right!” Sima Cheng held his sleeve up. He didn’t think anything of it, but Yi’s eyes suddenly took on a different gleam, his gaze fixed on Sima Cheng’s partly tanned, partly pale arm.
After that, Sima Cheng listen in on them anymore.

      ***Before leaving, Yi asked the manager, “That waiter who brought up the food earlier, is he new here?”
“Yes, yes, he’s country folk, Master pleaser forgive him for not serving you satisfactorily!”
“Country folk?” Yi’s eyes flashed. “Oh, he’s a hard worker. Give him this silver. Mm, don’t you go scraping some off for yourself, give him all of this, you hear me!” He glared, eyes bright and stark.
The manager’s heart shivered.
Sima Cheng took the ingot of silver, puzzled.
(4)
It was dusk when Shen Ying reached Luoyang. These few days he had not stopped for a moment, so he was a bit tired. He decided to rest for the night and go to Ouyang Manor in the morning.
Luoyang was a big place, so naturally Shen Ying had a “temporary palace” established here,4 and it was the biggest and best-furnished one in all of Jiangbei.
Even though he had not been in Luoyang in recent years, his home was swept as immaculately clean as always.
After supper he rested in a reclining chair. On the road he had already inquired about the Ouyang Manor murders. Now he saw smoking his pipe and going over the case in his mind from beginning to end.
Young people are more energetic. Gu Sinan had not been to Luoyang in a long time, and this was Yun Feiyan’s first time to the ancient city at all.
After supper, Gu Sinan saw Shen Ying reclining in his chair and sat beside him, staring ahead blankly.
Yun Feiyan stamped her little foot and tugged at his sleeve. “Lil Nan, why don’t you and I go out for a walk!”
Gu Sinan looked at Shen Ying, then at Yun Feiyan, and finally stood up.

      ***The restaurant had no night service, so at the 11th double-hour, the hour of the dog,5 the manager told Sima Cheng to close the doors.
The other workers were locals, so they tidied up and left one after the other, and the manager went upstairs to rest.
Sima Cheng closed up the front doors and went to go bolt the back door. He had just done this when there were to soft raps on the door.
“Who is it?” Sima Cheng asked.
“Is that Brother Tucheng? Open up, Great Xia Cui is looking for you!”
Sima Cheng started and said suspiciously, “Who are you?”
“I’m a waiter at Honored Guest Inn. Quickly, if I’m later, Boss will take it out of my pay!”
“Hold on, let me tell my manager, then I’ll be there.”
He told the manager that a relative had come to the city and he wanted to go out with him. The manager said to come back soon, then finally free, the manager got close to his lamp and read his stories.
The waiter walked fast, saying in a low voice, “Brother Tucheng, you’ve not been here long, I’ll show you a shortcut. Quickly now!”
Sima Cheng really was worried that the waiter’s boss would deduct his pay. “Brother is being put to a lot of trouble!”
“It’s alright, I’m doing this for myself as well! The tip will be substantial!”
Sima Cheng found that funny. He had been a waiter for several weeks and naturally knew the customs.
They went down a small alley and the waiter turned suddenly and said, “You know how much money I can get?”
Sima Cheng laughed. “Little Brother is new to the business, I’m not sure.
“Twenty taels of silver, maybe more!”
Sima Cheng was astounded. Cui Yishan’s finances were not that great, he couldn’t afford to spend so freely. Doubt had just formed in his mind when he saw four big men dressed in black standing in a line before him.
The waiter quickly leapt over the human wall, but the men in black blocked the way for Sima Cheng.
Sima Cheng was surprised and now knew he’d fallen into a trap. Anxiously he said, “Who are you all?”
A roundfaced man said, “Who we are doesn’t matter, what matters is we know you are Sima Cheng!”
“So what if I am?”
“Come to the manor with us to see Madame!”
“You’re from Ouyang Manor?”
“Wise up, boy, do you want to drink a toast or drink a forfeit?”
Sima Cheng thought of how he could escape as he said, “What does drinking a toast mean? What kind of forfeit?”
“Drinking a toast means we tie you up and take you back to the manor. As for drinking a forfeit…”
Sima Cheng waited till he was distracted from talking, then pushed off with his foot and pressed against the wall with his left hand and shot upward.
Unexpectedly, the man was even quicker than the waiter had been, seeming to expect this from Sima Cheng, leaping up a step sooner, steel sabre chopping down at Sima Cheng’s head!
Sima Cheng was angry, twisting around, left foot kicking off the wall in midair and he flipped away.
When he touched the ground he was still in the alley, and the big men wielded weapons and came at him, a sword, a sabre, two cudgels, and the waiter’s steel sabre made five.
Sima Cheng flew back in a quick retreat, at the same time sending a right fist out. His internal energy had not reached the apex yet, not like his father, whose fist forcewind could shoot out two staves, but his punch’s momentum and the force of it was still enough to forge ahead and stop up the big man’s oncoming force.
Sima Cheng took this opportunity to pull back again. The danger would decrease once he got out of this small alley. At least, in the alley there was not much space but a lot of people, and they all had weapons. If he got hemmed in from both sides, even if he had three heads and six arms he would still be a goner.
A stave or so away from the mouth of the alley, Sima Cheng was inwardly delighted, but unexpectedly a strong gust of wind blew over his head, the waiter leaping over his head.
He really hated that waiter and raised his right fist to punch him in the belly in rage, putting eight-tenths of his strength behind the punch, coming on like a meteor.
The waiter swung the steel sabre in his right hand and blocked his belly, Sima Cheng’s fist slamming into the spine of the sabre, a stream of unusually strong force penetrating the blade and into the waiter’s body, which flew back into the air!
But though the waiter was not very old, his strength was quite developed. In midair he bent over and dropped down forcefully, coming straight down and blocking off the mouth of the alley.
Anxious, Sima Cheng delivered another punch, this one clearly aimed at his opponent’s face, but just before it reached him the fist dropped down, aimed at his belly.
The waiter’s sabreplay was tight and steady. His wrist sank slightly, the tip of his sabre protecting his belly, and a white light appeared, the steel sabre dancing up and down, creating a net of blade in front of him.
He was only defending, not attacking, and Sima Cheng loosed five moves without breaking through the sabre net.
The sixth punch had just been delivered when behind him came a whoosh of a sabre blade chopping air behind him. He ducked and pulled back his punch at once, left fist shooting out behind him without looking.
Sima Cheng’s surprise attacker was the big roundfaced man. After his sabre chopped air, Sima Cheng’s left fist slammed into his thigh and he staggered back a step.
Sima Cheng rapidly stood up straight and the waiter’s steel sabre pricked at his chest. Sima Cheng leaned to the side and the tip of the blade passed by the crook of his arm. He swept his right foot out and forced back a big man wielding a sword.
At the same time, his left palm hit the wall and he leapt up, both feet flying at the waiter’s face. The waiter raised his hand and his blade swept up at his legs.
Unexpectedly, Sima Cheng’s move was a feint. The tip of his left foot stepped on the top of his right foot and he plummeted down, elbow coming down to slam into the belly of a big man wielding a cudgel, and the man went down at once.
Quicker than words can tell, the sword-wielder and a sabre-wielder came at him at once, one thrusting at his left shoulder, the other hacking at the back of his head.
The alley was narrow and the two men attacked shoulder-to-shoulder so there was no extra room for Sima Cheng to dodge. He could only double over and roll, the waiter’s steel sabre chopping down right at that moment. Sima Cheng raised his upper body and knocked the spine of the sabre away with his left palm, right fist punching. It was a dangerous move, but but superbly executed. The waiter was punched in the chest and staggered back, letting out a sharp cry.
The sound was sharp and piercing, breaking the night’s silence and traveling a long way.
The waiter was beaten back, but he still guarded the mouth of the alley, not giving Sima Cheng a chance to escape.
Sima Cheng had just stood up straight when the felled cudgel-wielder’s cudgel suddenly struck at Sima Cheng’s legs.
The strike was quick and heavy, bam and the pain went to his heart and spleen, nearly breaking his shinbone, making Sima Cheng’s eyes water.
The cudgel blow didn’t break his shinbone, but he couldn’t stand well. As he fell his right fist slammed into the cudgel-wielder’s face, shattering the bridge of the man’s nose. The man cried out savagely.
The waiter’s steel sabre once again chopped down, and the sword was thrust at him as well. Sima Cheng couldn’t move well and suddenly grabbed a man and pulled him in front of him as a shield. In a split second the steel sabre and the sword pierced the man’s body, who wailed and died.
Though Sima Cheng had himself a “protective talisman”, he still couldn’t escape this situation. Now he could only defend, not attack. Sitting on the ground, the dead body raised over him to shield himself, one can only defend for so long before losing. Soon, a chunk of his left shoulder was taken and sent flying by the waiter’s steel sabre and blood stained his teal shirt.
Another while later, the sword cut a deep bloody gash in his thigh and Sima Cheng felt the man’s body he was holding up getting heavier and heavier. He was gradually losing his ability to fend them off, and in a moment of negligence his right arm was hit with a cudgel so that he could hardly raise his arm.
The situation was getting more and more critical. Even Sima Cheng thought his strenuous effort was only prolonging the inevitable, delaying his death for a time.

      ***Lanterns were being extinguished on the main street and people were thinning out.
Gu Sinan at the end took Yun Feiyan around in the vicinity of Ouyang Manor to walk around. “Let’s go back, lest Chief need us and not be able to find us.”
Yun Feiyan said softly, “If you want, anyway it’s like walking around with a mute being with you, no fun at all.”
After a while Gu Sinan finally said, “I… I don’t know what you like to talk about!”
“Joke around, chat, sentimental stuff, that’s not okay?”
“Chief says that’s all silly stuff. Better not to do anything than do silly stuff. Mm, you want to hear something? Let me think…”
Yun Feiyan sighed. “You really are like a block of wood. Though a block of wood does have a lot of uses, it’s not as nice to look at as dark green leaves or pink flower blossoms!”
“Fei… Let me see, let me see… There was an old man who used to cut wood in the mountains all day. One day, a transcendent immortal pointed at his bald head with his immortal’s staff…6
Yun Feiyan chuckled and Gu Sinan was really happy. He was going to continue when Yun Feiyan stopped him. “Forget it, who wants to listen to your old bad jokes. Always this or that old man!” Then she laughed again.
Gu Sinan was put off and followed behind her awkwardly.
Yun Feiyan knew he’d be a good husband, but he would by no means be a good lover.
She didn’t know when she had started taking a liking to him, nor was she sure if it was better to look for a good husband or a good lover.
A good husband would care for you forever, but it would take all her effort and patience to endure it. Only when one of them died would one be “crowned with success”.
A good lover might not care for you forever, might even be abandoned, but the time spent together would be so sweet, happy, and carefree, heart and soul melded together. They would be sweet memories to think back on.
Like a streaming star in the sky, bright one moment, gone the next.
“So which is better?” Yun Feiyan thought to herself, at a loss.
Gu Sinan said softly, “Lil Fei, what are you thinking about?” He always called her Lil Fei because she was like a white dove, capable of flying away at any time.
Yun Feiyan suddenly felt bad. She was about to speak when the night silence was broken by a sharp cry.
The cry was full of pain and terror. Yun Feiyan and Gu Sinan tensed up and looked at each other. They were just thinking of which direction the sound had come from when another savage cry came just in time, this one louder and clearer than the first.
Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan now could tell where the sound was coming from.
Gu Sinan shot into the darkness without thinking. He was slow when it came to dealing women, but he reacted fast with something like this.
Those cries he couldn’t just ignore. Who dared commit violence under his watch?
Ravengold sabre in hand, strong force was already spread through his whole body.7 Another savage cry sounded, sharp and short. When he heard it he knew this was the final death rattle before a person dies.
His heart sank and he picked up the pace. Yun Feiyan had gotten off to a slower start, but she was only no more than five spans behind him.

      ***In the narrow alley, Sima Cheng’s strength was just about exhausted. He had bitten his lower lip and and it was bleeding. He was soaked with blood all over and had lost a lot of blood, consuming his strength faster. The dead body he held liked to way a thousand catties.
The waiter and his three associates said not a word but took turns hacking at him. If the alley had not been so narrow so that the four of them could not attack all at once, three Sima Chengs would be dead already.
Strength vanishing bit by bit, Sima Cheng just felt his mouth was dry, and his head felt as heavy as a boulder. His hands were also beginning to tremble. He uttered sharply, “I didn’t kill Ouyang Peng!”
Just as he was about to use his last remaining strength to toss the dead body aside, he suddenly heard a heavy, composed voice shout, “Stop.”
Sima Cheng was jolted to his senses and he used the body to shield him in the front from a sword thrust, but the sword stabbed too deeply, the tip running through the body and stabbing him in the belly.
Followed closely came an explosive shout and the clash of weapons. A man in black raged, “Who dares meddle with Ouyang family business?”
“Chief Constable of Jiangbei, Shen Ying, dares!” Gu Sinan knocked a cudgel strike away and leaned to the side to allow Yun Feiyan’s sword to thrust from behind him. The tip of the sword severed the opponent’s wrist vein and the cudgel clattered to the ground.
“Chief Constable of Jiangbei Shen Ying, you finally arrived…” Sima Cheng muttered, his mind slacked, everything when dark before him, and he fainted.


1.
      禿鷹 is literally “bald hawk”. Sometimes you’ll see this incorrectly translated as bald eagle because 鷹 can sometimes mean eagle. But it is not a bald eagle. This “bald” 禿 literally means bald of hair, like on one’s head. But the “bald” of bald eagle actually means white. Of course bald eagles are not actually bald but have white heads. Cattle and horses with white faces are often called baldfaced as well. So 禿鷹 means vulture, that is a bird of prey with no feathers on its head.
    
2.
      That is, a cash cow, a gold mine, a good bit of business.
    
3.
      His name, Cheng, means city or city wall, and taken apart in this way meas soil whole.
    
4.
      行宮, a temporary residence set up for the majestic thearch when he is on an inspection tour or otherwise traveling. Here used to mean a temporary headquarters while Shen Ying and his team work.
    
5.
      That is, 7-9 pm.
    
6.
      Sorry, I don’t really get this one either. I think he’s pointing to his bald head in reference to the bald ground, as in he’d cut down all the trees. But I’m not sure.
    
7.
      I’m not sure exactly what Ximen Ding intends by using “black gold” 烏金, which is literally crow metal, or crow gold. It might be something like palladium or platinum treated to give it a darker sheen. There’s also “black gold” in English which is gold plated with rhodium. That might be too modern to be intended here though. It think we should picture a dark, dull-colored metal here, like the color of pewter or palladium or lead rather than an actually “black” metal. Chinese dictionaries also list 烏金 as another word for iron, so we may be dealing with something resembling cast iron. I translate 金 as gold here rather than its originally meaning, metal, to indicate its preciousness and because 烏金 also refers to coal, which incidentally is known colloquially in English as “black gold”. But I don’t think we should take this as a sabre made from solid gold as that would be impractical because of gold’s softness. I give it the literal name ravengold to distinguish this as a specific substance while also hinting at its color. It’s not uncommon to see this material in wuxia fiction.
    






  
  5
The Secret of the Gold Hairpin


(1) 
Shen Ying listened carefully to Zhao Siniang and Zhan Tianhong’s testimony, then, eyes narrowing, he blew out a puff of smoke and said plainly, “Madame, do you think Sima Qianjun or Sima Cheng could have killed Manorlord Ouyang?”
After a while Zhao Siniang said, “Sima Cheng killed my pup, no question about that, so what’s so strange about him killing my husband?”
Shen Ying’s eyes widened. “Who says Sima Cheng killed your son and your daughter-in-law? Who saw it? Are you telling me that just because Sima Cheng left without bidding farewell that you suspect him? Preposterous!”
Zhan Tianhong said, “But Sima Cheng had courted the young lady unsuccessfully, he…”
“Also preposterous!”
Zhao Siniang said, “This widow asked the amazing constable here to find out how my husband died, not about my pup’s affairs.”
Shen Ying’s eyes widened, then narrowed again. “Last night didn’t Madame send people to kill Sima Cheng?”
Astounded, Zhao Siniang said, “What? Sima Cheng has come to Luoyang? Steward Zhan, did you not know this either?”
Shen Ying “This old fellow asked you a question, you still have not answered.”
Zhao Siniang said, “Nothing of the sort happened. Our humble manor didn’t even know that Sima Cheng had slipped into Luoyang.”
“I hope Madame is telling the truth. It’s important, because if your esteemed manor really didn’t go after Sima Cheng, then that proves there is another party, and there might be many secrets hidden behind this!”
Zhan Tianhong blurted out, “What secrets? Even if there are secrets, they have nothing to do with our humble manor and the Young Master’s death!”
Zhao Siniang said, “Yes, Amazing Constable, you must act fast and find my husband’s killer as soon as possible.”
Shen Ying stood up and said evenly, “Listen to me, Sima Cheng is reported to have no enemies, and even if he did they could challenge him openly. Why take out Ouyang Manor and their reputation to do it? Therefore, if your esteemed manor really didn’t go after Sima Cheng, this old fellow believes this would be a case of grafting a flower onto another plant to shift the blame to your esteemed manor.”
“Our humble manor really didn’t know Sima Cheng’s whereabouts, how could we send people to go kill him?” Zhao Siniang continued, “What could be their goal?”
“The goal this old fellow doesn’t yet know, but I can take a haphazard guess,” Shen Ying said calmly. “It could be that someone is trying to provoke a row between your esteemed manor and the Sima family so that you two will fall to open fighting, which would accomplish their goal.”
Zhan Tianhong at once asked, “If what Amazing Constable says turns out to be true, well our humble manorlord and young master are dead, and Sima Qianjun and his wife have also passed away, so their goal has already been reached. Then why then continue and go gill the younger one, Sima Cheng, too?”
“Because if Sima Cheng doesn’t die, then one day the scheme might still be exposed, and that would not be good for them, so they must cut the weeds and dig up the roots to eliminate future trouble.”
Zhan Tianhong said, “I hope it really is as Amazing Constable conjectures.”
Zhao Siniang said, “Amazing Constable, how do you plan to conduct your investigation?”
Shen Ying said proudly, “This old fellow has his his old fellow’s methods. But first I have to make it clear that if this old fellow finds Manorlord Ouyang’s murderer for you, Madame, how much are you willing to pay?”
“As much as Amazing Constable says.”
“Good, this old fellow will give you a rough estimate first. At least 50,000 taels, at most 100,000. Think it over and decide!”
Amazed, Zhao Siniang said, “This widow has never heard of Amazing Constable charging so much before!”
“Ouyang Manor has wealth of the first order, this is a small amount. Besides, if the killer is actually a group, that could be be more thorny. This old fellow might have to spend a lot of manpower and maybe even lose a few subordinates in the process. How can that amount then be considered expensive?”
“Alright, we’ll do as you say.”
“Also, if the results of this old fellow’s investigation proves that your son and daughter-in-law died at the hands of others, then the fee will have to be recalculated.”
Zhao Siniang said, “If Your Excellency can find out the true facts, this humble manor above and below will be grateful without exception. However much Amazing Constable wants will not be a problem.”
Shen Ying smiled. “Good, this old fellow won’t make a quote willy-nilly. For now, if Madame and the steward will lead me to the scene of the crime for inspection.”
“Your Excellency, please come in,” Zhao Siniang said, urgently ushering Shen Ying to the study behind the main hall.
The room had been restored to how it had originally been. Zhan Tianhong remembered to overturn the chairs again as they had been, then pointed to the floor. “Our humble manorlord was lying here.”
It was the middle of the room. Though the chairs were overturned, they were not just thrown about. Ouyang Changshou seemed to have suddenly died unawares as if someone had pressed a fatal acupoint.
“There was no blood on the floor?” Shen Ying asked after a moment of thought.
Zhao Siniang and Zhan Tianhong said at the same time, “No.”
Shen Ying pointed to a sword hung on the wall. Is that Manorlord Ouyang’s weapons?”
“Yes,” Zhao Siniang said at once.
“Steward Zhan, when you arrived on the scene, was the sword still hanging on the wall?”
Zhan Tianhong answered cautiously, “At the time I didn’t pay much attention, but because there was no sword on the floor, and our humble manorlord was emptyhanded, I assume the sword wasn’t moved.”
Shen Ying became lost in thought. He walked over to the window, pushed the shutters open. Just a flower garden outside, exotic plants and flowers, a rock garden and gazebo, a little bridge over a flowing stream, all painstakingly laid out.
Zhan Tianhong said, “At the time, the window was open!”
Shen Ying went “Oh” and swept his gaze across the garden. It was a rather large garden, an enclosing wall in the far distance.
“What’s beyond the enclosing wall?”
Zhao Siniang answered, “The kitchen and the servants’ quarters.”
“What’s beyond the quarters?”
“Your Excellency, there’s an enclosing wall beyond the servants’ quarters, and beyond that is no longer our humble manor,” Zhan Tianhong answered promptly.
Shen Ying muttered, “In that case, the killer murdered, then escaped from there… Hmm, no one in the kitchen in the middle of the night, no one noticed, he ran somewhere he didn’t expect to be discovered, then…”
Zhan Tianhong broke in, “Your Excellency, that night I ordered the guards to closely guard all the exits, because after Young Master was discovered slain in the antechamber, I didn’t dare get careless!”
“Oh?” Shen Ying began pondering and muttering. “So, on your lordson’s wedding night, the manor’s security was quite lax?”
Zhan Tianhong lowered his head and said hoarsely, “It was Young Master’s joyous day, everyone was in high spirits, it’s only natural that security would slacken. Besides, this manor has sat magnificently in Luoyang for decades, who would dare tweak the tiger’s whiskers, so…”
Shen Ying suddenly interrupted, “Before the murder at your esteemed manor, were there any new servants hired?”
“No, this manor has not hired any new servants in six years.”
“On your lordson’s joyous day I hear there were over a hundred guests. Were there enough hands in the kitchen for that?”
This time is was Zhao Siniang who answered, “That was taken care of by hiring a couple dozen renowned chefs from the area as temporary workers. They worked for three days before the big banquet, but every day they left at sundown, and every time they left there were people keeping watch.”
Shen Ying sat in a chair, feeling there were no further questions to ask. “Madame, if you would please take this old fellow to your son’s newlywed chamber so I can have a look.”

