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  Preface
Have you ever had your fortune told? Have you ever been deceived?

This is a little-known group, yet one that could appear by your side at any moment. These people are not true practitioners of fate-reading, nor are they researchers of the Book of Changes. They have superficial knowledge and half-baked understanding, yet they style themselves as “fortune-tellers.” They manipulate words, set up scams, operating alone or in groups of three to five, setting up stalls and hawking their services, or recommending themselves door-to-door. In streets and alleys, teahouses and wine shops, their figures can frequently be seen. These “fortune-tellers” have intricate connections with a group we are about to introduce—the “Jiang Xiang Sect”!

What is the “Jiang Xiang Sect”? What do they do?

The “Jiang Xiang Sect” is a special group that swindles people’s money under the banner of fortune-telling. They existed in Chinese history for nearly 300 years. They rose during the Kangxi and Yongzheng reigns of the Qing Dynasty, flourished in the late Qing and Republican era, disbanded after the War of Resistance, and disappeared after the founding of New China. This organization was initially established by Fang Zhaoyu, one of the Five Ancestors of the Hongmen, with the purpose of “overthrowing the Qing and restoring the Ming.” They secretly developed members of the “Tiandihui” (Heaven and Earth Society) under the guise of fortune-telling and physiognomy, promoting the ideology of “carrying out the way of Heaven,” continuously strengthening anti-Qing forces. However, with historical developments, by the late Qing and Republican period, this group gradually lost its way. Its role evolved from “overthrowing the Qing and restoring the Ming” into pure swindling and deception. The entire hall (secret society) lost all righteousness. After the founding of New China, it was completely dismantled and perished in the movement to crack down on “religious sects and secret societies.” As a group, it was destroyed, but because the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had once been extremely prosperous, with tens of thousands of followers spread throughout the nation, their deceptive techniques also spread widely. Therefore, even today, in certain corners of society, some fortune-tellers still carry on the legacy of the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” continuing to deceive, to defraud, to wreak havoc. These people have been influenced by the “Jiang Xiang Sect” to varying degrees and can be said to be remnants of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

Relevant historians once attempted to interpret the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” but ultimately abandoned the effort due to insufficient historical materials. The secret teachings of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” were passed down orally, their movements were incredibly secretive. They wore the gorgeous cloak of “fortune-telling masters” while practicing the art of fraud, from high officials and nobles down to village ruffians and rustic folk—none could escape their all-encompassing net, yet very few people could see through them.

Rumors in the jianghu claimed they pretended to communicate with spirits and ghosts, accumulated wealth and seduced women, were utterly devoid of conscience, and committed every evil. So what was their real life actually like? How exactly did these people carry out their frauds? Did they truly have no humanity at all?

There is an old man still living who is a descendant of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” He was born in 1928, joined the “Jiang Xiang Sect” in 1948, was imprisoned in 1952 during the government’s crackdown on “religious sects and secret societies,” and was released in 1957. This old man, now 82 years old, is the great-uncle of the author of this book (that is, myself).

All along, I would always hear him tell stories of the past: how they drew talismans and recited incantations, how they summoned wind and rain, performed rituals to drive out demons, how they toyed with Military Intelligence Bureau agents, bandit chiefs, resentful women in their boudoirs, underworld bosses, and brothel prostitutes. Those legendary tales of ghosts and fox spirits, those life-and-death struggles, those greed-driven conspiracies all left strong impressions on me. Over time, I discovered that although the “Jiang Xiang Sect” as a system was guilty of countless crimes, it had its own core principles. Summarized, there were several:

Only deceive evil people, not good people. Following the principle of fighting evil with evil.

The concept of seizing the day—money obtained through deception must be quickly spent. As the saying goes: “Jianghu wealth, scattered in the jianghu; if not scattered, disaster comes.”

Do not seduce women; taking another man’s wife is a grave taboo. Adhering to the most simple ethical concepts.

Do not separate people from their flesh and blood. Under the feudal ethical influence of “there are three forms of unfilial conduct, of which having no descendants is the greatest,” the “Jiang Xiang Sect” never trafficked in or harmed other people’s children.

A phrase my great-uncle often says is: The sea of bitterness has no bounds; turn back and reach the shore. As long as one is willing to turn back, one can reach the shore. I sought his opinion, and he is willing to make these matters public. For himself, it is closure; for the world, it is a warning. Thus, with my great-uncle narrating orally and me organizing, that mysterious period of “Jiang Xiang Sect” history gradually surfaced. This is first-hand material directly from a legitimate descendant of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” In the following months, using this as a foundation, I redrew the history of the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” which formed this documentary-style novel today.

For narrative convenience, this text uses the first person “I” throughout, representing my great-uncle, focusing on the history of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” from the first year of the Republic to the 1950s after the founding of New China. Readers will experience from the text the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” consummate “Yingyao” deception techniques, the spirit-and-ghost-defying “Zhafei” methods, the bewilderingly difficult “Luban Gate” ghost surgery… Most importantly, after readers understand these deceptive methods, they will no longer fall victim to such scams!

Yi Zhi

Chapter 1: Fortune-Telling is an Ancient Trade
Secret Fortune-Telling Formulas Never Taught to Outsiders

The greedy will inevitably become poor. The superior man regards this as a great warning. Buddhism also places it first among the five precepts. Therefore, in practicing “A’Bao,” the fault lies not with the “xiang,” but with the “yi.”

—A’Bao Text

This passage comes from the jianghu secret text The A’Bao Text. It means that human nature is greedy, and greed is a great transgression. Therefore, greedy people will inevitably become poor, so practicing “A’Bao”—deceiving those greedy people—is not wrong. In other words, they deserve it!

“A’Bao” is slang, a general term for people who make a living through fortune-telling fraud. “Xiang” refers to the fraudster, and “yi” refers to the victim.

In 1948, I was 20 years old. To make a living, I followed Zu Ye. Zu Ye was the head of the local swindler circle—experienced and ruthless. If you wanted to engage in black market activities in the area, you had to acknowledge him as your master. Otherwise, he would have someone “cut” you (kill you). It was like today’s organized pickpocket rings.

Once you followed Zu Ye, you had protection, but all the money and goods you swindled also had to be “exposed to the sun.” “Exposing to the sun” meant you had to hand over every penny without fail, and then he would give you a “cut.” How much specifically, that was entirely up to Zu Ye to decide.

Some people privately hid their earnings. Zu Ye had methods—otherwise he wouldn’t be called Zu Ye. His psychological warfare was formidable, and he also sent people to “draw circles” (surveil). As soon as it was discovered, one finger would be chopped off. A second offense meant being “cut.”

Once you entered this trade, don’t think about getting out, because you knew too much. Either continue working, or be “cut.”

Usually no one rebelled, because the income was very high. This trade had no off-season.

Having followed Zu Ye, the first thing was to learn yin-yang and the five elements. This was called laying the foundation. Even if you were swindling, you needed some basic knowledge; otherwise, if you stumbled, Zu Ye would also be implicated. After laying the foundation for a month, I began learning “Yingyao”—the psychology of deception. The core formulas of Yingyao remain fresh in my memory to this day:

Upon entering the door, observe their intention; when speaking, show no hesitation

When Heaven comes to ask about Zhui, Zhui seeks desire and nobility; when Zhui comes to ask Heaven, Heaven worries for Heaven

Eight asks Seven; the joyful one desires to rely on Seven’s honor, the resentful one truly suffers Seven’s sorrows

Seven asks Eight; if not Eight having troubles, then certainly difficulties with offspring

When scholars ask about their future, grandsons are regarded as near-ancient

Repeatedly asking about this matter means this matter is certainly lacking; frequently asking the reason means there is definitely a reason within

Monks and Daoists follow lofty ideals, yet do not forget profit and desire

Temple and court worthies have their aspirations in mountains and forests

First Brother requires a ruthless blade, Second Brother requires a thrown blade, Third Date requires a flea

These are all code words that I need to explain slowly.

The first phrase: Upon entering the door, observe their intention; when speaking, show no hesitation.

This means when someone comes for a fortune reading, or when you go to someone’s door to read their fortune, don’t speak first. Let the other party talk. The more they talk, the more information they reveal. When you’ve identified the right moment, suddenly say something—it must hit the vital point. Never hesitate, never be ambiguous, otherwise the other party will think you lack skill! So how do you grasp the vital point? That’s what the following phrases are for.

The second phrase: When Heaven comes to ask about Zhui, Zhui seeks desire and nobility; when Zhui comes to ask Heaven, Heaven worries for Heaven.

“Heaven” refers to the father, “Zhui” refers to the son. This phrase means that whenever a father comes to have his son’s fortune told, it’s basically to ask whether the son will amount to anything, whether he will be wealthy and noble. All parents hope their sons will become dragons and their daughters will become phoenixes, even if they’re just geckos or wild chickens. Since he’s asking these questions, the implication is that currently the son or daughter is not making progress, or shows no signs of wealth and nobility, or is mischievous and troublesome. If you make your prediction along these lines, you definitely won’t be wrong! The second half of the phrase says that whenever children come to have their parents’ fortunes told, it’s absolutely because the father or mother’s health is poor—either they’re ill, or about to pass away. Apart from this, children have no other reason to think of their parents! So directly predict that his father or mother’s health is poor—definitely no problem!

The third phrase: Eight asks Seven; the joyful one desires to rely on Seven’s honor, the resentful one truly suffers Seven’s sorrows.

“Eight” refers to the wife, “Seven” refers to the husband. This means that whenever a wife comes to ask about her husband’s prospects and fortune, if this woman arrives happily, beaming with joy, it indicates her husband may recently be getting an official position or financial windfall—in short, something good is about to happen, but the good fortune hasn’t arrived yet, or has just begun to show signs. She comes to divine about it, so you can directly predict that her husband has blessings and prosperity and will have great fortune. Regardless of the outcome, at that moment she’ll definitely be grinning like a foolish roe deer and will give a generous reward! Conversely, if this woman arrives with a worried expression, then certainly her husband has recently had bad luck—either about to lose his position, or lose money, or dump her, or their relationship is troubled. If you predict toward the ominous direction, you’ll definitely be close to the mark! Then severely admonish her, telling her that if she doesn’t resolve the calamity, she’ll be unlucky for ten years and even have life-threatening concerns. At this point, she’ll obediently take out the silver dollars from her pocket. You’ve deceived her, yet she’ll still kowtow to you!

The fourth phrase: Seven asks Eight; if not Eight having troubles, then certainly difficulties with offspring.

This phrase means that whenever a husband comes to have his wife’s fortune told, there are only two possibilities: either he suspects his wife of infidelity and being cuckolded, or his wife isn’t laying eggs and can’t bear children! Apart from these, a husband will never have his wife’s fortune told!

The fifth phrase: When scholars ask about their future, grandsons are regarded as near-ancient.

There are also two code words here: “grandsons” refers to merchants, wealthy people; “near-ancient”—”near” means alive, “ancient” means dead. Scholars are students. When a scholar comes, he’s definitely asking about his future prospects—whether he can achieve high honors, become an official, bring glory to his ancestors. When a wealthy man comes, he’s definitely asking how long he’ll live, or whether there are major disasters or obstacles on his life’s road, because he has plenty of money, lacks nothing, and only fears not living long. Once you grasp this psychology, everything becomes easy!

The sixth phrase: Repeatedly asking about this matter means this matter is certainly lacking; frequently asking the reason means there is definitely a reason within.

Whenever someone asks about a certain matter over and over again, then this matter is definitely very bad, very unsatisfactory, very imperfect. Whenever someone keeps grabbing onto one question and asking endlessly, then this question is the cause of the matter she’s inquiring about. It’s not that your divination is accurate—it’s that she’s revealed too much!

The seventh phrase: Monks and Daoists follow lofty ideals, yet do not forget profit and desire.

True renunciants won’t go for fortune-telling. If those sanctimonious monks and Daoists come to inquire about matters, it’s a manifestation that their worldly hearts aren’t dead—they’re either asking about profit or desire. If you promise them profit and desire, they’ll certainly be greatly pleased!

The eighth phrase: Temple and court worthies have their aspirations in mountains and forests.

“Temple and court worthies” refers to officials. Those high-ranking officials actually have even greater ambitions and stronger interest in profit. Still promise them profit and desire, and they’ll also be greatly pleased!

The ninth phrase: First Brother requires a ruthless blade, Second Brother requires a thrown blade, Third Date requires a flea.

This is code again. “First Brother” refers to the easiest foolish roe deer to hook—they believe you completely. At this time, the blade must be ruthless. How ruthless? Zu Ye said: “Just don’t make them lose everything!” “Second Brother” refers to someone who has doubts about you or thinks your divination isn’t accurate. At this time, never linger in battle, never be greedy—don’t accept a single penny! “Third Date” refers to someone deliberately looking for trouble. If you can tell at a glance they’re coming to make trouble, immediately slip away. Zu Ye will settle the rest!

Having said this, you must think Zu Ye is a very remarkable person. Yes! Zu Ye was a cultured man. He looked good, very kind-faced. If you didn’t know him, you could never connect him with fraud, bribery, and murder.

Zu Ye rarely got angry. Only when the “Little Feet” stumbled would he lose his temper, but even then not much. It wasn’t the beating and scolding you’d imagine, but as soon as his face darkened, it was enough to scare you half to death!

The biggest temper I ever saw Zu Ye lose was in my second year in the trade. Several Batou wanted to “climb incense”—”Batou” were the second-level managers under Zu Ye, “climb incense” meant rebellion. Zu Ye was thunderously furious at the time and personally “cut” the ringleader.

First Fortune-Telling

The first time I hooked a roe deer was two months after joining the hall. Because I was a novice, I wasn’t allowed to work the city scenes. Zu Ye arranged for me to go to a small village called “Anjia Zhuang.” Zu Ye said I was fat with small eyes and could roll my eyes back to pretend to be blind. This way the other party’s psychological defenses wouldn’t be as strong. Only later did I understand—this job didn’t really count for much, at best it was “testing the waters.” It was far from the big games where Zu Ye could net several hundred silver dollars at once!

I took a bamboo pole and wobbled into the village. The first few households I visited all chased me out.

Later, one household finally let me sit down and talk. It was an old lady home alone. The old lady was about sixty-some years old, her face full of wrinkles. She invited me into the house, repeatedly saying: “Take it slow, take it slow. I’ll get you a stool.”

At that moment my heart felt terrible, because her eyesight wasn’t as good as mine. The old lady also poured me a cup of water. When I took it, I saw her hands were all cracked, very rough, like tree bark. I suddenly thought of my deceased mother. Mother had died of tuberculosis the year before. Those hands were just like this old lady’s!

I softened a bit, but immediately thought of Zu Ye’s eyes, thought of the task assigned by the Batou.

The old lady asked with concern: “So young and already doing this work?”

I rolled my eyes back: “Auntie, I’ve been blind since childhood. I studied divination with my master. My eyes are blind, but my heart is clear.”

The old lady said: “Right! Right! Right! Good child.”

I said: “Mm, I have no other skills, just know how to divine. Auntie, who are you having me read for? Yourself?”

The old lady said: “No. I’m almost in the ground. No need for a reading. Please look at my son, see how he’ll do these two years. Are there obstacles or disasters?”

This sentence directly revealed that her son definitely hadn’t been doing well these past two years, and when the old lady said this, her voice was trembling.

I said: “Auntie, you need to tell me your son’s birthday—which year, which month, which day, what hour?”

Actually this was just acting. How to interpret it, what to say—I’d already thought it through!

After the old lady reported her son’s birth date and time, I began calculating on my fingers, rolling my eyes back. I saw the old lady waiting anxiously.

“Auntie, your son has a water fate. These past two years he’s been conflicting with Tai Sui, not very smooth.” After speaking, I waited for her to respond, to see how she’d react. According to the pattern, it would basically be an affirmative answer. If it was negative, it didn’t matter. I said “these two years,” which could also include this year. This year just started and hasn’t ended yet. If she denied it, I’d say it would be seen in the second half of the year.

The old lady sighed: “Yes.”

I immediately said: “Auntie, your son is a filial son!”

This sentence hit the mark almost every time, because parents love their children ten-fold, and if children return even one-fold to their parents, the parents feel their child is filial. Moreover, unfilial children are a minority anyway. If her son were a disloyal, unfilial ingrate, she wouldn’t be this sad, much less have his fortune told.

The old lady shed tears: “Yes, my son, he’s so good to me. Tall, strong, filial.”

I saw tears in the old lady’s eyes. I continued: “These past two years he’s been affected by the Running Horse Star!”

The old lady asked: “What star?”

I said loudly: “The Running Horse Star means running east and west, exhausting and bitter.” In that era, to make a living, who wasn’t running east and west!

Tears fell from the old lady’s eyes: “Yes, he was conscripted last year. To this day I don’t know if he’s dead or alive.”

Seeing the old lady cry, I actually cried too. I don’t know if it was for her or for myself.

Seeing me cry, the old lady took a dirty handkerchief, wiping my tears while saying: “Child, don’t cry. Child, don’t cry.”

I said: “Auntie, I feel sad for you.”

The old lady said: “Good child, good child.”

I said: “Auntie, your son is in difficulty now, very dangerous.”

The old lady said in alarm: “What’s wrong? Is he still alive?”

I said: “Alive, he’s alive, just too dangerous. Those bullets on the battlefield don’t have eyes. This calamity must be resolved. If not resolved, he won’t come back!”

The old lady was greatly shocked: “Quickly resolve it, how do we resolve it?”

I said: “Get a piece of red cloth and write your son’s name on it. At midnight tonight, tie it to a large locust tree. Say: ‘Great locust tree, great locust tree, my son acknowledges you as his godmother. Protect my son from harm.’ Then kowtow three times, come back and cover the red cloth over the chicken coop, and that’s it. Auntie, remember clearly.” The more vividly you describe disaster resolution, the more real it seems. This method of acknowledging large trees as godmothers and water dustpans as godfathers were commonly used by fortune-tellers.

The old lady said: “This will protect him from trouble?”

I said: “Auntie, that’s not enough yet. Your son has killed too many people on the battlefield. Those he killed will also demand his life.”

The old lady began worrying again: “Then what do we do?”

I said: “You must do good deeds on his behalf. Do more good deeds—good is rewarded with good!”

The old lady said: “Right! Right! Right! Child, you speak correctly! How do I help him do this?”

I said: “Donate some incense money on his behalf. I’ll help you send it to the temple. I’ve revealed heavenly secrets, so I must also help donate. Once donated, all will be well. At the latest, next spring, your son will return!”

The old lady smiled, lips pressed together, happily went back to her room. After a long while she brought out two “big white strips.” Big white strips were a term for fiat currency. Because of hyperinflation, they were nearly worthless!

I said: “Auntie, this money can’t be spent outside now. Many places don’t accept it. I can’t use it for incense money. We can’t deceive the Buddha.”

The old lady said awkwardly: “Oh, I still have a few copper coins.”

Following Zu Ye’s teaching, silver dollars and copper coins were all accepted. With this hard currency in hand, it didn’t matter how the Nationalist government reformed.

I took the copper coins. Looking, there were only three. I said: “Auntie, if you really don’t have any, forget it. I’ll contribute for you.”

The old lady hurriedly said: “That won’t do, that won’t do. Child, wait. I still have some new cloth that hasn’t been cut.” The old lady rummaged in her room for quite a while, then brought out a roll of blue cloth from the bottom of her trunk—the kind of dyed blue coarse cloth rural people used for quilt covers.

I said: “This will do, Auntie. I’ll donate it all for you.”

The old lady was so happy she couldn’t close her mouth: “What luck to meet you, child! What luck!”

After speaking, she led me out the door, then slowly said: “Child, be careful on the road. There’s a well at the village entrance.”

I said: “I know, Auntie.”

I walked out of the village with my bamboo pole, pretending. All the way I ran, all the way I cried.

The first time working a scene yielded very little. Apart from those two “big white strips” that could be ignored, it was just a few feet of coarse cloth and three copper coins.

But it was still more than the other two new hands hooked. Of those two, one got nothing and was even cursed at. The other, fearing blame from Zu Ye and the Batou, actually stole an iron sledgehammer used for stakes in someone’s apricot orchard at the village entrance to deliver something.

Zu Ye said: “We are ‘xiang,’ not thieves! If you work an empty scene, come back empty. Thieving is not to be done!”

That frightened Little Foot quickly knelt down, repeatedly admitting his error.

Zu Ye said: “It’s not your fault. Er Batou!”

Er Batou immediately stepped forward and knelt: “Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye said: “Your foot—you must lead them well!” He roared until Er Batou’s head was covered in sweat.

Every time we returned from working scenes, we had to report in detail. First, to count the roe deer; second, to avoid collision scenes next time. Each Batou kept accounts, but none could out-calculate the account in Zu Ye’s heart.

Zu Ye’s mind was too meticulous. After the hall meeting ended, he kept me back alone.

Zu Ye said: “You softened.”

I thought: How does he know?

Zu Ye said: “You cried.”

I said: “Yes, because she was too pitiful.”

Zu Ye said: “Pitiful? Do you think I’m pitiful?”

I stared at Zu Ye stupidly, not understanding what he meant.

Zu Ye said: “I’m even more pitiful! Every day dozens of guns pointed at my head. Step on any wrong line and people die!”

Zu Ye wasn’t wrong. To be able to run A’Bao operations in an area, first you had to settle the key figures on both the black and white paths. Monthly tributes couldn’t be reduced, and during transitions of power, double portions had to be sent.

Because these people could not only keep you safe, but when necessary could also help you set up games. As long as benefits were properly distributed, they would betray even their own fathers. They dared to target Nationalist Party high officials, Shanghai tycoons, even Soong Mei-ling herself. Small games could be done immediately. Big games might need to be laid for months or even years, but the harvest from big games was also very tempting. One big game completed could often cover the entire hall’s expenses for several years.

Hall Legends

Setting up games yielded high returns but also high risk, because these people weren’t ordinary roe deer—they were all cunning foxes, one more clever than the next. Getting them to be “yi” wasn’t easy. Sometimes games would have holes—someone would “flip sides,” or a big “yi” would become a big “date.”

At such times, people generally had to die. As for who died—that depended on the specific situation.

Following Zu Ye meant entrusting your life and death to him. Afraid of death? In Zu Ye’s words: “If you’re afraid of death, you might as well go home and raise pigs!” The A’Bao trade was high risk, high reward. Look at the Batou around Zu Ye—which one hadn’t been through hundreds of battles, escaped death to get here!

Let’s talk about Da Batou first. He was the hall’s gold medal killer. Killing people, slaughtering dogs, butchering pigs—these were all his jobs. Da Batou was the one among the current Batou who had followed Zu Ye the longest. He looked extremely fierce, chubby, with a shaved bald head. He had scalp sores on his head, and when his hair grew it would itch, so he never kept hair. Every few days he’d shave once, shiny and bright. Every time the hall held meetings, his head was covered in sweat, looking very hot.

Zu Ye recruited Da Batou in the thirteenth year of the Republic, which was precisely the second year after Zu Ye took charge of the hall. Before joining, Da Batou was a pig butcher, working as an assistant to a street butcher. One day after finishing work, that butcher gave him two jin of smoked meat. Unexpectedly, on the road he encountered several thugs who insisted on robbing the smoked meat from his hands. Da Batou refused. They forced the issue. The result—Da Batou got angry. Real fighting isn’t like the martial arts novels describe, with techniques and forms. When it really breaks out, you use whatever you have, whatever works. Da Batou first crushed one person’s testicles, then poked out another person’s eye. Biting and tearing, he finally used a brick to smash one person’s head open. As a result, Da Batou was sentenced to death.

This incident spread widely at the time. After Zu Ye heard about it, he felt this person was material, so he spent heavily to redeem him for his own use. Zu Ye indeed had a discerning eye for people. Da Batou didn’t disappoint Zu Ye’s expectations. After joining the hall, he dared to fight and struggle. When gangs came to make trouble, he was the first to rush forward. When stabbing people with knives, he never blinked! There really are such people in this world—they get excited seeing blood. Da Batou belonged to this category. Over all these years, he remained utterly loyal to Zu Ye. Like Er Batou, they both belonged to Zu Ye’s inner guard.

If Da Batou was someone who got excited seeing blood, then Er Batou was someone who got excited seeing dead people.

Er Batou was a legend. He followed Zu Ye at age 15. That was in 1928, right before the Second Northern Expedition. Many regions south of the Yangtze were spreading terrifying rumors of “Yaofu seizing souls.” The rumors spread from Nanjing, saying that a little boy was playing with companions on the street when a woman walked over, touched the child’s head a few times, then turned and left. The result—the child immediately turned deathly pale, limbs stiff, eyes staring straight ahead without speaking. From then on, he’d lost his soul.

This rumor quickly spread throughout Nanjing, then spread to other regions. Many parents worried their children would have their souls stolen by Yaofu, so they tied red hair ribbons on their children, stuffed peach leaves in their pockets to ward off evil. Later it was rumored that Yaofu didn’t even spare adults, so adults also tied red waist belts. Later they simply cut women’s menstrual cloths into pieces and put them in every pocket, terrified their souls would be seized by Yaofu.

Zu Ye happened to use this opportunity to make a fortune under the pretext of exorcising demons and summoning souls. One day Zu Ye was walking on the street when a boy came toward him and crashed straight into him. Zu Ye could tell at a glance he was a thief. In just a few moves, he had the kid’s arm twisted. Zu Ye said: “So young and already doing this! Be careful I don’t hand you over to Yaofu to have your soul seized!”

That kid’s face turned defiant: “I’m not afraid!”

Zu Ye examined him carefully. Indeed, he had no red hair ribbon tied anywhere on his body. Zu Ye smiled and said: “You’re not afraid of death!”

That kid said: “Only a ghost would believe that!”

Zu Ye started to like this fellow. He said: “Why steal wallets?”

The kid cocked his neck: “Hungry!”

Zu Ye released his hand and patted his head: “Come with me.”

The kid said: “For what? To hand me over to Yaofu?”

Zu Ye slapped him lightly: “To eat!”

Zu Ye stopped at a wonton shop on the street and bought him a bowl of wontons. This kid finished it in a few bites, not even afraid of burning his mouth. He bought him another bowl, which was quickly devoured. Zu Ye smiled: “How many more bowls can you eat?”

The kid said: “If you can afford to buy them, I can eat them.”

Zu Ye waved his hand and said: “Good! Shopkeeper, ten more bowls!”

The kid loosened his waistband and began eating voraciously, consuming twelve bowls in total. Zu Ye laughed, knowing this was talent!

Later he learned this kid’s parents had died early. He’d been wandering the streets since age 8. Zu Ye decided to keep him. Several years later, he became the famous Er Batou in the A’Bao circle. Zu Ye’s eye was truly sharp—sharp in that he could see at a glance the most valuable aspect of a person. Zu Ye had taken a liking to Er Batou’s courage.

When Er Batou first followed Zu Ye, he resisted discipline. Transforming a street thief accustomed to freedom into a proper A’Bao was no easy task. Zu Ye beat him plenty, but he never cried, as if the one being beaten wasn’t himself.

Finally Zu Ye ran out of options and said: “Leave!” Only then did he begin to soften. Without Zu Ye, he had no food to eat. Later Er Batou gradually submitted to Zu Ye, because Zu Ye was ten thousand times smarter than him. Every time he was about to open his mouth, Zu Ye already knew what nonsense he was about to spout.

Er Batou’s courage was enormous—he dared to do anything. Especially when playing “Zhafei techniques,” he was simply masterful. “Zhafei” was A’Bao circle slang, meaning to pretend to communicate with spirits and ghosts. The more superstitious the common people, the more market there was for “Zhafei.”

Before officially “Zhafei-ing,” Zu Ye had deliberately tested his courage.

Zu Ye told him: “Didn’t you say you’re not afraid of ghosts? I heard that at the ruined temple at Sanli Ridge outside the city, a beggar starved to death. Tonight, go strip off his clothes and bring them back to me.”

Er Batou said: “What’s so difficult about that? It’s not like I haven’t done this before. When I was freezing and couldn’t stand it, I even stripped burial clothes off freshly buried people.” After speaking, he was ready to set off.

Zu Ye said: “Wait. I’ve heard people say that those who starve to death become hungry ghosts after death. At midnight they’ll still open their mouths, and if you feed them food, they can still eat. I don’t know if it’s true or false. When you go, take a bowl of rice and feed that beggar to see if he’ll open his mouth.”

Er Batou laughed: “Pure nonsense. How could such a thing happen!”

That night, hazy moonlight shrouded the old city. Er Batou wrapped a small bowl of rice in a cloth, tucked it at his waist, and set off by moonlight.

It was a mountain god temple that no one had managed for ages. The wooden door had several holes. Er Batou walked for an hour before arriving. All around was silence, with occasional cricket chirps.

Er Batou steadied himself and pushed the door. The door hinge was broken. He pushed harder. With a creak, the door opened. A gust of dead person’s burial qi hit him in the face. After people die, they emit a special smell, commonly called burial qi. This smell was very peculiar—sweetish yet fishy, and it traveled far, which is why crows could always find corpses.

Er Batou felt in the dark for the corpse. Borrowing a few rays of moonlight from the door crack, he began stripping the clothes. Suddenly remembering the bowl of rice at his waist, he hurriedly untied the cloth and took it out. Scooping a handful of rice with his hand, he pushed it to the corpse’s mouth, thinking: “It’d be weird if you could eat!”

Unexpectedly, that corpse actually opened its mouth, slowly opening wide, even making an “eh” sound. Er Batou suspected he was seeing things. He blinked hard. It really had opened. Er Batou tremblingly stuffed the rice into the corpse’s mouth. The corpse slowly began chewing. Er Batou was stunned, his scalp tingling. Seeing the corpse had finished chewing the rice, it swallowed with a gulp, made an “eh” sound, and opened its mouth again. Er Batou went crazy. “Go to hell!” He directly smashed the bowl at the corpse’s face! The corpse suddenly sat up and howled. Er Batou took to his heels and ran, fleeing back to the city in a flash.

Zu Ye was waiting for him. Seeing him return covered in sweat, he asked: “The clothes?”

Er Batou, out of breath, said: “Disaster, disaster, encountered the real thing, it ate, really ate…”

Zu Ye laughed heartily and said: “If he eats, you feed him. He starved to death. Feeding him is accumulating merit.”

Er Batou said: “Too strange! I saw him open his mouth and eat, so I smashed the bowl on his face, and he actually sat up…”

Zu Ye was startled: “You smashed it on his face?”

Er Batou said: “Yeah, smashed it and ran.”

Zu Ye said: “Wait.”

Er Batou said: “Wait for what?”

Zu Ye said: “You’ll know in a moment.”

After about half an hour, Da Batou came in from outside, his face covered in blood. Er Batou was shocked: “Big Brother, what happened to you?”

Da Batou was burning with rage: “You still ask me! You struck too ruthlessly!”

Zu Ye smiled: “Go wash up quickly.”

This was a setup. That starved beggar was Da Batou in disguise. The real dead person had already been moved away by Da Batou, but no one expected that after being stimulated, Er Batou would become angry from embarrassment and directly bash Da Batou. From then on, Da Batou had a deep scar on his face, but Zu Ye became even more satisfied with Er Batou.

Compared to Da Batou and Er Batou, San Batou was a refined, intellectual-type A’Bao. Astronomy, geography, yin-yang, and the Eight Trigrams—there was nothing he didn’t know. He had also read the Analects and Mencius thoroughly, could quote classics effortlessly, and wrote with literary brilliance. This kind of wolf in sheep’s clothing, sanctimonious and wearing human skin, was the most terrifying.

San Batou followed Zu Ye in 1930. Before that, he was a rural fortune-telling swindler who knew some theory and was skilled at cheating. One day he came to the city to swindle and ate into Zu Ye’s territory, actually daring to set up a fortune-telling stall on the street! Da Batou suggested Zu Ye cut him. Zu Ye said: “Let’s see first.”

Zu Ye sent several people to probe his depth. Several Little Feet came back saying this kid cheated beautifully—the common people were all deceived.

Zu Ye decided to personally meet him. Arriving at his stall, Zu Ye saw this person was only in his early twenties, a pretty boy, wearing a long gown, graceful and refined. When telling fortunes, his eloquence flowed like a river. Zu Ye deliberately showed him openings, letting him cheat. This kid thought he’d encountered a big roe deer. He rambled on with nonsense about toads here and rubbish there. Zu Ye nodded repeatedly. Finally Zu Ye gave him several silver dollars and said: “I didn’t bring much silver today. Follow me home to get more. While we’re at it, take a look at my house and adjust the feng shui. I’ll reward you handsomely!”

San Batou hurriedly closed his stall and happily followed Zu Ye home. The result was predictable—as soon as he entered the door, several Little Feet tied him up. Da Batou stepped forward and slapped him: “You don’t even look for a proper place to shit!”

San Batou was slapped seeing stars, but his mind was clear—he absolutely couldn’t admit he was a swindler. He said dejectedly: “Sir, why is this? I’m just a small fortune-teller. Coming to your honored place, I was just seeking a meal. I don’t know how I’ve offended you!”

Er Batou, standing to the side, finally couldn’t hold back. He stepped forward and kicked him, then slapped the back of his head: “Keep pretending! Keep pretending for me!”

San Batou said through tears: “Master, spare my life! I’m just a fortune-teller. If the reading wasn’t accurate, I’ll refund the money. Master, don’t beat me! I have a seventy-year-old mother above and a three-year-old child below!”

Er Batou exchanged a glance with Da Batou. Da Batou drew the pig-slaughtering knife from his waist and walked to San Batou: “I’ll cut out your tongue right now, let you keep pretending!”

San Batou cried and shouted at Zu Ye: “That master over there, say something! Wasn’t my reading for you accurate? Wasn’t it fine just now? Master!”

Zu Ye waved his hand. Da Batou retreated to the side with his knife. Zu Ye walked in front of San Batou and stuck out his thumb: “Brother, you really have balls!” (Local dialect, meaning “guts”)

San Batou was startled: “What balls, master?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Talent.”

San Batou continued playing dumb: “Master, are you talking about me? I’m just a small fortune-teller…”

Zu Ye raised his hand. A flying nail shot out, hitting San Batou’s left ear. The ear was instantly pierced, a small piece of flesh on the earlobe knocked off. San Batou screamed in pain: “Master, I’ll talk! I’ll talk!”

Zu Ye shouted: “Turtle name?”

“Xue Jiaren!”

“Nest handle?”

“Xuzhou, Pei County!”

“Big master dad?”

“Dingshui Fengzi!”

“How many years?”

“Three!”

“Split party or not?”

“Don’t dare!”

Da Batou and Er Batou saw that Zu Ye was still formidable—he had this kid settled in just a few exchanges. This exchange was all A’Bao circle slang. “Turtle name” asked his real name. “Nest handle” asked where he was from. “Big master dad” asked who his leader was. “Dingshui Fengzi” meant no organization, roaming criminal. “How many years” asked how many years he’d done this trade. “Three” was the number meaning three. “Split party or not” asked if he’d killed anyone.

Zu Ye took a liking to his eloquence and courage, especially his pretentious, never-admit-defeat character, which made Zu Ye feel this person was indispensable.

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Follow me.”

Having heard those slang phrases Zu Ye asked, San Batou already understood—this was someone from the same trade, and moreover a master. All these years San Batou had been fighting solo. Although he could solve basic needs, he never achieved anything. With no backing, he didn’t dare do big jobs. Now he’d finally found an organization. San Batou followed Zu Ye just like that. Of course, at that time he wasn’t San Batou. Later, after the hall’s Old Number Three died of illness, he was promoted to San Batou.

Compared to the first three Batou, Si Batou always gave people a sullen feeling—didn’t like to talk—but he was the entire hall’s “technical strategist.” In today’s terms, he was STEM talent. Before setting up games, especially big “Zhafei” games, he prepared all the props. He could mix cinnabar and phosphorus in certain proportions. Using this mixture to draw talismans, the talismans could glow in the dark. He could use alum to prepare peculiar potions. Dipping this potion to write on paper, nothing could be seen after writing. Then using fire to burn it, the paper turned black and the characters would appear. According to what everyone said, Si Batou was snatched from the Japanese by Zu Ye and was once cultivated as a successor. Moreover, Zu Ye personally arranged his marriage, finding him a miraculously capable, beautiful female A’Bao as his wife. This truly made others envious. But alas, man’s plans are no match for heaven’s—later many changes occurred, causing Si Batou’s spirit to receive enormous stimulation. His entire person became depressed.

Wu Batou belonged to the same category as San Batou, also an intellectual-type A’Bao. Supposedly proficient in feng shui, physiognomy, and celestial phenomena—whether truly knowledgeable or faking it, who knew. Anyway, after I entered the trade, several times I saw him standing on mountain peaks, gazing at the firmament, very absorbed. His greatest ability was that he could draw the entire nation’s dragon veins (mountain ranges) without the slightest error. Every time before setting up a feng shui game, wherever Zu Ye asked, he could answer. He laid a solid theoretical foundation for the hall’s feng shui games each time.

Liu Batou, people called him “Fengzi Shou.” “Fengzi” was slang for horse. Supposedly this nickname was given to Liu Batou by Zu Ye because Liu Batou had good lightness skills. Normally he was responsible for contacting informants, underworld public relations, and scouting locations before setting up games—like an untiring horse, hence this elegant nickname.

“Fengzi Shou” had strong martial arts skills, excelling at lightness techniques and “Zonghe Fist.” Speaking of lightness skills, they weren’t actually as miraculous as legend has it—what “traveling two or three li, four or five zhang from the ground”—that’s Sun Wukong, not a person. Anyone who is human has weight and must follow Earth’s gravity. So-called lightness skills were actually just being more nimble on the feet than ordinary people, running faster, climbing trees and walls more agilely. The general practice method was to tie sandbags to the legs, then persist in running every day or jumping up from a small pit. As the sandbag weight increased, a person’s endurance would become stronger and stronger. After practicing hard like this for several years, once the sandbags were removed, the entire leg felt relieved of a heavy burden. When running, wind was generated under the feet, and the whole person felt very light! The “Seventy-Two Arts of Shaolin” has special records of lightness skill practice methods.

“Fengzi Shou’s” lightness skills were indeed excellent. For walls over two zhang high, he would generate force in his feet, make a running start, his toes would skim the wall surface, his hands would grab on, his feet would rise consecutively, and whoosh—he’d flip over. Additionally, he made modifications to his ancestral “Zonghe Fist,” adding the fierce power of “Hong Fist.” Zu Ye often said “Fengzi Shou” was a martial arts prodigy.

“Fengzi Shou” was born in the tenth year of the Republic. His uncle was a backbone member of Wang Yaqiao’s “Axe Gang.” According to Er Batou, “Fengzi Shou” was only 14 when he followed Zu Ye. Zu Ye brought him into the organization because he valued his social connections.

The last Batou was Qi Batou. He also had a nickname—”Xianren Shou.” He entered the trade late, had the shallowest seniority among all Batou. Previously he was a Little Foot under Er Batou. Due to being ruthless and having superb Zhafei techniques, just before I entered the trade in 1948, he had just been recommended by Er Batou and became the hall’s Qi Batou. “Xianren Shou” looked shifty-eyed and rat-like. When looking at people, his eyeballs rolled around constantly.

These Batou were all formidable, worthy of being called dragons and phoenixes among men. But you mustn’t forget—they all bowed obediently to Zu Ye. How formidable Zu Ye was, you can imagine.

Fortune-Telling Psychology

I joined the hall during a turbulent season. During that period, because of the conflict between the Nationalists and Communists, all the major halls’ businesses weren’t doing well, especially in liberated areas. Many halls had “jumped scenes.” Northern A’Bao began “walking the wind,” fleeing south to compete for business. Zu Ye specially convened several hall meetings about this matter to deal with the increasingly chaotic situation in the A’Bao circle.

After new people entered the trade, they needed old hands to lead them. The A’Bao ranks had a strict hierarchy system. From high to low it was: Grand Scholar, Second Place Scholar, Third Place Scholar, Hanlin, Presented Scholar, Provincial Graduate, etc. Grand Scholar was the highest leader of an area, addressed externally as “Da Shiba” (Big Master Dad). Zu Ye was “Da Shiba.” This title was a mark of status and position. People in the trade, upon hearing this title, would give some face. When A’Bao from different places met in the jianghu, if they couldn’t figure out seniority, the younger ones would often address the older ones as “Da Shiba,” showing respect for elders. The second rank was Second Place Scholar, also called “Batou.”

Previously, A’Bao had to start from the elementary “Xiucai” level and needed “Provincial Graduates” to lead them. But after the Xinhai Revolution, the A’Bao group split into pieces. Many rules changed. Zu Ye canceled the rank levels for brothers in his own hall. Besides Da Shiba, the second rank was Batou. The rest were all Little Feet now, no longer subdivided into ranks. This was Zu Ye’s management method.

After Little Feet entered the trade, they all had to follow a Batou. As for whom to follow, that had to be chosen by the Batou. Each Batou had his own unique skills. He had to see if you were that material, if you were suitable for his line of work. For example, Da Batou was a killer. If a newcomer was bold and liked killing, he would certainly recruit him. As for Er Batou, skilled at Zhafei—people with talent for pretending to communicate with spirits and ghosts, he would certainly select. San Batou was the genuine learning type. If you didn’t study, weren’t literate, didn’t understand the Four Books and Five Classics, he wouldn’t take you. The other Batou were the same—all selected and taught according to the person.

At that time, the seven Batou observed repeatedly for several days. All the new people were settled except me—no one chose me, no one was willing to lead me.

Finally Zu Ye pointed at me and asked with a smile: “No one wants this one?”

All the Batou remained silent. After quite a while, Er Batou yawned, scratched his head, and said loudly: “Follow me!”

Actually I didn’t want to follow him. He was different from normal people—only had nine fingers. Every time I saw that bare pinky finger stump, my heart felt chilly.

Though I thought this in my heart, I still hurried to kneel before Er Batou and said: “Thank you, Er Ye.”

Afterward Er Batou said to me: “Look at your appearance—ugly and stupid. No wonder the other Batou don’t want you. But I think Zu Ye quite likes you. Among you newly-entered Little Feet, you’re the one Zu Ye scolds the least. It’s strange—I, Er Ye, also fancy you.”

After a period of tempering and training, we newcomers began learning the Six-Character True Formula. This was the supreme realm of fraud psychology, personally transmitted by Zu Ye.

The Six-Character True Formula was: Examine, Tap, Strike, Trick, Boom, Sell. The saying goes:

First examine then tap, urgently strike slowly trick

Boom  and sell together, tapping and striking used together

Ten tricks nine sounds, ten booms nine succeed

First trick then go, nothing goes against you

Having trick without boom, emperor longevity talent

The Six-Character True Formula came from the jianghu secret text Yingyao Text (The Brilliant Radiance Text). What A’Bao relied on for fraud were these six characters. Those who could use the Six-Character True Formula to perfection were demon-level geniuses, successful in all directions, invincible in all endeavors.

Simply put, “examine” means to assess, including the other party’s clothing and temperament. Poverty, lowliness, wealth, and nobility all have their appearance—at a glance you can determine this person’s class. The second meaning of “examine” is to listen, to let the other party speak out, to talk more. The more they talk, the more information there is.

“Tap” means to probe. As the saying goes: One tap hits the mark, follow the stick and strike; tap twice without response, search for the snake in the rough. It’s based on examining, then suddenly “tapping.” If you get it right, then you can use the “strike” formula. If you don’t tap correctly twice, then it’s dangerous—like searching for a snake in rough ground, if you’re not careful you’ll get bitten. When it reaches the point of “searching for snake in the rough,” generally an A’Bao will “throw the blade.”

“Strike” means to firmly make a prediction. “Strike” values the character for urgency—suddenly spoken, landing with a thud. The deeper meaning of “strike” is to destroy the other party’s will. Because you “tapped” correctly, they believe you without a doubt, so then you tell them they’ll have bad luck in the future. Tell high officials they’ll lose their positions, tell tycoons they’ll lose their wealth, tell resentful women they’ll be dumped. “Strike” until the other party’s psychological defenses completely collapse.

“Trick” means to deceive. You can trick on the spot, or through setting up a scheme. “Trick” is integrated into the other five characters, valuing the character for “slow.” You can’t be hasty when tricking, otherwise you’ll reveal your fox tail. That’s why it’s called “urgently strike, slowly trick.”

“Boom” means to flatter, to say what the other party loves to hear, to promise them hope. Because you “struck” them, they’re very afraid, their mood has fallen to the valley. At this time you “boom” them, telling them it’s not hopeless yet—if they do as you say, they can still turn danger into safety, turn misfortune into fortune. Then “boom” them again, telling them if they pass this obstacle, then they’ll have great wealth and nobility, live a hundred years. Naturally they’ll be very happy. “Strike” and “boom” correspond to each other. First make the other party despair, then give them hope. At this time, the other party is firmly tied up.

“Strike” and “boom” are actually both methods of “trick” and cannot be separated. If you only use “strike” to trick, no matter how well you trick it’s useless, because the other party has despaired. Anyway, this is fate, they’ve accepted it, and won’t take the bait. So the saying goes: Having trick without boom makes an emperor longevity talent. “Emperor longevity” is slang, meaning fool.

The last character is “sell”—a realm of ease and freedom. However you speak, that’s how the other party listens. The second meaning of “sell” is it’s time to collect money. Everything ultimately is for the gleaming white silver in the other party’s pocket, so the selling must also be done cleanly and decisively.

When Zu Ye transmitted the formulas to everyone, he combined theory with practice. For each character he explained, he would describe in detail the matters he’d experienced to corroborate it.

These six-character true formulas are easy to talk about, but truly mastering them is very difficult. If all six characters are used and the other party still doesn’t quite believe, or holds a try-and-see attitude, then there’s one last move: “Release kill!”

The prerequisite for “releasing kill” is that the other party must be a fat roe deer, somewhat believing yet not fully believing, in an ambiguous situation.

What is “releasing kill”? In the end, it’s still a link in “trick.” For example, you tell him he’ll soon have a “bloody disaster.” He’s half-believing, half-doubting. You want to resolve the calamity for him, but he doesn’t respond. In the end, he only takes out some money for divination but doesn’t take the bait to pay big money to resolve the calamity. At this time you can request Zu Ye’s permission to “release kill.”

Zu Ye will send a foot to follow that person to scout, figure out the other party’s daily activity range, then within three months, find some thugs to block him on the road, deliberately pick a fight, beat him black and blue. The next day, he’ll definitely obediently return, saying: “Master, it came true, it came true! I truly regret not listening to you back then!”

There’s another type—wealthy landlords. You divine that he’ll recently lose great wealth. He doesn’t believe. Then Zu Ye will have someone set a fire in his back courtyard. Within a few days, he’ll obediently come to have the calamity resolved.

In my third year in the trade, I became a Batou. Zu Ye said: “Only people with conscience can become Batou.” He said my heart hadn’t completely died yet, and in the future I could take his position.

It’s very difficult for me to summarize Zu Ye’s character in a few simple sentences. When ruthless, he killed without blinking. When charitable, he was like a Bodhisattva.

Ordinarily, Zu Ye would aid the poor—not in a superficial, token way, but with substantial, genuine help. I don’t know if this was conscience’s repentance or the soul’s redemption.

Zu Ye said the highest realm of being an A’Bao is to only trap evil people, bad people. Like the old lady I hooked the first time—that wasn’t what an A’Bao does. That was just practice, also called practicing the heart. If you dare deceive good people, then you’ll dare to deceive evil people even more.

Actually, in my heart I kept praying for that old lady. Heaven opened its eyes. The next spring, her son actually did come back. Soon the entire nation was liberated too. Later, Zu Ye had me secretly stuff a lot of money in the old lady’s courtyard. When stuffing the money, I felt I’d found myself again.

A’Bao all have poor sleep quality, often waking startled from dreams. Sometimes laughing awake, sometimes frightened awake. When there’s no work, everyone frantically drinks, visits brothels. But there’s one rule—when A’Bao want to play, they go play elsewhere. They can play to their hearts’ content, just must not appear locally!

Because A’Bao normally present themselves in the most dignified, most moral posture, especially the Batou. They all have storefronts, sitting at their storefronts daily, all sanctimonious. If they’re seen in red-light districts, that would be catastrophic disaster!

When going out to play, they’d more or less disguise themselves. For A’Bao this wasn’t difficult—everyone had several sets of costumes, several fake beards. Fraud originally required disguise anyway.

Going out to play was fine, but they couldn’t “walk the wind.” “Walking the wind” meant directly working scenes in other places, or directly joining other circles—this was a major taboo. In the over twenty years Zu Ye had controlled this hall, “walking the wind” had never occurred once.

One Little Foot came back after playing outside and contracted venereal disease, ultimately rotting to death. Before death he said he wanted to see his parents. Zu Ye didn’t allow it. Zu Ye said: “If they see you in this death state, they’ll also die of heartbreak.”

Later, after that foot died, Zu Ye poured gasoline on him and burned him completely clean with one fire. After his death, Zu Ye sent people to deliver money to his family every month, saying he was doing very well outside, just too busy to return.

I asked Zu Ye why he didn’t establish a rule forbidding everyone from going out to solicit prostitutes. Zu Ye said: “Eating, drinking, whoring are human nature. Those who do A’Bao are gambling with their lives—what’s it for? If you suppress his nature, sooner or later he’ll rebel. After eating his fill, drinking his fill, whoring enough, then he has the strength to work.”

At that moment, I felt human nature was so terrifying.

Zu Ye’s Only Leaked Game

After the newcomers learned the Six-Character True Formula, they often gathered to discuss it. Everyone was rubbing their fists and wiping their palms, eager to try.

However, Zu Ye said: “Once you’ve learned the Six-Character True Formula, you’re not far from death.”

This sentence scared everyone speechless. Zu Ye explained: “Those who drown are those who know how to swim. People without ability never dare harbor thieving intentions. Only those who’ve learned dare take risks. Ability is blessing, but also disaster. Therefore, having learned these things, when doing things you should be even more careful!”

Only then did everyone suddenly understand. Indeed so. Before learning these things, everyone felt helpless and dependent on nothing. Having learned these things, they seemed to grasp a handle, always wanting to immediately try. Once evil thoughts arise, danger follows accordingly.

So the newcomers began guessing—apart from this Six-Character True Formula, were there higher-level secrets to use for final remedy?

“There are! But not everyone can learn them,” Zu Ye said. “This last move is intuition! That is, the sixth sense! Intuition is something hard to explain clearly, but it truly exists. Before any matter arrives, in the mysterious unknown there’s a kind of premonition. It’s just that some people can sense it, some people cannot.”

Zu Ye was that kind of person with the most sensitive intuition, which also saved his life. That was Zu Ye’s only “leaked game.”

In the twenty-eighth year of the Republic, that year a high official from the Nationalist Military Intelligence Bureau came to the locality to supervise. Kui Ye said this might be a big “yi.” As long as Zu Ye personally took action, he could definitely trap a large sum.

Kui Ye was the local underworld boss. When the Nationalists searched for Communists, much information was provided by him. Much work was done by his subordinates.

Zu Ye rarely personally took the field. Only for high officials, or wealthy madams, or consortium chairmen would he himself be the “xiang.”

Zu Ye’s “pairing surface” was very good. “Pairing surface” was local dialect for appearance. Zu Ye’s conversation was also very elegant. Only someone with his temperament, his conversation, could sit at the big table, do big games.

Zu Ye’s external identity was the legitimate successor of “Iron Plate Divine Numbers.” Newspapers compared him with Wei Qianli.

Kui Ye had always had dealings with Military Intelligence Bureau people and had even sworn brotherhood with a high official. The one to be trapped this time was his sworn brother.

Kui Ye had long ago sniffed out that his sworn brother was very fatalistic, so he found an opportunity to tell him: “There’s a destiny master in this locality, very formidable, but very hard to invite.”

This high official asked Kui Ye to help arrange a meeting. Three times in a row he couldn’t be arranged. This was called playing hard to get.

Later, several months later, they finally arranged it, meeting at a teahouse. Before this, Zu Ye through Kui Ye’s descriptions already knew this high official inside and out.

Zu Ye first had him report his eight characters. Zu Ye said: “At age 28, you almost became a ghost under the gun.”

That high official said: “Yes.”

“At 29 you were promoted.”

That high official said: “Yes.”

Zu Ye also said: “In your fate you have three wives.”

That high official said: “Yes.”

Zu Ye said: “Next year you’ll have a calamity. You’ll lose your official position.”

That high official said: “Oh?”

Zu Ye said: “Do as I say. I’ll adjust your feng shui.”

Zu Ye explained in detail how to adjust the feng shui layout. Finally that high official grasped Zu Ye’s hand and said: “Sir is truly an elevated person!”

“Someone come.” That high official had his subordinate bring a box. Opening it revealed thick stacks of bills. “Sir has worked hard. Please accept this with a smile.”