      ***“Everything in the newlywed chamber is in perfect order,” Zhan Tianhong said, “nothing out of place. Young Master and the young mistress were sleeping naked in bed. There was a hole pierced clean through their bodies, and a hole split through the bedboard. The killer obviously was hiding under the bed and at the final opportune moment struck suddenly.”
Shen Ying and Zhao Siniang knew what moment Zhan Tianhong meant when he said “at the final opportune moment”.
Shen Ying asked, “Could you tell what weapon made the wounds?”
Zhan Tianhong said in a low voice, “I didn’t want to disrespectfully take a closer look.” Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan were naked, naturally Zhan Tianhong couldn’t take a closer look.
Zhao Siniang said, “The wounds were very narrow, made by a sword, and the sword was somewhat narrower than an ordinary sword.”
Shen Ying said, “Tomorrow this old fellow will bring several assistants here to investigate again.”
Zhao Siniang said, “Your Excellency, our humble manor welcomes you whatever time you come.”

      ***Sima Cheng had just opened his eyes when Shen Ying returned. After being helped over here by Gu Sinan, he was treated, spoke a few words, then fell into a drowsy sleep till he woke up just now.
Shen Ying said, “You rest there a while till your wounds are better.”
“Thank you Your Excellency for saving my life. I really hope Your Excellency can help me clear my name so that I am no longer falsely accused!”
“This old fellow and Cui Yishan have been old friends for many years. I met your father several times. Just relax and get better. In a couple days this old fellow will have some questions to ask you.”
(2)
The next morning, Shen Ying took Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan once again to Ouyang Manor.
This time he didn’t want anyone showing him the way, he took them himself to the study and locked the doors.
First thing he said was, “There are scant few people in the martial world who have the ability to kill Ouyang Changshou. Therefore, I’ve had strong doubts about his death right from the beginning. There are only two circumstances in which Ouyang Changshou could have been killed: firstly, the killer’s martial arts were exceptionally strong and Ouyang Changshou was killed at a moment when he had completely dropped his guard. Secondly, the killer and Ouyang Changshou knew each other well, so Ouyang Changshou definitely would not be on guard at all around him, and so the killer was able to strike in one blow. But I think the latter is the most likely.”
Yun Feiyan was confused about something. “Since Uncle suspects the killer was one of Ouyang Changshou’s people, then why did we come here to investigate?”
“Because there’s still one area of doubt!” Shen Ying suddenly turned over the two chairs. They were made of pearwood and were heavy and sturdy and made a loud bang when they fell over.
“How could such a loud sound in the quiet dead of night not alert the manor guards? But instead was only discovered by a handmaid early the next morning?”
Yun Feiyan and Gu Sinan felt this quite suspect as well. They looked wide-eyed at Shen Ying.
Shen Ying said quietly, “There’s two possibilities here as well: one is the chairs weren’t knocked over but were manipulated that way by someone later on. The other is the killer was well-known to Ouyang Changshou, and fearing he would be discovered, intentionally messed up the scene afterward to shift attention.”
Gu Sinan blurted out, “Chief, which do you think is more likely?”
“The first is more likely. Because that night security in the manor was very tight. If the killer was an outsider, even though he was successful, he would never be able to leave without being noticed. Therefore, I suspect the person was either one of the manor’s people or one of the guests present at the time.”
Yun Feiyan muttered, “Who had a grudge against Manorlord Ouyang?”
Gu Sinan said, “A good thing to know!”
Yun Feiyan rolled her eyes at him. “You mean you know?”
“I have an idea,” Gu Sinan said to himself. “If the killer’s goal was to get Ouyang Manor and Sima Manor fighting with each other, killing Ouyang Peng would be enough, so why did he risk the danger of killing Ouyang Changshou as well?”
Shen Ying clapped his hands. “Little Gu sure enough is improving. This old fellow thought you were a blockhead!” He paused and said, “This old fellow took you two here precisely because of this> we’ll search this place thoroughly, see if any clues turn up! Feiyan is in charge of the rafters, Little Gu, you take the floor, and this old fellow will inspect the walls.”
In fact Gu Sinan was not a blockhead, he was the kind of person who is like the saying: a great ware takes years to produce, everything gradually developing, till a certain stage when there was suddenly breakthrough progress.
He heard Shen Ying and was delighted and set to at once, stooping down to inspect the floor.
After a long while, Yun Feiyan found a gold hairpin on one of the roofbeams. On the gold forks was a phoenix spreading its wings to fly. The chasework was immaculate and lifelike, two dark green jadeite pieces inlaid for the eyes. It looked very precious and valuable.
What was a gold hairpin like this doing stuck into a roofbeam?
Yun Feiyan was filled with suspicion, but she couldn’t figure it out so she flew down off the roofbeam. Looking up, the gold hairpin was difficult to notice where it was lodged in the beam. She gave the gold hairpin to Shen Ying. “Uncle, this gold hairpin was in the roofbeam, see, stuff right up there!”
Shen Ying looked the gold hairpin over, also filled with suspicion. He thought for a while, then said, “Feiyan, go get Madame Zhao over here for a chat. Don’t alert anyone else!”1

      ***Zhao Siniang took one look at the gold hairpin and said, “This belonged to Young Mistress.”
“But how did it get in the roofbeam?”
Infinitely astounded, Zhao Siniang said, “This was discovered in the roofbeam? The day her body was dressed, this widow noticed that the gold hairpin Young Mistress usually wore was missing, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. Who put it on the roofbeam?”
Shen Ying asked, “Your daughter-in-law didn’t use the goldware gifted by your family?”
“No, Young Mistress said that she was orphaned as a small child, picked up on the road by Abbess Kindheart. The gold hairpin was there in her swaddling clothes, probably left there by her mother, so she always wore it!”
“I see, this is really strange!” Yun Feiyan blurted out.
Shen Ying pondered this for a time. “This old fellow will take this gold hairpin for now and will return it to Madame later. And the bride’s maid? She was the first one to arrive on the scene.”
“Ever since the incident, the bride’s maid has been ill from fright. I heard she went back to the countryside.”
“Is the handmaid called Chunhua still here? If Madame would call her over here.”
“This widow will get her right away.”

      ***Chunhua stood before Shen Ying, somewhat scared.
Shen Ying told Zhao Siniang to withdraw, then he said gently, “This old fellow only has a few questions to ask you. I hope you will answer them truthfully.”
“Yes sir…” Chunhua curtsied.
“When you arrived here, what did you see?”
“This slave saw Master fallen on the floor. I was alarmed and called out twice, but when Master didn’t respond I thought something was wrong and ran out to inform Madame!”
“Were the two chairs tipped over at that time?”
Chunhua thought for a moment. “Yes, they were tipped over on the floor.”
Shen Ying followed up with another question, “Was the window open as well?”
Chunhua nodded.
“Is everything you’re telling me the truth?”
“Every word this slave has said is the truth!”
Shen Ying again said gently, “Alright, you can go. Later if you think of anything else you can come find this old fellow and tell me directly. This old fellow will keep your secret.”
“Yes sir, this slave understands!”
“Feiyan, give her the address.”
(3)
The gold hairpin kept Shen Ying up all night, unable to sleep.
Early the next morning, he sent a carrier pigeon to summon several of his assistants to Luoyang.
He didn’t summon Gongsun Liang or Xiao Mu, deciding to let Gu Sinan take on the task as his major helper to allow him to learn how to take charge.
After a cup of “soul-returning wine”,2 Shen Ying’s mind was more awake and alert. He handed the gold hairpin over to Yun Feiyan and told her to go to Clear Voice Hermitage to get Abbess Kindheart.
Yun Feiyan received the gold hairpin and mounted up and left the city. Clear Voice Hermitage was no more than 200 miles from Luoyang, and with her fast horse she was there in a few days.
Clear Voice Hermitage was not large, but not small either, green bamboo growing all around it, the bamboo leaves rustling in the autumn wind like billowing waves that cleared one’s mind like a mirror to listen to them, taking all one’s worries away.
Yun Feiyan knocked on the door for a bit and the hermitage doors opened. This was the time for the nuns’ liturgical formularies and there were no other worshipers there. When the door opened she heard them chanting scriptures, along with the sounds of the wooden fish block and brass gong. It was solemn and holy and pure.
A middle-aged nun opened the door. “Has Almsgiver come to worship? They are performing the prescribed liturgy now, please come in and sit for a while.”
Yun Feiyan said hastily, “Master, this pupil has come to see Abbess Kindheart.”
The nun was a bit surprised. “Our humble director has been roaming outside for two years now, what does Almsgiver seek her for?”
“Ah? Abbess Kindheart has been away from the hermitage for two years!” Yun Feiyan was greatly disappointed.
“Almsgiver has come a long way, please come inside and have a cup of tea.”
“Master, may I ask your dharma name?”
The nun put her palms together. “This poor nun’s lowly name is Plainheart, the director’s senior disciple and temporarily presiding over the hermitage in Master’s stead.”
“Excuse me for my lack of manners, in that case Master must be very familiar with Chao Xiaoyan!” Saying that, she stepped into the hermitage.
After Plainheart offered her tea, she said, “Has Almsgiver come to inquire about matters concerning Junior Sister?”
“That’s right. May I ask if Xiaoyan was an orphan?”
“Yes, this poor nun has heard Master mention this. When this poor nun joined, Junior Sister was only three or four years old.”
“In the jianghu they say that Abbess Kindheart only had one female disciple, how many does she actually have?”
“Master’s dharma power is vast, she has ferried over countless people of the world to break away from the Sea of Misery, naturally her disciples are not few in number. However, Junior Sister was not predestined for enlightenment, so she only practiced self-defense martial arts with Master. Us in the hermitage are all weaklings, renunciates who hold ourselves aloof from the world. Consequently, people in general think that Junior Sister is Master’s only disciple.”
“I see.” Yun Feiyan took out the gold hairpin. “Can Master tell if this belongs to Junior Sister or not?”
“It does. This gold hairpin is stuck in Junior Sister’s hair night and day. Eh, I wouldn’t have thought Junior Sister at such a young age… Master turns out was right!”
Yun Feiyan was stumped and asked urgently, “What did your master say?”
“My master said that Junior Sister ought to marry early, that if she waited till she was over twenty to marry then she would suffer a fatal disaster. Sure enough, her prediction has come true. Junior Sister this year happens to be twenty-one!”
Yun Feiyan found this mysterious and didn’t quite believe it, but she didn’t contradict her. “May I ask Master if you know who your junior sister’s natural parents are?”
“That, not even my master is clear on.”
Yun Feiyan couldn’t think of anything else to ask and took her leave.

      ***One day, Shen Ying ate supper and was just in the little parlor thinking when the doorman suddenly reported that a girl was here seeking an audience. Shen Ying was much surprised and quickly instructed him to let her in.
The arrival was a handmaid of the Ouyangs—Chunhua.
Shen Ying was greatly delighted and asked her to have a seat.
“Your Excellency, this slave specially requested Mistress to give me the day off to leave the city and visit my family. Before that I’ve come here to tell Your Excellency something.”
“What is it, please say it.”
“The night Master was killed, this slave saw Steward Zhan go to the study to see Master. Afterward, Master extinguished the lamps…”
Shen Ying asked, feeling it odd, “How did you see that at the time? I heard you are assigned only to wait on Madame Zhao. And, did Steward Zhan see you?”
Chunhua asked blankly, “Your Excellency, is that important?”
“Of course.” Shen Ying’s face suddenly clouded. “If you don’t state it clearly, how can this old fellow know whether or not you are intentionally trying to malign Steward Zhan?”
Chunhua was shocked and stammered, “This slave didn’t malign Tianhong…”
“What?” What kind of person was Shen Ying to catch that she had referred to him so intimately. He said sternly, “Tell me the truth quickly, what is the relationship between you and Steward Zhan?”3
“I… didn’t…” Chunhua dropped to her knees and knocked her head on the floor. “Your Excellency, if this slave tells you, please cover for me in front of Mistress.”
“Shen Ying said, “Let’s hear it first. If it’s not a big deal then this old fellow will agree to your request.”
“Tian… Steward Zhan and this slave have been having an affair for over a year now… That night, Mistress was grieving over Young Master’s death and was not in a good mood and sent this slave away early. This slave was happy to be able to rest earlier and went to find Tianhong. On the way I saw him hurriedly going into Master’s study.
“Not long after, Tianhong came back out. Master had told him to order the guardhouse to make careful rounds. He hurried off, and later I found him but he said he had no time, but not long after that he went to see Taohua! So, this slave got madder the more I thought about it and decided to tell Your Excellency the truth. He’s so cold, no feeling and no sense of duty. Originally he said that after Young Master got married he was going to marry this slave, but now he’s passionately in love with Taohua!”
Shen Ying said, “Did your master know about this?”
“To answer Your Excellency, Master was a playboy himself. A man his age, still getting handsy with us slaves. He always said that being a romantic was not low-class. He didn’t care about that stuff.”
Shen Ying became lost in thought. By the looks of it, Zhan Tianhong would not have been reprimanded by Ouyang Changshou over amorous matters and so that would not lead to a motive for murder. He thought about it for a while, then asked, “How long has Steward Zhan been with Ouyang Manor?”
“Seven or eight years,” Chunhua said. “I heard that Master met him on the road once, saw how down and out he was and asked him to come be his head steward.”
“How did he come to meet your master?”
“This slave heard one of the guardsman say that Master had run into a group of bandits and Tianhong stepped in to help Master run them off. When he first came to the manor he was just a guardhouse foreman, then later the old steward died and Master promoted him!”
Shen Ying stood up. “You go on back for now. If there’s anything, this old fellow will get you. Also, you can’t tell anyone else my address here.”

      ***Just after Chunhua left, Gu Sinan had investigated Ouyang Changshou’s behavior. Though Ouyang Changshou was a playboy, he treated people justly. He enjoyed a rather good reputation in Luoyang, and under his awe-inspiring renown, Luoyang became known for its public order. There were gamblers and prostitutes, but the gamblers were smart about it and the prostitutes were all willing participants, and those prostitutes who were forced into it, Ouyang Changshou helped get them buy back their freedom get married.
By comparison, Ouyang Changshou’s little shortcomings were not a big deal.
After Shen Ying listened quietly to Gu Sinan’s report, his mind was jumbled, his thoughts racing.
“Little Gu, from now on you need to keep an eye on Zhan Tianhong’s activities. If anything odd pops up, report it at once. Until Lang the Fourth gets here, then you can leave.”
“Yes sir, Subordinate will go at once!”
Gu Sinan ran into Yun Feiyan as soon as he stepped outside. He was happy and said, “What did you find out?”
Yun Feiyan said dejectedly, “A wasted trip. Abbess Kindheart has been roaming around all over the place for the past two years and still hasn’t returned yet.”
“Hurry on inside, Chief’s been anxiously waiting for you.”
At noon the next day, Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng arrived together. Lang the Fourth took over for Gu Sinan, who went back “home”.
(4)
Sima Cheng had recovered from his injuries, his wounds all healed up, and at this time, Cui Yishan requested Shen Ying to investigate the facts of Ouyang Peng’s murder and handed over to him the task of clearing Sima Cheng’s name.
Shen Ying decided to question Sima Cheng.
“Why did you leave that night without bidding farewell?”
“This nephew was going to take my leave with Manorlord Ouyang after the banquet, but he was very busy and was always with Great Xia Peng and Uncle Cui and the others, so this nephew went back to my room. Another guest in the same room asked me how I felt about all this. Probably he had heard about me trying to court Chao Xiaoyan the previous year.”
Shen Ying interrupted, “Why did Chao Xiaoyan discard you and go into Ouyang Peng’s arms?”
Sima Cheng sighed and said with wry smile, “It’s hard to say. Actually, this nephew is not too sure himself. I only know that every since she got to know Ouyang Peng she became more and more distant from me. Probably she thought Ouyang Peng was better than me.”
Shen Ying asked, “That’s really how you two broke up?”
“Yes,” Sima Cheng said. “This nephew is unworthy, but I’m also not delusional. I thought since she’s having second thoughts, why should I keep on trying to win her heart? So I didn’t see her anymore. In addition, my father was illness relapsed. Years ago he was struck by Flying Demon from Beyond the Wall’s Three Poison Palm and had not dispelled all the poison. In his later years, his strength declined and it gradually flared up again. When it does he’s completely powerless and in so much pain it’s like steel needles piercing the bone. A goodfellow like my dad couldn’t even stand it!”
He paused, then continued, “This nephew was a filial son during these times and waited on him, bringing him medicinal soup to his bed, so I cut off contact with Xiaoyan.”
Shen Ying said, “Keep going.”
“That guest asked me how I felt about it all, and naturally I found it unbearable, and many people were teasing and mocking me. This nephew couldn’t help but sneak out in the dead of night.”
“Where did you leave from?”
Sima Cheng’s face reddened. “I climbed over a wall.”
“Did you know those young men?”
Sima Cheng shook his head.
“This old fellow asked around at Ouyang Manor about the night you were ambushed. They said they didn’t know you had come to Luoyang and denied sending people to kill you.”
“But they clearly said they were from Ouyang Manor and wanted this nephew to go see their madame.
Shen Ying sighed. “A lot of things in this world are not what they appear to be on the surface. This case might be that way. It might be extremely complicated. Let this old fellow ask you, are the murders of Ouyang Changshou and Ouyang Peng related? Were they committed by the same person?”
Sima Cheng blurted out, “Of course they were.”
“This old fellow believes they may not be, because the killer’s aim seems contradictory. Killing Ouyang Peng is so that Ouyang Manor and Sima Manor would fall to fighting each other, but why kill Ouyang Changshou?”
Gu Sinan suddenly cut in from off to the side, “Perhaps killing Ouyang Peng was just to throw Ouyang Changshou’s mind all out of sorts. How could a person like Ouyang Changshou under normal circumstances be so easy to kill?”
Shen Ying had a thought and his eyes lit up in approval. “If that’s the case, the motive for killing those two would be identical! But then what is the motive for killing them?”
Sima Cheng suddenly recalled the conversation those eight people were having at the restaurant that day, and he immediately told them about it.
Shen Ying’s eyes lit up. “So it’s just as this old fellow expected, those men are probably part of a secret organization. From their manner of speaking, they could have Luoyang in their sights, seems like a black path organization. Ouyang Changshou’s existence made them unable to expand, so they had to kill him!”
He suddenly said to Yun Feiyan, “Feiyan, go to the yamen tomorrow and ask what gangs this place has. Little Gu, this gold hairpin might be the key to this case. I hope you can find out this key within ten days.”
Sima Cheng got some disguise cosmetics from Yun Feiyan and left furtively, planning to go back to Zhengzhou to see Cui Yishan.


1.
      About the use of surnames with “Madame”, there seems to be no fixed rule in the old days but more a matter of custom. Here Ximen Ding has Zhao Siniang using her original surname and calling her Madame Zhao, but it is often customary for wives to be called by their husband’s surname, in which case she would be Madame Ouyang. In such cases, the wife isn’t actually taking her husband’s surname as is customary in the west. Rather, it’s just a term of address, basically like saying “Husband Ouyang’s person, 夫人 meaning husband person. In real life, take Chiang Kai-shek’s last wife, who was known as Madame Chiang, her husband’s surname.
    
2.
      回魂酒, a refresher drink, equivalent to English’s “hair of the dog that bit you”. When you’re hungover, drink a bit more and you will recover somewhat from the hangover effects. Here Shen Ying wasn’t hungover, just groggy and shitty from lack of sleep.
    
3.
      I just want to intrude for a moment to point out that, see? The terms of address here are important to the plot. It often is in Chinese “period” fiction especially. If you don’t translate them but just go with plain I and You and He and She, etc., then what would you do as a translator when you get to something like this, where the specific term of address is a plot point? That’s why I translate them. Those who don’t are depriving their readers of important information.
    






  
  6
An Unexpected Twist


(1) 
These developments were making Shen Ying apprehensive.
The yamen said there were no gang organizations established here. Gu Sinan studied the gold hairpin everyday but could not see anything the least bit special about it.
Shen Ying almost wanted to get Xiao Mu over here. In his mind Xiao Mu carried much more weight than Gu Sinan.
However, he finally gave up that idea, deciding to wait a few more days to decide his next move.
Solving a case sometimes cannot rely on one’s hard work a lone, often what is needed is time, because as time goes on the killer will unknowingly slip up. Now Shen Ying was waiting for the killer to slip up.
The fifth double-hour, the hour of the dragon, had just passed when someone from the prefect of Luoyang delivered an invitation requesting Shen Ying to attend a banquet.
This banquet was set up to honor the retirement of the presiding judge of Luoyang. This Assistant Prefectural Magistrate Shen’s office was a minor one, but he came from the same clan as Shen Ying and they were somewhat acquainted, so Shen Ying could not very well decline, so he went to the banquet by himself.