Zu Ye smiled: “To be able to serve the Bureau Chief is already my great fortune. How dare I accept your money?” After speaking, he left.

Zu Ye’s sixth sense was very keen. He felt something was wrong, so he temporarily changed plans and took not a penny.

On the road home, Zu Ye discovered someone was tailing him. Zu Ye didn’t look back, striding straight home.

Just arriving home, he discovered four agents standing in his house. Gun barrels immediately pointed over. “Take a trip with us.”

Zu Ye asked: “Go where?”

The agent said: “To see our Bureau Chief.”

Zu Ye was brought back to the bureau. That Bureau Chief said in a sinister tone: “With such a little trick, you think you can deceive me?”

Zu Ye asked uncomprehendingly: “How do you mean?”

That Bureau Chief said: “I sold you a little mystery, and you took the bait.”

Zu Ye immediately understood—this was a “date.” The information he’d revealed to Kui Ye was false.

Zu Ye said: “What do you mean?”

That Bureau Chief said: “That bastard Kui Er recognizes money but not his father. From the day he introduced you to me, I became suspicious. I knew he knew many things about me, so I deliberately made up nonsense about almost being killed at 28. As a result, you calculated it exactly. Tell me, don’t you deserve to die!”

Zu Ye smiled: “The Bureau Chief is indeed clever. This indeed happened.”

That Bureau Chief was startled.

Zu Ye said: “Kui Er told me the Bureau Chief wanted fortune-telling and wanted me to divine accurately. We fortune-tellers can’t guarantee every detail is accurate. He said he’d provide me information, and we’d split the money evenly. He’s from the underworld—we fortune-tellers don’t dare provoke him, so we could only do as he said. But, Bureau Chief, I didn’t take a penny. Because we fortune-tellers believe good is rewarded with good, evil is rewarded with evil.”

That Bureau Chief smiled and said: “Well then, now you divine for me. If you divine accurately, I’ll release you. If you divine wrong, I’ll shoot you immediately!”

Zu Ye was forever Zu Ye—otherwise he would have died eighteen times over. He closed his eyes slightly, muttering words. After a while he calmly said: “The Bureau Chief was born in this family but raised in that family.”

That Bureau Chief was startled: “What do you mean?”

Zu Ye said: “Those who raised you weren’t your biological parents.”

That Bureau Chief said: “You… keep divining.”

Zu Ye said: “South of your family’s old residence there should be a river, or there’s a pond. Otherwise the Bureau Chief couldn’t possibly be an official.”

That Bureau Chief was silent for a moment: “Continue.”

Zu Ye said: “If the Bureau Chief doesn’t say right or wrong, I don’t dare continue.”

The Bureau Chief had already restrained his anger and said: “Right. There was a pond. Later there was a great drought, and the water has long been gone.”

Zu Ye said: “That feng shui let the Bureau Chief fully benefit. The Bureau Chief was promoted, so naturally the water was gone.”

That Bureau Chief laughed heartily.

This was the “boom” formula in the Six-Character True Formula—extreme flattery and compliments. Boom must be boomed just right, otherwise it’s blind booming. This “boom” move of Zu Ye’s was used very cleverly.

Finally Zu Ye returned whole. Arriving home, his calves were covered in sweat. He immediately summoned the Batou and announced: “The game leaked. Kui Er is dead for sure!”

A Batou said: “It’s not that serious, is it?”

Zu Ye said: “This time we offended a spy chief. Being able to return alive is great fortune. Kui Er will very soon confess us. Quickly notify the brothers—everyone jump scene!” “Jump scene” meant disband. Everyone would not associate with each other. Without orders, no one was allowed to work scenes. Everyone divided the money and all hid.

Zu Ye rushed back to the countryside overnight.

This jump scene lasted a year, until the Japanese attacked and the Nationalist front line moved back.

You must be wondering: Why could he divine accurately at the final critical moment? Zu Ye always kept a backup plan. Earlier when Kui Er provided him information, he had sent several Little Feet according to the clues Kui Er provided, traveling nearly a thousand li to find that Bureau Chief’s ancestral home. They completely recorded the terrain and topography of his old residence. Those feet also disguised themselves as chili pepper sellers, chatting with neighbors on both sides, finding out some matters about that Bureau Chief’s childhood.

Kui Er could never dream that Zu Ye would keep a backup plan. That Bureau Chief even less could imagine that to set up a game, Zu Ye would spend two months finding his old home that he’d been separated from for over twenty years.

A keen sixth sense plus always keeping a backup plan—this was the secret to Zu Ye’s undefeated decades walking the jianghu.

The “Zhafei Technique” of Pretending to Communicate with Spirits

During the period when I first entered the trade, I often pondered a question: Why would Zu Ye recruit me into the hall? I was ugly and stupid. With Zu Ye’s intelligence and discernment, he couldn’t not know this. What exactly was Zu Ye thinking?

New people just entering the trade had much knowledge to learn. There wasn’t much time for me to think about matters unrelated to fraud. Therefore, every time I spaced out, Er Batou would give me a hard slap from behind my head.

“Repeat what I just said!” Er Batou said viciously to me.

I touched my head, looking completely blank. Actually that day Er Batou was explaining knowledge about “Zhafei.” Er Batou was the hall’s Zhafei master, deeply loved by Zu Ye. He had always been proud of the multiple big Zhafei games he’d done. As his little brother, spacing out during his lecture was truly a great insult to Er Ye.

Actually, I’d already heard him brag about those things privately many times. I wasn’t like the other Little Feet who knew how to pretend. They could always widen their innocent eyes and listen to Er Batou tell stories he’d repeated many times.

In my impression, the most miraculous Zhafei game was in my second year in the trade—a game Er Batou set up for a big wealthy landlord following Zu Ye’s arrangements.

In the thirty-eighth year of the Republic, on the eve of liberation, something happened at the neighboring town’s Zhang Si Ye’s house.

Zhang Si Ye’s son had contracted lovesickness, wouldn’t eat or drink, the whole person skinny as bones. Zhang Si Ye was a descendant of bannermen. After the Xinhai Revolution, his power gradually weakened, but a starved camel is bigger than a horse—still a piece of fat meat.

The cause of the matter was this: Zhang Si Ye’s son went to South Willow Alley to solicit prostitutes. As a result, he encountered a girl called Chuntao, developed true feelings. That girl was enchanting to the extreme, severely deceived this foolish roe deer several times, then disappeared. The result—Young Master Zhang thought of her day and night, wouldn’t eat or drink. Within a few days his eyes were sunken, only a handful of bones remained.

Zu Ye took the opportunity to find informants, telling Zhang Si Ye that this was actually a fox spirit possessing him. Do some ritual ceremonies, exorcise the demon, and the lovesickness would naturally be cured.

Zhang Si Ye didn’t believe at first. But within a few days, one night after dinner Zhang Si Ye was strolling in the courtyard when he suddenly saw a black shadow dart past before his eyes. Before he could react to what was happening, another black shadow darted past. The two shadows one after another climbed straight to the wall top, running along the wall top toward the back courtyard. The weeds on the wall top rustled as they were disturbed. Now Zhang Si Ye saw clearly—they were mountain foxes. For several days after, Zhang Si Ye and his family would see mountain foxes appearing in the courtyard every night. His heart beat drums more and more. After more incitement from informants, he finally sought Zu Ye’s help. Thus, Zu Ye arranged for Er Batou to perform a ritual ceremony.

That ritual ceremony was done on a grand scale. A large altar was set up, over ten A’Bao disguised as Daoist priests chanted incantations, walking back and forth. Er Batou himself covered his head with white cloth, holding a peachwood sword drawing in the air. At midnight, paper money flew all over the sky accompanied by smoke. Er Batou like a madman circled round and round the courtyard, the sword in his hand slashing horizontally and vertically. Suddenly his forehead began bleeding. Crimson blood dyed red the white cloth on his forehead and dripped down along his nose bridge. Everyone at the scene was terrified.

After Er Batou finished, he appeared very exhausted. Zhang Si Ye asked in alarm: “Master, why are you bleeding?”

Er Batou said: “This fox was too formidable. Just now when I fought with it, it sprang onto my head and bit me. It’s fine now. I’ve already killed it. You all look for its physical body.”

Everyone searched around the courtyard for a long time but didn’t find it. Er Batou said: “No hurry, it can’t run far.” Later everyone went back.

The next day, just as dawn was breaking, a scream came from Young Master Zhang’s room. Zhang Si Ye and his family hurried over. They saw a bloody fox lying in Young Master Zhang’s bedding. Zhang Si Ye asked what happened? Young Master Zhang stammered: “This morning getting up to urinate, I felt something in the bedding. Lifting it to look…”

Zhang Si Ye pondered for a while, nodded, smiled knowingly. That Young Master Zhang also because of this fright became much more clear-headed. He also felt hungry and began eating. After several days, his complexion returned to spring, becoming healthy again.

Later, Zhang Si Ye specially prepared dozens of square ingots and several bolts of fine silk to thank Zu Ye and Er Batou, saying: “The masters truly have profound Daoist magic, rescuing all living beings.”

Actually, from beginning to end this was all a fraud. At first, Zhang Si Ye didn’t believe. Zu Ye instructed Er Batou to have people go to the back mountain to catch several mountain foxes, releasing one into Zhang Si Ye’s drainage ditch every few days. After the other party was convinced there were “fox spirits,” Er Batou was sent to perform rituals on site. That blood on the forehead was actually dog blood. The cloth wrapped around the forehead was multi-layered, with thick blood sacs sewn in the middle. Blood sacs were made by killing a pig, taking out the pig’s bladder, drying it, then cutting it into several sections, pouring dog blood in, tying with thin thread, finally sewing these blood sacs in the interlayer of white cloth. When Er Batou performed rituals, he covered the white cloth over his head. Taking advantage of people’s inattention, he fiercely knocked his own forehead. The blood sac would burst and blood would flow out. In the chaos, taking advantage of people’s unpreparedness, a Little Foot arranged in advance snuck into Young Master Zhang’s room, blew some knockout powder, stuffed the killed fox into his bedding.

This kind of method was called “Zhafei” in the trade—pretending to communicate with spirits and ghosts.

Zu Ye often said: All “yi” can be Zhafei’d. Superior men respect spirits and ghosts but keep them at a distance. Small men fear spirits and ghosts but attract them. If not having something to fear, then having something to seek. A’Bao Zhafei them, following heaven’s mandate.

The meaning is that truly superior men have no ghosts in their hearts, are open and forthright, don’t fear spirits and ghosts. Those who fear ghosts or pray to spirits and ghosts—if not because they’ve done things against their conscience, then they have requests of spirits and ghosts. A’Bao can take the opportunity to trap them. “Zhafei” methods are many—drawing ghosts with cinnabar, immortals delivering offerings, etc. Actually it’s all the props doing the work.

The Avatamsaka Sutra says: “All evil karma created in the past stems from beginningless greed, anger, and delusion.” Human nature’s weaknesses: greed, anger, delusion. Carefully observe—almost all disasters originate from these three weaknesses.

Greed is avarice. Greedy for wealth, greedy for sex, greedy for reputation, greedy for position. To achieve greedy purposes, losing one’s mind completely, daring to do anything. Corrupt officials, robbers, thieves, gambling addicts, sex fiends, treacherous merchants, literary thieves, including A’Bao—all the same. These people’s final outcomes are often very miserable.

Anger means getting angry and furious. Once the anger precept is violated, burning with rage, fundamentally unable to control oneself. Those death row inmates who killed because of momentary anger—not one doesn’t regret it. Another layer of anger’s meaning is jealousy. Once jealous hearts arise, even the best friends will trip each other up.

Delusion is infatuation. People fallen into the net of love are as if poured with soul-confusing soup, dispirited and listless. The whole person is hollowed out by feelings. In the end, some die depressed, some from love give birth to hate—either killing the other party or both dying for love together.

Once people expose these three weaknesses, A’Bao have the opportunity to make their move.

Chapter 2: My Master Was a Famous Fortune Teller in the Republican Era
Immortal Child and Corpse Against the Current

My real name is Liu Tianliang. Mother said I was born just before dawn, so Father named me Tianliang. When I first entered the hall, everyone called me “Sha Liang.” Later, Zu Ye said, “Once you’ve entered the hall, you’re family. Don’t call him Sha Liang anymore.” Er Batou asked, “Then what should we call him?” Zu Ye looked at me with a smile and said, “His head’s so big, just call him Da Tou.” From then on, everyone called me Da Tou. Er Batou often said to me, “Your head’s pretty big, but it’s just full of mush.”

Zu Ye would sometimes ask me, “Da Tou, do you regret following me?”

Actually, over the years, I’ve thought about this question over and over again—do I regret it or not? Zu Ye clearly knew I wasn’t cut out to be an A’Bao, yet he let me join the hall…

I was originally a waiter at a teahouse. If Zu Ye hadn’t frequented the place for tea, I would never have met him. I always reserved his table for him, and I’d wipe the table and chairs spotless before he arrived. When he dropped his fan, I’d pick it up for him. When he lost a copper coin, I’d chase after him to return it. Over time, Zu Ye stopped treating me like an outsider. Every time he came, he’d call out loudly, “Sha Liang, brew me a pot of Dragon Well tea!”

I’d respond happily, “Coming!”

I was fat and looked rather foolish, so everyone at the teahouse called me “Sha Liang.” But whether I was actually foolish or not, I knew in my heart. For a common person like me in those chaotic times of war and disorder, acting a bit foolish wasn’t a bad thing.

Once, while drinking tea, Zu Ye asked me, “Sha Liang, who do you have at home?”

I said, “Master, I only had a mother who passed away from illness earlier this year, and a younger sister who married far away. I’m the only bachelor left at home.”

Zu Ye asked again, “So how much money can you make here in a year?”

I smiled and said, “Master, I don’t have any real skills, I can only run errands. Our shopkeeper is generous—as long as he gives me food to eat, I’m satisfied. How would I dare ask for money?”

Zu Ye was silent for a moment, then said, “After closing time, come find me at this address. I have something to tell you.” He then left me a slip of paper with his address on it. I was fortunate to have attended a private school for a few days, otherwise I wouldn’t even be able to read.

After the teahouse closed, I took the slip of paper and went to Zu Ye’s place. My heart was pounding the whole way. I didn’t know what this master wanted with me, but my instinct told me it probably wasn’t a bad thing.

After turning several corners, I finally arrived at Zu Ye’s residence—a very large estate. The main gate faced south. After entering, there was a large jujube tree, with a large water vat in the middle of the passageway. There were side rooms on both the east and west, and further in was the main hall. Upon entering the main hall, there was a hall shrine with a hanging scroll in the center—an imitation Song Dynasty ink painting of an immortal. On either side was a couplet. The upper line read: “The benevolent heart does benevolent and righteous deeds.” The lower line read: “Preserve harmony, preserve goodness, preserve great peace.” I later learned that Zu Ye had written this couplet himself.

When I arrived at Zu Ye’s place, he was holding a meeting with a group of people—about six or seven of them. I had just arrived when the meeting ended. After the butler led me inside, Zu Ye waved his hand and all those people left.

Zu Ye invited me into his study and said, “Sha Liang, sit down. Let me chat with you.” He then ordered his servants to bring tea.

I was just a waiter—normally others sat while I stood, others drank while I watched. When he told me to sit, I didn’t even know where to put my rear end.

Zu Ye could see I was very nervous and said with a smile, “Don’t be so stiff, don’t be so stiff. Sit down, sit down.”

I sat down trembling. After a short while, a female servant in her fifties brought a pot of tea and poured two cups. She handed one cup to Zu Ye and said, “Master, please.” Then she handed me a cup. I quickly stood up and nervously accepted the teacup. Zu Ye laughed, “Sit down, sit down. Today you’re my guest.”

I felt the muscles in my face tighten as I smiled and said, “Thank you, Master, thank you, Master.” I took a sip—barely avoided scalding myself to death. This made Zu Ye and the old woman chuckle.

Zu Ye said to the servant, “You may go.” The old woman glanced at me and left.

Only Zu Ye and I remained in the room. I turned the teacup in my hands, not knowing what to say.

Zu Ye took a sip of tea and said, “Sha Liang, do you plan to be a waiter for the rest of your life?”

I said, “Master, I don’t have any other skills. I can only run errands. Being able to earn a meal is already good enough.”

Zu Ye said, “You keep calling me master, master—haven’t you ever thought about becoming a master yourself?”

When I heard this, I nearly dropped my teacup. I hastily said, “Master, what kind of talk is that! I was born to serve people like you, Master. My fate is lowly—how could I have your kind of fortune!”

Zu Ye’s face darkened. “Spineless creature!”

I froze. This wasn’t about having spine or not—who wouldn’t want to be a master and have people serve them? But you need to have the ability for that! I lowered my head and said nothing.

Zu Ye sighed and said, “Sha Liang, do you know? I used to be worse off than you.”

“Huh?” I raised my head, not understanding what he meant.

Zu Ye said, “Come with me.”

Zu Ye stood up and I followed behind him. I followed him out of the main hall and into the west wing. As soon as I entered, I got a fright—inside were memorial tablets for the dead. I looked carefully and saw “Deceased Father,” “Deceased Mother,” as well as eldest brother, younger sister, younger brother. I was confused and stared blankly at Zu Ye.

Zu Ye lit a stick of incense, inserted it into the incense burner, and told me about those old events.

Zu Ye’s ancestors had been members of the Tiandihui and participated in the Taiping Army in the late Qing Dynasty. By his father’s generation, their days were fairly comfortable. After the Xinhai Revolution, his father even held an important position in the Nationalist government. Later, he participated in the “Constitutional Protection Movement.” As a result, because he firmly supported Sun Yat-sen’s advocacy of armed constitutional protection, he was assassinated by Guangxi warlords in the army. To eliminate the roots, several executioners also broke into Zu Ye’s home at night and killed the entire family.

Zu Ye’s grandfather and grandmother were stabbed to death before they could even make a sound. His mother and older brother fought desperately with those killers. Mother’s belly was stabbed numerous times, her intestines spilling out. She crawled on the ground, clutching the killer’s legs tightly, and shouted to Zu Ye, “Quickly, take your brother and sister and run!” Zu Ye fled in panic with his younger brother and sister, running dozens of miles overnight before stopping. Afterward, Zu Ye held his younger siblings in his arms, and all three cried bitterly.

That year, Zu Ye was 15, his younger brother was 10, his younger sister was 8, and his deceased older brother was 18. From then on, the three surviving siblings became homeless, begging for survival.

One day, the three were begging on the street when several men approached them. One man wearing dark glasses handed them a few flatbreads, then said, “Kid, I have some odd jobs. Help me out, and I’ll pay you when you’re done.”

Zu Ye looked at them, then at his hungry siblings, and said, “What kind of work?”

The man said, “Just washing dishes and wiping tables. Not tiring.”

Zu Ye thought for a moment and said, “Alright. Where?”

The man said, “Very close. Follow me.”

At this point in the story, Zu Ye’s eyes reddened. He let out a long sigh and said to me, “If… if I could live that moment over again, I’d rather have let my brother and little sister starve to death than take them to that place.”

Those men led Zu Ye and his siblings through twists and turns to a deserted, dilapidated house. As soon as they entered, all three had handkerchiefs pressed over their noses, and then they knew nothing more.

It turned out those men were all local A’Baos. To set up a scheme, they didn’t hesitate to create a massacre that destroyed all humanity. That year, there was a severe drought in the area, and the crops were nearly dead from dryness. The A’Baos spread rumors that this was divine retribution for the local people not doing good deeds. They said there would soon be “immortal children appearing in dreams,” that everyone should pay attention while sleeping, and that the “Two Immortals of Harmony and Union” would choose a date to reveal their physical forms in the river, performing “corpses against the current” to warn the world.

After the A’Baos spread these rumors, they began looking for scapegoats. They didn’t dare easily touch children from normal families, but they happened to encounter three begging children. These street children could be killed without anyone looking for them, so they used knockout drugs to render all three siblings unconscious. Because Zu Ye’s younger brother and sister were close in age and similar in height, they strangled them both to death, dressed them in matching red and green clothes to make them look like the “Two Immortals of Harmony and Union,” tied bamboo rafts to the backs of the corpses, and soaked them in the water. A long rope was attached beneath the rafts, extending all the way upstream. The next day at noon, two A’Baos slowly pulled the rope from upstream while other A’Baos made a commotion by the river, attracting many onlookers.

Because the river was quite wide and the distance was far, no one could see the trick clearly. Thus, the two corpses of a boy and girl drifted against the current. The A’Baos shouted loudly, “Corpses against the current! Corpses against the current!” Seeing that many people had gathered on the shore, they sent a few men into the river who secretly cut the rope with scissors and carried the two small corpses ashore.

The A’Baos said these two “immortal children” were incarnations of the “Two Immortals of Harmony and Union,” that they had repeatedly appeared in many people’s dreams, and now they were manifesting to teach by example—everyone must do more good deeds!

At this point, people deeply believed the A’Baos’ words. The A’Baos poured diesel oil on the two corpses and set them on fire. After burning them, they mixed the ashes with mud and molded them into two clay dolls, which they enshrined in a temple. From then on, local people flocked to burn incense and donate money to the “Two Immortals of Harmony and Union,” and this A’Bao gang made a fortune.

Because Zu Ye had grown too big, he was useless to them. After they drugged him, they strangled him with a rope for a while. The A’Baos thought they had strangled him to death, so they threw him on the back mountain to feed the wolves. But that night there was a torrential downpour, the wolf pack didn’t appear, and Zu Ye miraculously survived. He didn’t die.

When Zu Ye woke up, his younger siblings were gone, and he didn’t know where he was. In the pouring rain, he frantically shouted, “Little brother! Little sister!”

He shouted until his throat was raw. The sound of rain and rumbling thunder drowned out everything. Standing in the heavy rain, Zu Ye cried in despair.

After dawn, Zu Ye made his way back to the city. Afraid of running into those men again, he stole some clothes that were hanging out to dry at the edge of town and disguised himself as a child from a respectable family. As soon as he entered the city, he heard people everywhere discussing the immortal children and corpses against the current. He immediately had an ominous premonition. He followed the crowd to the riverbank. At that moment, several A’Baos had already pulled the corpses ashore. When Zu Ye looked, they were indeed his younger brother and sister. His heart felt as if it had been stabbed with a knife—the pain nearly made him faint.

He wanted nothing more than to run over and bite those A’Baos to death. He wanted even more to throw himself on his siblings’ corpses and have a good cry. But he held back. His heart was broken, but his consciousness wasn’t broken. If he wanted revenge, he had to endure. Otherwise, it would only be a dead end. This wasn’t something an ordinary person could do, but the 15-year-old Zu Ye did it. That’s why he became Zu Ye.

Zu Ye watched as his younger siblings’ bodies burned. He bit his lip until it bled. He smelled the charred flesh of his brother and sister. He silently watched everything before him, his eyes blood red.

Suddenly, one A’Bao in the crowd spotted Zu Ye and gave the other A’Baos a look. Two A’Baos rushed toward Zu Ye. Seeing something was wrong, Zu Ye turned and ran. The two A’Baos chased for a while but lost him. Zu Ye found a corner and hid.

After sunset, when Zu Ye returned to the riverbank, the crowd had dispersed. Zu Ye had a good cry. In less than a month, his family had been destroyed and everyone killed—something he never could have imagined in his dreams. For the first time, he thought about suicide. Dead, dead—death would end everything. But thinking of his mother’s heart-wrenching cries and his siblings’ helpless eyes, he kept telling himself: I can’t die. If I die, it’s all over. I must get revenge, I must!

For some time afterward, Zu Ye begged secretly while searching for traces of those A’Baos. He also disguised himself as a child from a respectable family and quietly followed some old ladies, like a grandson accompanying his grandmother to burn incense, sneaking into that temple. Looking at the clay dolls on the altar made from his younger siblings’ ashes, Zu Ye suppressed his grief. While burning incense, he silently said in his heart, “Little brother, little sister, rest assured—I will definitely avenge you!”

Zu Ye knew the temple’s abbot was in league with those A’Baos, so he didn’t dare stay long. After burning incense, he left. He had to first find those A’Baos, then figure out how to kill them. He staked out the temple for several days but found no clues. Thinking it over, he suddenly remembered that dilapidated house. He and his siblings had been drugged there, but before being drugged they were conscious. Zu Ye had an extraordinarily strong memory and remembered the route. He planned to return to that house and stake it out to see if he could find any clues. So one night, after eating his fill, he made his way back to that house.

It was a courtyard among some old residences in the suburbs. The walls had partially collapsed. Zu Ye crouched outside the wall and listened for a while—no movement. He barked like a dog twice—still no movement. So he climbed over the wall into the house.

Inside it was pitch black. Zu Ye groped around and found nothing but some broken furniture. He planned to take a nap there that night, then hide in a haystack not far from the house at dawn to keep watch. Just as he was thinking this, suddenly urgent footsteps came from behind the house. Zu Ye’s heart skipped a beat. The footsteps got closer and closer. Zu Ye hurriedly tried to run out but was tripped by something and nearly fell.

By moonlight, Zu Ye saw it was a long poker. A poker was an iron rod that people used to poke stoves at that time, about as thick as a finger. One end had a wooden handle for gripping, while the other end was sharpened to a point so it could poke all the way to the bottom of the stove. Zu Ye grabbed this poker and jumped over the wall to the outside. At that moment, several people had already broken through the main gate of the residence. Zu Ye hid behind the wall and peeked. He saw several men carrying two boxes inside. There seemed to be people groaning inside the boxes.

Those men carried the boxes into the house. One of them took out a flint stone, struck a fire, and lit an oil lamp. Now it was clear—Zu Ye saw those men’s faces. Two of them were the very A’Baos who had lured him and his siblings to this residence that day. At this moment, a leader said to those two A’Baos, “You two guard this place tonight. Don’t just focus on drinking, and be careful these two old geezers don’t escape, or Fourth Master will have your lives!”

Those two A’Baos quickly said, “Second Brother, don’t worry! Second Brother, don’t worry!” Then the leader left with the other A’Baos. The two guards took out a large jug of wine, sat on the ground, and pulled out a package of meat from their clothes, eating and chatting.

Zu Ye’s eyes were fixed on these two A’Baos. He thought to himself, “I must kill you!”

But Zu Ye knew clearly in his heart that if he rushed out rashly now, he definitely couldn’t beat these two strong and robust A’Baos. He had to wait for an opportunity—wait until these two guys had drunk enough and were dizzy, then he could make his move.