      ***After Shen Ying had been gone for the time it takes to eat a meal, Lang the Fourth sent word that Zhan Tianhong had just vacated his duty as head steward of Ouyang Manor and had left Ouyang Manor and was heading out of the city.
Gu Sinan put down the gold hairpin and picked up his weapon and sent someone to notify Shen Ying, then hurried out with Feiyan.
They didn’t know which direction Zhan Tianhong was leaving the city from, so Gu Sinan hurried toward the east gates and had Feiyan head to the west gates.
Less than a mile outside the east city gates, Gu Sinan heard Lang the Fourth shouting in a grove and the clanging of weapons.
He urgently used his lightness skill and bore into the woods. Sure enough he saw Lang the Fourth fighting with Zhan Tianhong, the latter’s sword quick and tight, Lang the Fourth’s steel sabre dancing up and down, strenuously fighting him off.
Gu Sinan brew his blade and leapt over, shouting, “Brother Lang, don’t be alarmed, Little Brother will take care of him.”
Zhan Tianhong was startled and anxiously thrust his sword and turn around and ran.
Gu Sinan was already blocking the way. “Steward Zhan, where are you going in such a hurry, you must have a guilty conscience!”
“Nonsense, what did I do to give me a guilty conscience?”
“In that case, Steward Zhan, please come back with me, what do you say?”
“Rubbish! Why should I go back with you? I didn’t break any laws, what does Shen Ying want me for?”
Gu Sinan stroked his sabre and said, “Looks like I’ll just have to retain Steward Zhan in Luoyang for the time being.”
“Insanity! A little boy like you can detain Daddy Zhan?”
“Wait and see just how insane I am.” He pulled back his sabre and said, dropping his voice, “Pardon the offense!” And chopped at his opponent’s chest. Though it was a bit of a wild slash, it was executed impressively, with the bearing of a great general.
Zhan Tianhong stepped in a seven star pattern, leaning to the side to dodge, and his wrist flicked up and the tip of his sword slanted toward Gu Sinan’s throat.
Gu Sinan didn’t move his feet, just brought his blade back to block, and with a turn of his wrist the blade skimmed along the spine of the sword to cut at Zhan Tianhong’s arm.
This stroke changed extraordinarily fast and without any warning at all, startling Zhan Tianhong, who didn’t dare underestimate him anymore.
His sword made a circle and countertwisted up toward Gu Sinan’s forearm. Gu Sinan let out a word of praise and swung his arm and took a step forward, ravengold sabre out in a flashing ray of light swiftly slashing at Zhan Tianhong’s chest. Before this stroke was barely finished a new one followed, the tip of the sabre suddenly flashing before Zhan Tianhong’s face before thrusting slantwise at his left shoulder.
Zhan Tianhong was greatly shocked and flew back three steps, sword circling to seal up the sabre’s advance, the move “Lone Wisp of Smoke Rising in the Great Desert” swiftly stabbing at Gu Sinan’s chest.
Gu Sinan could not endure a long battle and suddenly leapt up, slashing down in the air in a gust of wind, frightening forceful rush, like a ferocious tiger leaping down the mountain!
Zhan Tianhong held his sword crosswise to block and there was a loud clang, his wrist going numb, his sword nearly slipping out of his hand, but Zhan Tianhong as absolutely no slouch, it’s just that he was caught off guard, that’s all. He forced down his seething qi and blood, sword coming up from the below in a different direction, curring across Gu Sinan’s belly.
This move was unusually sinister, Gu Sinan in midair not able to retract his sabre in time to block, and the momentum of the fight instantly shifted.
This Gu Sinan! Not flustered in a time of crisis, his right foot suddenly sank and kicked the spine of the sword which was immediately knocked away, and he dropped to the ground.
Zhan Tianhong was seeing red. Not waiting for Gu Sinan to get his footing, he pounced, and in the blink of an eye loosed seventeen sword thrusts.
Gu Sinan met the attack calmly, and once Zhan Tianhong’s seventeen strokes were over, Gu Sinan took advantage of his chain of old, predictable moves to slash through a seam in his sword onslaught, the tip of his sabre swiftly thrust into his face.
Zhan Tianhong sunk his back and shoulders to let it pass, but Gu Sinan’s wrist dropped and he went from a thrust to a chop, the blade aimed at his head.
Trouble close at hand, Zhan Tianhong was scared out of his wits and dropped to the ground and rolled, then sprang up and took off running.
He had lost the will to fight, only hoping that he could escape Gu Sinan’s pursuit.
Gu Sinan hollered, “Brother Lang, stop him!” And he gave chase himself.
Lang the Fourth’s nickname was “Flying Sparrowhawk”, and though the rest of his martial arts were not at a high level, his lightness skill was quite advanced. He flanked and cut off Zhan Tianhong.
Zhan Tianhong saw that Gu Sinan was not giving up the chase and suddenly got an idea. He pulled back a tree branch and waited for Gu Sinan to get close, then he let it go, the branch whipping back like an arrow loosed from the string at Gu Sinan’s face.
Gu Sinan was furious and swung his sabre and the branch broke in two, but Zhan Tianhong had pulled farther ahead.
Lang the Fourth, due to having to circle around, naturally had a longer distance to cover, so he was not able to intercept Zhan Tianhong in time.
He bent over and picked up a few rocks and with a raise of his hand yelled, “Watch our for these dart!” Three small rocks flew at the back of Zhan Tianhong’s head and back.
Zhan Tianhong turned sideways, pace not letting up, and he was pulling farther and farther ahead. Running out of time, an idea flashed through Gu Sinan’s mind and, copying Zhan Tianhong, his left hand pulled back a tree branch and let go, flinging himself forward like a n arrow.
This method was quite effective. Lang the Fourth’s relentless onslaught of rocks was after all affecting Zhan Tianhong, and after flinging himself three times with a branch, Gu Sinan had closed in. Once more and Gu Sinan’s drove his sabre at Zhan Tianhong’s back. He was really afraid of killing Zhan Tianhong like this and was about to call out to warn him, but Zhan Tianhong was already aware and leaned over to dodge it.
Gu Sinan drew in a sharp breath and spun around in the air, ravengold sabre sweeping. Zhan Tianhong backed away in a hurry, but then was startled as his back slammed up against a tree.
Gu Sinan pushed off with the tips of his toes and with the move Swallow Trice Scoops Up Water, raised his arm, sabre coming on fast, only three or four spans away from Zhan Tianhong, murderous intent overflowing his body.
Zhan Tianhong, back pressed against the tree trunk, soared up into the sky. He was quick, but Gu Sinan was not slow either, driving his sabre in hot pursuit!
Zhan Tianhong was really anxious now, his perfected qi getting out of rhythm, and he sunk down, tiptoes about to touch down on a tree branch.
Gu Sinan swung his sabre and kacha chopped the branch in two and followed at a soaring slant.
Zhan Tianhong’s feet touched air and his decent sped up, a black blur flashing through the air. His vision blurred, but Lang the Fourth, ambushing from the side, kicked at him in midair.
This kick was an unusually heavy one. Zhan Tianhong couldn’t help but cry out in alarm, and his sword flew out of his hand.
He hit the ground awkwardly, feet unsteady, and fell down. Gu Sinan’s blade was immediately at his neck.
“Sorry, but I have to ask Steward Zhan to accompany me back to Luoyang!”
(2)
This matter with Zhan Tianhong came as a big surprise to Shen Ying. After he heard the news he hurried back to see about it, but then had a thought and changed his mind.
When Shen Ying got back to his nest it was already the 11th double-hour, the hour of the dog.1 Gu Sinan unsealed Zhan Tianhong’s mute acupoint and upper limb numbing acupoints at once.
Zhan Tianhong blurted out, “What’s the idea arresting me?”
Shen Ying glared, sharp as blades, at his face for a full half the time it takes to have tea, getting Zhan Tianhong all flustered and antsy. Tianhong said in a low voice, “Do you all have evidence?”
Shen Ying sat in his chair, extended a hand, and Lang the Fourth handed him his pipe at once, then struck a flint and lit it for him, smoke wafting out.
Shen Ying puffed on it twice, eyes sharp as knives slicing through the smoke.
“If you don’t have evidence, how can you take someone into custody?” Zhan Tianhong muttered.
Shen Ying said coldly, “They didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?” Zhan Tianhong said, then shook his head.
“This old fellow just told them to ask you to come here and have a seat. It was a request, not an arrest. If it were an arrest would you be so comfortable right now?”
“My leg numbing acupoints are sealed too, how is that comfortable?”
“That’s because you have a guilty conscience and have not been honest, so we had to resort to such lowly means.”
Zhan Tianhong said nothing for a long time, then repeatedly said, “Do you all have evidence?”
Shen Ying bellowed severely, “Spit it out, why did you kill Ouyang Changshou?”
Zhan Tianhong’s tone suddenly calmed. “Who said I killed Manorlord?” Manorlord’s martial arts is more than twice as good as mine, how could I have killed him?”
“Hard to say!” Shen Ying’s face darkened. “He took you for a trusted subordinate, was not on his guard, so he was taken advantage of.”
“Ridiculous!” Zhan Tianhong said coldly, “Since Manorlord took me as a trusted subordinate, what reason would I have to kill him? Are you telling me I killed him to take over as manorlord of Ouyang Manor?”
“You didn’t kill him necessarily to become Ouyang Manor’s manorlord, but on behalf of a gang. With Ouyang Changshou dead, Luoyang would be the gang’s world now!”
“I’ve been in Luoyang for seven full years and have never heard of any gangs in Luoyang! Since you sound so sure, let me ask you what the name of this gang is, and who is in it?”
Shen Ying was could say nothing to that.
Actually, all this was just talk to intimidate Zhan Tianhong, hoping he might stumble onto something, because he felt that Zhan Tianhong’s sudden departure as head steward of Ouyang Manor was really suspicious.
But why didn’t Shen Ying say that Zhan Tianhong had killed Ouyang Peng? Because that night Zhan Tianhong was with Ouyang Changshou, so he couldn’t have been able to get away to the inner chambers to kill anyone.
After a long while, Shen Ying said, “Why did you leave your post as head steward?”
“I’ve been with Ouyang Manor for seven years. If not for my gratitude for Manorlord I would have left years ago. Now that Manorlord has died, and I have a bit of money now, of course I want to leave!”
“Where do you plan to go?”
Zhan Tianhong said furiously, “Do I need Your Excellency Shen’s permission to go where I want? I want to go back to my hometown to seep the tombs, because it will be Double Ninth festival in half a month. What of it? Your Excellency Shen, is that alright with you?”
Shen Ying suddenly said, “This Excellency is drunk right now. In two days I will examine the case and give you an answer! Go on to sleep.”
Gu Sinan and Lang the Fourth dragged him away at once.
Zhan Tianhong stayed there three days. Not only did they not learn anything, Zhan Tianhong’s attitude became more and more natural, his tone more and more unyielding, not the least bit of a flaw in his testimony to be found.
Shen Ying couldn’t’ help but get a bit discouraged. He thought he’d give it another three days, and if no clues turned up, he’d release Zhan Tianhong.
(3)
This time Sima Cheng went traveling disguised as a scholar seeking knowledge, riding a pony stepping slowing to Zhengzhou. Using marvelous disguise cosmetics from Yun Feiyan, he reached Zhengzhou without rousing anyone’s suspicion.
When he entered the city it was the time of day for lamps to be lit. Sima Cheng ate supper at a little eatery and entrusted his pony at an inn and strode over to Cui’s house.
The Cui residence was located in the busy market district. Sima Cheng had been there dozens of times so he was like an old warhorse that knows its way. He could practically find it with his eyes closed.
This area was usually ablaze with lights, people going about to and fro, but today it was abnormally gloomy. Sounds of dogs barking continued nonstop and a feeling came over Sima Cheng as if he were wandering around in the countryside.
He couldn’t believe his eyes, and looking around, he used the pillars and other objects for cover as he made his way toward the Cui residence.
The Cui residence’s main gates were shut tight and there were no gatekeepers outside. All was quiet within the perimeter walls and Sima Cheng suddenly had a bad feeling.
He swiftly doffed his jacket, revealing dark blue tightfit clothes. He shot forward and pressed his left palm against the wall gently and leapt up and over the wall, landing without a sound. He quickly hid behind a large tree, watching, eyes piercingly bright in the gloom.
A night breeze blew by and the flowers and tree branches swayed, leaves rustling. His heart continued to sink. He was sure now that something bad had happened at the Cui residence recently and his blood was instantly up. Heedless of his own safety, he passed through the courtyard and into the inner hall.
His left foot just touched down on the stone steps when he suddenly felt a gust from behind at his side. He was already fully alert and leaned to the side to dodge, at the same time kicking with his right foot His reaction couldn’t be called slow, but his ambusher was faster.
A white flash of light, the person’s sword circling, flying toward his thigh!
Sima Cheng’s right foot quickly lowered and retracted, left fist punching. The person’s face was just under the eaves, but the starlight did not shine upon his face. Sima Cheng shouted, “Who dares get violent here?”
The person didn’t respond, sword pointing, the tip thrust straight at Sima Cheng’s fist. It was a swift stroke and Sima Cheng dropped his wrist in alarm, index and middle fingers erect, and flicked at the sword’s spine.
Unexpectedly, this person’s swordplay was utterly mysterious. The tip of the sword quivered and changed direction, now in a slanting thrust at Sima Cheng’s face. His sword was long and Sima Cheng was not expecting this, so he immediately fell into a hopeless situation.
Suddenly, he shouted, “Thief, I’ll have it out with you!” His right fist utilized his Hundred Steps Divine Fist technique and a blurred mass of fists shot out, fist forcewind punching through, straight at the person’s chest.
If the person did not retract their sword they could of course stab Sima Cheng fatally, but they would also be pounded by Sima Cheng’s fist forcewind.
Sima Cheng suddenly felt a chill on his face and he closed his eyes, thinking, “I’m done for!”
The person suddenly jumped away and with a startled yelp said, “Who are you? How do you know the Hundred Steps Divine Fist?”
Sima Cheng opened his eyes, and said furiously, “A real man doesn’t change his name, I am Sima Cheng. Thief, who are you?”
“Ah! So it’s Worthy Nephew Cheng, surging waters nearly flooded the Dragon King temple, I almost failed to recognize you!”
Sima Cheng recognized his voice. “Is that you, Uncle Cui?”
Cui Yishan smiled wryly. “It is indeed this old rotter!”
“Uncle, what happened here?”
“Worthy Nephew come inside, it’s a long story.”
Sima Cheng felt a chill in his heart and asked urgently, “Auntie?”
Cui Yishan was silent for a long time, then let out a miserable wail, the wail filled with boundless misery and grief.

      ***The tragedy at the Cui residence took place three days before.
In the middle of the night, a stream of masked men in black poured in suddenly, killing everyone they saw, not sparing anyone. Cui Yishan had just gone to his paternal cousin’s place for a banquet. He hurried back when he heard the news, but the place was already littered with corpses, an unbearable sight.
Cui Yishan hastily buried his family and hid himself straight away in a secret place. He knew full well that the killers had come for him. His family had just been killed on account of him.
Last night, as expected, twenty to thirty masked men in black came again. Cui Yishan had seen a lot in his day, and due to their individual skills and ability, he feared he was outnumbered, so he remained hidden.
The group of masked men in black could not find him.
Cui Yishan still did not come out, stating hidden in his secret place. Only once his enemies thinned out and separated by themselves did he come out and kill them off one by one to give vent to his hatred.
Tonight sure enough only one person came, but it was unexpectedly Sima Cheng.

      ***Sima Cheng listened to Cui Yishan tell his story, then urgently asked, “Does Uncle Cui knew where those villains hailed from?”
Cui Yishan shook his head. “I only heard one of them call their leader, a tall, lanky man, Number Four.”
“Number Four?” Sima Cheng blurted out. His mind was jarred and he remembered, hadn’t the man surnamed Yi had called his companions by numbers back at the restaurant in Luoyang?
“Little Nephew knows a bit about this. We should head back to Luoyang at once, maybe Senior Shen might know something!”
(4)
The room was dimly lit by just one lamp.
Gu Sinan’s eyes had not left the gold phoenix hairpin for one moment.
These few days, as soon as he closed his eyes he saw an image of that gold phoenix hairpin in his mind.
“What’s so peculiar about this gold hairpin? What’s so special about it?” He racked his brains nonstop. Besides its exquisite craftsmanship, and the fact that the phoenix was a bit larger than others, there was nothing at all peculiar about it.
But these two points could not be considered unusual. A wealthy person’s goldware naturally will be larger and more finely made. That was normal.
Tomorrow was the tenth day. The deadline Shen Ying had given him was up. If he couldn’t make a breakthrough now, important assignments in the future would go to someone else.
Now he thought of what Shen Ying had said: “Chao Xiaoyan’s gold hairpin ending up on a roofbeam in Ouyang Changshou’s study proves there is something secret going on, and it’s the key to this case. If we can see through this key, the case will be mostly solved!”
Shen Ying also said something else: “This gold hairpin was definitely put in the roofbeam by Ouyang Changshou. If Ouyang Changshou’s killer had planted it then it would have been planted somewhere conspicuous, or else they would have destroyed the gold hairpin after the murder.”
It was a bit stuffy in the room, so Gu Sinan pushed the window open. A cool breeze entered, stimulating and refreshing his mind.
There was rustling rain outside the window. In the lamplight, the raindrops resembled millions of silver threads, intertwining with the thoughts in Gu Sinan’s head.
A cool breeze blew against his face and a wave of thoughts rose and fell in his mind. He suddenly made a decision.
He trimmed the lampwick brighter, then took a small knife and poked at the jadeite gems making up the phoenix’s eyes. He poked and nothing happened, then he poked again, still nothing.
Gu Sinan was Shen Ying’s master locksmith and wooden mechanism master. That the tip of the knife was not able to dislodge the jadeite gems gave him an idea. He used his finger to gently turn little gem on the right. After one turn it began to move, and five turns later the jadeite gem dropped out, revealing a tiny word no bigger than the head of a fly.
Gu Sinan looked at it in the lamplight. It was the character Yang (陽).
Then he turned the little gem on the left side and underneath it was the character Ou (歐).
Gu Sinan’s mind was blown. The two characters put together spelled Ouyang, and there was only one meaning for the word Ouyang, It was a compound surname!
The artisan who’d made the gold hairpin was either surnamed Ouyang, or it had been given to someone surnamed Ouyang. Could that person be Ouyang Changshou?
If it were Ouyang Changshou, then how did the gold hairpin end up as Chao Xiaoyan’s mother’s keepsake? Could it be that her mother had some connection to the Ouyang family?
Since it was Chao Xiaoyan’s treasured possession, how did it end up in Ouyang Changshou’s study?
Gu Sinan’s emotions were reeling, and his hands began to tremble slightly. He wasn’t about to stop there, for fear that his train of thought would be broken.
Had this gold hairpin been given to Chao Xiaoyan’s mother by Ouyang Changshou? If so, then wouldn’t that mean that Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan were…”
Gu Sinan didn’t dare carry that thought through to completion. His mind suddenly sparked and a thought entered his mind. He kept on crying out, “So that’s it, so that’s it!”
The gold hairpin had been taken by Ouyang Changshou out of Chao Xiaoyan’s hair. When Zhao Siniang saw her son and daughter-in-law suddenly dead, she was out of her mind and crying uncontrollably, so she did not notice Ouyang Changshou do it. Then thinking back on it, she assumed that the coroner had made off with it!
Why would Ouyang Changshou take the gold hairpin?
Because he was very familiar with the gold hairpin, so much so that he couldn’t help but take it to get a good look at it!
He was about to carry this thought a step further when Shen Ying and Yun Feiyan hurried over at the same of his exclamations. Yun Feiyan asked him urgently, “What are you making such a fuss about?”
“Chief, look!” Gu Sinan pointed to the phoenix’s eyes. “There are words here!”
Shen Ying took it and examined it and blurted, “Ouyang! What’s this about?”
Gu Sinan quickly told him his own thinking. Shen Ying nodded slowly, gaze landing on the phoenix’s mouth, a gleam coming into his eyes suddenly. Amazed, he said, “This phoenix’s mouth seems to have been closed originally. Why is it open now?”
Gu Sinan looked and sure enough, the phoenix’s mouth was open, revealing a very tiny tongue. He had been so absorbed with the phoenix’s eyes that he neglected the other parts and never noticed this before.
He received the gold hairpin back from Shen Ying and put the jadeite gems back in the phoenix’s eyes. Once he made the final turn, the phoenix’s mouth closed again.
Yun Feiyan blurted out, “Eh, that’s some real fine craftsmanship!”
Shen Ying muttered, “What is the function of the phoenix’s mouth opening? Is there some other secret behind it?”
Gu Sinan promptly unscrewed the jadeite germs again and the phoenix’s mouth opened once more. He used his finger to gently pull on the tongue, and it immediately came out of the phoenix’s mouth.
At the back of the tongue there was a fine gold thread wrapped around a teeny tiny thread piece of silk cloth. At first glance the silk cloth appeared to be gray, but actually it was snow-white, only someone had stained it by writing tiny words on it it ink.
The three of them’s hearts were all pounding, knowing they had made the first step toward a breakthrough. Even Shen Ying’s hands were shaking slightly. He opened the silk cloth and read it in the lamplight. “This girl’s father is Ouyang Changshou. I unfortunately lost my chastity and gave birth to this girl. Fearing being discovered, I placed her out in the countryside, in hopes that a virtuous passerby might take her and raise her.
“Though I lost my chastity to Changshou, I don’t blame him at all. I just that my father and mother cling to wealth and lust for power, all along intending to marry me off to the lordson of the assistant minister of the left. The wedding day is not far off, and I have no opportunity to hand the baby girl over to Sir Ouyang, which I really regret. Some day, should someone discovers the secret of this hairpin, please give it to Ouyang Changshou and ask him to treat my daughter well.” That was all it said and there was no signature.
The baby girl mentioned in the letter was obviously Chao Xiaoyan.
Yun Feiyan’s face blanched after reading it. She exclaimed, “In that case, weren’t Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan brother and sister? They spent the night in the bridal chamber…”
Shen Ying’s mind was blown as well. This was a great tragedy, a father’s womanizing ways leading to sibling incest!
Probably this was retribution for womanizing!
Yun Feiyan suddenly said, “You men are all awful. You see, isn’t this just what you get!” She gave Gu Sinan the side-eye. Gu Sinan had just so happened to turn to look at her and her cheeks flushed red.
The air became heavy in the room, and there was a moment of silence.
A good while later, Shen Ying finally heaved a long sigh. “Ouyang Changshou wasn’t murdered, he committed suicide! Because he couldn’t bear his own conscience, so he killed himself!” He paused, then continued, “Even though Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan were already dead, they still consummated their marriage before they died. How could Ouyang Changshou, over seventy, take so many repeated heavy blows? He didn’t dare tell the truth to anyone, so just before he killed himself, he made it look like there was a struggle in the room first and overturned the chairs one by one so that it looked like there had been a disturbance!
“Unfortunately, he still left behind too many holes. He always lived a life of happiness, all the pleasures of life coming to his like nature. He had no need to think hard about anything but what he obtained whatever he wanted, so even though he thought of putting up a false facade, he was very naive about it!”
Gu Sinan asked, “So them, why did he hang on to the gold hairpin and allow the truth to be discovered?”
“He put the gold hairpin in an inconspicuous place on the roofbeam believing that by the time the hairpin was discovered he would be long dead. By that time, even if someone exposed the secret, it would be unimportant—by that time Zhao Siniang might be dead already, even Ouyang Manor might have collapsed.”
Yun Feiyan sighed. “Who knew this case would be so complicated!”
Gu Sinan, rather, felt relieved. “The case has finally been broken!”
Shen Ying returned the gold hairpin to its original state. “Tomorrow morning I’ll go to Ouyang Manor and tell Zhao Siniang the truth. You all release Zhan Tianhong and say a few words of apology. Now you all go and rest.”
Gu Sinan suddenly felt tired, the God of Sleep assailing him at the same time, and he lay down with his clothes on.
Outside the window, the rain suddenly stopped.
It never rained much in autumn.