Zu Ye stared motionless for over an hour. Seeing that they had almost finished the wine and their tongues were no longer working properly, he gripped that long poker, slowly climbed over the wall, and quietly walked toward the house. Just as he reached the middle of the courtyard, one A’Bao suddenly stood up. Zu Ye was startled and quickly crouched behind a pomegranate tree at the edge of the courtyard. That A’Bao staggered over, mumbling, “Take… take a piss…”

The A’Bao walked to the pomegranate tree, pulled out his penis, thrust his lower abdomen forward, and began pissing with a splash. While pissing, he sang, “The young widow goes to the grave, the light rain drizzles…”

Zu Ye crouched behind the tree, and urine splashed through the branches onto his face. Zu Ye had planned to strike from behind after the man finished pissing and turned to walk back, but this guy’s piss lasted a very long time, and urine kept splashing onto Zu Ye’s face. Zu Ye became furious and couldn’t hold back anymore. He grabbed the poker and suddenly stabbed it toward the guy’s lower abdomen. This stab used all of Zu Ye’s strength and happened to pierce the guy’s bladder. Immediately there was no more urine from his penis—a big hole opened in his belly, and both urine and blood spurted out from this hole.

The guy let out an “Ah!” of agony and fell to the ground clutching his lower abdomen, rolling around. Zu Ye stood up and immediately thrust the poker into his throat. The throat was pierced through, blood gushed out, and though the guy wanted to shout, he couldn’t make a sound. Soon he stopped moving.

The other A’Bao heard movement outside and frantically shouted from inside the house, “What… what’s going on? Don’t… don’t scare me!”

Zu Ye rushed in swiftly and knocked the man down with a knee strike. Before the other could react to what was happening, Zu Ye raised the poker high and stabbed it into his throat. This time he used even more force—the poker pierced out through the back of the neck. The guy kicked his legs a few times and soon stopped moving too.

After Zu Ye killed these two men, the groaning sounds from inside the boxes grew louder.

Risking Life to Save His Mortal Enemy

Zu Ye approached to look. The boxes were nailed together with thick wooden boards. Zu Ye inserted the poker into a crack between the boards and exerted great effort to pry the boxes open. Inside were two people bound hand and foot. They were tied with expert technique—both hands bound together, both feet bound together, then a rope drawn through the middle to pull the hands and feet forcefully together. This way, all four “limbs” were bound together, and the entire person was like a shrimp ball, hunched and lying inside, unable to move at all.

Zu Ye pulled out the cloth wads stuffed in their mouths. After a bout of coughing, the two people expressed their endless gratitude. “Thank you, young brother, for saving our lives!” By lamplight, Zu Ye looked at these two men. One appeared to be about fifty years old with a goatee, while the other was probably sixty or seventy years old, his face full of wrinkles but clean-shaven.

Zu Ye began helping them untie the ropes. They were all dead knots that couldn’t even be bitten open with teeth. Finally, the older man said, “Young brother, take off the lamp shade from this oil lamp, bring the lamp over, and burn them directly.”

Zu Ye slapped his forehead. “Right! Why didn’t I think of that!” He quickly fetched the oil lamp. The two men worked together through the gaps, and soon the ropes were burned through. Suddenly, Zu Ye’s scalp tingled—how come this old man’s voice just now wasn’t like a normal person’s? It had an eerie, strange quality to it.

The fifty-year-old man now also spoke. “Young brother, may I ask who you are? How did you come to be here to rescue us?”

This question stumped Zu Ye. He thought to himself: I originally came here to find clues and seek revenge on my enemies. I didn’t expect to incidentally save two people. How should I explain this? Should I tell them the truth? I can’t! Maybe they’re in league with those people—it might create more trouble if I do!

The drastic changes in his family had hit Zu Ye too hard. He could no longer trust anyone! Zu Ye smiled and said, “I… I’m actually a fugitive wandering the rivers and lakes. Last year, my family had a conflict with the land bailiff over paying land rent. In anger, I struck that black-hearted bailiff and have been wandering far from home ever since. Just now I happened to pass by here and saw several people carrying you into this residence. I’m the kind of person who can’t stand injustice. Moreover, saving one life is better than building a seven-story pagoda, so I couldn’t resist and took the risk to save you! Actually, it’s nothing—seeing injustice and helping out, that’s what all righteous heroes do.”

After hearing this, the two men looked at each other in bewilderment. After quite a while, they said, “Young brother, so young yet with such courage and chivalrous heart—we admire you!”

The fifty-year-old man clasped his fists and said, “I am Zhou Zhenlong.” Then pointing to the sixty-seventy-year-old man, he said, “This is my master, Zhang Dancheng. May I ask young brother’s honored name?”

Zu Ye also clasped his fists and replied, “You’re too kind. My surname is Wang, given name Yixing—meaning ‘wholehearted cultivation.'”

Zhang Dancheng nodded. “Mm, good name, good name!”

Zu Ye’s scalp tingled again, and goosebumps rose all over. This old man’s voice was too peculiar—thin and reedy, like a bleating sheep, making one’s whole body feel cold.

In fact, Zu Ye was lying. Ever since his father had offended the warlords and suffered the massacre of his family, he never dared reveal his real name again. This name was something he made up on the spot, and its meaning only he himself understood: Yixing—one person walking alone and lonely in the world.

Zhou Zhenlong said, “This place is not safe to stay long. Let’s go somewhere else to talk!”

Zu Ye hadn’t wanted to go with them, but thinking that these two men could be mixed up with those villains, either they were enemies or they were in league with them—in any case, there was a connection. Why not take the opportunity to fish for information? On that day when the scheme was set up on the street to trick Zu Ye and his siblings away, there had been three villains total. Now two were dead, but there was still one wearing glasses who hadn’t been found.

So the three men hurriedly left under the moonlight. They waded across a small river, turned through several alleys, and came before a residence. Zhou Zhenlong took out a key and opened the door. At this time, dawn was just breaking. After the three entered the house, Zhou Zhenlong didn’t rush to have everyone sit down. Instead, he lifted the mat on the kang. Underneath was exposed a wooden board. He then lifted the board to reveal a hole with a ladder standing upright inside. Zhou Zhenlong said to Zhang Dancheng, “Master, let’s go down to talk.”

Zhang Dancheng nodded. Zhou Zhenlong supported him and let him go down first. Then he turned to Zu Ye and said, “Brother Wang, please.”

Zu Ye stared in astonishment at this large hole in the kang, completely dumbfounded. He thought, what kind of mechanism is this—digging a big hole in the middle of the kang? Then he also bent down and descended. Zhou Zhenlong was the last to go down. After descending, he used his hands to support himself and put the wooden board and kang mat back in place.

After Zhou Zhenlong lit the oil lamp, Zu Ye could see clearly. This was a cellar supported by four pillars with a low table in the middle. On the right side was a dark tunnel extending inward—who knew where it led.

After the three sat down, Zhang Dancheng spoke again. “Brother Wang’s life-saving grace—this old one has no way to repay. Da Batou, in a moment, take out more gold goods and ask Brother Wang to accept them with a smile.”

Zhou Zhenlong nodded and said, “Yes.”

This was the first time Zu Ye heard the term “Batou.” Zu Ye’s mind was focused on finding clues and getting revenge. He wanted to extract some information from these two men and didn’t care much about the gold. So he said, “A real man living between heaven and earth should naturally be true-hearted. If Mr. Zhang sends me off like this, it would really be too much!”

Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong looked at each other again. They were bewildered by this young man before them. “Then… you… how should we repay you?”

Zu Ye smiled. “That I could meet you two gentlemen is also fate. In other words, it’s also that you two were not meant to die—good people have their own heavenly protection. I merely played the role of savior. If you two gentlemen want to give thanks, thank Heaven.”

The two men froze, then burst into hearty laughter, laughing until tears came out. They thought this young man before them was too endearing.

Hearing Zhang Dancheng’s threadlike, shrill laughter, Zu Ye got another layer of goosebumps.

Zu Ye couldn’t wait any longer and said, “Why were you two gentlemen bound by those thieves? Could it be you offended them?”

The two men’s laughter ceased. Zhou Zhenlong said, “We climbed the incense!”

Zu Ye didn’t understand what this meant. “What incense?”

Zhou Zhenlong glanced at Zhang Dancheng, silently asking whether he could continue. Zhang Dancheng nodded. “Brother Wang is our lifesaver. He gave us our lives. But—speak—without—concern.”

When Zhang Dancheng spoke those last four words, he drew out the sounds long and slow. Zu Ye frowned—he really wanted to plug his ears. This ghostly voice was truly too grating.

Zhang Dancheng noticed this detail and smiled slightly. “Young brother, do you find my voice unpleasant? Neither human nor ghost?”

Seeing he’d been found out, Zu Ye smiled and said, “No, no, I’m just not quite used to it.”

Zhang Dancheng curled his lip and said, “You’re my lifesaver. If it were anyone else, I’d have already had them slapped! Hmph, though no one else would dare anyway.” After a moment of silence, he continued, “Young brother, do you know why I sound so eerie and strange, neither male nor female?”

Zu Ye said quietly, “I don’t know.”

Zhang Dancheng said, “Because I have one testicle.”

When Zu Ye heard this, his ears nearly exploded. “One testicle” was a vulgar insult in the local area. How could this old gentleman say such a thing about himself?

As Zhang Dancheng narrated his story, Zu Ye gradually understood what was really going on. It turned out they were a gang of swindlers called the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” and this Zhang Dancheng was the local leader, also known as the “Great Master Father.” In his early years, while running scams, he swindled a Manchu prince in the palace. It was a major operation—Zhang Dancheng had set it up for three years. That prince had always treated Zhang Dancheng as a close friend, without any suspicion. Unexpectedly, when the net was finally being drawn in, someone in the middle got greedy and “turned traitor,” and the scam was exposed. After Zhang Dancheng was captured by that prince, he was prepared to die. Unexpectedly, the prince still valued their old relationship and said, “Death can be avoided, but punishment cannot escape. Since you have such audacity, I’ll just dampen your sharp edge a bit.”

As a result, Zhang Dancheng was held down by several Qing soldiers, and a young eunuch used a knife to cut off one of his testicles. Blood flowed all over the ground at the time, and he nearly died. From then on, Zhang Dancheng became a literal “one testicle,” and his speech gradually became eerie and strange. At that time it was still the Qing Dynasty’s reign, so there was no choice but to return to the countryside and live under an assumed name. After the Xinhai Revolution, when the Qing government was overthrown, Zhang Dancheng emerged again. He set off firecrackers for three days in celebration, then reorganized his team and continued swindling.

Zhang Dancheng’s team wasn’t large—he had four Batous under him. Zhou Zhenlong was Da Batou, who had started out with Zhang Dancheng. The other three were all discovered and cultivated gradually later. This time, those three Batous had joined hands to “climb the incense.” Zhang Dancheng wasn’t unaware of the scent in the air, he just acted too late.

According to Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong’s description, among those three Batous, the one who led the rebellion was Si Batou. This fellow had been dissatisfied for a long time, complaining that Zhang Dancheng wasn’t ruthless enough and that the hall’s silver was getting scarcer. Since last year, he’d been urging Zhang Dancheng to “kill the rich!”

“Killing the rich” was a major taboo in the A’Bao circle. Violating this rule would result in collective pursuit by the A’Bao community. So-called “killing the rich” meant “cutting” a fat and wealthy mark, directly robbing them of all their money.

Swindling was different from robbery and theft—it emphasized a steady stream of income. Otherwise, it would cut off the hall’s source of wealth. Even with mortal enemies, if you “cut” someone without asking for permission first, you’d receive the most severe punishment. So unless absolutely necessary, you absolutely could not “kill the rich.”

Zhang Dancheng understood that Si Batou’s talk of “killing the rich” for the hall’s benefit was all an excuse. Ultimately, it was because he was bewitched by lust. Zhang Dancheng had long seen through his petty schemes. Last year, while making a house call to adjust the feng shui for a wealthy man, Si Batou had taken a fancy to the man’s beautiful wife. After thinking it over, he couldn’t come up with any good way to get this beauty for himself, so he used the hall’s tight finances as an excuse to repeatedly request “killing the rich.” Once that wealthy man was killed, he’d have his chance.

During this period, Zhang Dancheng felt that Si Batou was becoming increasingly off. He was just about to discuss countermeasures with Zhou Zhenlong when those men joined forces with the other two Batous and struck first. They tied you up but didn’t kill you first. They made you watch helplessly as he embraced the beauty and “ascended to the throne,” and only then would they kill you, making you die in shame—that was satisfying!

Speaking of this, Zhang Dancheng gnashed his teeth in hatred, cursing continuously!

Zu Ye completely understood now. It turned out to be internal strife. Zu Ye asked, “Then the immortal children appearing in dreams and corpses against the current a few days ago…”

Zhou Zhenlong chuckled, “What immortal children in dreams? It was all fake, all a scheme we set up. This scheme was implemented by Si Batou. It was also his smokescreen—he performed well before the rebellion, and both my master and I were lulled into complacency.”

Zu Ye’s body trembled, and his heart ached faintly, but then he regained his composure. He had the clues now—Zhang Dancheng was the mastermind, and among the several Batous who rebelled under him, there must be the murderer who killed his younger siblings. Although Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong hadn’t personally done it, they were also involved. Zu Ye’s mind raced: Should I kill these two people I just saved? Right now I have no weapons, and fighting these two I’m probably no match… I can’t kill them! If I kill them, I won’t be able to find that Batou who murdered my siblings. I need to use their hands first to kill that Batou, and then deal with them later!

Various ideas collided in Zu Ye’s mind like meteors. Zu Ye fell into deep thought.

Seeing Zu Ye in a daze, Zhang Dancheng asked, “Brother Wang, what’s wrong?”

Zu Ye hurriedly replied, “This… this Si Batou is truly despicable! I’m also angry on your behalf!”

Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong looked at each other. Zhang Dancheng said, “Young brother, if you save someone, save them completely; if you escort a Buddha, escort them all the way to the west. Now the two of us can’t show our faces. Most of the hall’s brothers have been turned against us. We can’t kill our way back on our own. I’ll immediately write a letter. You take a ferry to Shanghai and deliver it to a person called Ninth Master. I’ll tell you the specific address, and he’ll help me. I’m troubling you, brother!”

At the time, Zu Ye didn’t know who Ninth Master was. Later, history answered him—Ninth Master was the famous Jianghuai hero Wang Yaqiao, who shocked China and the world. Three days later, Zu Ye met Wang Yaqiao for the first time. Zu Ye was only 15 years old at the time, while Wang Yaqiao was 31. Wang Yaqiao patted Zu Ye’s head and said, “Kid, good courage, good spirit!”

Wang Yaqiao was Zhang Dancheng’s old friend and valued jianghu loyalty above all else. He quickly dispatched more than a dozen armed subordinates to rush back with Zu Ye. After those killers secretly consulted with Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong, they decided to launch a general assault on the hall on the night of Si Batou’s “enthronement.”

After all, the A’Baos weren’t killers. The few guns the hall had were all Qing government-made imitation German Mauser 1898 rifles, with rotten stocks that always jammed. As a result, more than a dozen killers wielding revolvers climbed over the walls and opened fire. In less than half an hour, some A’Baos were dead, some were wounded, and the rest were all crouching against the wall with their heads in their hands.

Zhang Dancheng gave the order: “We must capture these Batous alive!” He wanted to personally cut down these bastards!

As a result, except for Er Batou who slit his own throat when he saw things going badly, both San Batou and Si Batou were captured alive, tied with ropes, and bound to pillars.

Zu Ye hid behind the crowd and watched. He recognized Si Batou at a glance—he was exactly the person who had tricked him and his siblings on the street that day. Although he wasn’t wearing glasses that night, that profile, that chin, and that large black mole at the corner of his mouth—even if he turned to ash, Zu Ye would recognize him.

Zu Ye’s teeth ground audibly, but he didn’t dare act rashly. He was worried that Si Batou would recognize him. Although they were fighting among themselves, they were still family after all, while he was still an outsider. If Si Batou shouted, “This is the little bastard who escaped!” who knew what variables might appear.

Zhang Dancheng sat in the hall’s courtyard and asked Si Batou, “Do you submit?”

Si Batou threw his head back and laughed loudly, “You eunuch! If you’re going to kill me, just kill me!”

Zhang Dancheng immediately got angry. Technically speaking, a man with one testicle couldn’t be called a eunuch, but he most hated hearing the word “eunuch.” Actually, the reason Si Batou was able to rebel successfully was because he’d been privately spreading the word: “The old man is a eunuch himself, yet he restricts the hall’s brothers from finding women?!” The A’Baos were mostly people driven by greed and lust. Hearing Si Batou’s incitement, they all got excited, their pants bulging, and resolutely followed Si Batou.

Zhang Dancheng waved his hand, “Da Batou, cut out his tongue for me!”

Zhou Zhenlong said “Yes” and came forward with a knife. Actually, cutting out a living person’s tongue was the most difficult. This was different from cutting a pig’s tongue. A pig’s tongue was large and long. Before a pig was slaughtered, it would squeal. After the blood was drained, the pig’s mouth was still half open. You’d remove the pig’s head, pry open the pig’s jaw, hold the pig’s tongue with one hand, and chop with the other hand—then you’d have the tongue. But a living person’s bite force was very strong. Two lackeys used all their strength but still couldn’t pry open Si Batou’s mouth. Finally, Zhou Zhenlong swung an iron rod and smashed Si Batou’s mouth open, knocking out his front teeth. Then two lackeys, one prying the upper jaw and one prying the lower jaw, allowed Zhou Zhenlong to finally cut out half his tongue. Si Batou’s mouth was full of blood, but you could tell he was still cursing, though his voice was already indistinct.

Zhang Dancheng laughed coldly, “Do you submit?”

Si Batou tilted his head, blood flowing continuously, his expression still showing defiance.

Zhang Dancheng became furious. He grabbed a gun, stood up, and aimed it at Si Batou’s head, about to shoot. Zu Ye had been silently watching all this. Thinking that the time for revenge had finally come, he walked toward Zhang Dancheng and said, “Shooting him dead would actually be letting him off easy! Right now he wants to die—he’s hoping you’ll pull the trigger!”

Zhang Dancheng was startled. “Brother, what do you mean?”

Zu Ye’s mind was full of images of his younger siblings. After a moment of silence, he viciously squeezed out a few words: “Light—the—human—candle!”

This shout startled Zhang Dancheng. How could this kid be so ruthless? How could he know that Zu Ye was acting out of hatred!

At this moment, Si Batou had already recognized Zu Ye. He opened his mouth wanting to say something, but his mouth was a bloody mess and he couldn’t say anything clearly. Finally, he shook his head and actually smiled. He accepted his fate.

“Lighting the human candle” and “death by a thousand cuts” were two of the most cruel punishments in ancient times. Death by a thousand cuts meant cutting flesh piece by piece, while lighting the human candle meant soaking a person in an oil vat, then pulling them out, tying them upside down to a pillar with their head down and feet up, and lighting them from the feet. The punished person could watch the flames burn up from the soles of their feet, hear their own skin sizzling and burning, feel their melted flesh dripping onto their face, and finally die in incomparable pain and terror.

Zu Ye wanted to light his human candle because Si Batou had personally killed his younger siblings, then burned them to ash, and mixed the ash into clay to mold clay figures. At this moment, retribution had come, not a bit off.

Soon, Si Batou was stripped naked, doused all over with oil, and tied upside down to a pillar. Due to excessive blood loss, his consciousness was already blurred. Zu Ye placed a torch against his feet, and the flames leaped up immediately. Accompanied by the sizzling sound of burning, his skin began to blister in large bubbles. Si Batou actually started laughing, then made “uh—uh—” sounds, looking very comfortable and ecstatic, as if it wasn’t him being burned.

Everyone was stunned. Zu Ye silently watched the billowing smoke and fire. Suddenly, he picked up a gun and with a bang, shot Si Batou dead. He really couldn’t watch anymore.

Putting down the gun, Zu Ye sighed toward the heavens, saying in his heart, “Little brother, little sister, rest in peace. Your brother can’t possibly kill everyone!”

Suddenly, Zhang Dancheng pointed at Zu Ye and shouted, “Tie this kid up for me.”
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Zu Ye was shocked.

Zhou Zhenlong was also baffled. “Master, why is this? He’s our lifesaver.”

Zhang Dancheng still shouted, “Tie him up!”

Zhou Zhenlong didn’t dare disobey. Together with two lackeys, they rushed forward and tied up Zu Ye.

Zhang Dancheng smiled coldly and said to Zu Ye, “We’re neither relatives nor friends, yet you risked your life to save us. You and Si Batou had no grievances or enmity, yet you wanted to light his human candle. Don’t you find this very strange?”

Zu Ye’s heart pounded nervously, but he said nothing.

Zhang Dancheng circled around the tightly bound Zu Ye, then suddenly pointed at Zu Ye’s head and said, “You’re that beggar who escaped!”

Zhou Zhenlong stepped back two paces in fright, saying in a daze, “Is he… is he the kid Si Batou said slipped through the net?”

Zu Ye closed his eyes, thinking: So be it, so be it. Then he said calmly, “Since you’ve seen through me, be quick about it. I can also reunite with my family.”

Zhang Dancheng let out a long sigh. “Not repaying kindness makes one no gentleman; it leaves a name cursed through the ages. I, Zhang Dancheng, have walked the jianghu for decades, surviving by the word ‘righteousness.’ You saved my life. If I kill you, that would be inhumane and unjust. I won’t kill you, but… I also won’t release you!”

Zhang Dancheng knew that this child before him was too ruthless. Releasing him would be like releasing a tiger back to the mountains.

So Zu Ye was imprisoned. In the back courtyard of the hall was an underground cell, specially used to detain A’Baos who had made mistakes.

In the second week after his imprisonment, someone came specifically to guard Zu Ye—a man about fifty years old who was lame. Zu Ye really couldn’t understand why, with so many able-bodied A’Baos in the hall, Zhang Dancheng would send a lame old man.

Later he learned that this lame man was no ordinary person. He’d followed Zhang Dancheng for decades. When Si Batou rebelled, he wasn’t at Zhang Dancheng’s side. After hearing the lackeys come to report, he immediately rushed to the hall, but it was already too late. Outnumbered, after killing several A’Baos, he took advantage of the chaos to climb over the wall and run off on his lame leg. After Zhang Dancheng killed his way back to the hall, he returned.

Though his leg was lame, his skills weren’t. He was considered one of the hall’s first-rate assassins. His skill wasn’t in his legs—the leg had been crippled years ago during a conflict with a gang when protecting Zhang Dancheng. His most formidable skill was “flying nails.” With force channeled through his hands, from over ten meters away, he could drive an iron nail into wood several inches deep. This technique supposedly originated from the “Swallow’s Gate” in the Central Plains region. Later, many rumored versions evolved “flying nails” into “flying knives” because “flying knives” were more spectacular and moving. Actually, in that era, even “flying axes” existed but not “flying knives.” First of all, “flying knives” weren’t something you could just obtain. Before the Industrial Revolution, there was no large-scale blade cutting technology. All flying knives were hand-polished. Making flying knives as thin as cicada wings was both time-consuming and laborious. Even if you managed with great difficulty to make a few handy flying knives, they weren’t very useful in actual combat, because thrown flying knives couldn’t be immediately retrieved. You could kill a few people at most, and then you’d just be waiting to be killed. Moreover, flying knives were generally thrown secretly, and after throwing you’d run. This meant that flying knives that took dozens of days to make would be gone after one battle. Next time you needed them, you’d have to polish them again—totally impractical.

Nails, on the other hand, were easy to obtain, though the nails of that time weren’t the same as today’s nails. Today’s nails are called “foreign nails,” and like “foreign matches” and “foreign oil,” they’re imports that crossed the ocean. Ancient nails were relatively large, all made by blacksmiths, with diameters three to four times that of modern nails. The supply of nails was also quite large. You could carry dozens at a time. For a master with good skill, every shot hit its mark. In one gang fight, you could kill at least a dozen people. Next operation, you’d still load up a bag—no need to worry about tools.

Zu Ye told me that if you hadn’t seen it with your own eyes, you wouldn’t believe such masters existed in the world. That lame man raised his hand, the iron nail flew out with a “whoosh,” and with a “thunk” it embedded itself in the wooden pillar of the cell door. Zu Ye was shaken, and he also understood why Zhang Dancheng would send such a person to guard him.

“Master said you’re his lifesaver but also his mortal enemy. He told me not to neglect you, but also not to trust you.” On the first day they met, the lame man said this to Zu Ye.

At first, the two were mutually on guard. One sat inside the cell door, one sat outside the cell door, not talking much. Later, after getting familiar with each other, they gradually began to converse.

The lame man’s name was Tu Yiming. He was one of the first batch of disciples after Zhang Dancheng started out. After his leg was crippled, Zhang Dancheng basically stopped assigning him to fieldwork. This leg was broken for Zhang Dancheng’s sake, and Zhang Dancheng swore in front of the hall’s brothers to support him for life. Actually, there was no need for support—Tu Yiming had worked in the hall for so many years and had plenty of silver. He wasn’t short of money.

Zu Ye asked him why he didn’t take the opportunity to leave the hall and go somewhere else to live under an assumed name. Tu Yiming chuckled, “You don’t understand. When a person has mixed in a hall for decades, the hall becomes home. This kind of feeling can’t be exchanged for money. Living, you’re a brother of the hall; dead, you’re a ghost of the hall. I’m used to days together with my brothers. After I was crippled, although I no longer do fieldwork, I’m still essential for behind-the-scenes planning and scheming. I’m someone who can’t stay idle, and I’m even more unwilling to freeload. You just happened to come along, and Master asked me to guard you, saying you’re a dangerous person.”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly to himself. For some time afterward, Zu Ye lived fairly comfortably. Every day he had three meals with meat, and on the first and fifteenth of each month, he could even drink a couple of sips of rice wine. Zhang Dancheng’s move was too brilliant—time could smooth over everything. The rage and depression in Zu Ye’s heart gradually began to diminish. At night, Zu Ye often talked to himself. He reminded himself to remember the hatred: Although his younger siblings weren’t killed by Zhang Dancheng’s own hands, he was the hall’s leader… If I hadn’t saved them back then… But he hasn’t killed me now… Every night, Zu Ye would fall asleep with these unresolved knots. In his dreams, he often returned to the past, back to his father and mother’s side, the whole family talking and laughing. When he woke up, the room was empty, and he’d be in a daze again.

Zu Ye had also thought about crashing into the wall corner and being done with it, but then he couldn’t figure out why he should die. His family was already destroyed—shouldn’t he continue the family line? He’d also thought about a hunger strike, but why should he go on a hunger strike? Could he not eat his enemy’s food? Only by eating his fill could he stay alive. Only by staying alive could he get out. Only by getting out could he get revenge. Not only should he eat, he should eat well!

Every ten days to two weeks, Zu Ye would come out of the dungeon wearing shackles to get some air. Tu Yiming would sit in the courtyard watching him, iron nails hidden in his sleeves. Sometimes Zu Ye would say, “You don’t need to be nervous. I won’t run.”

Whenever this happened, Tu Yiming would smile and say, “Others wouldn’t, but you would. At fifteen you dared to kill two people and light one person’s human candle. If I’m not careful, I won’t even know how I died.”

Actually, Tu Yiming genuinely liked Zu Ye from the bottom of his heart. He often said to Zu Ye, “Kid, if you weren’t our enemy, we’d definitely become good brothers. You shouldn’t spend all day thinking about revenge either. To speak fairly, when Master set up that scheme, he didn’t know those were your younger siblings. Si Batou just happened to run into you while wandering the streets…”

“Don’t mention this again!” Zu Ye interrupted him.

“Even if you don’t want me to mention it, I’ll mention it. I’m telling you, Master already sent people to the temple long ago to bring back the clay figures made from your siblings’ remains. He bought two large coffins, buried them, erected tombstones, and sends people to burn paper money every month. Right now the hall’s brothers all advocate killing you, but Master just won’t agree…”

“Stop talking! You lame man!” Zu Ye cursed.

Tu Yiming chuckled, “You little brat, if someone talked to me like this on the street, I’d seal his throat with one dart.”

Zu Ye couldn’t get angry at this man. “How long does Zhang Dancheng plan to keep me locked up?”

Tu Yiming shook his head. “Hard to say. Maybe a few years, maybe a dozen years, maybe decades. As long as Master is alive—even if he dies, you still won’t be released. You’re the enemy of our entire hall. If you get out, we can’t survive. So I estimate you’ll die of old age here. Isn’t that pretty good? You have food and drink. When you grow up a bit more, Master might even find you a girl… Haha…”

Zu Ye felt confused. Was this how his life would be?

Days passed one by one. Zu Ye had made up his mind to stay alive. Every day after eating his fill, he’d stretch his arms and kick his legs in the cell, sometimes even doing handstands to train his strength and endurance. When Tu Yiming was bored, he’d go up and sit in the courtyard, driving iron nails one by one into the big tree, then limping over to pull them out, limping back, driving them in again, going over again, pulling them out again.

Once, Zu Ye said to Tu Yiming, “Hey, how about you teach me how to throw iron nails?”

Tu Yiming narrowed his eyes and smiled, “You think I’ve gone senile? If I teach you, one day you’ll nail me in the head with one. Am I looking for death?”

Zu Ye also laughed, “Measuring a gentleman’s heart with a petty person’s ruler!”

People are emotional creatures. Over time, feelings develop and mutual wariness diminishes. Once, after Tu Yiming arrived, he sighed repeatedly. Zu Ye took the opportunity to ask, “What’s wrong?”

Tu Yiming said, “Master lost his temper! The scheme almost got exposed! These bastards are too greedy!”

Zu Ye smiled, “Tell me about it.”

Tu Yiming glanced at Zu Ye. Zu Ye smiled again, “I’m already part of the hall anyway, and I can’t run away. Whatever I hear will rot in my stomach. No need to be so nervous, right?”

Tu Yiming let out a long sigh, “So be it. Today’s A’Bao ranks are different from before…”

Zu Ye asked, “How are they different? Aren’t they all swindlers?”

Tu Yiming shook his head, “They’ve lost the Way, lost the Way.”

Zu Ye said, “What Way do swindlers have?”

Tu Yiming’s face darkened, “What do you know! We of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ take Heaven as father first, Earth as mother second. Cross the bridge with honor and loyalty, die under the blade without honor or loyalty. Rob the rich to help the poor with Heaven as witness, greed for wealth and lust brings Heaven’s retribution! You ask what Way swindlers have? Master knows full well you’ll kill him, yet he doesn’t kill you—instead he keeps you fed. That is the Way!”

Zu Ye was stunned and immediately said, “Then is killing people also the Way?”

Tu Yiming said, “Killing bad people is the Way. Killing good people is losing the Way.”

Zu Ye thought for a moment, “What about killing innocent people?”

Tu Yiming knew Zu Ye was thinking of his younger siblings again. He lowered his head for a moment and said, “That is losing the Way. Sometimes people have difficulty controlling themselves. For the hall’s benefit, sometimes you can’t worry about so much…”

When Zu Ye heard this, he became furious, “Can’t worry? Can’t worry so you indiscriminately kill the innocent? They were just children, they understood nothing, they had no grudge against you!”

Tu Yiming also got angry, “Who knew they were your younger siblings? Look at how many beggars are on the streets! If they don’t starve to death, they freeze to death—sooner or later they all die! Right now, tonight, how many beggars will freeze to death, do you know? Can you manage them all? This is a world that eats people! If the A’Baos don’t eat them, the world will eat them!”

Zu Ye said coldly, “This is your Way?”

Tu Yiming sighed and said, “You think Master doesn’t feel remorse? Do you know how much silver the hall gives out each year to help the poor? Do you know how many doses of medicine Master sends out each year? Do you know that people for miles around consider Master a living Bodhisattva? A few beggars’ lives in exchange for a large group of people being fed and clothed—isn’t that worth it?”

Zu Ye said, “What if the dead were your daughter or your son?”

Tu Yiming fell silent.

Zu Ye said, “They were all born of fathers and mothers, all the flesh of their parents’ hearts.”

Tu Yiming said, “You don’t know—Master is already good. Look at the several halls in other provinces, what have they become? Swindling wealth and sex, burning, killing, raping, pillaging, committing all evils, beasts!”

Zu Ye said, “You’re not much different from beasts.”

Tu Yiming was furious, “You…” His right hand lifted.

Zu Ye said, “Going to hit me? Beast! You’re just a beast! Beast!”

Tu Yiming looked at Zu Ye and silently retracted the iron nail in his hand back into his sleeve, “I won’t lower myself to your level!”

Both fell silent. After a long while, Tu Yiming said, “If you want to hate, then hate, but I’ll tell you, true A’Baos are not beasts! Years ago, when Grandmaster Fang Zhaoyu, one of the Five Ancestors of the Hongmen, founded the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ he echoed heroes from all walks of life, robbed the rich to help the poor, opposed the Qing to restore the Ming. The common people all secretly cheered! After Grandmaster passed away, disciples of the four great houses—Qian, Kun, Kan, and Li—all strictly followed their master’s teachings, harbored kind thoughts, didn’t covet wealth or lust, punished evil and promoted good, robbed the rich to help the poor.”

Zu Ye fell silent. What he said was all true, because Zu Ye’s ancestors were also part of the Tiandihui. The Tiandihui was the Hongmen. When Zu Ye was small, his grandfather often told him stories of the Tiandihui opposing the Qing to restore the Ming. It was just that this “Jiang Xiang Sect” branch had gradually drifted away from the Tiandihui, so his grandfather rarely mentioned it.

Seeing Zu Ye wasn’t speaking, Tu Yiming didn’t know what he was thinking, “Why aren’t you talking?”

Zu Ye thought for a long time and said with a heavy heart, “Actually… my ancestors were also part of the Tiandihui…”

This statement was like a thunderclap, making Tu Yiming’s body shake. In his eyes, Zu Ye was just a beggar of unknown origins. Previously, Zhang Dancheng had asked him to inquire about Zu Ye’s real name and background, but Zu Ye wouldn’t say, and they had no way to force him. Later they simply stopped asking. Who would have thought they came from the same origin!

Feudal society placed the greatest importance on tracing ancestry. Tu Yiming quickly pressed for detailed information. Zu Ye explained methodically, talking about how his ancestors opposed the Qing to restore the Ming, later joined the Taiping Army, and so on. He just didn’t mention his father’s affairs.

This was enough to leave Tu Yiming dumbfounded. He timidly asked, “Kid, do you know what character your generation holds? Or do you know what character your father held?”

What he meant by “what character” referred to the fixed character in each person’s name according to the feudal family genealogy, usually the middle character. This character directly reflected a person’s generational rank. These characters were established by the earliest ancestors and set in a fixed order, passed down generation by generation. For example, if someone surnamed Zhang belonged to the “Yun” character generation, then he and his brothers would all be called Zhang Yun-something, like Zhang Yunshan, Zhang Yunteng, Zhang Yunlie, etc. If the next generation was the “Qing” character, then their children’s middle character would be “Qing,” like Zhang Qingwen, Zhang Qingcai, etc. People of the same clan could tell at a glance from the name who had higher or lower generational rank.

Generational rank was the foundation of the ethical code. The Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues were the ideological cornerstone of feudal society, so disrupting generational rank was a great offense. Beating or cursing elders, killing elders, or having illicit relations with elders were unforgivable grave crimes.

Zu Ye remembered the character for his generation. He held the “Guan” character, and his father held the “Lin” character. Zu Ye told the truth. This revelation was serious—Tu Yiming’s legs went weak, and he scrambled away on all fours to report to Zhang Dancheng.

Zu Ye Enters the Way

After hearing this, Zhang Dancheng was greatly shocked. He quickly brought out the Tiandihui genealogy to check. Tracing back all the way to the Yongzheng era, everything was exactly as Zu Ye had said. All the names matched up. Zhang Dancheng was dumbfounded. According to this calculation, his “Dan” character came right after the “Guan” character. He was one generation lower than Zu Ye. Zu Ye should be his Master Uncle!

Ordinary families valued generational rank, but halls valued it even more. Zhang Dancheng had now essentially imprisoned his own elder, and had even killed two people of the uncle generation. If this got out, he couldn’t continue in the jianghu. Thinking of this, Zhang Dancheng broke out in cold sweat.

“What should we do, Master?” Tu Yiming asked.

Zhang Dancheng pondered for a long time, then let out a long sigh, “Sinful, sinful.”

Zu Ye didn’t pay much attention to this matter. It was just that hearing Tu Yiming mention the Tiandihui gave him a sense of familiarity, so he told him about his ancestors. After Tu Yiming left, he sat there in a daze, not knowing what would happen next.

Suddenly, the dungeon door opened, followed by a rush of footsteps. Zhang Dancheng led Zhou Zhenlong, Tu Yiming, and several A’Baos inside. When Zu Ye looked, he was startled—they were all bare-chested with gleaming large knives stuck in their backs. Before Zu Ye could speak, they all knelt down with a thud.

“The thirteenth generation head of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ Muzi Lotus Hall, Zhang Dancheng, pays respects to Master Uncle! This junior was blind and committed a monstrous crime. Today I’ve specially brought all disciples to receive punishment. Please, Master Uncle, execute the family law! Dancheng offers his neck in apology!” Zhang Dancheng lowered his head, stretched out his neck, and raised the large knife before Zu Ye.

Zu Ye was stunned. His brain raced, and suddenly he understood: they were all descendants of the Tiandihui, and his own generational rank must be higher than theirs!

For a moment, Zu Ye didn’t know what to say or what to do. The dungeon was completely silent.

After quite a while, Zu Ye hurried forward to help Zhang Dancheng up. After all, he was about seventy years old, kneeling there bare-chested. Zu Ye’s heart couldn’t bear it.

Zhang Dancheng absolutely refused to get up, saying, “This is a grave crime, unforgivable. Cut off my head to pay respects to the spirits of the two elders in heaven!”

Zu Ye’s feelings were mixed. Thinking of his younger siblings, tears flowed unbidden. They flowed silently for a long time. In this situation, how could he bring himself to strike? “Elder sir, please rise. When will grievance and revenge ever end?”

Zhang Dancheng raised his head and said to Zu Ye, “Master Uncle is magnanimous and benevolent. Counting this time, you’ve saved my life twice. Death can be avoided, but punishment cannot escape.” As he spoke, he placed his left hand on a wooden stool, raised the knife with his right hand, and with a chop, cut off his own little finger. Dark red blood immediately spurted out.

“Master!” Zhou Zhenlong, Tu Yiming, and the others crowded around Zhang Dancheng while kneeling.

Zhang Dancheng picked up his severed finger, raised it up, and said to those around him, “You do the same.”

Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming looked at each other, then also placed their fingers on the wooden stool. The knife flashed, and two more severed fingers lay on the ground. The remaining A’Baos looked at each other, then finally gritted their teeth and all chopped off their fingers.

Lord be lord, subject be subject, father be father, son be son. Zu Ye was deeply shaken by this ethical code. Tears streaming down his face, he helped Zhang Dancheng up and said, “Everyone rise. As I said, when will grievance and revenge ever end? Let’s write off all past matters.”

Zhou Zhenlong said tearfully, “Yes, after all, we’re all family.”

Zhang Dancheng said, “Quickly send word to prepare a feast. I want to drink heartily with Master Uncle.”

It was already the midnight hour. The butler woke up the cook again and fired up the large stove. They roasted chicken and cooked goose, and soon a table of delicacies was ready.

Zhang Dancheng had Zu Ye sit in the seat of honor, while he sat to the right, Zhou Zhenlong to the left, and Tu Yiming below.

Only then did Zu Ye dare reveal his true background, talking about the warlords assassinating his entire family. Zhang Dancheng’s eyes shot sparks, “Bastards! These warlords have the same character as the Manchu Qing!”

After three rounds of wine, Zhang Dancheng sighed and said, “What does Master Uncle plan to do next?”

This question stumped Zu Ye. Recently, his mind had been full of avenging his younger siblings. Now that this revenge had been resolved, next was his parents’ great grievance. But going to kill warlords now was simply impossible. He didn’t know how to answer.

Seeing Zu Ye silent, Zhang Dancheng asked, “Why doesn’t Master Uncle stay at the hall?”

Zu Ye was shocked. Stay at the hall? Become an A’Bao? A swindler?

Zhang Dancheng said, “I won’t hide it from Master Uncle. The first time I saw you, I felt you were an extraordinary hero with both courage and strategy. I’m old. In a few more years, I’ll be seventy-three. Seventy-three, eighty-four—the King of Hell doesn’t call but you go yourself. I’ve managed this hall for decades, yet managed it into this miserable state. What face do I have to meet Grandmaster? Sigh… Back in the day, how prestigious I, Zhang Dancheng, was! Back then, Zhang Dancheng in the East, Duan Jinshan in the West, Qiao Wumei in the South, Kang Shaohua in the North—four great halls echoing each other, Qing Dynasty nobles bowing their heads, jianghu heroes vying to follow. Who could have predicted I’d fail? As a result, not only did I become this neither-male-nor-female hermaphrodite, I also implicated brothers from the other halls to fall together. Sigh…”

Hearing this, Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming felt deeply melancholy, “Master.”

Zhang Dancheng said, “Zhenlong, Yiming, you’ve followed me for so long, loyal and devoted. I don’t have many years left to live. The hall must have someone to manage it. Our ancestors’ legacy cannot end in my hands. After Si Batou’s rebellion, my heart felt even heavier. Right now, there’s no one… Zhenlong is generous and honest, fair in his dealings, but too merciful. A woman’s soft heart ultimately cannot command the overall situation and will bring disaster upon himself. Yiming’s martial arts are superb, but he lacks in strategy and acts too impulsively. He also cannot properly oversee the hall. As your master, I think about succession every day. It’s difficult.”

Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming looked ashamed, “Master.”

Zhang Dancheng continued, “Master Uncle, today before my two disciples, I request that you stay. No matter what, we’re family. After I die, you’ll lead the hall, with Zhenlong and Yiming assisting you. What do you think?”

Before Zu Ye could speak, Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming said together, “We respectfully obey Master’s teachings. We’ll definitely serve like dogs and horses!”

Zu Ye was confused, his thoughts in complete disarray. Never mind anything else, just Zhang Dancheng calling him “Master Uncle” over and over gave him the chills. In feudal society, there were plenty of cases of nephews watching their uncles grow up, but when this situation of being young in age but high in generational rank actually happened to him, he still felt somewhat unaccustomed. “I’ll think about it. Also… elder sir is much older than me, just call me by my name, otherwise…”

“No, no. Before I didn’t know, so calling you anything was fine. Now that I know, if I call you incorrectly again, wouldn’t that be a great offense!”

Zu Ye was speechless.

Zu Ye spent a full three days repeatedly thinking. He thought of his parents, thought of his younger siblings. They had died because of this hall, and now he was about to join this organization. How would their spirits in heaven view this?

If he didn’t join, where would he go? His home was gone. If he returned to his ancestral roots, this place was home. Zhang Dancheng was full of sincere intent—how could he refuse?

But this ultimately wasn’t the righteous path—it was swindling. From childhood, he’d read the Four Books and Five Classics, always speaking of propriety, righteousness, integrity, and shame. Although the “Jiang Xiang Sect” originated from the Tiandihui, now they had lost the Way…

While he was thinking, Tu Yiming came. Tu Yiming was a rough man, but his words always hit the mark. His few sentences helped Zu Ye make his final decision: “You asked what the Way is, right? If you inherit Master’s position, that is the Way. Right now, the entire A’Bao community has lost the Way and needs someone to turn it around. Your own younger siblings died. Have you thought about this—if the hall is controlled by people without conscience, how many more innocent people will be killed? How many innocent people will be swindled? How many more sins will these A’Baos commit? The great Way’s revival depends on you!”

This struck right at Zu Ye’s heart. The great Way’s revival—cut off the evil energy, promote the good energy, restore the original Hongmen Five Ancestors’ righteousness of robbing the rich to help the poor, turn the A’Baos from beasts back into humans. Perhaps this was the Way he sought.

Zu Ye finally joined the A’Bao ranks. He passed through the forest of knives, drank the blood oath wine. First he bowed to Heaven as father, second he bowed to Earth as mother. Zu Ye entered the Way.

The Buddhist verse says: “As a person, don’t do things against your conscience. Three feet above your head, there are spirits. Good and evil will ultimately be repaid; the only question is whether it comes early or late.” Five years later, Zhang Dancheng passed away. Before his death, he suffered terribly from illness, but ultimately had someone to care for him—Zu Ye was at his side. The day he died was the seventh day of the twelfth lunar month. He had been tortured by disease beyond recognition—withered and thin like firewood, his belly sunken, two rows of ribs protruding, his head hanging as if broken, unable to lift it. Zu Ye could only feed him water with a small spoon.

That evening at the hour of the Pig, he entered a coma, three breaths out to one breath in, more air going out than coming in. Sometimes he would occasionally raise his arm, as if pushing something away, or as if struggling to break free. When he died, a tear flowed from the corner of his eye. Zu Ye knew he had no descendants. To die without descendants was most desolate. He had always wanted a child. In his youth when he was in his prime, he was busy with swindling. Later, when he wanted children, someone had cut off his testicles, and his dignity as a man was cut away along with them. On his deathbed, he had a brief moment of lucidity when he tightly grasped Zu Ye’s hand and weakly squeezed out two words, faint but clear to Zu Ye: “Retribution.”

Zhang Dancheng was gone. Zu Ye “ascended the throne.” In those five years, he had learned all the skills an A’Bao should possess. Additionally, he had qualities that ordinary A’Baos lacked—superhuman wisdom, extraordinary courage, and especially that deeply rooted sense of kindness, which made him from inside to out an incomparable Great Master Uncle.

After Zhang Dancheng left, Zhou Zhenlong also saw through the mortal world. He had followed Zhang Dancheng for over thirty years through all hardships and storms. At this moment, he felt he should also leave. Zhou Zhenlong requested permission from Zu Ye to leave the hall. Zu Ye asked where he planned to go. Zu Ye wasn’t trying to stop him, but worried that in his old age, he’d have no one to care for him. Zhou said he’d already decided where to go and would tell Zu Ye in the future. Zu Ye didn’t ask further. Before his departure, Zu Ye prepared a large amount of gold and silver for him, but Zhou didn’t take it. He asked Zu Ye to distribute all his belongings to the poor around them. Just like that, alone and solitary, he left.

Tu Yiming didn’t leave. He always considered the hall as home. He had long ago passed his “flying nails” skill to Zu Ye. Now when he had nothing to do, he’d accompany Zu Ye for tea. Sometimes the two would spar in dart-throwing skills, and Zu Ye would let him win to make him happy.

After Zu Ye took charge of the hall, he conducted a major personnel reshuffle, abolished the hall’s hierarchical system that had lasted hundreds of years, and established a new reward and punishment system. Because Zu Ye opened a new era for the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” his style and character similar to the Hongmen Five Ancestors of old, some lackeys suggested calling the new hall master “Zu Ye”—both respectful and affectionate. Thus the title “Zu Ye” was born. At the same time, news also came from Wang Yaqiao’s side that the warlord who had ordered the assassination of Zu Ye’s entire family had died in internal strife. It was said he took seven bullets—one in the head, six in the chest.

At the end of that year, Zu Ye led several lackeys back to his hometown. After inquiring, he learned that after those assassins left that year, it was the neighbors who helped bury his family’s bodies. Under the neighbors’ guidance, Zu Ye came to that burial ground. The whole family was buried in that large pit. The grave site had been unattended for years and had grown thick with mugwort. Zu Ye fell to his knees with a thud, face toward the sky, tears streaming down.

After the memorial service, the neighbors all invited Zu Ye to their homes for New Year’s Eve dinner. Zu Ye didn’t go. He gave the neighbors some money and returned to his own home. During the day, he’d already had the lackeys clean the dust. The house was much cleaner.

Sitting in the empty house, Zu Ye’s thoughts surged like tides. The faces and voices of his loved ones churned in his mind. The night sky was cold and desolate. On New Year’s Eve, the sound of firecrackers came from the distance. Every household was joyfully bidding farewell to the old and welcoming the new. Zu Ye walked out of the house, stood in the courtyard looking up at the heavens. Fireworks blooming at the horizon decorated his lonely world. He sank into endless melancholy.

Humiliation at the Tea House

Zu Ye spent the entire night telling me about his past. When he finished, dawn was nearly breaking.

I had never heard such a thrilling story. I didn’t know what to say, nor did I know why he would tell me so much. I sat there dumbly, the water in my teacup long since gone cold.

“Sha Liang,” Zu Ye said, “now you know why I said earlier that I used to be worse off than you, right? I was just a beggar, and now I’ve become a master. You’re at least a waiter. Tell me, couldn’t you also become a master?”

I didn’t know how to answer. I thought to myself: Who can compare with you? When I kill a chicken, both my hands shake. You killed two people without blinking. I don’t have that kind of courage and spirit.

Seeing I wasn’t speaking, Zu Ye continued, “Sha Liang, do you want to follow me?”

My heart jumped. Could it be that he called me here today to make me join him? To become a swindler? I broke out in a cold sweat. We might be poor, but I’d never done anything against heaven or reason from childhood, nor did I dare. I timidly said, “Master, I don’t have that ability, nor that courage. As long as I have food to eat, that’s enough. I can’t compare with you…”

“Ha ha ha ha.” Before I finished speaking, Zu Ye laughed, laughing so hard my hair stood on end.

Zu Ye said, “You want to spend your whole life like this? Being a waiter forever? Don’t you want to earn money and marry a wife? Of the three forms of unfilial conduct, having no descendants is the worst.”

Zu Ye’s words struck right at my heart. When a man grows up, who doesn’t think of romance? Every day with customers coming and going, crowds of men and women, I only had the privilege of stealing glances from behind the door. Sometimes when a pretty girl came, while pouring her tea I couldn’t help but glance a few times at her bulging blouse buttons, then pretend nothing happened and quickly leave. At night I’d also think, imagining that one day I could have a wedding night in the bridal chamber, continue the family line. But thinking of myself as a pauper, I could only scratch my rear, pick my nose, and then cover my head and sleep.

Zu Ye suddenly asked again, “Sha Liang, how did your mother die?”

I answered, “Tuberculosis.”

Zu Ye said, “Did you take her to see a doctor?”

Mentioning this hurt my heart. I said, “We saw a doctor for a few days at first, but then we ran out of money and had nowhere to borrow from. The doctor sent a few doses of medicine which were quickly used up. After that we just waited it out. Later she started coughing up blood, and then later she…”

Zu Ye said, “How was she buried after death?”

I felt Zu Ye was poking at my sore spots. This was something that made me feel bitter for my whole life. After mother died, I couldn’t afford a coffin, so I wrapped her in a mat and put her in the chest used for storing clothes. The villagers helped carry her out, and that’s how she was buried. Mother suffered her whole life, and in the end she didn’t even have funeral clothes or a proper coffin. Every time I thought of this, tears flowed unbidden.

Seeing me cry, Zu Ye handed me a handkerchief and said, “If you still want to live this kind of life, go back to the teahouse. If you want to follow me, come find me.”

After leaving Zu Ye’s mansion, I jogged all the way back to the teahouse. Zu Ye’s words kept echoing in my ears. I didn’t know what to choose. I didn’t understand why Zu Ye would pick me. I wasn’t clever, I looked very pig-headed, and my courage could compete with a mouse’s. This was completely incompatible with being an A’Bao.

During the day, I still worked as a waiter. Having not slept all night, my eyes were dry and lifeless. Plus with my mind on Zu Ye’s matters, I was completely distracted. At noon, Zu Ye came. I didn’t dare look at him. As usual, he called out loudly, “Sha Liang, bring me a pot of Dragon Well tea!”

“Coming!” I sang out loudly and brewed him a pot of the finest Dragon Well.

As usual, he held his white paper fan, drinking by himself, fanning by himself.

I glanced at him twice. He didn’t acknowledge me. I busied myself attending to other customers.

After a while, two young men came in, loitering about. I hurried to greet them, “Masters, please come in.”

“Bring us a pot of good tea!”

“Right away!” I hurried to brew it for them. After brewing, I carefully carried the tea bowls to them. “Masters, please enjoy.” Just as I turned to leave, I heard a “crack” as a tea bowl fell to the ground. I didn’t know how it fell—probably my sleeve swept it when I turned.

The shopkeeper had instructed that when this happened, I should immediately apologize and check if tea had splashed on the customers’ feet. If a customer’s feet got tea water and tea leaves on them, I should immediately wipe them clean with my own sleeve.

I kept bowing and apologizing, “I’m sorry, master, I’m sorry, master.” Seeing that one person’s feet indeed had tea water on them, I quickly bent down, wanting to wipe them clean with my sleeve.