1.
      i.e. 7-9 pm.
    






  
  7
The Mysterious Guest


(1) 
Once Zhan Tianhong left, Shen Ying headed for Ouyang Manor, shooting Ge Gensheng a look before he left.

      ***Zhao Siniang listened quietly to Shen Ying’s analysis, her fair as a flower face drained of color. This outcome was really not what she was expecting, and it left her shaken. A long time later, she was still opened-mouthed, incredulous.
Shen Ying took out the secret letter from the gold phoenix hairpin. “Once Madame has read this you will know that this old fellow has said is true.”
They were in Ouyang Changshou’s study, just Shen Ying and Zhao Siniang the two of them. Zhao Siniang read the secret letter, trembling all the while, and muttered, “It really is retribution, really is retribution. Such a pity it cost my son his life for no reason!”
Shen Ying said, “Madame doesn’t have any more questions?”
Zhao Siniang nodded blankly.
“For this case, this old fellow will collect 40,000 taels of silver.”
“This widow will pay as charged. Your Excellency, please wait a moment and this widow will get the silver drafts.”
“Hang on,” Shen Ying said. “This old fellow has something to ask Madame.”
Surprised, Zhao Siniang said, “What else does Your Excellency wish to say?”
“Your son and daughter-in-law’s case, does Madame still believe the killer is Sima Cheng?”
“If not him then who?”
Shen Ying’s expression hardened. “All this old fellow knows right now is that Sima Cheng is not the killer, but I don’t yet know who the killer is.”
Zhao Siniang said, “You want this widow to turn the case over to you?”
“Yes.” Shen Ying said, “Doesn’t Madame want to find out who the true killer is? If you mistakenly kill Sima Cheng, will that let your son rest in peace?”
Zhao Siniang suddenly trembled, and after a while stammered, “But… we’ve already killed Sima Qianjun and his wife. This widow has already decided not to go after Sima Cheng. Ai, ever since Changshou’s death I have lost all heart. As the saying goes: Enmity ought to be dispelled, not held onto. Besides…”
“Beisdes, Madame fears that once the truth comes out, if Sima Cheng is not the killer, he won’t matters rest with the Ouyangs and Zhaos?”
Zhao Siniang was silent. After a good lone while she heaved a long sigh.
“That’s another matter. Whether or not Sima Cheng gets revenge is one thing, finding out who really killed your son is another!”
Zhao Siniang suddenly said, “If Sima Cheng wants to get revenge, then let him! How much can he do just one person? He can’t get through the Ouyangs and the Zhaos!”
“Madame, this old fellow already said that that’s another matter.”
“Alright, I’ll follow you and pay you when the work is done.” Zhao Siniang said, “But if the killer still turns out to be Sima Cheng, our humble manor aren’t going to pay anything!Then how will Yue Excellency handle it?”
Shen Ying smiled. Sunlight streamed in through the window and onto his bald head, which shone and flashed. “This old fellow will personally tie him up and deliver him to your esteemed manor.”
Zhao Siniang pulled over a chair and sat down. “How will Your Excellency conduct the investigation?”
“This old fellow wants to reinspect your son and daughter-in-law’s room where they were murdered.”
Zhao Siniang’s eye sockets reddened. “Allow this widow to lead the way. Your Excellency, this way please!”

      ***The newlywed chamber was decorated just as it had been on that day, dazzlingly bright red.
Shen Ying calmly looked the place over carefully, then said, “Madame, though this old fellow was not there on your son’s joyous day, I can imagine it. It must have been unusually lively, and there must have been a lot of honored guests. Let me ask you, were there any guets who were unfamiliar to you, or who particularly stood out to you?”
Zhao Siniang gave a wry smile. “There were up to 2,000 guests, how could this widow pay attention to them all?”
“That is a bit thorny.” Shen Ying thought about this and said, “Were all of the guests friends and relatives of your esteemed manor? This old fellow means, were there any Madame’s family invited?”
“No,” Zhao Siniang answered quickly. “My husband treated my family as a son-in-law should, but other than that he didn’t like to get top involved, lest peoiple think that hemarried this widow in order to take advantage of the Zhao family’s power and influence.”
After a pause, she suddenly remembered something. “Oh yes, there was also a guestbook. Your Excellency, please have a seat, this widow will get it for You Excellency to study.”
Shen Ying was delighted. “There will certainly be a clue there!”

      ***Eight people were fully occupying an eight-immortals table in the main hall. Besides Shen Ying and Zhao Sinaing there was also five of the Ouyang clan heads, and one guardhouse foreman surnamed Chu.
Every one of the 2,000 guests’ names had been crossed off, finally leaving only secen names that were unfamiliar. These seven were not only not friends or relatives of the Ouyangs, their names were not even known among hte jianghu.
Shen Ying said to the guardhouse foreman, “Foreman Chu, were you present the entire time that guests were signing their names?”
Foreman Chu said, “Yes. I was there the whole time along with FOurth Uncle and Seven Big Brother.” This Fourth Uncle was Ouyang Changshou’s younger paternal cousin Ouyang Changquan, and Seventh Brother was Ouyang Changshou’s paternal nephew Ouyang He.”
Ouyang Changquan said, “That’s right. This old rotter was there with Foreman Chu and Seventh Nephew as instructed by Third Big Brother.”
“Oh,” Shen Ying said, stimulated, “in that case you all must remember what these seven people looked like!”
Ouyang Changquan gave a wry smile. “There were so many people there then, I really can’t remember clearly. And this old rotter is old, my memory is not good. Perhaps Seventh Nephew and Foreman Chu can remember!”
Shen Ying’s gaze shifted over to these two. Foreman Chu and Ouyang He shook their heads, indicating they had no recollection.
Shen Ying pondered this. “Maybe they were Ouyang Peng’s friends who you don’t know. Hmm, could also have been Chao Xiaoyan’s friends!”
Ouyang He shook his head. “This junior knows all of Fifth Big Brother’s friends, and Junior has seen all of Fifth Sister-in-law’s good friends as well. Besides, she didn’t have very many friends.”
Zhao Siniang said, “My clumsy husband for this reason sent him to greet my son’s friends. Fourth Uncle was responsible for greeting the Ouyang family friends and relatives. As for Foreman Chu, he was responsible for greeting friends of the jianghu.”
Shen Ying blurted, “In that case, these seven showed up without invitations or snuck in.”
Foreman Chu said, “There’s no way they could have snuck in, because all the gates were guarded. All the guests had to show an invitation to enter.”
“Isn’t that odd?”
Ouyang Changquan suddenly said, “Eh, this old rotter heard that Steward Zhan was in charge of sending out invitations. Could they have been Steward Zhan’s friends?”
Somethng suddenly dawned on Zhao Siniang. “That must be the case! Too bad Steward Zhan quit his post and left a few days ago, or else things would be much simpler!”
Shen Ying drew in a breath. “Let me ask, did Steward Zhan introduce any of his friends to become guards here?”
Foreman Chu said, “Yes, about thirteen in all, but four or them resigned before Steward Zhan quit his post.”
Shen Ying’s eyes lit up. “Foreman Chu, please call them over.”
Foreman Chu assented and left.

      ***The nine guards stood in a line before Shen YIng, whose divine eyes swept over their faces. “Do any of you recognize these seven names?” He showed them the guestbook.
The nine guards, expressinless, shook their heads in unison.
Shen YIng said evenly, “Are you all friends of Steward Zhan?”
The guards nodded in unison.
“Isn’t that odd? The nine of you are Zhan Tianhong’s friends, yet none of you recognize any of these seven people!”
A guard in his fifties said, “We are not really all that familiar with Steward Zhan. And the nine of us only met each other after we arrived here!”
“Then how did you come to know Zhan Tianhong?”
“Here and there in the jianghu.”
Shen Ying stared hard at their faces. “Were you familiar with the other four who resigned?”
“We’ve all been here three or four years, of course we’re familiar with them.”
Shen YIng’s expression changed. “How’d you get to know each other?”
“Uh… uh… Just laughing and talking normally!”
Foreman Chu suddenly cut in, “He knows those four well, they often ate and slept in the same room together.”
“Where did they go?” Shen Ying said sternly, “Tell me now!”
The guard had no choice but to answer, “All I know is that one of them, called Hu Sheng, lives on East Lane in the city. Probably he went back home.”
Shen Ying again asked, “You don’t know the others?”
“We all make our living at the edge of a blade. Though we usually eat together and drink together, we don’t ask much about anything else.”
Shen Ying couldn’t help nodding. “It doesn’t matter. Leave me Hu Sheng’s address and you can leave.”
After the nine guards had withdrawn, Shen Ying softly said a few words to Foreman Chu and Zhao Siniang, then took the guestbook and left.
Before he left he asked, “Foreman Chu, how long have you been with Ouyang Manor?”
Foreman Chu looked at Zhao Siniang and said in a low voice, “A year longer than Steward Zhan.”
“Oh,” Shen Ying said, surprised. “In that case, why did Manorlord Ouyang promote Steward Zhan instead of you?”
Foreman Chu said, “My martial arts is meager and am not as good at handling affairs, how can I compare to Steward Zhan?”
Shen Ying said, “Foreman Chu is too modest. If this old fellow’s eyes are not mistaken, your martial arts is stronger than Zhan Tianhong’s and you are more capable!”
“On that, it’s not for me to say. Maybe Steward Zhan is luckier, so Manorlord favored him more.”
“Forman Chu, what is your esteemed age?”
“Forty-three.”
“What sect are you from?”
“In answer to Your Excellency, my master is Divine Sword of Mount Lao.”
“Oh! So you’re Senior Hao’s brilliant disciple. Excuse me for my lack of manners!”
“Too bad I was not blessed, I only studied with my master for six years before he passed away.”
“Oh, I heard your master didn’t accept disciples.”
“Yes, he only took me on as a disciple in his later years. Unfortunately. I was unable to master his kungfu, and the Mount Lao Sect has fallen into oblivion.”
“This old fellow met your mastter a number of times when I was young. He once pointed out some flaws in this old fellow’s palm techniques. But then I got tied up in business and never had a chance to go back to Mount Lao to thank him properly for sharing his wisdome. I really regret that!”
(2)
Cui Yishan and Sima Cheng rode from Zhengzhou to Luoyang. Sima Cheng was in disguise so was not worried about being recognized, but Cui Yishan feared he would spoil things for him and so purposely rode on ahead, lest the enmy ambush them on the road and the both of them ended up surrounded.
Judging by the time of day they were no more than a dozen or so miles away from Luoyang and they would have time to stop in the city for lunch.
Cui Yishan squeezed his legs and urged his horse forward. Up ahead dust was flying, a black horse suddenly galloping his way.
The black horse was ten staves away from Cui Yishan when it suddenly left the road and leapt into the woods, and Cui Yishan paid it no mind. At the moment he was flustered and anxious, eager to get to Luoyang so he could ask Shen Ying to find the killer for him to avenge the murders of his family.
Hooves clop clopped and he could hear his wife and childrens’ savage cries and he couldn’t help but shed stinging tears.
Cui Yishan’s horse galloped a dozen more staves and the black horse once again emerged from the woods carrying a rider dressed in teal. The man turned back to look at Cui Yishan and his horse shivered out of the blue and nearly knocked him off.
Sima Cheng nearly ran into the man. When the horses passed by each other, Sima Cheng turned to look adn vaguely recognized the man as Ouyang Manor’s Steward Zhan Tianhong. He didn’t dare utter a sound but crouched low in the saddle and galloped hurriedly ahead.
When they reached Shen Ying’s nest, Shen Ying had just returned from Ouyang Manor and had not yet finished his pipe, looking at Cui Yishan through the smoke. He said happily, “Yishan, you came just in time. Feiyan is personally cooking today, us brothers can enjoy a good drink!”
Cui Yishan gave a wry smile. Even if it was a bunch of exotic dishes of the highest quality, he had no appetite for them.
Shen Ying looked over at Gu Sinan. “Little Gue, go see if Feiyan is about finished or not.”
Sima Cheng interjected, “Uncle Cui’s entire family was attacked several days ago by a group of masked villains…”
Cui Yishan said acridly, “Little Brother has come here precisely to ask you to investigate for me.”
“You all slow down and tell me everything, but no matter what, we still have to eat. Little Gu, get a move on!”

      ***Food was laid out, but everyone ate slowly. Cui Yishan only drank wine, he didn’t eat anything. “Old Ying, those inhuman beasts didn’t even spare the women and children. If I don’t tear their bodies into a million pieces how can I have the face to keep on living!”
Shen Ying said evenly, “No matter how carefully they acted, some flaws will show themselves. As long as there is a flaw, this old fellow will be able to draw them out. Relax, eat first, then we’ll talk.”
Cui Yishan put down his chopsticks heavily. “How can Little Brother be in the mood to eat?”
Yun Feiyan said smiling, “Uncle Cui aren’t you being hard on your stomach and giving the murderers and advantage. If you don’t eat and sap your strength, how will you be able to kill the enemy? Look at Little Xia Sima, his whole family was destroyed, but he is still able to keep his composure.”
Cui Yishan’s face reddened, embarrassed, and he picked up his chopsticks again.
Shen Ying glanced at Sima Cheng and with an inquiring tone asked, “Nephew Sima, if this old fellow can prove that someone else is the killer of Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan, what are you going to do?”
Sima Cheng clenched his teeth. “Little Nephew knows I’m not the killer, but what can I do to the Ouyangs and Zhaos?” His eyes suddenly shone. “Senior, you tell Little Nephew what he ought to do?”
Shen Ying sighed. “That’s something only you can decide.”

      ***Cui Yishan’s mood had finally lightened when he suddenly saw Ge Gensheng hurry inside.
Shen YIng asked calmly, “Did you find out where Zhan Tianhong is staying?”
Ge Gensheng said haltingly, “Your subordinate is useless! I let him get away!”
Shen Ying said angrily, “You’ve been with this old fellow all these years and you can’t even keep your eyes on one adult but let him slip away!”
“He ran off to Hundred Wins Gambling Den, and Subordinate followed him but couldn’t find him. Later, Sudordinate found their boss, but Boss Luo wouldn’t let me search the place. But Subordinate did clearly see Zhan Tianhong go in there!”
Shen Ying said coldly, “And then?”
“Then Subordinate mentioned your name and he finally let me have a look around inside, but…”
“You didn’t see him?” Shen Ying said angrily, “Who told you to mention my name?”
Ge Gensheng lowered his head. Finally, he said, “Subordinate searched around the city but couldn’t find him, so I came back to report. Subordinate believes that Zhan Tianhong must have slipped out the back of the gambling den, because that door wasn’t bolted.”
Sima Cheng suddenly thought of the man in teal he had met on the road. “May I ask what color clothes Zhan Tianhong was wearing?”
Ge Gensheng said happily, “Little Brother Sima saw him? Uh, he was wearing teal clothing!”
“Right, I ran into him on the road!” Sima Cheng told them what happened.
Ge Gensheng said, “Chief, that person is nine-tenths sure Zhan Tianhong!”
Cui Yishanm shamefaced, said “This old rotter was in such a hurry, I didn’t notice!”
Shen Ying thought for a moment, then his eyes brightened. “Feiyan, you hurry off and disguise Ge Gensheng and Lang the Fourth. Once you’re done eating, hurry off to Zhengzhou. If there’s any news send it by carrier pigeon. If you don’t find him, stay there and wait for my instructions.”
He paused, then looked over at Gu Sinan. “Send a carrier pigeon at once and recall Tao Song and Peng the Seventh. Also, I fear there isn’t enough manpower here, have them bring ten people with them!”
Cui Yishan asked urgently, “Old Ying, you think he…”
Shen Ying cut him off, “Right now it’s too early to tell, the mysteries of Heaven must not be revealed. Come, have a drink!”
(3)
Just after noon, Gu Sinan, disguised as an ordinary martial artist, arrived at East Lane to look for the Ouyang Manor guard called Hu Sheng.
It was an old house, so old it had nearly caved in. Gu Sinan knocked on the door for a while, and the rotting wooden door finally opened a crack.
He couldn’t se anyone but he heard a voice say, “What short-lived is here looking for that gambler!”
Gu Sinan was startled as the door opened and out stepped a woman around thirty with bushy eyebrows, big eyes, a flat nose, and a big mouth. She eyed Gu Sinan and the door slammed shut with a bang. She hollered out, “I knew it was one of you good-for-nothngs, coming round all hours of the day looking for that gambler to go throw dice, making this old woman having to subsist on thin gruel every day!”
Gu Sinan had an idea. Raising his voice he said, “Elder Sister, please open the door, your Big Brother Hu has had a turn of luck, he won three ingots of silver and wanted me to come deliver one of them to you to buy food and drink with. He wants to have a good drink with you tonight!”
“What? That gambling addict had such good luck today?” The bighmouthed woman hurriedly opened the door and Gu Sinan instantly grabbed the door to hold it and stepped inside. “Elder Sister, Little Brother came all this way here and you haven’t offered me a bowl of hot tea yet!”
Hu Sheng’s wife beamed with joy and said hurriedly, “Tea I have, the wine’s been drank up by that gambling demon already. Come on in, I’ll pour it for you!”
There was just one room, a small one, some firewood and odds and ends piled in a corner. The place was filthy.
Gu Sinan said, “I hear Big Brother Hu is not with the Ouyang Manor guardhouse anymore. I don’t know why he didn’t take me with him when he was promoted!”
The woman smiled and said, “You’re not fooling me, how could that devil’s luck turn? Won three ingots of silver?”
Gu Sinan took out an ingot of silver and gave it to her. “Elder Sister, do you know what Big Brother Hu’s new job is?”
The woman saw that shining silver and her mouth watered. “The other night in bed that devil said that good days were soon upon us, told me to relax and wait thre to five months. I asked him what good days, he said your husband is about to strike it rich. In the future, food and shelter will be no problem at all!”
Gu Sinan feigned dejection, “Fuck, Ole Hu that piece of shit, has such a good way out and doesn’t take me along with him!”
“Heehee, maybe he just lost his head gambling. Don’t worry, you’re hid good brother, once he comes back I’ll put in a good word for you. Ah, what’s your esteemed surname?”
“My surname is Zhan, his former colleague, also at Ouyang Manor. Oh yeah, just what is this big opportunity, Elder Sister never told me!”
“I don’t really know myself, something about him becoming some hall’s petty chief, the pay many times more than what he made at Ouyang Manor, and more impressive!”
Gu Sinan had a thought and feigned a look of admiration. “Such good prospects sure enough, I wonder if I could do it too? Elder Sister, ask about it for me, what hall is it, let Little Brother try his luck as well!”
“Of course, of course, Elder Sister can see that you’re really sharp!”
Gu SInan took out another bit of silver and stuffed it into Hu Sheng’s wife’s hands. “A mere trifle, Elder Sister, please accept it.”
“What’s this, does Elder Sister still need your money?” Yet she begrudgingly pushed it back.
Gu Sinan said urgently, “Elder Sister, please accept it. Little Brother has one condition. Once Big Brother Hu gets back, whatvever you do you must not mention what I asked you, nor can you mention the matter of the gambling winnings either. In a word, just ask him to drink a few more cups of wine, get him eight or nine-tenths there and then start talking. Little Brother will call on Elder Sister tomorrow morning. If it worked out, Little Brother wil have another ingot of silver for you.”
Astounded, the woman said, “Isn’t that odd? Though you are both good brothers, why don’t you want him to know? Elder Sister always conducts herself cleanly, all the neighbors know that your Elder Sister is a virtuous, chaste woman, you don’t need to worry about anyone starting any rumors!” Turns out she had gotten the wrong idea.
Gu Sinan was in good humor and found this funny, but he didn’t even dare look at her. “Little Brother meant something else. I was blaming Big Brother Hu for his lack of feeling, not like you, Elder Sister. Once Little Brother is once again Big Brother Hu’s colleague, I’ll make him do some soul-searching!”
“Right right, that devil really does lack feeling, liek your Elder Sister, when I first married him, fair as a flower, he was so poor he didn’t have a grain of millet, leading Elder Sister to look as famished as I do today, thin as firewood, yet he doesn’t want to go to bed with me, so ungrateful! Fortunately, your Elder Sister washes up well so I’m not ugly and stinky so that you wouldn’t even want to sit down with me!”
Gu Sinan did all he could to keep from laughing, yet tears still threatened to squeeze out the corners of his eyes. “So Little Brother intentionally did it this way. Really that Big Brother Hu! A wife pretty as you at home and he still goes out carrying on, next time Little Brother will give him a good talking to for sure!”
The woman was delighted. “Little Brother youy have a good heart!” She patted her chest with her big hand. “Just leave this all to your Elder Sister!”