Just as I touched his foot, unexpectedly the other party kicked me away with one foot, right in the chest. I felt like I’d had the wind knocked out of me, unable to catch my breath for quite a while from the pain.

“Damn it! Do you know how much these shoes of mine cost? With those dirty hands of yours, you think you’re worthy of wiping these shoes?” the fellow cursed.

I crouched against the wall holding my chest. I knew I’d done wrong today. I’d encountered this kind of situation before and had been slapped. I just wanted this matter to pass quickly. I didn’t want to argue, nor did I dare to argue.

Seeing things were bad, the shopkeeper quickly emerged from behind the counter, his face full of smiles. “Masters, please calm down, please calm down. My young apprentice here doesn’t know better, clumsy and careless. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Today this tea is free—consider it my apology to you, masters.” Then he turned to me, “Why don’t you get inside quickly!”

Just as I stood up to leave, unexpectedly that fellow said, “Wait a moment,” then beckoned to me, “You come here.”

I figured he was going to slap me. I covered my cheeks and slowly shuffled over, looking at him fearfully.

He smiled at me and said, “Look at that face just asking for a beating! Here’s what—you lick the tea leaves off my shoes clean, and we’ll call this matter settled. Otherwise, I’ll smash this teahouse along with you today!”

I knew I was lowly. I’d been ridiculed plenty since childhood, but I’d never done something like licking shoes before. It seemed they really didn’t consider me human. I looked helplessly at the shopkeeper. The shopkeeper reluctantly nodded, indicating I should lick them immediately.

I suddenly thought of Zu Ye. I turned toward his seat with a look seeking help. I thought Zu Ye would surely help me—he was a chivalrous person after all!

Unexpectedly, Zu Ye didn’t even glance this way. He continued fanning his fan, leisurely drinking his tea, as if everything happening in this teahouse didn’t touch him in the slightest.

I despaired. I slowly crouched down, stuck out my tongue, and licked the tea leaves off the other party’s round-toed cloth shoes. Watching me lick his feet, the other party laughed heartily, happy beyond measure.

I felt I had no dignity left at all. After licking, I ran to the back hall, found a corner where no one was, and burst into tears.

That night, I quietly walked toward Zu Ye’s mansion. Halfway there, I hesitated and turned back. After walking back a bit, I turned around again. After going back and forth several times, I finally arrived at Zu Ye’s door.

I stood at the entrance, not knowing if he was asleep. I reached out to knock, and the door opened. The butler saw it was me and said, “Come in. Zu Ye is waiting for you.”

I was startled and followed the butler inside. Zu Ye was sitting in a chair drinking tea. Seeing me arrive, he said, “Figured it out?”

I lowered my head without speaking. After a while, I said sullenly, “Today… you saw everything… I thought…”

“You thought I’d help you, right?” Zu Ye cut off my words. “I’m telling you, I could immediately kill those two bastards, but that would be me, not you. You need to live out your own dignity!”

Zu Ye’s shout silenced me.

“It’s good that you understand. In this world, you can’t survive just by being honest! Starting tomorrow, come to the hall.” Zu Ye said.

I raised my head, “Zu Ye, I…”

Zu Ye said, “Don’t worry, I won’t have you doing things like murder and arson!”

And so, I followed Zu Ye.

My Years at Master’s Hall

Following Zu Ye meant food and clothing were secured. The hall had a “food stipend” every month—meaning a group meal. Generally, those with Batou status participated, though sometimes they’d bring along some well-performing lackeys.

Zu Ye always called me along. Er Batou was naturally happy because I was his person, but the other Batous didn’t understand—why should this stupid ugly thing get to sit at the table? Zu Ye had his explanation: “Sha Liang used to be a waiter. He’s good at serving tea and pouring water. Let him at the table!”

Actually, every meal had specialized servants attending, so there was no need for me to serve tea and pour water. But since I came to the hall, Zu Ye had me do these things. Every meal, I was exhausted to death. Others drank and ate while I poured wine for this one, poured tea for that one. Just as I sat down, someone else wanted to smoke. I’d quickly take out the flint stone and light it for them. By the end of a meal, my stomach had barely gotten any food, but I was exhausted with an aching back and sore legs.

But I didn’t mind. At least these were all my own people, not like at the teahouse where others treated me like a dog. Here, everyone was brothers. They were Batous, they were elders. This was what I should do. Though tiring, I was happy.

I discovered Zu Ye was a man of great determination. Every time we drank, he never drank little. When each Batou toasted him, he’d drink, but I’d never seen him drunk. Not like Er Batou, who every time drank until he was under the table, vomiting and defecating, and I’d end up having to clean up after him.

When I first arrived at the hall, I felt this was a harmonious family. I’d found again that long-lost feeling of home. But after eating a few meals, I discovered that between each Batou, and even between the Batous and Zu Ye, there were conflicts. It’s just that some things weren’t brought to the surface, but sometimes the atmosphere was very off. Once, Er Batou nearly got into a fight with San Batou over just a few words. San Batou laughed at Er Batou for being a “country bumpkin,” saying he should learn poetry and literature, otherwise he couldn’t shake off that “country bumpkin” energy. Er Batou naturally wasn’t having it and said, “What the hell do you know! How much silver do I bring back to the hall every year? All you know how to do is seduce women and frequent brothels!”

Whenever such moments occurred, Zu Ye wouldn’t speak, just watching them perform. When they discovered Zu Ye’s expression had suddenly changed and he was truly angry, they’d all fall silent. At this time, Zu Ye would act as if nothing had happened and say peacefully, “Eat, eat, drink, drink.” All the Batous would look at each other in bewilderment, gazing at Zu Ye with confusion. Zu Ye would continue smiling and say, “Drink, drink.” Everyone would drain their cups with Zu Ye. Then Zu Ye would laugh heartily. The others would first be dazed, then also laugh along with Zu Ye. I didn’t know if they truly understood Zu Ye or were just pretending to understand. In any case, I could never fathom Zu Ye’s heart.

Over time, I discovered several layers of relationships here. First was Zu Ye. He was the hall’s boss with absolute authority. When he glared, no one dared make a sound. Then there were Da Batou and Er Batou. They’d followed Zu Ye the longest and belonged to Zu Ye’s inner guard. In fact, their relationship was also very good. San Batou and Wu Batou got along best—both were cultured people after all! Though Si Batou hadn’t been in the hall as long as Da Batou and Er Batou, his relationship with Er Batou was good because the props he made were used most by Er Batou. As for Liu Batou, he was always running around outside, so you couldn’t tell who he was close to or distant from. Qi Batou was just Er Batou’s dog, with a servile appearance. I couldn’t be bothered with him.

Besides not worrying about food and drink, I also nearly touched a woman. This was a month after I joined the hall. One day after a hall meeting ended, Er Batou said to me, “Da Tou, Second Master will take you to see the world.” Going along were also San Batou and Wu Batou, plus several lackeys.

To be honest, I’d lived twenty years and never touched a woman’s hand. When we arrived at the brothel, I finally understood what Er Batou meant by “seeing the world.” Before entering, Er Batou told me, “Remember, now you’re a master! All the girls inside are here to serve you! Don’t hold back! Don’t be so thin-skinned!”

My heart was pounding. I looked at the other lackeys—they were rubbing their hands together, looking eager to try.

We entered the brothel, and the madam came smiling to greet us, truly courteous. Er Batou, San Batou, and Wu Batou were all familiar with the route, naturally assuming the manner of masters. We lackeys followed awkwardly behind. While drinking flower wine, we were divided into two tables—the three Batous at one table, us lackeys at another.

After the Batous ordered girls for themselves, they told us to order too. How would we dare? I didn’t even dare raise my head to look at the girls. Finally Er Batou said, “Cowards! I’ll order!” In one breath, he ordered several. Those girls happily came to our side.

Sitting beside me was a delicate girl—not tall, but very tender, with white skin and eyes that rippled with light. As soon as she sat down, a faint fragrance of rouge wafted over, making me a bit dizzy. She quickly grabbed my hand. I panicked, not daring to look at her, my face flushed bright red.

Afterward, one lackey said to me, “Brother, you know what? Your appearance then—your whole head was like a swollen red bull’s testicle!” I thought to myself: Look at you acting so great! The muscles around your nose kept twitching, just like a cow’s sphincter after taking a shit, contracting and relaxing.

Seeing we couldn’t relax, Er Batou glared at us! When he glared, we forced ourselves to loosen up.

While drinking, the girls would feed us food. In my whole life, aside from my mother, this was the second woman to feed me. I understood in my heart—with my cowardly appearance, what the girl was looking at was the money in my pocket. They must have thought: Feeding anyone is feeding—might as well be feeding a pig.

After drinking flower wine for two hours, the Batous went upstairs with the girls. Before going upstairs, Er Batou turned back to us lackeys and said, “Don’t just drink! We didn’t come here to drink!”

Wine emboldens. After drinking, courage grows. Watching the other lackeys embrace girls and go upstairs, I also involuntarily followed the girl up.

Entering the girl’s room, there was another rich fragrance. The bedding and gauze curtains in that room must have all been fumigated with incense. In any case, it was fragrant, making one’s head spin.

The girl said to me, “Master, wash up.” As she spoke, she pulled me to the basin stand in the corner. On the stand was a copper wash basin with half a basin of clean water inside.

I thought, I should indeed wash up—my head’s spinning. I lowered my head, scooped up water and splashed it on my face. After washing several times, I felt much more clear-headed. I turned to look at the girl and found her staring at me blankly, as if dumbfounded. I didn’t understand. I asked, “What’s wrong? Do you have a towel? Let me wipe my face.”

The girl giggled, leaving me bewildered. “What’s wrong?”

The girl covered her face and said, “Master, this isn’t for washing your face. It’s for washing down there.”

My head went boom, and I blushed crimson with shame. Washing down there? That meant countless people had used this basin to wash down there. But I’d just used it to wash my face. I felt a wave of nausea.

While speaking, the girl took off her outer garment, revealing her small body and red bellyband. “Master, let me help you wash.” As she spoke, she was about to undress me.

I suddenly dodged away. The girl didn’t understand. “Master, what’s wrong?”

I said, “How old are you?”

The girl said, “Sixteen.”

I pulled out a handful of money from my pocket, stuffed it into her hand, then rushed downstairs in a flash. Behind me came the girl’s voice, “Master, don’t go!”

Afterward, when everyone reconvened, Er Batou asked me how it was. I said, Great, great! Er Batou smiled and said, “You big-headed fellow, saying it’s great? Second Master will bring you often in the future!”

After returning to the hall, some time passed. One day after a hall meeting ended, Zu Ye said to me, “Da Tou, you stay. I have something to tell you.”

After the others dispersed, Zu Ye called me into the room. I didn’t know what he wanted to do. A servant brought tea up. Zu Ye said, “The finest Dragon Well. Try it.”

I didn’t know what medicine Zu Ye was selling in his gourd. I took the teacup and drank two sips.

Zu Ye opened his fan, fanning and smiling. “Why didn’t you do it?”

I was stunned. “Why didn’t I do what?”

Zu Ye coughed once. “With that girl!”

I was shocked. “Ah? How do you know?”

Zu Ye laughed heartily.

I suddenly understood—Zu Ye had sent someone to secretly monitor me.

Zu Ye said, “Tell me, why? Don’t be embarrassed. Tell the truth.”

I stammered, “She was only sixteen. At the time I thought of my own younger sister. At home they’re all the flesh of their parents’ hearts. None of them are there willingly…”

Zu Ye’s smile faded and he said gravely, “Who in the world doesn’t have sons and daughters? Men only know the pleasure of visiting prostitutes but never think—if their own daughter were under another man, what would their feelings be! Don’t impose on others what you yourself don’t desire. Da Tou, Zu Ye didn’t misjudge you.”

In my memory, this was the first time Zu Ye praised me. But thinking that even such matters were completely known to Zu Ye, I began to fear him.

Days at the hall seemed to pass so quickly. In the blink of an eye, several months had gone by. That former waiter had gradually transformed into a proper A’Bao. I had also gradually adapted to life at the hall. One evening, Zu Ye called me over again and once more asked if I regretted it. I really couldn’t guess what he meant.

While I hesitated, Zu Ye picked up the teapot and smiled, “This pot of tea has gone weak. Go brew a new pot. Since this teahouse waiter came to the hall, you haven’t properly brewed tea for Zu Ye yet.”

Others said that Zu Ye was very particular about tea. Every time he tasted tea, he could detect the slightest difference. I’d worked at a teahouse for several years. Though I couldn’t claim mastery of the tea ceremony, what you learn is different from not having learned. Tea, water, fire, vessels, atmosphere—I was skilled in each. In my early years learning from the teahouse shopkeeper, I was scolded plenty. I didn’t expect these skills would still come in useful now.

I carefully brewed a pot of tea for Zu Ye and poured him a cup. After tasting it, Zu Ye said, “Haven’t waited tables in several months—your skills have gotten rusty!”

I stood there dumbly, not knowing what to say.

Zu Ye raised his hand, indicating I should sit down. Then Zu Ye suddenly asked, “Da Tou, what do you think of me as a person?”

I didn’t expect Zu Ye would suddenly ask this question. When the hall’s boss asks his underling what he thinks of him as a person, aside from answering “good,” what else could an underling say?

I stammered in reply, “Pretty good, pretty good!”

Zu Ye smiled coldly. “Good? Killing people is good? Or arson is good?”

Sweat broke out on my head. “All good…” As soon as the words left my mouth, I immediately felt I’d said the wrong thing. “Zu Ye, I mean…”

Zu Ye laughed heartily, leaving me baffled.

Zu Ye glanced at me and continued, “I’ve killed many people and swindled many people. Among them, some deserved it, and some were out of necessity. Now the situation is turbulent. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has reached a moment of life and death. The fate of the four great halls is uncertain. Right now is the most difficult time to endure.”

Hearing Zu Ye’s words, my heart felt blocked. I felt my fate was particularly bad. My father died not long after I was born. My mother died just as I became an adult. I’d finally joined a criminal organization, only to catch the hall at its most difficult moment. It seemed wherever I went, decline followed.

What Zu Ye said was true. A few days ago, he’d just attended the great hall conference jointly convened by the East, South, West, and North four great halls to discuss each hall’s fate and how to deal with the current situation. Since Grandmaster Fang Zhaoyu founded the four great halls hundreds of years ago, they had echoed each other through all storms. Everyone cooperated with each other, walking through countless difficulties. This allowed the “Jiang Xiang Sect” to continue for hundreds of years, its lineage still thriving.

After the Liberation War broke out, the Kuomintang retreated steadily, and the days for the four great East, South, West, and North halls became increasingly difficult. Especially since 1948, the domestic situation had been turbulent. The Kuomintang collapsed for a thousand miles, and the territory where the “Jiang Xiang Sect” could operate grew smaller and smaller. In urgency, Zu Ye sent invitation letters to the leaders of the other three great halls, convening this great conference.

As the leader of the Eastern “Muzi Lotus” Hall, Zu Ye attended this meeting with several Batous. Zu Ye also brought the hall’s large amount of gold and silver as gifts to the other halls to help them weather the crisis. Actually, this kind of great conference where the four hall leaders met happened once a year. The “Great Master Uncles” of the other halls all knew Zu Ye’s legendary experiences and were fairly respectful of him. So when Zu Ye temporarily convened this meeting, everyone cooperated. Moreover, this time Zu Ye had brought out so much gold and silver for them—they were moved to tears.

The four great halls each had their own characteristics, and each “Great Master Uncle” also had his own traits. Our Eastern “Muzi Lotus” Hall was truly like a lotus flower, with the flavor of “emerging from mud yet remaining unstained.” Especially since Zu Ye took charge, he’d maintained the A’Bao’s Way, robbing the rich to help the poor, doing good deeds and charity. And our “Great Master Uncle”—Zu Ye—was very refined, efficient in handling affairs, civilized toward both subordinates and outsiders.

The Southern “Yue Haitang” Hall was entirely composed of female A’Baos. That Qiao Wumei whom Zhang Dancheng had mentioned was the thirteenth generation leader of “Yue Haitang.” Later, after Qiao Wumei died, the hall was handed over to Jiang Feiyan, known as the “Ice Beauty.” Jiang Feiyan entered the hall at twelve, clever and quick-witted. She took over the hall at thirty-one, cold as ice and frost. Using the honey trap, she took down high officials and underworld figures in the four regions of Guizhou, Guangxi, Guangdong, and Hunan. She nearly leveled the four southern provinces—truly a woman no less than any man! But she established one rule: the hall’s sisters could never marry. In their eyes, men were for using, not marrying.

The Western “Longxu Ya” Hall’s A’Baos were generally structured toward youth, possibly related to the West’s mountainous terrain. When people got older, their legs weren’t nimble. Old arms and legs—they might not even finish the scheme before falling to their deaths first. Once people in that hall got older, they’d retire, causing the hall’s personnel to become bloated. The old fellows didn’t work but just collected their stipends. Over time, internal strife appeared. Sometimes during one meal, several old fellows would die. Why? The young ones poisoned the old ones to death. So the Western faction was the most unstable hall. Their hall’s leader was called Qin Baichuan—tall, with a full beard, dark skin, and long-standing dealings with Western warlords.

The Northern “Xue Meng Cao” Hall was overall very scattered, possibly related to the Eighth Route Army opening up battlefields behind enemy lines. “Xue Meng Cao” had been operating with difficulty since the War of Resistance. After the Liberation War broke out, the people in the liberated areas accepted liberation ideology. Not many people deeply believed in ghosts and spirits anymore, so this hall actually existed in name only. “Great Master Uncle” Qian Linyue led a few A’Baos committing crimes while fleeing—they’d long since lost their base.

At the great hall conference, the leaders of each great hall reached a unanimous conclusion: the halls cannot be lost. They could initiate “going out to kill,” even “kill the rich.” First weather the crisis, then discuss further!

Chapter 3: The Shocking Secrets Behind Birth Charts, Corpse Driving, and Ghost Marriages
The Destined End of “Xianren Shou”

In life, one must always take steps forward, just as I joined the organization—whether right or wrong, you only know after you’ve walked the path. I knew Zu Ye had been wracking his brains over the organization’s fate these past days, and I was just about to say a few words to help share his worries when suddenly there came urgent knocking from outside. Before long, the butler led someone running in. The moment that person entered, he shouted: “Zu Ye, something’s happened! Something’s happened!”

I looked and saw it was a Xiao Jiao under Er Batou’s command called “Zei Mao.” He was over ten years old at the time, serving both as Er Batou’s foot soldier and as a doorboy for Er Batou’s household. This kid, because his legs and feet were nimble and he did climbing walls and scaling trees beautifully, everyone called him Zei Mao.

Zu Ye was very displeased with his panicked appearance, his face darkening: “Don’t panic! Speak slowly!”

Zei Mao said breathlessly: “Zu Ye, please go quickly and see, Second Master and Qi Ye have started fighting!”

My heart skipped a beat, thinking: This isn’t right. Qi Ye was someone Second Master recommended as talent, and he’s only been in his position a short while—does he dare to rebel already?

Zu Ye stared hard at Zei Mao, “What exactly happened?”

Zei Mao said trembling: “Second Master was drinking with Qi Ye when suddenly Qi Ye went crazy, flipped the table over, and went at Second Master with bared fangs and claws trying to bite him. Fortunately Second Master dodged quickly, grabbed a stool and knocked him down. Several servants tied him up and lashed him to a tree!”

Zu Ye stood up, “Let’s go have a look.”

Soon we accompanied Zu Ye to Er Batou’s home. The courtyard was brightly lit, the other brothers had arrived too, and it was quite chaotic.

I looked and saw “Xianren Shou” tied to an elm tree in the middle of the courtyard. He was struggling madly, his eyes full of bloodshot veins, his eyeballs looking ready to burst, two cold lights shooting from his eye sockets as he swept his gaze over the crowd with terror and rage. His mouth was stuffed with cloth, but you could still hear his muffled roars. He was chewing hard on that wad of cloth, drool flowing from the corners of his mouth, dripping puddle by puddle onto the ground.

Er Batou stood in the courtyard holding a stick. I quietly walked over and asked: “Second Master, what’s going on?”

Er Batou said indignantly: “The bastard’s pretending to be crazy, trying to kill me!” Then he walked up to “Xianren Shou,” raised his stick, and roared: “Speak! Who made you do this?”

At this moment, “Xianren Shou” became even more frantic and restless, making hooting sounds from his mouth, struggling desperately, shaking the big tree along with him. Er Batou casually gave him a blow with the stick: “I’ll let you keep pretending! I’ll let you keep pretending!”

“Xianren Shou” became greatly agitated, howling and lunging forward, the ropes cutting into his flesh until he bled. Er Batou raised his stick to strike again.

“Stop!”

When Er Batou heard it was Zu Ye’s voice, he immediately held back.

Zu Ye walked up to “Xianren Shou.” “Xianren Shou” tilted his head looking at Zu Ye, his eyes full of wretchedness. Following Zu Ye’s movements, his head would tilt to the left for a moment, then tilt to the right.

After watching for a while, Zu Ye said to Er Batou: “Come here.”

The two walked to a corner. Zu Ye asked Er Batou: “Has Qi Ye been bitten by a dog recently?”

Er Batou didn’t understand what Zu Ye meant and asked: “A dog?”

Zu Ye said: “At a glance it’s clearly rabies! What are you beating him with a stick for!”

Only then did Er Batou suddenly realize, slapping his forehead: “Oh, no wonder this fellow doesn’t care about his life, even daring to attack me… But he hasn’t been bitten by a dog. Killing dogs and slaughtering pigs is all done on Da Batou’s side, we don’t come into contact with them.”

This statement from Er Batou was honest truth. The batous all had their own divisions of labor. The organization frequently needed pig blood, chicken blood, dog blood, pig bladders and such for running “zha fei” scams—all these things were handled by Da Batou. Of course, when the organization had external conflicts requiring assassination, or internal matters requiring cutting people, he was even more the one to do it. I don’t know how much animal and human blood stained those hands of his.

I once witnessed his entire pig-slaughtering process firsthand, to the point that for a long time afterward I didn’t want to eat pork—just thinking of that scene made me want to vomit.

He would first have several Xiao Jiaos pin the pig down. When pinning it, some would grab the pig’s ears, others its tail, and the pig would squeal loudly. After pinning it down, they’d bind it with coarse hemp rope, tying the two front hooves together and the two back hooves together, while the pig continued squealing. At this point, Da Batou would pick up a pole, raise it high, and strike hard at the pig’s head. Generally after three blows, the pig wouldn’t cry out so fiercely. After the pig was dazed, several people would carry it onto a millstone, place a large basin under the pig’s neck, and Da Batou would pick up a sharpened pointed knife and stab it into the pig’s neck—this was called bloodletting. With one stroke, the pig’s neck would open with a huge gash, steaming hot pig blood flowing out in torrents into the basin below. An adult sow could generally fill more than half a basin with blood. As the blood flowed out, the pig’s grunting sounds would grow smaller and smaller until finally it stopped making any sound at all.

After the blood was drained, they would begin gutting it. Da Batou would flip the pig over face-up, and from top to bottom, slice the pig’s belly open with one cut. At that moment a fishy, foul-smelling hot vapor would disperse out, fumigating people until they felt waves of nausea. After slicing it open, they’d begin pulling out the internal organs, especially needing to preserve the bladder well for future use in zha fei scams.

The first time I witnessed this scene, my legs went soft. Seeing the others watching with high spirits, I felt they had all become numb. San Batou even composed a jingle on this theme that went like this: “What are life’s four great reds? The butchering knife, the pig-killing basin, a young lady’s undergarments, and burning clouds.”

When I first heard it, I didn’t understand. Later, after explanations from the Xiao Jiaos, I finally got it: the butchering knife and pig-killing basin needless to say were stained with blood and thus red, burning clouds could burn half the sky red, also red, but this business about the young lady’s undergarments—not until the Xiao Jiaos mentioned women’s menstruation did I suddenly understand. Truly, swindlers aren’t scary—what’s scary is when swindlers have culture!

I asked the other Xiao Jiaos whether Da Batou had been born this ruthless. They said yes, and even more so since his wife died. I asked how his wife died. The Xiao Jiaos said she was chewed up by pigs.

It turned out that several years ago, Da Batou married a female A’Bao from the organization. That woman also had a vicious-looking face and was skilled at zha fei. Because pig blood and pig bladders were frequently needed, Zu Ye had people raise over a dozen pigs in a secluded courtyard for use in zha fei scams.

Once, Da Batou’s wife took a Xiao Jiao there to select pigs when she suddenly had an epileptic seizure and fell headfirst into the pigpen, her whole body convulsing, unable to move. Over a dozen pigs rushed over together trying to tear her apart. That Xiao Jiao quickly grabbed a stick to beat them, but it was completely useless. Those pigs went crazy, clamping down and not letting go. Very quickly they chewed her to pieces. That Xiao Jiao fled back in terror to report, and by the time people arrived, only a few bones remained. Although pigs are omnivores, cases of pigs eating people are still very rare. The Xiao Jiaos all privately said this was karmic retribution, because Da Batou and his wife worked scams together and constantly killed pigs, they had killing energy on their bodies. The pigs sensed it and attacked her.

In his rage, Da Batou killed all dozen-plus pigs and from then on became addicted to killing. Every few days if he didn’t kill something, he felt uncomfortable. People who frequently take lives probably truly do have killing energy on them. Once when we went out together on business, we encountered a large snake on a mountain path. No matter how everyone tried to drive it away, it wouldn’t move. Later Da Batou came up from behind—before he even arrived, the snake slithered away in a flash.

When Da Batou killed dogs, ordinary people didn’t dare be present, because dogs were much more agile than pigs. They had to first be chained up, then Da Batou would walk over holding a stick. At that moment the dog would bark madly like crazy, assuming a desperate fighting stance. Sometimes the dog would bite Da Batou, but in the end it would still be beaten down by Da Batou. Actually there was another method for killing dogs—directly putting a slip noose on them and strangling them to death with rope—but Da Batou felt that wasn’t satisfying enough. He liked the taste of blood. Only when he’d smashed a dog’s head until its brains splattered did he feel happy.

Killing chickens goes without saying—generally one stroke would chop the chicken’s head off. A headless chicken, riding on its body, could still run more than ten meters, then blood would gush like a fountain, it would flop around a few times and stop moving.

Having witnessed these bloody scenes, I often had nightmares at night. The “Three Lives Cause and Effect Sutra” has a line: “Why is this life short? Because in past lives you slaughtered living beings.” The six realms of sentient beings all have spiritual nature. How terrified humans are facing death is how terrified animals are. Just thinking of those eyes before death is frightening. In my eyes, meat was just animal corpses—nothing worth eating.