      ***Gu Sinan told them everything he and Hu Sheng’s wife talked about and everyone broke out laughing. Sima Cheng said, “Who knew that Hu Sheng’s old woman was such a wonder!”
Yun Feiyan though whispered to Gu Sinan, “You don’t see more than three words to me, so I thought you were a block of wood, and here you are smooth talking someone else’s wife!”
Gu Sinan’s face went red and he choked out, “I… I wasn’t smooth talking!”
“You still deny it, another man’s wife has you laughing it up happily!”
Shen Ying quickly came to his aid, “Little Gu, shortly you’ll have to go back there keep watch. When Hu Sheng comes back, get a good look at his facial features. This person is really important, don’t let him slip away!”
Gu Sinan said respectfully, “Yes sir, Subordinate understands!”
Shen Ying also said, “Also, when you go you need to have on a different disguise!”

      ***Gu Sinan hid out around Hu Sheng’s house from dusk till deep into the night without seeing anyone enter the rundown house. From inside he kept hearing Hu Sheng’s wife muttering, and by the sound of it he knew that Hu Sheng had not yet returned home.
Late at night, the autumn wind was intense and it was getting colder. People were going to bed early. All around was silence, only the sound of the wind.
Gu Sinan was anxious and impatient, also thirsty and cold, but he didn’t dare move a step.
The moon paled and the stars dimmed, a ray of white light just creeping over the horizon, but Hu Sheng had still not returned.
Gu Sinan rubbed his eyes and stretched, determined to keep waiitng. If this thread of a clue was snapped they he would have to wait for the enemy to accidentally make a mistake, and that could take many days.
The sky brightened and the doors owfd the houses in the little lane opened one after another, the women sitting the chamber pots from the night before outside their doors so the nightsoil-collecting farmers could come take it away.
For a while the lane stank to high heaven. Gu Sinan crouched on a roof was hard up, covering his nose and mouth with his hand the best be could, afraid he couldn’t stand it and might start coughing and alert people below.
Strange, teh nightsoil farmers seemed to have forgotten their duty. It was already light out but they had not shown up.
The most impatient was Hu Sheng’s old woman. She kept on, “Those nuisances don’t look like they’re comng today. Maybe they struck it rich. It’s so cold now, my belly is especially unhappy…”
A neighbor woman laughed and said, “Sister Hu, if you can’t stand it you can take it back inside and then bring it out again after using it. If it comes to it Little Sister will tell them to wait for you!”
“Aiya, it’s already full, I can’t even squat over it!”
The woman laughed so hard she nearly fell down. “Who told you to drink so much last night!”
“Yesterday morning I forgot to take it out, and that gambling demon said he was coming home, so I waited all night and filled up on tea to keep me awake, so…”
As she was speaking a farmer came lurching and running along. He said urgently, “Elder Sister Hu, it’s bad, Big Brother Hu, he… he…”
“He what?” Hu Sheng’s wife said, “Probably that gambling demon lost everything and hanged himself!”
“He didn’t hang, he…” The nightsoil farmer was panting. “He was murdered, the body is out east of the city. We found his body and ran to report it to the authorities, that’s why we’re running late!”
Hu Sheng’s wife screamed, “That gambling demon really is heartless! Heavens, you tell me how am I supposed to live now!” She sat on the ground cried and wailed.
Her neighbor ran over to console her. “Sister, don’t cry, maybe those boorish oafs misidentified him. Aiya, why are you pants all wet…”
Gu Sinan leapt off the roof at once, not caring if anyone saw him, and used his lightness skill and ran to east of the city!






  
  8
The Mysterious Organization


(1) 
With Hu Sheng’s death the clue was cut off and Shen Ying was getting a headache.
Gu Sinan said, “Chief, Hu Sheng might have been killed by their organization!”
Shen Ying said irritably, “You think this old fellow can’t see that? It’s the technique of giving up the chariot to save the general! Send someone at once to keep watch on Hundred Wins Gambling Den. Zhan Tianhong went missing there, which proves that this gambling den is is not on the up and up! Be careful, this is our only clue. Whatever you do, do not beat the grass and alarm the snake!”
“Subordinate understands. I’ll keep watch on it myself and sent two others disguised as gamblers to mingle inside.”
Shen Ying nodded and stuck his pipe in his belt. “I’m taking another trip to Ouyang Manor!”

      ***There was only Shen Ying, Zhao Siniang, and Foreman Chu in Ouyang Changshou’s study.
Shen Ying told them about Hu Sheng’s death, then said, “Foreman Chu, how did those guards conduct themselves here?”
Foreman Chu said, “By the book, everything as usual. Before, when getting off work they would sometimes go to the brothels and have a drink. These past couple days they haven’t taken one step away from here.”
“Oh? Then our adversary has supernatural powers, able to cut the clue off a step ahead of us!” Shen Ying felt another headache coming on again.
This adversary was more formidable than any he’d faced before. In the past he’d mostly dealt with individuals, or at most a small group of people. Now he was faced with an immense organization.
However, Shen Ying was still had unshakable confidence that he could draw his adversary out. It was just a matter of time.
He firmly believed in the principle that so long as he could be steadfast and persevering, his adversary would not be able to help themselves and would make some sort of a slip up, especially an organization that harbored unlawful aims.

      ***Five days passed, still no activity. The impostor gamblers came back to report that everything was on the level at Hundred Wins Gambling Den. They couldn’t find a single thing amiss.
In those days gambling dens were permitted, but cheating was not, or else they could be punished by the law.
Shen Ying took out his pipe again and puffed on it, blowing smoke into the air, making everyone aware of one thing, that cold weather was here.
Winter. The gray skies were a depressing sight.
Fortunately, a few days later Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng sent a carrier pigeon to Shen Ying.
(2)
Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng were not about to stop for a moment. The next day they arrived late outside Zhengzhou. The city gates were already closed, so the two of them abandoned their mounts and climbed over the wall into the city.
A night wind howled, kicking up dust in the street. Zhengzhou was famous for two things: a lot of sand, and a lot of wind.
Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng carried a lot of wind and sand with them as they pounded on the door to the inn. This was Zhengzhou’s biggest inn, and most famous. A waiter opened the door, rubbing his eyes, and before the two of them could speak said, “Rooms are all booked up, please try another establishment!” And with that the door slammed shut with a bang.
Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng had no choice but to a smaller inn diagonally across the street and put up for the night there.
The night passed uneventfully and the next morning they went downstairs to the hall to eat a light breakfast.
They looked at each other, not sure where to begin. If Zhan Tianhong was not in Zhengzhou, then wouldn’t this be a wasted trip? Moreover, even if Zhan Tianhong was in Zhengzhou, if he were hiding out some place, how could they know?
They walked around the city for a day, visiting all the public places, the brothels, gambling dens, teahouses, and eateries. They were so tired they were exhausted, with nothing to show for it, and could only go back to the inn to rest.
Despite their fatigue, they couldn’t sleep, their four eyes staring at the corner of the ceiling, lost in thought.
A long while later, Ge Gensheng slapped his thigh. “Tomorrow morning we’ll go see Constable Zhou and ask him for help!”
“Might as well, Constable Zhou has been in Zhengzhou for years and knows the people and has a lot of connections. Maybe he has a way!”

      ***Constable Zhou didn’t know what to do either. After hearing Ge Gensheng explain how they’d lost Zhan Tianhong, he said in a low voice, “Little Brother has heard that a new gambling den has opened in the city. It only accepts high rollers, and you need someone to introduce you. I wonder if it has any connection to Hundred Wins Gambling Den? If so, Zhan Tianhong might be hiding out there.”
Lang the Fourth said, “At his point I guess we’ll just have to doctor a dead horse. If Constable Zhou would show us the way, we’ll go take a look.”
Constable Zhou said, “Hold on, Little Brother doesn’t quite understand the situation yet. If you want to get in you need connections, but that’s no problem for Little Brother. You two relax, tonight I’ll have some good news to tell you two big brothers!”
Ge Gensheng said, “I wonder what the background of this gambling den is?”
“The manager is a fatty surnamed Qi, but I heard there’s someone behind him. Qi is a well-known person in the city, with some power and wealth, and he gets on well with the yamen. Though Little Brother can take you there, doing that would easily expose you!”

      ***The next day, Constable Zhou took a young man who looked like the son of a rich man to Lang the Fourth’s room at the inn.
“This is the city-renowned Second Lordson Peng. He’s most familiar with all the places to have fun in the city!” Constable Zhou introduced the two of them, “These two are distant relatives of mine. This one is surnamed Xu, this one Shi.”
The three of them said cordially, “Please to meet you, pleased to meet you!”
Constable Zhou laughed. “These two distant relatives of mine have long heard of the city’s renown and have come here especially to go sightseeing and have some fun, but I have some business at the yamen to tend to, so Second Lordson will serve as a tour guide for the next few days!”
Second Lordson Peng said, “Little Brother was just getting bored being all by myself, now that I have Brother Shi and Brother Xu accompanying me, what could be better?”
Lang the Fourth said, “Second Lordson is too modest, Little Brother is coarse and boorish, I just fear I will ruin your image!”
“Brother Shi exaggerates! I wonder what kind of fun you two were thinking of having?”
Constable Zhou gave Lang the Fourth a look and said hastily, “You all talk it over, I have to hurry back to the yamen!”
Lang the Fourth said, “Cousin, take care, Little Brother won’t see you off!”
Ge Gensheng said, “Second Lordson, we’ve always been really itching to gamble, but it’s not been convenient back home. Now that we’re here, we’re like birds escaped from their cages, we want to gamble it up!”
Second Lordson Peng laughed. “In that case you two have come to the right person. As they say, a young man who doesn’t live it up is wasting his youth. But Little Brother believes that not gambling is wasting one’s youth!” With that, he roared with laughter again.
Lang the Fourth said, “But we don’t like mingling with the masses, slumming it with the lower classes. Does Second Lordson know of a quieter, cleaner place?”
Second Lordson Peng thought for a moment. “There is one place. Not only is it clean and quiet, it’s only frequented by the higher classes, but, but it’s…”
“Second Lordson, if you have something to say, just say it!”
“It’s not that Little Brother looks down on you two big brothers, it’s just that the place has rules. To enter that place you have to have at least 5,000 taels of silver on you.” Second Lordson Peng said, “Little Brother was just afraid you two big brothers, being travelers, would not find it convenient to be carrying so much on you at once, so…”
Ge Gensheng hurriedly put in, “Everyone has to be carrying that much?”
“Precisely.” Second Lordson Peng said helplessly, “Even Little Brother, whose gone no less than five or six times already, still has to. To enter you first have to show the silver drafts!”
Lang the Fourth said, “Second Lordson Peng is right, we really aren’t carrying that much silver on us. But my dad did business here last time and made a lot of money. Before he left he deposited 20,000 taels of silver at Big Cousin’s place. Wait and Little Brother will go collect it from Big Cousin. I have to stop by and see him anyway. Second Lordson, please wait a moment!”
Second Lordson Peng was delighted. “That’s wonderful, Little Brother also has to go back home and get some silver. We’ll meet back up here later!”
(3)
Lang the Fourth ran to the yamen to find Constable Zhou and immediately asked him to get together 10 to 20,000 taels of silver. Constable Zhou certainly had the means within the city, and in a short while he had a silver draft for 6,000 and one for 7,000 taels of silver withdrawn from the bank!
This gambling den was within a small manor. From the outside it didn’t look like anything at all, no wonder Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng looked all over the place but couldn’t find it.
The manor house had a signboard hung at the entrance reading Myriad Winnings Manor, and two men in family retainer garb stood at the entrance. These two men weren’t big and stalwart, but their eyes were sharp and twinkled, clearly martial artists.
Peng the Second led Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng to the manor and talked them up a bit and took the silver drafts out, and the retainers pushed open the big doors and let them enter.
They entered into a garden which was exquisite if not large. Behind the garden was a little building two storeys high with vermilion railings and carved ridgepoles, a magnificent building.
A little pageboy led them inside. The gambling den was set up in the building’s main hall, and if the outside was magnificent, the inside was like comparing starlight with the bright moon.
Even for Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng, those seasoned catchquicks, stepping onto a Persian rug was a peculiar feeling, like they’d entered the imperial palace.
There were three large eight-immortals tables set up in the hall with pearwood highbacked chairs and little tea tables all around.
The pageboy led them to their chair and they were seated. At once a maidservant brought tea. As soon as they lifted the teacup lids, before they’d even tasted it, the fragrance assailed their nostrils, and the teacups themselves were also works of art from Jian’an.
It took all Ge Gensheng had to keep his hand holding the teacup from trembling, but after taking a sip his nerves settled down. Not only wore the tea leaves of the highest class, the skill with which the tea had been steeped was first-rate as well.
With this kind of installation and service, no wonder the owner has decided that only gamblers with at least 5,000 taels of silver could enter.
Peng the Second said, “Little Brother will gamble in every manner of way, but what do you two big brothers like? Dice? Pai Gow? Or something else?”
Lang the Fourth though a moment and said, “Let’s play Pai Gow!”
“Alright, today Little Brother will keep you two big brothers company!”
The game started up at once, the croupier as the banker, Ge Gensheng sat at the side, Lang the Fourth was opposite the banker, and Peng the Second was on the other side.
“Esteemed guests, please place your bets!”
Lang the Fourth gave Ge Gensheng a look and placed down 500 taels. Ge Gensheng placed 300 taels, and Peng the Second placed 500.
The banker deftly stacked up the dominoes and grabbed the dice and shook them. It was seven, Lang the Fourth went first.
He swiftly brought two dominoes together and flicked one up to glance at it, just a corner, and he knew it was the Heaven tile. Good god, that’s an easy play. But when he turned his hand over, the other side was a Red Head Ten and the air went out of his sails at once. Heaven and Red Head Ten, two points!
“Call!” the banker cried and flipped over two tiles.1 One was Mixed Eights, the other was Plum Sixes, four points! That beat Lang the Fourth’s tiles!
But the banker was unlucky too, winning one and losing two, and lost 300 taels as well.
Ge Gensheng this hand added the 300 taels he won, Lang the Fourth only placed down 300, and Peng the Second placed 500.
Peng the Second went first, Lang the Fourth went last. He drew a tile out a bit, revealing a single black plum, then drew it out further, a red dot. It was the Plum Blossom Six! The rear one revealed a dot and tensed up. The best would be a pair of Plum Sixes, then a three and two. If he drew a four or a seven then it did not bode well.
It was a Plum Six, a pair, and Lang the Fourth breathed a sigh of relief, though he was kicking himself for betting so little. He was almost certain to win this hand and he casually flipped the tiles over.
The banker exclaimed “Ah”. He had a Heaven and a Seven, a Heaven High Nine! This hand the banker gained, beating Ge Gensheng and Peng the Second and only losing a little.
They continued playing, Peng the Second coming out even, Lang the Fourth losing every time he bet high, and would win win he bet low. Ge Gensheng also lost more than he won!
After ten hands, Lang the Fourth only had 1,000 taels left. He put down the entire 1,000 and got a pair of Plums. He was pretty sure he was going to win, fingers lightly drumming on the table.
“Call!” the banker called.
Lang the Fourth flipped over and spread out his tiles. “A pair of Plums, a winner for sure!”
Ge Gensheng flipped and called, “Nine points!”
Peng the Second grinned as he spread his out. “Supreme Pair! Banker pays all!”
The banker called out, “Not necessarily. Look at mine!’ He spread out a a pair of Heavens! Peng the Second won, Lang the Fourth lost all 7,000, and Ge Gensheng lost over 2,000 taels.
The banker said, “Sorry, just happened to eat you!’ He reached over to take Lang the Fourth’s silver.
Lang the Fourth suddenly flipped his hand and pinned his hand down and said coldly, “Hold it, there’s something fishy with your hand! Or else how are you so lucky?”
The banker said, “What are you talking about, what’s wrong with the tiles? Don’t blame me you lost!”
Lang the Fourth stood up, left hand pointing at the tiles. “Let me examine them one by one. If there’s no cheating, then there’s nothing I can say!”
Ge Gensheng took over, “Yeah yeah, several hands I lost were too egregious, too coincidental. If you’re not up to anything fishy then you won’t mind us checking!”
The banker shouted, “If everyone acted like you all, how could we run this establishment?”
Lang the Fourth bellowed and turned the table over and jumped the banker!
The banker shouted, “Is this the place for you to act up?” His five fingers formed a claw snatching at Lang the Fourth.
Lang the Fourth leaned to the side, his momentum not yet exhausted, right first slamming toward the banker’s chest!
The banker was shocked, not expecting Lang the Fourth, who didn’t look like much, would be so strong, and he quickly took several steps back!
The gambling den guards swarmed at once.
Peng the Second was greatly alarmed. “Don’t fight, don’t fight, hurry and get Boss Qi out here!”
Ge Gensheng pretended to be scared and kept hiding behind Lang the Fourth. These people paid no mind to Ge Gensheng, but Lang the Fourth all of a sudden knocked down several guards.
Peng the Second groaned inwardly and shouted, “Don’t fight, don’t fight, they’re with me…”
A gaunt man ran out from the inner hall and said coldly, “Whoever’s with him, let them know who’s boss today, or else if he goes of running his mouth, how will we have a leg to stand on!”
He stepped through the guards and shouted, “Fall back, let Daddy Su get a taste of his fists!” Probably because of his high position, everyone immediately fell back.
Lang the Fourth gently pushed Ge Gensheng away and said coldly, “I’ve traveled all over and have never encountered such boorish behavior, you thief actually making false accusations!”
This Su was a thin man. He said coldly, “Enough talk, see these hands!” He came in at an angle, right palm striking at Lang the Fourth’s ribs.
Lang the Fourth spun around, right hand passing under his opponent’s elbow to counterpunch his chest. This move changed so super fast that the Myriad Winnings guards’s hearts sank.
Unexpectedly, the thin man’s grasp was a feint. His wrist turned and shot quick as an arrow at Lang the Fourth’s eyes. This move turned the tables, because they were in such close quarters, so that it was launched later but arrived sooner. Lang the Fourth was shocked and quickly turned around, his right palm’s momentum continuing as before.
The thin man’s wrist was incredibly nimble. He sank his force and turned the claw to a fist and struck violently at from the top down onto the top of Lang the Fourth’s head. If he connected with this, even ten Lang the Fourth’s would lose their lives! Lang the Fourth’s foot stepped to the side and pushed off and he left out at an angle. The thin man anticipated this, offhandedly sticking close to him!
Ge Gensheng felt a chill in his heart. He wanted to step in and help, but Lang the Fourth landed on both hands, doing a handstand, feet coming up to kick the thin man in the face!
The thin man’s momentum was too fast, he couldn’t pull back, so with a shout he leapt straight up a stave and seven spans, left hand pressing against the ceiling, then his body slammed down like a hammer!
Lang the Fourth darted away, ducked and straightened up. “Nice move, too bad it’s used for evil purposes!”
The thin man said, “Talk all you want for now, in any case there’s no way you’re leaving here today alive!”
Lang the Fourth said angrily, “Not necessarily! If anything happens to Young Master, it’s gonna happen to you first!” His fist technique changed, using speed to hit slow.
The thin man’s claw technique was quite skillful, seeing his opponent’s moves and dismantling them, not giving in a bit. Ge Gensheng knew full well what Lang the Fourth was capable of. Right now Lang the Fourth seemed to have the upper hand, but actually the thin man had not yet used his full strength> If he were to counter, Lang the Fourth would lose!
He swept a look around and suddenly saw a man come out from behind a screen behind a curtain and his heart began hammering. They’d expended so much painstaking effort and it had finally paid off! It was none other than Zhan Tianhong.
Zhan Tianhong took a look at the scene unfolding and his expression changed and he turned back behind the screen at once and abruptly coughed twice. The thin man warded off Lang the Fourth, then followed it up right away by going on the offensive. Ten moves later, Lang the Fourth was on the losing end, being pushed back again and again.
Ge Gensheng went over to Peng the Second and whispered, “Second Lordson, Brother Shi is Constable Zhou’s younger cousin, if anything happens to him, how are we going to explain ourselves?”
Peng the Second was a philanderer, picking flowers and trampling grass. Though he was a master of wining, dining, whoring, and gambling, when had he ever seen a scene like this? He had long been at a loss what to do, just shaking all over. When he heard Ge Gensheng he was even more scared, and with a quavering voice said, “Stop… Stop, stop fighting… Run and get Boss Qi out here… We need to speak to him!”
One of the guards bellowed, “Second Lordson don’t you say a word, this has nothing to do with you!”
Peng the Second said urgently, “No, he… he… Brother Shi is Constable Zhou’s younger cousin, Constable Zhou entrusted him to Little Brother, if anything really should happen… I won’t be held responsible!”
A moment later a ball of flesh came out from behind the screen. To say he was a ball of flesh was no exaggeration, his neck and shoulders, his shoulders and chest, his chest and waist, his waist and legs, all merged together, indistinguishable from the other. A pair of eyes the size of soybeans rolled and said, “Is that really Constable Zhou’s younger cousin?”
Peng the Second breathed a sigh of relief and hastened, “Boss Qi, make them stop fighting quick, he really is Constable Zhou’s cousin, Little Brother…”
Fatty Qi’s expression turned and he suddenly busted out laughing. “It really is surging waters flooding the Dragon King temple, Foreman Su, stop fighting pronto!”
The thin man immediately dropped his hands and leapt to the side. Ge Gensheng also gave Lang the Fourth a look and the latter stopped and stood there.
Fatty Qi patted Lang the Fourth’s shoulder affectionately. “Lordson Shi, don’t take offense, this was all a bit misunderstanding. Heehee, It’s like they say, from an exchange of blows, friendship grows. Henceforth we’re all good friends, good brothers!” He extended his right hand in a gesture of friendship.
Lang the Fourth hmphed and didn’t so much as look at him.
Fatty Qi smiled obsequiously, “Lordson Shi, how much did you two lose, we’ll return it to you and this conflict will be resolved, what do you say?”
Lang the Fourth finally said, “That’s more like it.” He extended his hand and shook hands with him.

      ***Word of Zhan Tianhong’s presence at Myriad Winnings Manor spread to Shen Ying’s place in Luoyang. On the third day, Lang the Fourth’s carrier pigeon once again carried word to Luoyang that Zhan Tianhong’s activity in Zhengzhou continued.
At the same time, Luoyang’s Hundred Wins Gambling Den suddenly went out of business.
Shen Ying breathed a sigh of relief, faintly feeling that this matter was close to being resolved.
However, was Zhan Tianhong really Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan’s killer?
Shen Ying’s mind was at a loss. Up to now he only had a suspicion, and that suspicion was just a gut feeling, a feeling born out of his decades of dealing with criminals.
What made him suspect Zhan Tianhong was merely how evasive he was being. If he had nothing to do with the murders, then why did he want to shake off Ge Gensheng?
Also, those seven mysterious guests were brought in by Zhan Tianhong, there was no question about that. Had one of them slipped into the inner hall and killed Ouyang Peng? If things really were as he suspected, Zhan Tianhong was definitely involved somehow.
Hu Sheng’s sudden murder, did that mean he was the killer? And someone was sent by Zhan Tianhong to sever this clue?
It very likely wasn’t him, no way Zhan Tianhong was this secret organization’s leader. At most he was no more than a petty chief.
The very evening after Hu Sheng’s identity was divulged he was killed proved that Ouyang Manor will had Zhan Tianhong’s men within. Were those nine guards the moles?
However, Foreman Chu said the nine guards had not taken one step away from the manor gates. Then who transmitted the information outside?
Shen Ying’s mind was swimming, a maze of doubts he couldn’t clear up. He decided to go once more to Ouyang Manor.
(4)
Zhao Siniang listened to Shen Ying’s analysis, then said calmly, “In any case, Zhan Tianhong is the most likely suspect. Since we know he’s in Zhengzhou, we should go there and seize him for questioning!”
Shen Ying gave a wry smile. “What evidence do we have? What kind of person is this old fellow go running wild like other people do?”
Zhao Siniang’s face flushed and she laughed awkwardly.
But Foreman Chu said, “Then we can do it and you can direct us from the side, then once we have evidence you can come out and arrest him!”
“Balderdash!” Shen Ying said gravely, “I won’t have you all acting like that! Foreman Chu, this old fellow suspects there are moles still in the manor. You must investigate thoroughly. Also, are those nine guards still here?”
“They’re still in the manor,” Foreman Chu said. “However, they can all be cleared of suspicion. These days they have not taken a single step outside the manor gates, nor have they conversed with their colleagues! I’ve already sent trusted subordinates to keep watch on over them day and night.”
Shen Ying said, “I can’t believe there’s still no clues to this case so far!” He heaved a long sigh and left in a huff with a flick of his sleeves.


1.
      Sorry to those who actually know Pai Gow terminology. I did my best, but please correct any mistakes I made.
    






  
  9
Ambushed


(1) 
Gu Sinan put on nightprowling clothes and slipped into Ouyang Manor. He had been several times before so was already familiar with the place. He leapt over the wall and hid in a tree.
A cold wind blew, rustling the leaves like billowing waves. None of the guards at Ouyang Manor were aware that there was someone crouched above them.
Gu Sinan pushed aside a tree branch and quietly watched from a distance the lamplight that bled through the screen window of the little building. He knew this was Zhao Siniang’s apartments. Probably due to grief over the death of her beloved son she found it difficult to sleep and was up all night.
Gu Sinan took advantage of a gust of wind and leapt up from the tree and onto the roof, then darted into the inner courtyard and hid in another tree. Looking up, the lamplight in the room was out.
In the distance came the faint sound of the third watch clappers.
Behind the building came the sudden sound od weapons clashing and Gu Sinan’s heart chilled. He was about to muster his qi and head over when he suddenly saw a black silhouette dart out from the building. He couldn’t make out the person’s face in the dark, he only saw the figure dart away and was lost to the darkness.
Gu Sinan hurried ahead but couldn’t find where the black figure went. He thought a moment, then sped to where there was fighting.
The dark was illuminated by countless torches and Gu Sinan didn’t want to reveal himself, so he hid behind a pillar and watched from the shadows.
The fight was over quick, so quick that by the time Foreman Chu hurried over, a masked man had been captured and one of the guards stripped the man’s mask off and cried out, “So it’s Senior Liang, what are you doing?”
Senior Liang was one of the nine guards that Zhan Tianhong had brought into the guardhouse.
Foreman Chu said coldly, “He was going to kill Madame Zhao but was hit by a piece of tile from me where I was hiding in the shadows. Hmph! Wise guy, I suspected you were up to no good.”
A ruckus started up at once in the guardhouse, some even shouting abuse and cursing. Foreman Chu said, “Leave him alone. Tomorrow morning hand him over to Amazing Constable Shen. Now everyone go back to your posts and keep a careful watch out.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Zhao Sining came running over, her hair a mess. “What happened?”
“It’s alright Madame, Senior Liang had snuck over with his blade raised at your residence and was discovered by Subordinate, who beat him back!”
Zhao Siniang said angrily, “The nerve! On your knees.” Senior Liang stood towering without a trace of fear showing.
Zhao Siniang was even more angry. “A servant atacking the master, what punishment do you think you deserve? You don’t fear death, do you think your old mom won’t kill you? Give me a sabre!”
Foreman Chu hastily said, “Madame, calm down for now, tomorrow morning we’ll hand him over to Amazing Constable Shen for interrogation, won’t that be better. Maybe Zhan Tianhong put him up to this.”
Zhao Siniang nodded. “I forgot. Detain him for now.”
The people dispersed and the torches were extinguished and it was all as dark as before. The cold wind was stronger, and in the distance the fourth watch clappers sounded.
(2)
Shen Ying sat at his desk, Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan on either side. The detained Senior Liang knelt on the floor in front of the desk.
Shen Ying arched his brow and said sternly, “Why did you go to kill your mistress, Madame Zhao?”
Senior Liang trembled like sifting rice. “Your Excellency, if this lowly one tells you, can my life be spared?”
Shen YIng’s face darkened. “This old fellow is not fond of negotiating with criminals.”
“Then this lowly one is willing to be killed.”
Shen Ying’s eyes shone and he shot to his feet, then after a moment sat back down again, and with the same tone said, “This old fellow has twenty-four different torture methods. Even if you were made of iron you would not be able to withstand it for long. Out with it, and spare yourself a living hell!”
Senior Liang raised his head. “This matter is unusually important. If this lowly one doesn’t speak up, Your Excellency wil suffer a great loss, plus, even though this lowly one tried to assassinate Madame Zhao, I failed, so at worst I will be imprisoned, there’s no need for execution.”
Shen Ying spat, “Okay, then let’s hear it. If what you have to say is valuable, this old fellow will be lenient with you!”
Senior Liang was stirred and said, “In answer to Your Excellency, it was Steward Zhan who put me up to it!”
“Nonsense.” Shen Ying pounded the desk and boomed, “Zhan Tianhong left Ouyang Manor days ago, how could he have ordered you?”
“In answer to Your Excellency, Steward Zhan gave his instructions before he resigned. He set a deadline for ten days within which this lowly one should act, but because Foreman Chu kept such a tight watch, I couldn’t strike, so it was delayed till now.”
“Zhan Tianhong already left Ouyang Manor, you don’t have to follow his orders any longer. Why did you still want to do it?”
“Your Excellency, let this lowly one explain. Steward Zhan is the head of Gold & Jade Hall, this lowly one is his underling and a mamber of Gold & Jade Hall. If I don’t follow his orders, sooner or later I will be punished according to the Hall’s rules.”
“What sort of organization is Gold & Jade Hall?”
“Hallmaster Zhan said it was like a jianghu gang, only gangs usually want fame and notoriety, but our Gold & Jade Hall is most interested in money. Hallmaster Zhan has his eyes on Luoyang and Zhengzhou because no one dares cast greedy eyes on these two cities. If he controls the gambling dens and brothels of these two cities, then money will roll in.”
Shen Ying had a thought. “So he wanted to kill Ouyang Peng and wipe out Ouyang Manor, thinking he could call down a storm and control Luoyang, but why not just kill off Ouyang Changshou directly?”
“Hallmaster Zhan ordered Hu Sheng to get rid of Ouyang Peng and Chao Xiaoyan. He said Ouyang Changshou’s martial arts was too formidable, it would be too difficult to kill him unless his mind was in a state of turmoil, then there would be a chance. Unexpectedly, before we could strike, he killed himself instead.”
“Utilizing the power of Ouyang Manor and the Zhao family to wipe out Sima Manor, was that also one of Gold & Jade Hall’s goals?”
“Yes, Cui Yishan’s family was also killed by us. Unforunately, the main target got away.”
“How did you all communicate?” Shen Ying asked.
“Hallmaster was already thinking of eliminating Hu Sheng to avoid future trouble. This lowly one was forced that day to give out his address, then hid in a tree by the enclosing wall of the manor, and at noon I shook the tree so that someone outside would know.”
Shen Ying thought, What a sly boy, no wonder even this old fellow was decieved. He asked, “Who else is with Gold & Jade Hall?”
“This lowly one doesn’t know and dares not speak carelessly.”
“This old fellow suspects that Zhan Tianhong is not Gold & Jade Hall’s true leader, don’t push all your charges onto him.”
Astonished, Senior Liang said, “No way, Hallmaster Zhan admitted himself that he was the one in charge.”
“Is what you’re saying true?” Shen Ying’s expression suddenly darkened. He said sternly, “If this old fellow finds out that even one word of what you’ve been telling me isn’t the truth, this old fellow will not have mercy on you.”
Senior Liang raised his head. “This lowly one has spoken the truth. If I have lied, I am willing to accept Your Excellency’s punishment. It’s just that, this lowly one telling Your Excellency all this, once Hallmaster Zhan finds out, he won’t let me off. Please, Your Excellency, protect this lowlly one’s life.”
Shen Ying said, “Do you want to stay for now at this old fellow’s place?” He cocked a brow and suddenly said, “Or Ouyang Manor might be safer.”
“But, Foreman Chu might not let this lowly one off.”
“This old fellow will talk to him for you. Little Gu, take him to Ouyang Manor!”

      ***Everything seemed to be out in the open, the truth was out. So long as Senior Liang was willing to testify that Zhan Tianhong was the one behind it all, then they just needed to arrest Zhan Tianhong and the case would be solved.
Shen Ying blew out a breath and took out his pipe, filled it with tobacco, and Yun Feiyan promptly lit it for him. “Uncle, when are we going to Zhengzhou to seize Zhan Tianhong?”
Shen Ying took a long pull on his pipe and slowly blew the smoke out. In a low voice he said, “I don’t think things are all that simple. No way Zhan Tianhong is the leader of Gold & Jade Hall, a puppet at best, or just an active high-ranking member. He was already full aware that we suspected him, so why still show himself publicly in Zhengzhou?”
Yun Feiyan blurted out, “Is there some plot behind that? Set out the bait and wait for us to get hooked?”
Shen Ying nodded. “That’s precisely what it looks like. This proves there’s already a trap laid for us in Zhengzhou just waiting for us to fall into.”
“What do we do?” Yun Feiyan sounded worried.
Shen Ying slowly smoked his pipe, and when it was finished, he dumped the ashes, then finally whispered a few words into Yun Feiyan’s ear.
Yun Feiyan said quickly, “Niece will go now.”
“Hang on, put on a disguise first, then go.”

      ***At dusk Yun Feiyan returned. She whispered into Shen Ying’s ear and his expression changed and he threw on his clothes and once again headed to Ouyang Manor.
(3)
At Ouyang Manor, Foreman Chu was just assigning the work patrol details at the guardhouse. He looked up and saw Shen Ying and blurted out, “Senior Shen, what can I do for you?”
“It’s nothing important, go about your business, Foreman Chu. This old fellow wants to cpeak to Senior Liang, where is he being held?”
“In the woodshed. I’ll take you to him.”
“No need, this old fellow will ask around for directions. We’ll meet up later.”
“In that case, I’ll slack this once.”

      ***Ouyang Manor’s woodshed was larger than that of most places. Firewood was stacked up inside. Three oil lamps hung from the roofbeams, the walls were chiselled stone, and there were no windows, so it was much like a jail.
Shen Ying pushed open the door and saw firewood but no Senior Liang. He was capable and daring and wound through the stacks of firewood and saw Senior Liang sleeping on a pallet of hay.
Shen Ying nudged him and Senior Liang opened his eyes. Slightly startled, he bolted up. “What does Your Excellency seek this lowly one for?”
Shen Ying’s expresion suddenly darkened. “This old fellow checked around and found that Hu Sheng normally used a staff, but Ouyang Peng was killed by a sword. You just happen to use a sword, how do you explain that?”
Senior Liang was frightened and hurriedly said, “This lowly one didn’t kill anyone. Hu Sheng snuck a sword inside the inner chambers, this lowly one watched him do it.”
Shen Ying said sternly, “You can fool others with your talk, but how can fool this old fellow? Out with the truth, Zhan Tianhong would never send a person with poor martial arts who never usually uses a sword to assassinate Ouyang Peng, because if he should miss the whole plot would be fall through. If this old fellow’s eyes haven’t failed me, you’re the ideal candidate. You’re calm, cunning, and your martial arts is good. If you continue to conceal the truth, this old fellow won’t be so courteous anymore.”
Senior Liang suddenly shouted and pulled out a machete from the haystack and came at Shen Ying, who was caught off guard and pulled back a step quickly. Senior Liang hacked at him like a madman, seventeen slashes in one breath, aiming at Shen Ying’s vitals, sttacking smoothly and well-practiced.
Shen Ying’s eyes shone and he pulled his pipe to ward off the machete. With a turn of his wrist he turned his pipe on his adversary swift as a streaming star, the mouth of the pipe stabbing at an angle at Senior Liang’s Girdling Vessel acupoint.
Senior Liang moved to the side and the machete hacked again. Shen Ying’s pipe changed to a cross sweep, which Senior Liang was not at all expecting. He flew off at an angle, natural and smoothly, traversing two staves in one jump and leaped onto the haystack.
Shen Ying said coldly, “With moves like that, how could the guardhouse catch up to you. Naybe Zhan Tianhong is your underling, this old fellow nearly fell for it.”
Senior Liang hmphed coldly, “Let your old man tell you, you did fall for it. Zhan Tianhong indeed is my superior, but only because he joined earlier than your old man did!”
“Who are you? Did you kill Ouyang Peng or not?”
“You really are naive. If your old man tells you, will I still be able to live?”
Shen Ying was furious, sneering, “If you don’t tell me you think you can still live? This old fellow isn’t intimidated, I’m going to kill you today!” He shot up, his brass pipe mouthpiece licking out like a venomous snake ahead of him.
Senior Liang pushed off with his feet and leapt to another pile of hay. Shen Ying flew down in hot pursuit and Senior Liang leapt up again, left hand pulling on an iron chain fastend to one of the oil lamps and swung himself over to another stack of firewood.
The oil lamp overturned and oil spilled out. Luckily, the lamp was extinguished in the process!
Shen Ying was furious, but for the moment could not do anything to him.
Three oil lamps were overturned, pitching the room into darkness. Shen Ying’s heart sank. His adversary knew the terrain, it would take some thought to nab him. And it wouldn’t look good for him to go out and instruct Foreman Chu to have people surround the place and seize him.
Just as he was thinking this over, he suddenly heard a sound above his head. Shen Ying pounced up like a black kite,1 left palm striking with his internal force, right hand swinging his pipe.
Nothing could be seen in the dark, he only felt the gust of palm forcewind hit something and then nothing, and the pipe struck air.
Three times in a row like this, and Shen Ying suddenly felt an omen of danger, not sure what his adversary was up to. Suddenly he heard Senior Liang say loudly. “What can the illustrious, celebrated Dine-eyed Vulture do to me?”2
Shen Ying hmphed angrily and pounced like a leopard before his adversary finished speaking, and he heard a hissing in some of the hay, then a flame stick thrown on a haystack and it whumped into a blaze immediately.
The fire burned the lamp oil and the nearby hay caught fire all at once. Even though Shen Ying got out of the way quickly, his clothes still ignited.
This was no small surprise. Shen Ying quickly dropped down and rolled around on the ground, putting the fire out on his clothes, then he shot back up and was nearly frightened out of his senses as he watched a dozen or more piles of hay burn, the raging flames about to swallow up everything!
Shen Ying didn’t bother trying to find Senior Liang again. He leapt for the door and reachout to pull it open, but it wouldn’t budge. The door had been locked. Instantly Shen Ying’s heart sank. He banged against it with his shoulder but the door was stoutand was not damaged. His alarm was greater now. All things considered, he’d been through and experienced a lot, so he was not flustered in the face of death. He looked up at the ceiling and groaned inwardly, It was over three staves high, it would be hard to break through the roof.
The three oil lamp chains had been wrapped around the roofbeam earlier by his palm forcewind. Strange, where had Senior Liang gone?
He was just thinking this when he saw a man on fire holding a machete run out from the flames and pounce at Shen Ying. Shen Ying didn’t let him touch him, getting out of the way in a great hurry. Senior Liang reached out to push open the door but it wouldn’t budge. He cried out and rolled around on the ground over and over, crying, “Your Excelency, quick, help this lowly one put the fire out!”
Shen Ying raged, “You’re caught in your own trap, why would this old fellow save you?”
The haystack fire was not only getting larger and larger, the raging flames had reached a stave high and there was almost no air left in the room, which was filled with smoke, making breathing difficult. Senior Liang was wounded all over, but ner death he cried out, “Come quick, I… I have something to say… a secret…” His voice was getting weaker.
Shen Ying was stirred. Though he was anxious to flee for his life, his habit formed over many years made him stopo at the word “secret”. He went over to Senior Liang and said urgently, “What secret, out with it…”
“Hu Sheng didn’t kill Ouyang Peng… And Zhan Tianhong is not the hallmaster…”
“Enough prattle, who really is the killer? Who is the hallmaster?”
“It’s… it’s Jin… Jin Yi… He’s the…” His voice suddenly cut off. Shen Ying bent over to check his breathing, then shook his head and cursed, “Damn it!” He suddenly felt waves of heat beating his face, and his back was scorching hot. Tongues of flame roiled, sparks ignited the back hem of his clothes and he ignited!
He lowered his gaze and quickly pried open Senior Liang’s hand and grabbed his machete and shot to wall forcefully, lodging the machete thre fingerwidths into the wall two staves high with a thwunk. Shen Ying leapt up and stepped on the machete, shooting upward. He bellowed and struck the ceiling with his left palm and burst through!