After New China was established, Da Batou was sentenced to death. Actually even if the government hadn’t sentenced him to death, Heaven had already sentenced him to death. In 1950, he suddenly contracted a strange disease, a strange skin disease where his whole body cracked, skin peeling off in layers like fish scales, very itchy. When scratched it would break open, flowing yellow fluid, stinking terribly. Over time his whole body festered. Zu Ye invited the best local physician for him, but still couldn’t cure it.

Normally Zu Ye always warned Da Batou to be careful not to get bitten by dogs when killing them, so today seeing “Xianren Shou” in this state, Zu Ye first thought of rabies.

Zu Ye said coldly: “When encountering matters, stay calm. Don’t always resort to beating and killing, especially with your own brothers.”

Er Batou said with a forced smile: “I thought he was putting on an act!”

Zu Ye said: “I think you’ve gotten too used to putting on acts—you think of everything in those terms! Think carefully, has ‘Xianren Shou’ had any accidents recently?”

Er Batou thought for a long time. “Accidents? No accidents… Oh!” Er Batou cried out, remembering something. “Not long ago when running the ‘bat scam,’ he was bitten by a bat!”

Everyone knew about this bat scam—it was Zu Ye’s recent masterpiece. Two feuding families were fighting, and we ran a double scam in the middle.

The First Double Scam in Fortune-Telling History

The Zhang Family and Li Family were both major households in a neighboring town. The two families had always had enmity, reportedly fighting for three generations already. Recently tensions escalated because when Zhang Family’s patriarch Zhang Er’gou moved graves during Qingming Festival, he discovered something in his grandfather’s grave mound—a “suppression stone.”

A so-called “suppression stone” was a stone pressed on the “wealth head” position of a coffin. The “wealth head” was the position at the top of the coffin where the dead person’s head was located. Ancient people most emphasized the placement position of coffins during burial and whether anything was on top. If when a family member died and was buried, someone secretly played a trick and used a “suppression stone” to suppress the “wealth head,” then that family was finished—three consecutive generations would have constant bad luck until the day the “suppression stone” was discovered and dug out.

To put a “suppression stone” on a coffin required many people’s cooperation, because when burying, the deceased’s relatives would all be present. Generally they would first perform filial rites, then lower the coffin into the dug pit. After that, all relatives would circle around the earth pit, while circling they’d grab earth and sprinkle it on the coffin—this was called “rounding the grave,” indicating the deceased’s descendants were all filial people. After rounding the grave, the surrounding laborers would then wield spades and bury earth in large chunks. So to place a “suppression stone,” several laborers all had to be bribed. Taking advantage of people’s inattention, they’d toss a granite stone onto the “wealth head,” then quickly bury it—job done.

After Zhang Er’gou discovered this “suppression stone,” he immediately started cursing. He believed this must have been done by the Li Family. The reason was his father had once schemed against the Li Family. In the 22nd year of the Republic, when the Li Family had rebuilt their house, Er’gou’s father had seized this opportunity, bribed a tile mason, and used a “Luban Gate” technique, wanting to make the Li Family lose everything.

Houses at that time were mostly quadrangle courtyards, with the main residence tallest and largest, facing south. The structure differed from current residential houses. Current “ridge-raising” houses have roofs high in the middle with slopes on both sides. Houses back then had flat roofs with walls built around the perimeter, with two drainage channels on each of the four directions—east, south, west, and north—used for drainage.

“Luban Gate” techniques were many. One involved using wood to make a small flowing-water horse cart. Wind holes were drilled in the horse’s belly. Taking advantage of people’s inattention, when laying bricks, they’d sandwich the small horse cart into the brick channel above the drainage channel. This way, every time it rained, water would flow under the small horse cart, air would circulate, and the wind holes on the horse’s belly would make whooshing sounds. This sound was very subtle—unless you were an insider, you fundamentally couldn’t hear it. This was called “wealth flows away to utter poverty, the horse falls and fortune collapses bringing bad luck home”—in feng shui studies this was extremely inauspicious! Generally without deep enmity and great hatred, one wouldn’t use this damaging trick!

What enmity did the two families have? It’s a long story. Zhang Er’gou’s grandfather was a Qing Dynasty juren, surnamed Zhang, given name He, courtesy name Zhongjin. Before Zhang Zhongjin passed the juren examination, he and Li Family’s young master Li Wencai were close buddies. The two played together from childhood, attended private school together, took the children’s examination together, and later fell in love with the same girl. But neither would pierce through this layer of window paper, because childhood playmate brothers, once you pierce through this matter, you can’t be brothers anymore. Between men, everything can be shared—only wives are the exception.

That girl was Miss Zhao from the Zhao Family. Proficient in music, chess, calligraphy and painting, generally she “never went out the main gate, never stepped out the second gate.” One year, when an old master from Yuelu Academy came locally to help print Buddhist sutras and opened an altar to preach dharma, Miss Zhao accompanied her mother to listen. By coincidence Zhang Zhongjin and Li Wencai also went, and these two fellows immediately spotted Miss Zhao in the crowd.

But ancient people liked to act refined, especially literati—opening and closing their mouths were always about benevolence and morality. After the two returned from the dharma assembly, they each composed a poem in flowery language, lavishly praising Miss Zhao. Then they started playing false courtesies. The younger Zhang Zhongjin said: “Elder Brother has the looks of Pan’an and feelings like Liu Lang. If this lady could be betrothed to you, it would truly be a heaven-sent marriage, certain to become a widely-told tale of romance in the countryside!”

Li Wencai immediately returned the courtesy: “Not at all, not at all. Dear Brother is full of learning and highly talented. If you could form a union with Miss Zhao, it would be a perfect match of handsome man and beautiful woman!” Then the two deeply bowed to each other, making gestures of yielding, though in their hearts both were cursing: “Why don’t you just die!”

Later, both the Zhang Family and Li Family sent matchmakers to seek marriage, and both brought their birth charts. Matching birth charts for marriage was a procedure ancient people had to go through when forming unions. If the charts didn’t match, even if two people loved each other to death, basically it couldn’t happen. Coincidentally, both Zhang Zhongjin’s and Li Wencai’s birth charts matched with the young lady’s. For a time the Zhao Family also had difficulty choosing.

Thus Zhang Zhongjin and Li Wencai began secretly competing. They came and went less frequently in daily life, and when they met it was all forced smiles as they performed courtesy. Just at this critical juncture, the provincial examination began. The two took the exam simultaneously. As a result, Zhang Zhongjin passed as a juren while Li Wencai failed. Originally the two were evenly matched, neither superior nor inferior, but now the gap immediately widened. In the end, Zhang Zhongjin got his wish and married Miss Zhao, while Li Wencai could only sigh once and give up.

But this grudge was formed. From then on the two became strangers, not even maintaining basic face.

Li Wencai liked fortune-telling. When he had nothing to do normally, he’d chat with a few fortune-tellers. After this incident, he even invited a Daoist priest to his home to see if there was any way to break it. Who knew the person invited was a fake Daoist priest—his real identity was an A’Bao of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

That Daoist priest said: “Alas, she’s already married over there—what’s to break!”

Li Wencai said: “Then I can’t let him have peace!”

That Daoist priest said: “I won’t do this!”

Li Wencai directly slammed a silver ingot on the table: “As long as this marriage can be broken, name your price!”

That Daoist priest said: “What kind of talk is this! Better to demolish ten temples than break one marriage! Looks like I’m going to hell again!” These words clearly meant he’d agreed—silver evidently had more killing power than hell.

That Daoist priest had Li Wencai bring out Miss Zhao’s birthday. Because they’d exchanged birth charts before, Li Wencai had the young lady’s birthday. After spreading out the chart and looking, the Daoist priest smiled: “Young Master needn’t worry. This chart has mixed officials and killings—it’s a chart prone to adultery. As long as this poor priest slightly applies magic arts, I guarantee she’ll come to your side! As long as you don’t mind that she’s damaged goods, you can take her!”

“Damaged goods” was fortune-telling terminology, meaning the young lady’s virginity was broken—she was no longer a virgin. So in ancient times if someone said a man married “damaged goods,” it was tremendous shame! In that society of three obediences and four virtues, men only demanded how women should preserve chastity but never reflected on their own licentiousness.

Li Wencai smiled deviously: “Damaged goods I’ll enter, but I won’t keep!”

The Daoist priest was stunned, thinking: Is this even human?

So the Daoist priest played “zha fei,” making two straw figures, dressing them in small clothes cut from red paper, writing two names on their backs respectively: Zhang Zhongjin, Zhao Yue’e.

That Daoist priest also used sorghum stalks to prop up a small building structure, placing one figure inside the building and one outside, separating them with an apricot branch in the middle. Then he made another straw figure, wrote Li Wencai’s name on it, and had this figure stand on the apricot branch, beckoning toward “Zhao Yue’e” inside the building.

Seeing everything that Daoist priest was doing, Li Wencai was amused: “Master, can this thing work? Why does it feel so ridiculous!”

Seeing the scam was about to break, that Daoist priest immediately said seriously: “This is only part of it! The key is the incantation. I’ll tell you the incantation. At midnight each day, stand before the building and silently recite it. Within seven times seven, forty-nine days, I guarantee Zhao Yue’e will deliver herself to your door!”

Li Wencai quickly bowed his head, listening as the Daoist priest explained the incantation clearly, deeply memorizing it in his heart.

After everything was done, the Daoist priest ate dinner and was about to leave. Li Wencai said: “Thank you, Master! If this matter succeeds, Wencai will definitely reward you handsomely!”

When that Daoist priest heard this, he nearly died of anger! After the matter succeeds? This fellow is too cunning! Not even an advance payment? He’s trying to get something for nothing! Besides, when would the matter ever succeed? It was all “zha fei” anyway! That Daoist priest forcibly suppressed his fire, smiling and saying: “I and Young Master have a friendship transcending age—how can we discuss such worldly matters! This poor priest only hopes that after Young Master obtains Miss Zhao, you can treat her well!”

Li Wencai said smiling: “Master truly has a compassionate heart!”

That Daoist priest left in a huff. But the A’Baos were not to be trifled with—this losing deal couldn’t be swallowed. Within a few days that Daoist priest went to the Zhang Family, then tearfully explained how the Li Family had forced him to cast spells, how his conscience was deeply condemned, how he couldn’t sleep at night, so he’d come to confess, requesting forgiveness.

The young couple Zhang Zhongjin and his wife were both dumbfounded, asking: “Is this true?”

The Daoist priest said: “Go to his east wing room—that building structure and small straw figures are right there. If he lets you in, it means I’m lying. If he won’t let you in, it means something’s up.”

Zhang Zhongjin thought this made sense, but he and Li Wencai were on such bad terms now, there was fundamentally no way to enter the door. That Daoist priest saw Zhang Zhongjin hesitating and said to him: “This poor priest has a plan.”

Zhang Zhongjin said: “What plan?”

The Daoist priest said: “Fight scheme with scheme!”

The next day, Zhang Zhongjin wrote a letter and had a servant deliver it to Li Wencai. When Li Wencai looked, it was inviting him to drink wine. The letter roughly said: “This younger brother’s heart has been quite unsettled recently. Originally thought that marrying Miss Zhao from the Zhao Family would allow enjoyment of family happiness, but unexpectedly this woman is absent-minded every day, unconcerned with moral principles, constantly thinking of strange techniques and lewd cunning…”

Li Wencai was delighted—looks like the Master’s magic arts were taking effect. So wanting to also probe the real situation, he came to the appointment. The two found a tavern, ordered a few small dishes. After a few cups of wine, tears fell from Zhang Zhongjin’s eyes: “Dear Brother, this younger brother’s heart aches! Thinking back to when we brothers in those years composed poetry and matched verses—what intimacy, what happiness! For the sake of a lowly woman, to become like strangers—is it worth it?”

Li Wencai’s belly was about to explode with joy. He bit his tongue hard before it hurt enough to squeeze out two tears: “Alas, Dear Brother, let’s not speak of it. Surviving countless tribulations brothers remain, meeting with a smile erases all grudges! We brothers for so long—although I too was infatuated with Miss Zhao, since Dear Brother was first to succeed, honestly speaking, at first my heart hurt, but later thinking it over, as long as Dear Brother is happy, how could this foolish brother not be happy?”

Upon hearing this, Zhang Zhongjin lay on the table covering his face with his sleeve, crying loudly—actually secretly rubbing wine spilled on the table into his eyes, otherwise he really couldn’t cry.

The two drank facing each other for an hour. Zhang Zhongjin said drunkenly: “Dear Brother, since this younger brother married, I haven’t once gone to play at elder brother’s home! I miss the days when we brothers were together! Thinking back, we would drink at dusk, recite the ‘Book of Songs’ at night, and when tired, share the same bed with the same quilt—how happy!”

Li Wencai said: “Dear Brother! Let’s go! Tonight come to my place! We’ll drink under the moon as before, then fall drunkenly asleep!”

So the two wobbled their way toward the Li Family home. Upon entering the door, the Li Family’s servants were startled. Seeing these two fellows with little red faces from drink—how would they know both men’s minds were extremely clear.

After entering the main gate, Zhang Zhongjin wobbled directly toward the east wing room: “Venerable Mother, Zhang He has come to pay respects!”

Li Wencai grabbed him: “Dear Brother, wrong, wrong, Venerable Mother is in the main hall!”

Zhang Zhongjin pretended confusion, pointing at the east wing room: “Isn’t this the main hall!” As he spoke, he plunged toward it.

Li Wencai followed with several steps, grabbing him tightly: “Dear Brother, you’re drunk, you’re drunk!”

Zhang Zhongjin said laughing: “I’m not drunk, I want to pay respects to Venerable Mother! Come, let’s go together!” As he spoke, pulling Li Wencai, they were about to push the door open.

Li Wencai shot a fierce look at a servant, seeming to say: “Are you stupid? Just standing there watching without moving?” The servant quickly rushed over, and together with Li Wencai they carried Zhang Zhongjin to the main hall.

At this moment Li Wencai’s mother and father also heard the commotion and hurriedly came out from the inner room, smiling and saying: “Zhongjin has come, quickly come in, quickly come in!”

Zhang Zhongjin laughed toward the sky, his laughter making everyone in the room shudder. Then he embraced Li Wencai, bringing his mouth close to Li Wencai’s ear, quietly saying: “Miss Zhao and I won’t last long. If Dear Brother doesn’t mind, this younger brother will yield her to you.”

The muscles in Li Wencai’s face twitched: “Dear Brother, you’ve drunk too much.”

Zhang Zhongjin said laughing: “No, I’m going home right now to write a letter of divorce. You wait for me.” Having said this, he shook off Li Wencai and walked straight out the door. Li Wencai stood there stunned, somewhat at a loss.

Zhang Zhongjin returned home where that Daoist priest was waiting. He asked Zhang Zhongjin: “How did it go?”

Zhang Zhongjin waved his hand and pulled out a handful of silver from his sleeve: “Master, I beseech you to cast magic arts again. If I don’t destroy his family completely, I swear I’m not human!”

Zhao Yue’e came out from the inner room saying: “There’s no need for that. Live your own life. Harmony in the family brings prosperity to all—it’s fine not to believe in these things!”

Zhang Zhongjin said: “No!”

The Daoist priest looked at the silver on the table, thinking this time he’d better negotiate the price first—don’t be like that fellow last time who just waved it around, then in the end didn’t get a single coin. So he said calmly: “Young Master Zhang does this poor priest too much honor! We who have left home are compassionate! I told you this matter because my conscience was condemned. Now you want to turn the tables and make me do the same—how can my conscience rest?”

Zhang Zhongjin said: “Using evil to restrain evil is not doing bad! Could Master just watch evildoers act evil without caring?”

The Daoist priest said: “This…”

Zhang Zhongjin went into the room and brought out several more silver ingots, stuffing them all before the Master: “Please Master display your magic arts!” Seeing this was real and not playing around, that Master began “zha fei” again—drawing talismans, chanting incantations, setting up feng shui formations, making a great commotion. Finally he took the silver and fled.

The next day at dusk, the Daoist priest quietly went to Li Wencai’s home again. Actually Li Wencai was just wanting to find him. The Daoist priest said: “Has it taken effect?” Li Wencai said smiling: “Master’s Daoist arts are profound—in just a few days, results are already showing. Can Master add more effort?”

The Master squinted his eyes: “Alas, this shortens one’s lifespan!”

Li Wencai caught on and immediately stuffed several silver ingots into the Daoist priest’s hands. Only then did that Daoist priest make a great show of going through the motions. The old Daoist, coming out from the Li home, felt he’d swindled both sides about equally, so he quietly disappeared, vanishing without a trace from then on.

But both Zhang Zhongjin and Li Wencai believed this was genuine magic arts, thinking that Master didn’t wish to interfere further in worldly affairs and had gone into seclusion.

Later events proved that Zhang Zhongjin and Zhao Yue’e always had excellent feelings for each other. Li Wencai never knew what exactly went wrong. After waiting several years, he never saw Zhao Yue’e commit adultery.

Later Zhang Zhongjin was once drinking with a heap of friends. After drinking heartily, he momentarily misspoke and actually spilled out this old affair. As it turned out, the speaker was careless but the listener took it to heart. At the drinking table there happened to be someone with good relations to Li Wencai, and the matter was exposed. Only then did Li Wencai suddenly realize: “No wonder the magic arts failed!”

From then on, the two began exchanging letters cursing each other! The enmity between the two families deepened further, greatly taking on the momentum of swearing not to rest until playing the other to death!

Later in Zhang Er’gou’s father’s generation, because Er’gou’s father was making revolution, when Yuan Shikai was arresting revolutionaries, the Li Family was first to come forward and inform on him. As a result they arrested Er’gou’s father and sentenced him to execution after the autumn assizes. Er’gou’s family spent until they were bankrupted, finally finding a substitute to take his place and stealing the person out of prison. From then on Er’gou’s father fled to Xinjiang, living under an assumed name.

Although Er’gou’s father was far away in Xinjiang, he never forgot revenge, secretly maintaining contact with Er’gou—as long as there was opportunity, they would definitely take revenge! As a result in the 22nd year of the Republic, when the Li Family was rebuilding their house, Er’gou’s father invited a master of “Luban Gate,” made the flowing-water wooden horse, bribed a tile mason planning to use underhanded tricks on the Li Family.

As a result that tile mason had a guilty conscience. When placing the small horse cart into the brick cavity, he was flustered and discovered! He was chased and beaten by Li Family people from the rooftop to the ground, his leg even broke. Later he was tied up to be sent to the authorities, and only then did that tile mason confess truthfully. The Zhang Family, knowing the scheme had leaked, also prepared to fight to the death. A bloody battle was on the verge of breaking out. But nothing whatsoever happened. The Li Family was surprisingly calm.

Several years passed like this until Er’gou’s grandfather at age 82 died of natural causes. On the funeral day, the Li Family’s patriarch—Li Wencai’s son Li Qiming—ran to the Zhang home to pay condolences. This was too unexpected. Li Qiming prostrated himself before Old Master Zhang’s spirit, weeping bitter tears: “Old Master Zhang, starting from you and my father, our two families have fought for three generations. For several decades, our two families schemed exhaustively, each using poisonous plans, fighting until both were defeated and injured, families destroyed and people dead—what’s the point! They say enmity should be resolved not deepened. Now you’ve departed on a crane westward. May your spirit in heaven let our two families end this hatred! Qiming kowtows to you! May your spirit in heaven bless our two families’ future descendants to live in harmony! Never to fight again!” Having said this, he kowtowed repeatedly.

These words made everyone present shed tears. The two families had fought so many years—perhaps today should be the end of it. Er’gou was also quite moved, inviting Li Qiming inside. The two again expressed much sighing.

During the funeral procession, Li Qiming brought his children and grandchildren, all kneeling at the side helping out. Later when Er’gou moved the grave, he discovered the “suppression stone.” Recalling scene after scene from when his grandfather was buried, he realized the Li Family had been running a scam—that was a cat crying false tears over a mouse, first using sincerity to confuse you, then using a heap of people in chaos to disturb the line of sight, taking advantage of people’s inattention to place the “suppression stone”!

Er’gou wanted revenge. Through an informant’s introduction he found Er Batou. After explaining the three generations of fighting between his family and the Li Family, Er Batou was delighted upon hearing this. This matter was recorded in the “Jiang Xiang Case Records.” He’d even discussed it with Zu Ye and marveled at the double scam that “Daoist priest” predecessor had done. This Er’gou before him was a super fat roe deer—superstitious thinking deep in his bones, too easy to trick. Er Batou immediately reported this matter to Zu Ye. After hearing it, Zu Ye only said one sentence to Er Batou: also make it a double scam.

Er Batou had followed Zu Ye so long, he understood Zu Ye best. Zu Ye was someone who pursued perfection—running a scam had to be done brilliantly and perfectly before he was happy. He wanted to glorify his achievements in Jiang Xiang annals.

The Opium Business Inside Corpses

Er Batou was the organization’s “zha fei” expert. Zu Ye was at ease leaving this scam to him. Zu Ye rarely felt at ease with anyone. Er Batou had also gone through some tempering before gaining Zu Ye’s trust. Especially the “corpse-driving scam” he’d coordinated with Zu Ye—the entire process could be called thrilling and fraught with danger. It was also that time when Zu Ye completely subdued Er Batou.

In 1932, the Japanese Navy Marine Corps attacked Shanghai. The 19th Route Army rose up to resist. The fighting was brutal with many deaths.

Zu Ye hadn’t expected this incident would bring him money-making opportunities.

Not long after the 19th Route Army withdrew, a “special merchant” found Zu Ye. “Special merchant” was underworld slang meaning people who sold opium. Although after the Nanjing Provisional Government was established they issued an opium prohibition order, the opium business was still extremely rampant because this trade was truly too profitable. Even later when the National Government currency depreciated, high officials and wealthy merchants actually hoarded opium privately to deal with inflation.

That “special merchant” was surnamed Jia, people called him Fourth Master Jia. He’d always had dealings with warlords and gangs, also an old friend of Zu Ye for many years.

Fourth Master Jia mysteriously told Zu Ye there was big business, asking whether he was willing to do it.

Zu Ye asked what business. Fourth Master Jia said: “Calling the dead!”

Zu Ye was startled. “Calling the dead” was an old custom in certain Central Plains regions—bringing those who died in foreign lands, especially those who died on battlefields, back to their hometowns through soul-summoning arts so they wouldn’t become lonely wandering ghosts. In western Hunan this was also called “corpse driving.”

Zu Ye deeply understood the tricks of this “calling the dead”—actually it was all done by living people. First they’d wash the corpse clean, use a knife to cut open the belly, scoop out all the internal organs, then soak it in medicinal water to prevent the body from rotting. Then one person would carry the corpse on their back, put on a large funeral robe covering both the corpse and themselves together, then wear a straw hat themselves, stick talismans on their face, pretending to be a corpse. Another person would walk ahead shaking a soul-summoning bell while scattering paper money. The two would work together until carrying the corpse all the way home.

If there were many corpses, they’d use iron wire to thread through the corpses’ collarbones, then tie them to poles, stringing them together. With all the internal organs scooped out, leaving only an empty shell, it wasn’t too heavy. Finding two people with great strength, they’d put the poles on their shoulders and carry them front and back while walking.

Corpse driving was hard physical labor, even more so labor requiring courage—ordinary people couldn’t do it. Especially walking mountain paths at night, under moonlight on small mountain roads, carrying dead people while hopping along, mountain winds suddenly rising, crows crying mournfully, paper money flying everywhere—even clearly knowing there’s a dead person on your back, you always feel there’s a pair of eyes behind your head staring straight at you.

Zu Ye spoke up: “This work is both exhausting and has no profit. Why has Fourth Master thought of this work?”

Fourth Master Jia whispered a few words in Zu Ye’s ear. After hearing, Zu Ye’s expression slowly relaxed.

Fourth Master Jia continued: “Only this method—officials don’t care, citizens don’t ask, even cats and dogs avoid it. You have many people under you playing ‘zha fei’—you can pretend to be a soul-summoning master. A match made in heaven!”

Zu Ye looked at Fourth Master Jia’s confident appearance and asked: “Are the military people reliable?”

Fourth Master Jia said: “Adjutant Yao—you’ve met him. All many years of friendship.”

Zu Ye thought for a while: “Good.”

Zu Ye made careful plans and assigned Er Batou to implement them. Before departure, Zu Ye instructed: “You must be careful, absolutely don’t make any mistakes!”

Er Batou slapped his chest: “Rest assured! I’m expert at playing with dead people!”

It turned out Fourth Master Jia wanted to transport a batch of opium to the south. At that time the situation was too tense, and with war and chaos everywhere, he didn’t dare go openly for fear of variables. So he consulted with a confidential secretary of the Kuomintang—through the “calling the dead” method, deceiving heaven and crossing the sea. Nominally it was for warriors who died heroically in the Songhu War of Resistance to return their souls to their hometowns. Actually it was borrowing these corpses to transport opium. For money, people can lose all conscience—actually people are more frightening than ghosts.

After Er Batou received the order, he set out with five “Xiao Jiaos.” After finding the contact person, they first hollowed out five corpses with military ranks, wrapped the opium in oil paper, wrapped another layer with small cowhide, placed it into the corpses’ empty bellies. After stuffing them full, they used thread to sew the belly skin up. Human flesh is layered—they had to sew layer by layer, otherwise it would leak out.

After finishing, the Xiao Jiaos shouldered the corpses and set out. Er Batou played the soul-summoning master in front, left hand holding a copper bell, right hand scattering paper money. Wherever they passed, people all avoided them.

After walking just one day, the Xiao Jiaos began crying out they were tired. Carrying a dead person—moreover a dead person whose belly was full of opium, up and down seventy to eighty pounds—over time, the corpse’s funeral smell, medicinal water smell, and the living person’s freshly-produced sweat smell mixed together, fumigating people until nauseous.

Er Batou, eager for achievement, shouted loudly: “Hurry, hurry!”

The Xiao Jiaos timidly said: “Second Master, this is too heavy, really can’t walk anymore.”

Er Batou was so angry smoke came from his nose: “A bunch of trash!”

Although Er Batou continuously cursed and scolded, the team walked slower and slower. Er Batou began thinking of ideas: “I have a method that can lighten your load…”

The Xiao Jiaos looked at each other, asking: “Second Master… what method?”

Er Batou smiled slightly and spoke out the method.