      ***Inside the main hall of Ouyang Manor sat Zhao Siniang, Foreman Chu, and Shen Ying. Shen Ying cut an abnormally sorry figure, clothes in tatters, his goatee burned off.
“Foreman Chu, how did the woodshed get locked?”
Foreman Chu gave a wry smile. “I haven’t had time to look into it. They were all busy putting out the fire!”
Shen Ying said, “What kind of foreman are you? Neither you nor your men know!”
Foreman Chu hung his head. Zhao Siniang said, “This widow is also responsible for this matter!”
“Why is the woodshed door reinforced with iron? Also, why does the room have such a high ceiling?”
Zhao Siniang said, “It was originally used to imprison those who violated family rules.”
“I see. I hope you all look into who locked the door!”
Foreman Chu said hurriedly, “I’ll get on that right away!”
Shen Ying said, “Senior Liang confessed that Zhan Tianhong was the one behind it all. This old fellow will go to Zhengzhou in the next day or two, make an arrest, and bring him to justice. When I come back, I hope you all have found out who did it!”
Foreman Chu said, “Zhan Tianhong is the killer. At the very least he knows the inside story. Once he’s caught all questions can be cleared up. I am not worthy to be Ouyang Manor’s guardhouse foreman. Naturally I should be involved in seizing Zhan Tianhong, or else I won’t be satisfied!”
“No need, this old fellow’s people are enough.”
Zhao Siniang said, “Let Foreman Chu go along anyway. If the killer really is Zhan Tianhong, then we have wrongly killed Sima Qianjun. Er… If Ouyang Manor doesn’t do anything to help, then this manor will not be able to rest easy!”
Shen Ying thought for a moment, then finally nodded.


1.
      The bird, milvus migrans.
    
2.
      Vulture here is 禿鷹, literally bald hawk, referencing the fact that Shen Ying is bald.
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The True Culprit


(1) 
Shen Ying’s staff included Sima Cheng and Cui Yishan. Ouyang Manor only sent Foreman Chu and three guards. They split up into several groups and assembled in Zhengzhou’s High Riser Inn.
Shen Ying and Yun Feiyan went together to Zhengzhou. As soon as they entered the city they ran into Foreman Chu. He suddenly went up to Shen Ying and said, “High Riser Inn is crowded, not a good place to stay!” Then he left, as if they didn’t know each other.
Shen Ying said promptly, “Let’s rest in the west end of the city!” And turned and headed west.
Foreman Chu led the three guards for a walk around the area.
As dusk all the staff had arrived.
Lang the Fourth hurried over. “The mark is at Myriad Winnings Manor. Ge Gensheng is hiding out there keeping watch.”
Shen Ying knocked out his pipe ash. “Let’s go!”
The group set out for Myriad Winnings Manor in a formidable array.
Ge Gensheng met them some ways out. Shen Ying asked him, “Any activity?”
“All inside!”
Shen Ying frowned, “That’s odd. They couldn’t be unaware that we’re here. Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng have been inside before, so you’re the most familiar with it. You two take Little Gu and go in and take a look so there’s no ambush.”
Gu Sinan said, “Subordinate does as commanded!” He drew his sabre and gestured with it for Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng to follow him inside, but Sima Cheng stopped him. “Senior Shen, Little Nephew has a blood debt that needs repaid. Ultimately it was this cur who started everything, please let me take the lead!”
Shen Ying thought a moment and nodded. “But you must be careful. Little Gu, you look out for him!”

      ***The four of them climbed over the wall and in. Everything was quiet in the manor, as if there were no one there. Gu Sinan looked around, picked up a rock, and flung it at a window. The lattice was smashed to pieces and Gu Sinan brandished his ravengold sabre before him for protection and streamed in through the window like a rainbow.
Once through the window there was a rustling sound, followed by countless arrows and locust stones flying at them. Gu Sinan swung his sabre, as if creating a tight net of sabres, but the hidden projectiles kept on coming. Gu Sinan felt a chill, fearing they would lose if it took a long time. He was just about to retreat and come up with a different plan when he saw Lang the Fourth enter, sabre dancing, blocking his retreat!
Gu Sinan yelled, “Don’t come in, there’s danger here!” He turned and said urgently to Lang the Fourth, “You go back out, I’ll hold them off. Quick!”
Lang the Fourth hurriedly leapt back out the window, but in his haste he felt his calf go numb, hit by a locust stone. Fortunately it was not severe!
Lang the Fourth had just backed out. Gu Sinan looked up, checking things out, then followed him out. His feet just touched down outside and he leapt back in again, quick as an arrow loosed from the string!
When the projectile throwers inside saw their adversary retreat, they stopped attacking. Gu Sinan used this moment to pounce in the air air at an archer. In the air, he pushed off with his feet against the wall and sprang faster, sabre swinging down at the person, then he twisted and flipped over and grabbed a big man and used him as a shield. These movements happened in the blink of an eye. Now the Gold & Jade Hall people suddenly woke up, but they were a step late, bow and arrow and projectiles in hand, but they didn’t dare loose them for fear or hurting their brother!
Suddenly a voice called out, “Shoot!” in a sinister tone.
Gold & Jade Hall were momentarily taken aback, then their projectiles loosed one after another. Gu Sinan used the big man as a human shield, and after a series of savage screams, the man was dead.
Winter nights are long, the day short, it was already dark out. Gu Sinan’s eyes shone in the night, remembering the positions of all the projectile shooters, plotting his next move then acting.
He was behind a second floor railing. Below was where Lang the Fourth and Ge Gensheng had played pai gow the time before.
Behind him was a row of rooms, one after the other. He didn’t know which their leader was hiding in. He decided to dispose of the archers first, lest they continue to present trouble from their rear. He gently propped the body up against the railing, the body still standing. In the dark, projectiles continued to be thrown over.
Gu Sinan saw it clearly. Once the projectiles thinned out he suddenly leapt forward. One man’s projectile was still in his hand when Gu Sinan’s sabre chopped and sent him flying, his body crashing to the main hall with a savage scream.
Gu Sinan darted behind a pillar and waited for another opportunity.
That sinister voice again called out, “Watch out for that boy!”
As soon as his call fell a savage cry suddenly rose and fell. Turns out Lang the Fourth had led Ge Gensheng and Sima Cheng up from outside as well, and they launched an attack in the dark all at once. In the blink of an eye they’d finished off three Gold & Jade Hall men.
Gu Sinan used this moment when the adversary was caught off guard to once again leap forward, the tip of his sabre stabbing at a man in the back. He said in a low voice, “Put down your weapon!” As soon as he opened his mouth the sound of another volley broke through. Gu Sinan drew back his blade, with the result that the man’s life was taken by the loosed projectiles.
“Light the lanterns!” came the furious, sinister voice suddenly.
Instantly lanternlight lit up and both sides could see each other’s faces.
A ball of flesh came out of one of the rooms. It was Myriad Winnings Manor’s Fatty Qi. “Welcome everyone! Did you all come to gamble money or gamble your lives?”
Gu Sinan said, “Gambling money, gambling lives, what’s the difference?”
“Be it gambling money or gambling lives, this hall welcomes it all the same!” Fatty Qi flashed his soybean-sized eyes and with a false smile said, “However, Gambling lives is dangerous! Do you think Myriad Winnings Manor is made of paper?”
Sima Cheng said furiously, “You took my parents’ innocent lives, you telling me we should be polite to you?”
Fatty Qi said coldly, “You must be Sima Cheng? Looks like you’ve come to gamble your life. Alright, I’ll assist you!”
Sima Cheng said urgently, “And Zhan Tianhong?”
“You’re not qualified to fight Hallmaster Zhan! Incensemaster Su, get rid of him!”
Incensemaster Su was the guard foreman who had fought with Lang the Fourth the other day.
Lang the Fourth brandished his sabre and shouted, “Little Brother Sima, let me and him finish what we started!” He swung his arm, steel sabre chopping swiftly at his adversary!
Incensemaster Su was calm, unafraid. He said coldly, “A defeated opponent dares to talk tough!”
He spread his hands and started using his barehanded weapon fighting kungfu to fight with Lang the Fourth.
Lang the Fourth’s kungfu was all in his steel sabre. Before he’d fought barehanded and was no match for Incensemaster Su, but now with steel sabre in hand, the situation was instantly swapped, and Incensemaster Su was not match for him and retreated in defeat!
Sima Cheng took a quick look, then sprang over at Fatty Qi. “Don’t just stand there!” His right fist drove straight out, a swift punch that Fatty Qi seemed unable to dodge, so he turned around and took Sima Cheng’s punch in the back!
There was an enormous thud and Fatty Qi turned back around, grinning as if it were nothing.
Sima Cheng was shocked. He changed his punching technique, now attacking his adversary’s head.
Fatty Qi seemed clumsy, but he moved very fast, his big hands like fans batting at Sima Cheng’s chest!
Sima Cheng excelled at nimble footwork, advancing and retreating quite swiftly, so Fatty Qi was not at an advantage.
Gu Sinan looked back as a room door suddenly opened and two people walked out.
(2)
Shen Ying saw that it had been half a double-hour since Lang the Fourth and Gu Sinan had gone inside without coming out, and he couldn’t help getting a bit worried.
Yun Feiyan lay down and listened for a while and said, “Uncle, they’re fighting inside!”
Shen Ying’s expression calmed. “Go in!”
They leapt over the wall and in. The manor lights were blazing and there was the continuous sounds of fighting. Tao Song kicked open the main doors and they all streamed inside.
Foreman Chu took three guards and launched an attack first, killing their way through a group of Gold & Jade Hall people!
Shen Ying looked back and the main doors sometime or other had been shut, and an iron portcullis flew down with a schink and sealed up the doors.
Shen Ying remained calm and unafraid. “Charge!”

      ***Of those two people, one wore a suit of golden battle armor, the other wore jade-green tightfit clothes. This was a woman.
Gu Sinan’s heart shivered. “Who are you two?”
“You’re known as one of Shen Ying’s great generals yet you’ve never even heard of ‘Gold Sword and Jade Maiden’ of the jianghu in former days?” The green-garbed woman’s voice was like an oriole from out of the valley when she parted her vermilion lips.
Gu Sinan was shocked and blurted out, “I’ve never heard of any ‘Gold Sword and Jade Maiden’, but I have heard of the notorious ‘Gold Demon and Jade Witch’ of ill repute!”
Jade Witch Xian Yuling was furious. She shouted, “You’re courting death!” She raised he hands and two knives shot out. Gu Sinan hurriedly dodged to the side as a knife passed by not less than three fingerwidths from his chest.
The knives flashed and returned to Xian Yuling’s hands. Turns out the knives had a thin, white transparent string attached to the handles, the other ends attached to leather bracers on Xian Yuling’s wrists.
Xian Yuling saw Gu Sinan had a hard time dodging and couldn’t help saying smugly, “The boy knows what’s good for him!”
Gold Demon drew a golden sword and said loudly, “Allow this seat to show him a thing or two!” He flicked his wrist and several golden flourishes bloomed, stabbing at Gu Sinan’s face!
Gu Sinan quickly brandished his ravengold sabre, guarding his face. Gold Demon’s wrist sank and the tip of the sword thrust toward Gu Sinan’s Breast Prominence acupoint.
Gu Sinan dropped his arm, cutting down, and sword and sabre clashed. His qi and blood seethed and he couldn’t help tottering a few times. He shouted, “Amazing as expected!”
The corridor was narrow. Jin Yi opened up with his sword, striking repeatedly, ferociously. Gu Sinan repeatedly pulled back. As they fought intensely, Jin Yi thrust straight ahead, coming on like loosed arrows. Gu Sinan blocked with his ravengold sabre and used his momentum pushed him back and he dropped to the ground floor!
Jade Witch Xian Yuling’s hands went up and a knife shot at Gu Sinan’s back. In midair he twisted and flipped rigidly three spans. Xian Yuling raised her wrist and the string went taught, pushing the knives at Gu Sinan!
Gu Sinan’s perfected qi was in turmoil and he had no strength to dodge. He was about to shed blood when Yun Feiyan raised her sword at the last moment and blocked it.
The knife, knocked away by Yun Feiyan’s sword, was thrown back five spans. Xian Yuling chuckled and swung her arm and the knife circled around and came back stabbing at Yun Feiyan’s chest!
Yun Feiyan knocked the knife away with her sword in her right hand, using her left hand to snatch the string! Having grabbed it, she yanked hard! Xian Yuling sunk her waist and circulated her force and pulled. Yun Feiyan cried out and was thrown and Xian Yuling broke out laughing.
Yun Feiyan looked at her palm. A bloody groove had been “sawed” by the string, and the pain bit deep!
Shen Ying took out his pipe and said coldly, “That’s made from the silk of snow silkworms from Mount Heaven, it’s incredibly strong and durable!” As he spoke he loaded tobacco into the bowl of his pipe, struck a flint, and lit it. He blew out a puff of smoke and said coldly, “What were you two demons waiting for, drawn up in your shells up there?”
Jin Yi hmphed, his sword flashed, and he was about to leap down when Xian Yuling pulled him back by the arm and said in a sweet voice, “Since Old Daddy Shen wasted all this manpower to come himself to Luoyang, how can he go back emptyhanded! Sorry, if you’re interested, you come up here!”
By now all of the henchmen in the main hall had been killed. Everyone stood behind Shen Ying, heads up and looking on.
Yun Feiyan said, “Your men are all dead, do you think just the two of you will be lucky enough to escape?”
Xian Yuling laughed so hard she was shaking!
Zhan Tianhong suddenly appeared before the railing. Laughing, he said, “Last time at Ouyang Manor you burned but didn’t die. I don’t’ believe you can escape this time!”
Shen Ying didn’t wait for him to finish speaking, he immediately sprang up like a big bird. Xian Yuling yelled and raised her hands. Two knives shot out like a venomous snake out of a cave to bite at Shen Ying’s head and shoulder!
Shen Ying was already expecting this. As soon as he was in the air he was already prepared. Xian Yuling’s knives had just left her hands when he shot at an angle in the air and pressed behind a pillar on the railing.
Xian Yuling reacted fast, turning her wrist and the knives seemed to have eyes as they pursued around behind Shen Ying, and with a thud one knife lodged into the pillar, the other one shooting for Shen Ying!
Shen Ying pulled a phoenix nodding its head, ducking to let the knife pass by and the pipestem in his right hand shot out. The bowl didn’t connect with Xian Yuling, but with the string attached behind the knife, and at the same time he sprang up, left palm smacking at the knife handle, and the knife embedded into the wood all the way to the handle.
Xian Yuling frantically pulled on it, but it wouldn’t budge. Alarmed, she turned her right wrist and the other knife flew at at angle at Shen Ying. Shen Ying’s gaze intensified and he flicked with a finger of his left hand and the knife was flicked away three spans!
Quicker than words can tell, the lit tobacco in the bowl lit the snow silkworm string. It sizzled and snapped off!
Shen Ying laughed and spun his pipestem around the knife’s snowsilk string. He knew that this kind of snowsilk string could not be cut by sharp precious swords, only fire could harm it. Sure enough, it worked!
Jin Yi saw Xian Yuling’s other knife wrapped up by Shen Ying and he bellowed and charged forward, brandishing his sword.
Gu Sinan shouted and flew up from the ground floor, the tip of his sabre aimed at Jin Yi’s back. Suddenly he heard Zhan Tianhong hmph and extend his sword to knock it away, then his wrist sank and swordlight cut down at Gu Sinan’s belly!
Gu Sinan didn’t bother with trying to hurt Jin Yi now, he quickly dropped his sabre to block and the two of them were locked in combat.
Foreman Chu want to move to respond, but Yun Feiyan was faster, driving her sword through their air at Xian Yuling’s chest.
Shen Ying’s pipestem was wrapped up by the knife, unable to burn it or two or break free from it. Instantly Jin Yi’s golden sword thrust at him. Showing resourcefulness in an emergency, he raised his left hand and shouted, “Watch out for the darts!”
Jin Yi quickly leapt to the side, and when he did he realized he’d been had and was furious. The golden sword waved and came on again faster!
After Shen Ying’s left hand went up, he yanked and Xian Yuling was dragged forward a step. Then Shen Ying let go and blew forward a step, right at Jin Yi’s oncoming sword!
Everyone watching was astounded and couldn’t help exclaiming softly. Even Jin Yi was surprised. His hand slowed and Shen Ying’s right foot kicked at his wrist.
After Xian Yuling was propelled forward, she sank her waist at once and used force, right hand yanking. Just at that time, Shen Ying let go of the snowsilk string and she staggered back and back, Yun Feiyan’s sword coming up at the right time at her chest!
This Xian Yuling! Worthy of here reputation all these years. She leaned out and the sword passed close by her as she leapt away!
Jin Yi, just in time, lowered his wrist and counterstabbed at Shen Ying’s thigh. Shen Ying quickly spun around to dodge it, then his pipestem knocked the golden sword away and struck at the Jade Hall acupoint on Jin Yi’s chest!
The tip of Jin Yi’s sword knocked the pipe bowl away and swept across at Shen Ying’s stomach. Shen Ying advanced rather than retreated, right hand hitting back, the mouth of the pipe knocking the golden sword away.
Jin Yi shouted, “Nice! Get a look at your old man’s move this time.” His swordplay changed, suddenly getting more violent. Shen Ying met it calmly, dismantling each move as it came, never backing down. He knew full well that if he pulled back he would lose the initiative, plus his pipestem was still wrapped up in Xian Yuling’s snowsilk string, one false move and his life was forfeit!
Besides the two of them there was also Gu Sinan facing off against Zhan Tianhong. Jin Yi had just turned to deal with Shen Ying when Zhan Tianhong got tangled up with Gu Sinan. These two attacked with speed, and in the blink of an eye they had exchanged fifty to sixty moves. Gu Sinan got more and more brave as he fought, sabreplay opening up, gradually forcing Zhan Tianhong back toward Jin Yi’s back.
Xian Yuling only used her left hand to deal with Yun Feiyan’s sword, so of course she was hard up, but every time she was in danger her ample experience turned danger into safety. She spied Shen Ying out of the corner of her eye and suddenly had an idea. She circulated force into her right arm and suddenly flew up and over Yun Feiyan’s head!
At the moment, Jin Yi’s sword was thrusting at Shen Ying, who was busy raising his pipestem to ward it off. Unexpectedly, Xian Yuling’s move pulled him along, and he was flung at Jin Yi. Jin Yi was delighted, the tip of his sword shifting slightly from the pipestem and down, stabbing straight at Shen Ying’s heart!
If it were someone else he’d have to let go of the pipe, but Shen Ying after all was an experienced person who’d been through it all. He put force in his arm and stopped his forward momentum and lowered his wrist, the bowl of his pipe striking the golden sword at an angle, but Jin Yi’s stroke was really very powerful, Shen Ying could only knock it away half a span. The point of the sword still stabbed Shen Ying in the ribs!
Jin Yi was wild with joy and was just about to forcefully to run the sword through with all his might, but just then, Xian Yuling once again yanked on the snowsilk string and Shen Ying just in the nick of time let go of it. The pipe flew off like an arrow loosed from the string, flying right at Jin Yi’s face!
This happened at such close quarters that Jin Yi didn’t have time to think and was struck head on, rocking him back, the point of his sword leaving Shen Ying’s body.
Shen Ying was like a ferocious tiger loosed from its cage, left fist immediately punching Jin Yi in the belly and Jin Yi was forced back again, his back colliding with someone else. He quickly sank his waist and used force to plant his feet, and Zhan Tianhong was knocked flying!
Zhan Tianhong had just been sent flying when Gu Sinan’s ravengold sabre thrust at him, the point of the sabre just happening to stab Jin Yi in the back!
This unexpected happening stunned Jin Yi, and before his sword could slash out, Shen Ying kicked him in the stomach. Instantly the ravengold sabre drove five fingerwidths into his body. He howled and swung the sword backward, chopping at Gu Sinan’s neck. This move caught Gu Sinan off guard. He didn’t have time to pull the sabre out, so he let go of it and flew backward.
Jin Yi immediately turned around and gave chase wielding his sword, the sabre still sticking out of his back, but he didn’t notice it at all! He waved his arm and put all his might into it, the sword shooting like a rainbow at Gu Sinan.
Gu Sinan was shocked. His martial arts was not as good, and now unarmed he didn’t dare try to block it, but threw himself down toward the ground floor. His left foot hit the railing and he couldn’t draw his leg in in time, the golden sword stabbing his leg, blood spurting out!
Shen Ying wasted no time. He saw Gu Sinan’s sabre sticking out of Jin Yi’s back and flew over and kicked the handle of the sabre, running it on through, blood spilling out like a stream!
Xian Yuling pulled with her right hand and slowly retrieved her knife, but Yun Feiyan didn’t let up, her sword coming on relentlessly, tight and close to Xian Yuling’s body!
Just then, Jin Yi’s explosive cry was heard, stopping Yun Feiyan up for a moment. She saw out of the corner of her eye that Gu Sinan was in danger and her mind was in turmoil, causing her hand to slow as Xian Yuling retrieved her knife. Shen Ying’s pipe was still wrapped around the string attached to the handle of the knife. Delighted beyond expression, she was just bummed that her knife was not as good at close quarters as it was attacking from a distance, but she could make use of this pipe!
She took up the pipe and knocked away Yun Feiyan’s sword, then struck at her chest. Yun Feiyan backed away, distracted, and bumped into the railing and teetered there.
Xian Yuling shouted, left palm utilizing her Little Celestial Star Palm Force to strike at Yun Feiyan. Yun Feiyan, shocked, stretched out over the railing and tumbled down!
At the same time, Foreman Chu, wielding a sabre, flew up to the second floor just as Jin Yi had been run through by the ravengold sabre and let out a savage, heart-rending cry. Xian Yuling was stunned and looked over and was frightened out of her senses. She said frantically, “Come quick, save this losing battle!”
Foreman Chu waved his sabre and cut her in half at the waist. “Is this slash quick enough!” And he leapt into one of the rooms.
Jin Yi and Xian Yuling’s deaths and Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan’s retreat in defeat happened in a flash. Those watching could had not yet come to their senses, Lang the Fourth and Sima Cheng felling their opponents! After a long time, everyone’s pounding hearts gradually slowed to normal.
Quite a while later, Foreman Chu came out of the room pushing Zhan Tianhong. His finger pressed against Zhan Tianhong’s numbing acupoint and Zhan Tianhong went limp and fell. Foreman Chu had a worried look on his face when he said, “The windows have all been barred with iron, it’ll be a tough time getting out of here.”
Shen Ying laughed. “Last time this old fellow broke out through the roof, we can always do the same thing again!”
Foreman Chu leapt up and smashed the ceiling with both palms with a bang and he shot straight back down, but the ceiling was undamaged. “There’s an iron plate in the ceiling!” Everyone’s heart sank.
Shen Ying said, “Everyone gather in the main hall, don’t go anywhere alone, lest you trigger a booby trap. Little Gu, it’s all up to you!”
“These traps won’t give me any trouble!” Gu Sinan said confidently.
Easy to say, but by the time he got the iron portcullis opened and everyone exited the manor singlefile, it was already daylight out!
(3)
Back at Shen Ying’s Luoyang nest, Shen Ying sat, Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan on either side of him.
Shen Ying thought it would take a long time, but unexpectedly, Zhan Tianhong confessed it all in one go.
“The one who killed Ouyang Peng was out hall’s head hallmaster Jin Yi. I concocted a fake name and wrote an invitation to get him into Ouyang Manor.”
Shen Ying said, “Hold on, I heard you were always with Ouyang Changshou, how did you bring Jin Yi into the manor?”
“When Ouyang Changshou sent me out to greet the guests, I brought him inside then. He was dressed like Senior Liang, posing as a manor guard, so no one was suspicious.”
Shen Yin asked, “How did he get out of Ouyang Manor later on?”
Zhan Tianhong said, “I also had several trusted men in the manor. I had them escort him out at night.”
Shen Ying nodded slowly. “So then why did you all kill Hu Sheng later on?”
“Hu Sheng deserved to die!” Zhan Tianhong said, “He was a drunkard and had a large gambling debt. That kind of person is the easiest to give themselves away, and the easiest to be manipulated. Our hall decided long ago to execute him. Senior Liang naturally knew the truth, so he intentionally fed them to you!”
Shen Ying had a thought and his voice deepened. “Last time when this old fellow was locked in the Ouyang Manor woodshed, that was all your all’s plan and arrangement?”
“Yes.” Zhan Tianhong hung his head, not daring to look at Shen Ying and his relentless gaze. “We thought of this before you arrived at Ouyang Manor, so we first went over the process with Senior Liang of setting the fire. Once you entered the woodshed, our men locked the door!”
Yun Feiyan blurted out, “In that case, Ouyang Manor has a lot of your people in it?”
“Yes, I underwent seven years of painstaking work, expended a lot of sweat and blood, naturally there it was a bit successful.”
But Shen Ying said, “Didn’t Senior Liang’s setting the fire lead to his own death? Even if it had burned this old fellow to death in the process, wouldn’t he have still been burned to death as well?”
“Yes, he knew too much, plus he was always vying with me for merit, of course I wouldn’t keep being polite to him! The woodshed has another little iron door that leads outside, but I ordered men to lock it up!”
Shen Ying said angrily, “Nonsense, you were in Zhengzhou the whole time, how could you arrange all of this in Luoyang?”
Zhan Tianhong hung his head again, thinking this over for a while. “Your Excellency, you mustn’t lose your temper once you hear this. The person who appeared in Zhengzhou was not me, only my stand-in. I had slipped back into Luoyang earlier.”
“When did you slip back in?”
“Once I recognized Lang the Fourth and Gen Gensheng from watching their moves when they fought with Incensemaster Su, I knew I had been found out, so I had no choice but to return to Luoyang, mending the pen after the sheep are lost, better late than never!”
Gu Sinan said angrily, “How did you mend it?”
“By striking first to gain the upper hand,” Zhan Tianhong said gently.
Shen Ying hmphed coldly, “How many of your underlings are there in Ouyang Manor?”
“I couldn’t say. First of all, I hope they can all make fresh starts in life. Most of them were threatened or bribed by me to enter our hall, they didn’t all join willingly. Secondly, this hall is finished, they don’t have the capacity to continue doing evil!”
Shen Ying said, “You’ve said a lot, but you still haven’t said what the purpose for establishing your esteemed hall was!”
Our humble hall hoped to control Luoyang and Zhengzhou, those two pieces of fatty meat, because these two large cities were always under Ouyang Manor, Sima Manor, and Great Xia Cui’s control, no gang would dare get involved, so we first had to eliminate these powerful forces! Because the profits from the gambling dens and the brothels are utterly impressive!”
Shen Ying asked another question, “This old fellow heard your esteemed hall has one by the surname Yi. Who is he?”
“He’s just this hall’s liaison man, his position is more or less the same rank as mine.”
“Why haven’t we seen him?”
“He went to assemble old friends to form an alliance.”
“Also, this Number Four who led people to murder Cui Yishan’s family, who is he?”
“He’s our humble hall’s Incensemaster Su!”
“The likes of him dared to tweak the tiger’s whiskers of Cui Yishan?”
“No,” Zhan Tianhong answered, “that day our humble hall’s Head Hallmaster Jin Yi and Vice Hallmaster Xian Yuling were also among the group.”
“Alright, this old fellow will turn you over to Ouyang Manor. As for how they will deal with you, that’s none of this old fellow’s concern. Little Gu, escort him and turn him over to Ouyang Manor!”
Sima Cheng stood off to the side, face full of grief and sorrow, his whole body trembling. Cui Yishan was also tearful.
Shen Ying looked at them. “Yishan’s grudge has be considered requited. As for Nephew Sima’s matter, that’s a bit thorny. In a few days this old fellow will arrange things for you.”
(4)
Three days later, Ouyang Manor sent someone to Shen Ying’s nest to ask him to go collect his fee. He put away his pipe and went with pleasure.
At Ouyang Manor, Foreman Chu said, “Madame is in the inner chamber waiting for you. I’ll take you there, after you!”
It was Ouyang Peng’s bridal chamber. The interior had been redecorated, Zhao Siniang sat on the bed, merely nodding when she saw Shen Ying. With a rough voice she said, “Many thanks, Your Excellency, for finding out the truth. Out humble manor above and below are indebted to you. This amount isn’t much, but a token of our humble manor’s regard.” She handed him a silver draft.
Shen Ying took two steps forward and received it. He looked at is and blurted out, “200,000 taels of silver!”
As soon as the words were out of his mouth he felt a pain in his back and he pitched forward two steps. He knew something was off and quickly turned around to see Foreman Chu holding a sharp sword, watching Shen Ying sinisterly.
Shen Ying backed up against the wall and slowly pulled out his pipe.
Foreman Chu said softly, “You had good reflexes, so one strike of the sword was not enough to end you!”
Shen Ying scoffed, “Don’t get happy yet, did you see if there’s any blood on the sword?” Brandishing his right hand, the bowl of the pipe hit Zhao Siniang in her Jumping Round acupoint. Zhao Siniang immediately leapt up and shouted abuse at Foreman Chu.
Foreman Chu saw that the flexible sword in his hand was spotlessly shiny, no trace of blood, and he cried out in alarm, “You weren’t hurt?”
Shen Ying scoffed, “No thanks to you! That day my back was burned in the fire, before heading to Zhengzhou I was afraid the burn might impede me, so I put on some burn medicine and then a piece of rhinoceros hide over that. Your sword just now hit the rhinoceros hide.”
Foreman Chu’s shock was no small matter. He quickly spun around and flew out of the room.
Shen Ying shouted urgently, “Little Gu, stop him!” And he struck him in the back with his pipe.
Foreman Chu wasn’t expecting an attack from behind, plus there was no way out ahead, so he did a somersault in the air, leaping over Shen Ying’s head, and he raced into the room.
Shen Ying turned and blocked the door. “Another wrong move, Gu Sinan isn’t here yet.”
Foreman Chu’s face turned pale and ashen. Suddenly he pounced on Zhao Siniang, who didn’t dodge out of the way but let him grab her by the waist.
Shen Ying said coldly, “You two rendezvous every night, now you want to get it on in broad daylight in front of this old fellow?”
Zhao Siniang’s face was burning red. She gently threw off Foreman Chu and groped for her pair of willowleaf sabres on the bed.
Foreman Chu said, “No need to fear, as long as we kill him, who will know?”
Shen Ying said, “It might not be so easy. Madame, why keep making one mistake after another?”
Zhao Siniang sighed faintly. “This time it was you who hurt me!” She glared ferociously at Foreman Chu.
Foreman Chu said, “You only say that now, isn’t it too late?” With that he thrust his sword at Shen Ying.
Shen Ying’s pipe struck and licked out,. Foreman Chu turned and slashed crosswise at Shen Ying’s waist. Shen Ying blocked with the pipe, only defending, not attacking.
Foreman Chu said urgently, “Siniang, what are you waiting for? Our lives from here on depend on this battle!”
Shen Ying responded, “Madame, if this old fellow is not mistaken, Foreman Chu hid a lot of evil things he did from you, he doesn’t have any feelings for you at all.”
Zhao Siniang’s face flushed and she started to whimper. “What… what do I still have to hope for?”
As soon as she finished speaking, Gu Sinan and Yun Feiyan appeared in the doorway and Shen Ying was relieved. He shouted urgently, “Madame, please make way!” His voice was like a thunderclap, Zhao Siniang couldn’t help but do as he said and step to the side.
Shen Ying’s eyes were fixed closely on Foreman Chu. “Don’t think you can hide the fact from this old fellow that you’re in cahoots with Zhan Tianhong, actually this old fellow suspected you back in Zhengzhou.”
Foreman Chu was stunned and blurted out, “What gave me away?”
Shen Ying said, “ First, you were using a sabre, not a sword.”
Foreman Chu interrupted, “That did it? Didn’t I tell you first that I only studied swordplay with Divine Sword of Mount Lao for five years, what’s so strange about me using a sabre instead of a sword? Since I couldn’t learn the essence of the Mount Lao Swordplay, I changed to another sabreplay, that’s perfectly reasonable.”
“The problem is your sabreplay does not go with your internal skill or your other kungfu at all. If a person who studies martial arts has internal skill and fist and kicking techniques that are better than his sabreplay, then why wouldn’t he abandon the sabre and just use his fists?”
Foreman Chu sighed. “That was an oversight on my part. The second thing?”
“Xian Yuling was cut in two with one stroke of your sabre, that’s not easy to do, right? Even though she was distracted and disturbed by Jin Yi’s sudden death, she still could have avoided that sabre stroke. There’s only one explanation for why she didn’t: she was entirely not on her guard around you. If you and her weren’t in cahoots, how else could that be?”
Foreman Chu said coldly, “Since there was a second, there must be a third reason.”
“The third thing is what Xian Yuling right before she died. She said for you to quickly think of a way to save the losing situation, but you weren’t confident of being able to do that, so you simply killed her to dispose of a witness. Then you rushed into the room and told Zhan Tianhong you had a way to help him get out of danger, so Zhan Tianhong put up no resistance when you led him out.”
Foreman Chu’s expression changed again, his heart turned cold. He never imagined what he thought was a flawless plan, would actually have so many holes, how could he not be shaken?
Shen Ying talked faster and faster, “This old fellow intentionally turned Zhan Tianhong over to you. The problem was getting you to play along, so Zhan Tianhong’s testimony was nearly flawless.”
“Since it had no flaws, how did you find flaws in it? Isn’t that a contradiction?”
“This old fellow’s team all have eyes as shiny as snow. Even if they are wearing a disguised, a person’s eyes remain the same. Zhan Tianhong was obviously in Zhengzhou, but he claimed that the person in Zhengzhou was his impersonator. Since his words were false, that proved that there must be someone else directing things in Luoyang. This old fellow carefully deliberated and realized that person must be you. Furthermore, Jin Yi and Xian Yuling’s martial arts were good, but were nowhere near good enough to head a sect or a gang, not enough to be able to control you.”
Foreman Chu laughed. “I’m honored you think so highly of me. This seat, though suffering defeat today, there’s still honor in it. But have you guessed who this seat really is?”
“If this old fellow is not mistaken, you are “Ghost Sword” Yi Bai! This old fellow suspected that the person Sima Cheng encountered in the restaurant in Luoyang was you, Yi Bai! Zhan Tianhong said your position was more or less the same as his, but how could this old fellow believe that? When it comes to martial arts, his is only half as good as yours. What’s more, though you wore a disguise that day, later in Zhengzhou Sima Cheng still recognized your voice.”
“Alright, Amazing Constable Zhan sure lives up to his name. But how did you see through Zhao Siniang and I’s affair?”
“The night Senior Liang pretended to assassinate Madame Zhao, Gu Sinan had just snuck into the place and discovered a black silhouette emerge from the second floor of Madame Zhao’s apartment, but he couldn’t make out the face. Later, this old fellow thought it over and realized it was you.” With a heroic air, Shen Ying said, “You thought to use Senior Liang to feed information to this old fellow, and planned to kill me off. Too bad you couldn’t harm a single hair on this old fellow’s body.”
Yi Bai’s face became more and more pale.
Shen Ying sneered, “This old fellow not only knew of you and Madame Zhao’s affair, I also guessed your motive in seducing Madame Zhao.”
Yi Bai hmphed coldly. “This master doesn’t believe you’re really a divine immortal.”
Shen Ying’s expression hardened. “At first you thought that digging up Ouyang Manor’s foundation would allow you to do as you pleased, but later you discovered that this old fellow was involved in the case, and investigating more and more closely. So you settled for the next best thing, hoping that in the event that Gold & Jade Hall collapsed you could still control Ouyang Manor, and then you would certainly command all of Luoyang. Therefore, this old fellow concluded that you and Madame Zhao were having an affair, but it hadn’t been going on for long. It surely started after this old fellow got involved in this case.”
Yi Bai sighed and flicked his sword with his finger. “No wonder this seat lost to you, your thinking truly is meticulous, not something an ordinary person could accomplish, but what else do you know?”
“Ouyang Peng was killed by you, because the width of your sword matches his wound, and it’s a flex sword, able to wrap around your waist undetected. If you used an ordinary weapon, anyone other than the manorlord carrying a weapon that joyous day would raise eyebrows.”
Yi Bai said, “Truly, nothing gets by you.”
Zhao Siniang cried out sharply, voice quavering, “You really killed Ouyang Peng?”
Yi Bai hmphed coldly and didn’t even look at her.
Zhao Siniang wailed crazily, “Heavens! Changshou, Peng’er, I… I’m ashamed to face you!” Her willowleaf sabre sliced her throat and blood splattered her snow-white neck. No one in the room looked at her, as if they thought she deserved it all along, that it wasn’t worth their sympathy.
A while later, Yi Bai muttered, “Since you know everything, I don’t have anything left to ask.”
Shen Ying, completely expressionless, said, “Madame Zhao still had a sense of shame. Now it ought to be your turn.”
“I still have an unaccomplished wish, to have a fight to the death with you before I die. Can you help grant me this wish?”
Shen Ying, sighing deeply, “That’s called not giving up till you’ve reached the Yellow River. Why not, if you can, put all your skill to work, this old fellow absolutely won’t disappoint you.”
Yi Bai’s expression suddenly hardened, the point of his sword angling at Shen Ying’s face.
Shen Ying said, “Today, to see Divine Sword of Mount Lao Senior Hao’s swordplay is my good fortune.”
Yi Bai took advantage of his moment of distraction in talking to flick his wrist, spraying out five sword flourishes, the point of the sword licking out like a venomous snakes’ tongue at the vital acupoints on Shen Ying’s chest.
Shen Ying remained unmoved, waiting for Yi Bai’s sword to get close before turning his pipe on it.
The point of Yi Bai’s sword spat out, then immediately changed to a thrust at Shen Ying’s Sun acupoint on his temple. This move was very fast. But Shen Ying was better, not blocking with his pipe but swiftly striking at Yi Bai’s Jade Armillary acupoint. This was an advanced move that dispelled the opponent’s move while attacking with your own.
Yi Bai’s sword sped up, completely ignoring whether his vital acupoint on his chest was struck or not, this was a technique of mutual destruction. Shen Ying had no time to think and was greatly shocked, hastily moving to the side and pulling back.
With a ripping sound his shoulder was cut by Yi Bai’s flex sword, blood gurgling out. Yi Bai got the upper hand, his sword overpowering, every move aimed at Shen Ying’s vitals. Shen Ying, in the face of this death-defying fight style, found it a headache, feeling as helpless to strike as if he were all tied up.
With a tearing sound Yi Bai’s sword thrust at Shen Ying’s chest in a gust of forceful wind, Shen Ying’s pipe struggling to block it, his back pressed up against the bid bed carved with mandarin ducks. Impatiently, the pipe struck swiftly against Yi Bai’s wrist. Yi Bai turned his wrist and the point of his sword switched to a soaring thrust at Shen Ying’s shoulder, left palm at the same time smacking at Shen Ying in a gust of forceful wind.
Shen Ying’s pipe cut the sword off at an angle, left hand fingers pointing at Yi Bai’s pulse gate on his wrist. Sword and pipestem clashed, the flex sword speeding up, using the force slash across at Shen Ying’s waist. Shen Ying leapt up and stood on the bed. Yi Bai’s sword missed and he stole forward a step, slashing quickly at Shen Ying’s feet. Shen Ying jumped again and pulled down the mosquito net, which fell over Yi Bai’s head. Yi Bai frantically waved his sword but the mosquito net was giving him trouble unable to cut through it for a time, rather tangling up his flex sword. Shen Ying’s pipe struck and Yi Bai pulled back urgently, right hand swinging wildly, the mosquito fluttering around with the sword, obscuring his line of vision. Shen Ying’s pipe thrust out, his right foot suddenly stepping on Yi Bai’s knee, and with a crunch the bone snapped and he went wide, Shen Ying’s pipe just then pressing his numbing acupoint.

      ***Ouyang Changquan and the others heard what was going on and rushed out. He listened to Shen Ying’s analysis and couldn’t help finding it odd. “Since Zhan Tianhong was lying low in out humble manor, why did Yi Bai incessantly scheme to hibernate here? And why come here a year earlier than Zhan Tianhong?”
Shen Ying said, “Forgive me for saying something unpleasant to hear, but Gold & Jade Hall’s pivotal center was established here in your esteemed manor. Yi Bai was Gold & Jade Hall’s true boss. Zhan Tianhong was someone he brought in later to expand Gold & Jade Hall. You three brothers always had it easy, it was unavoidable that after a while you would get careless, especially in your later years, often going out traveling, enjoying the mountains and rivers, imperceptibly giving Gold & Jade Hall an opportunity.”
“Form what you’re telling me, he was profiting from this old rotter’s Third Sister-in-law?”
“Yes, but Zhao Siniang didn’t know what was going on at the time. Yi Bai thought telling her to give this old fellow 200,000 taels of silver would pleasantly surprise this old fellow so much that I’d lose my vigilance. Mm, this silver draft ought to be returned to you. This case is not worth near that much money.”
Ouyang Changquan said, “If not for Amazing Constable perceiving the smallest details, who knows what would have become of our humble manor. This old rotter feels this sum of money is still too little, Amazing Constable, just accept it. To put it a bit arrogantly, 200,000 taels of silver, for our humble manor, is nothing.”
“In that case this seat accepts.”
Suddenly a guard ran over to report, saying that Zhan Tianhong had unexpectedly been killed. Shen Ying said, “That’s certainly on Yi Bai’s orders to do away with a witness. There are still others here now, no matter how your esteemed manner handles it. Also, henceforth I fear your esteemed manor will have to purge this entire group of guards.”

      ***Sima Cheng listened to Shen Ying’s report and couldn’t help but shed stinging tears.
“Worth Nephew, what do you plan to do?” Shen Ying said, “This matter was handled too impulsively by Ouyang Manor and the Zhao family.”
Sima Cheng suddenly took on a firm, resolute expression. “Little Nephew considers the matter settled. Ouyang Manor has lost a lot of people, even Zhao Siniang is dead. Even if Little Nephew wanted to take revenge, who would I take it against? Zhao Rongguo? Probably after he learns of everything he will have a hard time handling it. Now Little Nephew only fears my deceased father and mother’s souls in Heaven will not forgive Little Nephew for this decision!”
Shen Ying showed an approving face. “Worthy Nephew’s decision is just what this old fellow wished. It proves that Worthy Nephew’s understanding is a cut above the rest, with willpower and breadth of mind that others can’t match. It will meet your father and mother’s souls in Heaven’s approval with joy.”

      ***Half a month later, Sima Cheng went back to Zhengzhou alone to see his old home. There was added two new graves, the tombs immense and lavishly constructed, beside them countless stone figures and stone animals.
Sima Cheng was astonished. He went up for a closer look. One the tombstone were carved his father and mother’s names, and under that “Zhao Rongguo” in small characters. Shockingly, in front of the tombstone an arm lay, and arm that had clearly been separated from its body not long before. It still seemed to carry a trace of warmth.
After Sima Cheng’s shock subsides he realized it was Zhao Rongguo’s arm. His eyes blurred and stinging tears started. He flung himself on the tombstone and starting crying bitterly.

THE END
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