After the Xiao Jiaos heard, they looked at each other: “The idea is good, but if something goes wrong and Zu Ye investigates…”

Er Batou shouted: “If something goes wrong, I’ll take responsibility!”

So the Xiao Jiaos all followed the plan. Two days later they easily reached the destination. After Er Batou handed over the opium to the contact person, he went to the inn. Zu Ye and Fourth Master Jia were already waiting there.

“No accidents?” Zu Ye asked.

Er Batou said: “Everything went smoothly!”

Zu Ye glanced at Fourth Master Jia. Fourth Master Jia smiled with satisfaction. Zu Ye also smiled.

The next day at the coffin viewing, the deceased’s families and Adjutant Yao were all present. Er Batou in a full Daoist robe, leading several Xiao Jiaos, circled around the coffins several times, again scattering paper money, again chanting spells. Finally he stuffed copper coins into the deceased’s mouths—reportedly this was for the deceased to deal with little ghosts on the Yellow Springs road. After everything was arranged, Er Batou said: “The coffins may be viewed.”

Those family members, suppressing tremendous grief, surrounded the coffins, staring vacantly at their relatives. But who would have thought their relatives all only had one head left!

After viewing the coffins and recognizing the relatives, next came burial. At this moment, an accident occurred!

An old lady truly couldn’t bear the inner pain of losing her son and actually threw herself at the coffin, going to touch her son’s body. After grabbing a few times, she nearly pulled the entire funeral garment off. Er Batou quickly pulled her back, saying: “Madam! This absolutely cannot be done!”

But it was too late—that corpse’s “leg” was already exposed. It was a tree branch. The old lady cried out in shock: “Where are my son’s legs?”

This cry shocked everyone present! These were all corpses designated by Adjutant Yao, only hit by a few bullets, leaving complete corpses! Adjutant Yao quickly stepped forward wanting to examine the corpse. Zu Ye’s eyes and hands were quick—he grabbed and pulled him back, eyes staring hard at him! Adjutant Yao saw there was meaning in Zu Ye’s eyes and stopped.

The air at the scene froze. At this moment, only Zu Ye was heard saying loudly: “Battlefield fighting, bullets and shells like rain—these several officers died for the country. Some had legs blown off by artillery shells, some had bellies blasted open. Before placing them in coffins, these several disciples of mine arranged them, the purpose being not wanting the families to be excessively grieved!”

Adjutant Yao glared viciously at Zu Ye once: “Hmph!” But he didn’t dare make a scene because he had a share in it too.

Zu Ye continued: “Everyone knows the rules of soul summoning. If everyone continues crying and wailing, then the deceased’s souls will be uneasy, souls flying out of the body, becoming lonely wandering ghosts—that would waste everyone’s painstaking efforts!”

When the old lady heard this, she gradually quieted down and stopped crying.

Er Batou quickly said to the Xiao Jiaos: “Let’s bury them.”

After the coffins entered the earth, Er Batou drew a circle in front of the cemetery, placed prepared stacks of paper money in the circle and lit them, mouth reciting: “Came naked, leave naked, past life doesn’t know present life matters, born of parents muddling through the days; karmic creditors no longer continue, after death in Yellow Springs no enemies; send—off—the—funeral—”

The suona players blew their suonas, relatives wept bitterly. Adjutant Yao couldn’t help but also shed tears—after all these were anti-Japanese brothers whose blood stained the battlefield. People, although always having their eyes covered by material desires, yet that thread of virtuous mind at the bottom of their hearts would always unconsciously flow out.

After the funeral ended, Zu Ye, Adjutant Yao, and Fourth Master Jia returned to the inn.

“Er Batou!” Zu Ye called Er Batou into the room. “What happened?”

Er Batou glanced at Adjutant Yao and Fourth Master Jia, lowered his head. After a long time, he only made an “mm” sound.

“Speak!” Zu Ye’s roar shook the room buzzing.

Er Batou quickly poured out the whole story.

“Calling the dead” had rules. The corpses summoned back home—the family wouldn’t see them first. After the corpse-driving artisan finished the ritual and arranged the bodies into coffins, only then could the family view the coffins. And they absolutely couldn’t cry, even more couldn’t touch the bodies, otherwise the wronged souls would be uneasy and leave their bodies. Only after burial in the earth could they cry. Er Batou seized on this pattern and actually dared to have everyone cut off the corpses’ heads, throw away the bodies, then get several back baskets, put all the opium in the baskets with the heads on top of the opium, still covering them with large funeral robes imitating zombie walking—this greatly lightened the Xiao Jiaos’ burden. The team walked much faster.

Reaching the destination, Er Batou arranged overnight for the Xiao Jiaos to get five wooden stakes, dressed each stake in brand new funeral garments, also stuffed in much cotton to create a human form. The sleeves and trouser legs were also propped up with tree branches. Finally using thick iron wire they stuck the heads on the wooden stakes, wrapping cloth at the joints, combining with the funeral garments—seamless. Anyway those families only needed to see the deceased’s faces—no one would examine the deceased’s bodies. This was the “corpse driving” rule.

After hearing, Zu Ye said coldly: “Do you do it yourself, or do I do it?”

Er Batou looked at Zu Ye, then looked at the expressionless Adjutant Yao and Fourth Master Jia, saying in a low voice: “I’ll do it myself!”

Having said this, he placed his left hand’s pinky finger on the table edge. His right hand wielded a knife—crack! Without hesitation he chopped the finger off! Fresh blood quickly sprayed all over the floor. Er Batou hurt so much sweat covered his forehead, but he didn’t make a sound.

From then on Er Batou became nine-fingered. Zu Ye doing this was also unavoidable—first, to give Fourth Master Jia and Adjutant Yao an explanation; second, also to dampen Er Batou’s sharpness, otherwise he’d be difficult to lead in the future.

Many years later when Zu Ye again chatted about this matter, he still had lingering fears. If this scam had been exposed then, the Kuomintang higher-ups would definitely have been furious. Zu Ye, Adjutant Yao, Fourth Master Jia, plus Er Batou and those Xiao Jiaos—all would have died!

Ghost Marriage

Er Batou studied “zha fei arts” all day, from time to time discussing with Zu Ye. Zu Ye very much appreciated his ideas. Sometimes when everyone drank wine together, Zu Ye would praise him in front of the other batous. Er Batou always dealt with dead people, paper money, incense, and cinnabar, to the point we could always smell funeral odor emanating from his body—this kind of smell seemingly couldn’t be washed off. So when visiting brothels, the girls didn’t much like getting close to him. Every time this happened, the other batous would feel psychologically balanced.

Er Batou played zha fei, and once he tricked himself. Speaking of this matter, it was truly very strange…

In the 25th year of the Republic, a cloth shop proprietor’s daughter died—died for love. She fell in love with a progressive youth, the kind of intellectual youth who stood on the street every day handing out flyers and making speeches. The old proprietor feared this kind of person would cause trouble, plus he was dirt poor, so he absolutely wouldn’t agree to this marriage. That girl begged her father, but the old proprietor just wouldn’t nod. The girl then consulted with that man, wanting that man to personally talk with her father. If it really didn’t work, they’d both kneel before her father together, kneeling until he agreed. As a result that man got stubborn, saying: “A man’s knees have gold beneath them. I kneel to heaven, kneel to earth, kneel to parents—other people I don’t kneel to!”

The woman said tearfully: “He’ll be your father-in-law in the future.”

The man said: “He’s not now. He looks down on me, belittles me, belittles the pure love between us! He’s just comprador bourgeoisie!”

The woman said: “Then let’s elope. Let’s go, go far away, go to the ends of the earth where no one can ever find us!”

The man said: “Why go? A real man always acts openly and above board! How can we do furtive things!”

The woman said: “Aren’t you two forcing me to death?”

The man said: “If you die, I’ll die immediately too. If we can’t be husband and wife in life, we must be together in death.”

When the man said this, he didn’t expect the girl would take it seriously. That night the girl left a suicide note and at midnight threw herself down a well to her death. When the corpse was fished up, her entire face was already swollen from suffocation.

The old proprietor nearly cried himself to death. He felt he’d wronged his daughter. But his daughter was already dead. He decided to hold a grand funeral for her! People around quietly discussed: “This kind of violent death—it’s not appropriate to hold a grand funeral. Best would be to arrange a ghost marriage, that would be worthy of the dead girl.”

In that era, ghost marriages were a very popular funeral arrangement. The meaning was that young men and women who hadn’t married—if they died, then they would be lonely in the underworld. If they had no companion, they’d become lonely wandering ghosts. At this time they needed to find a companion, bury the two together, and only then could the deceased rest in peace. Of course, this kind of joint burial opportunity wasn’t always available. Some deceased waited several years before a similarly-aged newly-dead person of the opposite sex would appear.

Er Batou sniffed out this information, knowing this was a money-making opportunity. He requested instructions from Zu Ye. After Zu Ye carefully analyzed this matter, he allowed Er Batou to take the lead in running the scam.

So informants began instigating that proprietor, saying there was a Daoist master who could summon souls. The girl died unjustly—her soul wandered uncertainly. They had to perform a ritual to summon her soul, stabilize the soul, then arrange a ghost marriage and it would be “complete.”

The old proprietor’s head was full of guilt. He quickly accepted this suggestion. This was actually a “trick.” If you directly approached about marriage, they might be suspicious. Er Batou appearing in the identity of a Daoist master would give people a sense of trust.

Er Batou said to the old proprietor: “Before leaving home, my family circumstances were good. I had a younger brother. Later he got sick and died—died at 18. My younger brother these years has also been alone in a solitary grave. If the old gentleman doesn’t mind, we can arrange a ghost marriage.”

The old proprietor saw hope and asked Er Batou: “What other people are in the Daoist Master’s family, what are the parents’ opinions?”

Er Batou said: “My parents, from excessive melancholy, also successively passed away. Now only I remain, so I saw through the red dust, donated my vast wealth, wholeheartedly left home for the Dao.”

The old proprietor felt this household was well-matched, so he said: “The Daoist Master’s opportunity truly saves this old man!”

Actually Er Batou had no younger brother at all. He sent Xiao Jiaos to find a long-neglected, unworshipped solitary grave in the wilderness, dug the person out—not even knowing if male or female, old or young—changed the coffin and carried it to the old proprietor’s home. This was truly swindling all the way to the ghosts!

Actually for this kind of violently-dead person’s ritual, ordinary Daoist priests wouldn’t dare accept it, especially women who died at midnight—reportedly they would all become fierce ghosts. But the A’Baos weren’t afraid.

On the night of the ghost marriage, Er Batou led over a dozen Xiao Jiaos to perform the ritual. In the courtyard sat a large red coffin containing the remains of his so-called “younger brother.” The girl’s corpse in funeral garments lay on a wooden couch. After finishing the ritual they’d be placed in coffins together for burial.

Er Batou lit incense, took prepared talismans and pasted them all over the girl. Then with disheveled hair he swayed back and forth, mouth muttering words.

The moon in the sky was bright. Suddenly a black shadow whooshed and darted onto the big tree in the courtyard. Everyone was startled. Looking, they didn’t know where a wild cat had run from, climbing to the treetop position, crouching on a tree branch, eyes emitting green light, watching below.

Er Batou continued casting the spell. At this time, a house dog the girl had raised when alive crawled out from the doghouse, quietly strolled under the wooden couch where the girl’s corpse was placed, and lay down.

Er Batou had once discussed with Zu Ye the “Zha Fei Secret Manual,” which contained one sentence: “Clouds cover the moon, cat, dog, and corpse hearts on the same line—the corpse will surely rise!” This referred to when A’Baos performed rituals, they absolutely had to watch for one situation—when clouds covered the moon, if at that moment the cat’s heart, the dog’s heart, and the dead person’s heart were positioned on the same straight line, the phenomenon of corpse-rising would occur. Corpse-rising meant the corpse suddenly came back to life, jumped up, and like an evil ghost wildly chased and bit people—extremely terrifying.

The ritual was still proceeding. When a Xiao Jiao circled around the corpse, he suddenly discovered that dog under the corpse bed. An ominous premonition filled his entire body. He looked at that cat in the treetop, staring with ghostly eyes watching everything. These three hearts seemed to be on a straight line. He patted Er Batou’s shoulder, just about to warn him, when a mass of dark clouds moved and the moon was seen sinking into the cloud layer.

Before Er Batou could react, that female corpse suddenly sat upright, abruptly opened her eyes, opened her mouth wide, and lunged at Er Batou. Er Batou was dumbfounded. With a shiver, terrified, he threw down his peachwood sword and ran outside. That female corpse seemed to recognize people, crying “ah ah,” propping herself up with both hands, chasing after Er Batou.

Several Xiao Jiaos quickly picked up sticks and chased from behind, forcefully beating the female corpse’s back. The female corpse took several heavy blows and finally couldn’t hold up. With an “eh” sound, her body stiffened and she fell to the side. Her vital yang energy completely dissipated—she was thoroughly dead, but died with eyes wide open, staring hard at Er Batou.

After Zu Ye learned of this matter, he immediately told Er Batou: “Don’t do this scam anymore! Heaven is angry! We fight with people, not with ghosts!”

Medical science wasn’t so advanced at that time. Everyone didn’t know that occasionally after people died, there were situations of coming back around. Zu Ye believed that Heaven was angry.

Later the Xiao Jiaos carried back that coffin containing who-knows-whose corpse. The old proprietor no longer requested joint burial and buried his daughter alone.

Zu Ye ordered the Xiao Jiaos to carry that coffin together with the remains to the back mountain, re-established a grave, and buried the remains. They burned much paper money and also placed pig head meat, rice wine and such on the offering table before the grave. When Zu Ye led all the brothers in three bows, yin winds arose from all directions, paper money and ash flew up together, soaring very high…

Blood-Sucking Bats

This time, Zu Ye again selected Er Batou.

But Er Batou didn’t personally run this scam. He gave this job to “Xianren Shou” because “Xianren Shou” had just become Qi Batou—his foundation wasn’t solid. A new official’s first three fires—he wanted to use this scam to let “Xianren Shou” establish himself in the organization.

“Xianren Shou” naturally understood the stakes involved! He analyzed this matter with Er Batou. Zhang Er’gou wanted revenge, wanted to utterly destroy the Li Family, but the Zhang Family had already declined and couldn’t produce too much silver. Truly as Zu Ye said, if they could make it a double scam, collecting the Zhang family’s silver while also collecting the Li family’s silver—this was brilliant scamming technique, just like that Daoist priest predecessor.

Later events proved “Xianren Shou” was ruthless enough, cunning enough, poisonous enough! This scam activated the “killing” method—moreover it was “absolute killing,” getting people killed.

After “Xianren Shou” received orders he began laying out the scam. He first did a “ghost knocking” bat scam, creating a terrifying atmosphere to frighten the Li Family people. The scamming technique was also very brilliant—all “zha fei” special skills personally transmitted by Er Batou. This required using one kind of prop—eels.

Eel blood had an extremely strong fishy smell that could attract bats from several li around. At night if eel blood was smeared on a family’s front gate, then surrounding bats would smell the scent and come, continuously flapping their wings, crashing into the front gate. The family’s people would think someone was knocking, put on clothes, carry a lantern and come out. Upon opening the door, the lantern would flash—bats liked darkness and most feared light—with a whoosh they’d all disappear. When the family looked outside the door and saw nothing there, they’d think they heard wrong, return inside, and just as they were about to sleep, they’d hear the same knocking sound again. Getting up again, opening the door to look—still nothing there. After several rounds of this torment, the family would collapse! After dawn when they went out to look, still nothing was there, because at first light the bats would fly away. The only thing they could see was bloody big handprints on the front gate, like ghost hands slapping the door—actually all deliberately drawn shapes when the scam-runners smeared eel blood.

To ensure this scam was foolproof, “Xianren Shou” personally carried the eel blood, leading two Xiao Jiaos, groping in the dark to the Li Family’s front gate to smear it. When they came, the small bucket holding eel blood was covered with a lid. After opening it, the fishy smell rushed to their noses. “Xianren Shou” used a brush dipped in eel blood to personally smear it. In less than half an incense stick’s time, the smearing was finished.

On the return journey, the several people were exceptionally relaxed. Having walked barely half a li, they felt a group of things following them, circling above their heads. Just as they were about to raise their heads to look, that group of things suddenly swooped over. The several people immediately realized: blood-sucking bats! Everyone quickly swatted their heads, fleeing all the way. After running more than a li, they entered a blacksmith shop and were finally safe.

Actually, bat teeth are very small. The wound they can bite open in human skin is also very small—not like legends say they can suck dry all the blood in a person’s body at once. They suck blood very slowly. Only when people are sound asleep or drunk, happening to be unlucky, will they be sucked a tiny bit. And once a person feels pain they immediately wake up, and the bat can no longer continue sucking. The reason “Xianren Shou” and the others fled with heads covered like rats was still feeling these things were too dirty, like ghosts, making people uncomfortable.

Returning to the organization, “Xianren Shou” discovered his forehead had been broken by a bat, bleeding a bit. He carefully recalled why the bats came. Before running the scam he was careful. After running it those props were all thrown away—how could bats still follow?

Later those two Xiao Jiaos who went along reminded him: “When you were smearing eel blood on the door, you might have been nervous and sweating. You wiped your forehead with your hand—probably at that time you accidentally smeared eel blood on your forehead. Or maybe the eel blood’s fishy smell was too strong. When smearing the gate, the smell soaked into your clothes and couldn’t dissipate for a while, attracting the bats.”

“Xianren Shou” smiled: “No problem! What’s this little injury!”

This “bat scam” truly took effect. The Li Family people were frightened. Originally a family with extremely heavy superstitious thinking, after this torment, the Li Family again began “seeking medical treatment and medicine” everywhere. At this time, the informants responsible by Liu Batou “Fengzi Shou” began playing their role, telling the Li Family that in a neighboring town there was a master who specialized in dealing with this kind of evil ghostly things. His Daoist arts were profound—they could invite him to have a look. Very soon, “Xianren Shou” came forward by invitation.

The Li Family’s patriarch Li Qiming described to “Xianren Shou” the entire process of the incident, also showing “Xianren Shou” the ghostly bloody handprints on the gate. “Xianren Shou” inwardly laughed, pretending to shake a copper bell, turned a circuit around the Li Family’s big courtyard, then solemnly said: “A ghost has entered your house!”

When Li Qiming heard this, he was so scared he shuddered: “May I ask Master, where did this thing come from?”

“Xianren Shou” said he needed to look at incense. Li Qiming quickly found the incense burner. “Xianren Shou” lit a bunch of incense and stuck it in the incense burner. After a while, that bunch of incense burned into a round well shape—low in the middle, high around the edges. “Xianren Shou” pondered for a moment and said: “Mr. Li, speaking words that shouldn’t be spoken—you’ve done immoral deeds!”

Li Qiming’s whole body shook: “Master, why do you say this?”

“Xianren Shou” glanced at him and said: “This incense burned low in the middle, high around the edges, suppressing the incense head. You must have committed great evil, suppressed someone’s incense head, or suppressed someone’s grave head…” Having said this, his eyes stared straight at Li Qiming.

Li Qiming’s forehead broke out in sweat, trembling as he said: “Master… truly formidable… I… I’ll tell you the honest truth…”

So, just like Zhang Er’gou, Li Qiming recounted the entire story of the fighting between the Zhang and Li families from beginning to end. “Xianren Shou” listened with such joy in his heart, thinking: These two fools!

Finally, Li Qiming asked, what method could break it?

“Xianren Shou” stroked his fake beard and said: “Buy your life with money! You used a suppression stone to suppress them for over a decade, suppressing the dead so they couldn’t transcend, becoming lonely wandering ghosts. The living had continuous bad luck, disaster after disaster—your evil is too great! Didn’t you say it yourself just now? Recently they moved the grave and discovered the suppression stone. Once the suppression stone was removed, Zhang Zhongjin’s lonely ghost drilled out and came to demand his life!”

When Li Qiming heard this, he was terrified: “Master, save my life!”

“Xianren Shou” said: “Buy your life with money. Part of this money will be used to repair the Zhang Family’s ancestral grave! Build a big ancestral hall! Another part will be used for me helping you perform rituals! You build the ancestral hall, I drive out the ghost—working from inside and outside together, we’ll invite Zhang Zhongjin’s lonely ghost back!”

Li Qiming was startled: “Build him an ancestral hall? He’s committed plenty of evil too! Who will punish him?”

“Xianren Shou” suddenly stopped talking, eyes staring behind Li Qiming’s back. He put his index finger to his lips: “Shhh—” gesturing for Li Qiming not to make a sound.

Li Qiming was startled: “What’s wrong?”

“Xianren Shou” said with staring eyes: “He’s right behind you!”

When Li Qiming heard this, he was so scared he nearly jumped up, quickly turning around: “Where? Master, don’t frighten me.”

“Xianren Shou” continued: “You can’t see him, but I can see him. Don’t speak badly of him anymore! He’s looking at you viciously.”

Suddenly, “Xianren Shou” pulled out a yellow cloth bag from his waist, roaring: “Evil creature, Supreme Lord Lao Jun urgently commands by law—dare to harm people, I’ll capture you right now!”

Then he leaped onto the table, waved his hand, opened the cloth bag. Inside fire flashed. Then he pinched the bag opening closed, tied it with red string, jumped down from the table, saying: “Don’t be afraid, I’ve temporarily captured it inside!”

Before the words fell, suddenly the cloth bag shook. “Xianren Shou” desperately gripped the bag but couldn’t hold it. Inside the bag something seemed to be pushing outward. With a whoosh, the bag flew out, the bag opening opened. “Xianren Shou” cried out: “It escaped, it escaped!”

Li Qiming was dazed by this scene before him, not knowing if it was real or fake. But matters are often like this—too real, and conversely it becomes fake. That incense had been tampered with from the start. The middle was all made from superior incense wood—burned fast, burned steady. The surroundings were mixed with earth, naturally burned slowly, so that’s why it burned into a well shape. That demon-subduing cloth bag had luminous agent designed by Si Batou painted inside—opening to meet wind it would glow. And later that scene of the bag breaking free from “Xianren Shou”—actually it was just sleight of hand. Magic performers all know it. Common ones involve making a handkerchief like a mouse placed in the hand, thumb up, four fingers circling, darting here and there, lifelike. Only “Xianren Shou” played it more smoothly—otherwise why would people call him “Xianren Shou”!

Li Qiming inherited his father Li Wencai’s style from back then—don’t see results, don’t give money; don’t see the rabbit, don’t release the hawk. At this moment his eyes rolled cunningly, looking like he somewhat doubted what was before him. “Xianren Shou” and Er Batou had long thought of countermeasures for this scene. They immediately activated the second program. This time they’d give him “won’t shed tears until seeing the coffin”!

“Xianren Shou” said: “Mr. Li, please consider it. This disaster relief is not a small amount. Anyway it’s a matter of life and death—caution is best. But I must remind you, recently pay attention to family safety, be careful of ghosts demanding lives. I’ll first give you several spirit talismans. You and your family wear them on your bodies first—they can temporarily hold things off, but it’s not a long-term plan!” As he spoke, he took out five spirit talismans and gave them to Li Qiming.

Li Qiming thanked him profusely but just didn’t mention money. “Xianren Shou” wasn’t anxious. He knew in his heart the good show was about to begin.

Because informants had previously provided information—how many people total were in the Li Family—these talismans “Xianren Shou” gave definitely couldn’t be distributed to everyone. Then those servants definitely wouldn’t have any. At this time if some servant suddenly had an incident, this matter would seem too real.

Iron Injection Murder

“Xianren Shou” began “killing.” According to past habits, when the organization killed people, it was all implemented by Da Batou’s side. But “Xianren Shou” was eager for achievement. He too much wanted to show himself off. He requested instructions from Zu Ye to do it himself!

“Xianren Shou” first analyzed this matter to Zu Ye: This killing was different from the past. They had to kill bizarrely, kill mysteriously, kill seamlessly, kill silently—just like truly having one’s life quietly taken by an evil ghost. They had to make it an eternally unbreakable bizarre strange scam! How to kill this person? Shooting definitely wouldn’t work—there’d be a bullet hole. Stabbing to death with a knife? There’d be a knife wound. Strangling with rope? There’d be strangulation marks. Poisoning to death? A silver needle could detect it! This person’s death must be peaceful, without any external injuries or poison injuries!

Zu Ye asked: “Then what do you do?”

“Xianren Shou” said: “Iron injection!”

This method—not mentioning it was fine, but once mentioned it also shocked Zu Ye. The specific operational method was: get an iron rod about a foot long, approximately as thick as a pinky finger, sharpen one end to a point, use furnace fire to heat the entire iron rod until red-hot, pry open the person’s anus, use iron tongs to clamp the red-hot iron rod, thrust it in from the anus. The iron rod would follow the rectum, breaking the dantian qi, piercing through the nine-curved intestines, going straight to the stomach, until the entire iron rod was inserted into the anus. Then use an awl to push it in further. At this time the person prying the anus would release their hands—the anus would shrink inward a bit. This way the entire iron rod would be completely invisible.

This murder method only appeared once in the Song Dynasty, when it was solved by Bao Zheng. This technique was truly too covert, too bizarre! Imagine, if you directly thrust in an iron rod that hadn’t been heated red, blood would definitely flow directly, feces would come out horizontally, and moreover it would be very difficult to thrust in. But a red-hot iron rod was different. A red-hot iron rod had over 700 degrees. After entering the human body it would burn the intestinal tract and internal flesh. Fundamentally no blood would flow out. Where blood and flesh connected, after high-temperature burning, there would be no resistance. The iron rod could easily go straight in. The entire person from the external appearance—no wounds whatsoever, but inside was already charred.

Ancient times didn’t have autopsy methods based on modern anatomy, so even famous constables and county magistrates at the time found it very difficult to perceive the mystery within. That Song Dynasty case was an adulterous woman murdering her husband. Because of nervousness, the iron rod wasn’t thrust deep enough, the anus wasn’t wrapped strictly enough. Lord Bao Zheng also meditated and pondered bitterly for several days before discovering the clues in that buttocks. Now, with war and chaos—who would exhaust their thoughts helping to deduce the death of a servant?

Of course, to use the “iron injection” technique to kill someone, the prerequisite was this person must be in a comatose state—either knocked out by knockout powder, or drunk to stupor, otherwise directly thrusting an iron rod into his anus—wouldn’t he hurt enough to bite off his tongue!

This matter ultimately wasn’t completed by “Xianren Shou” alone. Zu Ye feared his hands and feet weren’t nimble, so he still sent several true martial arts masters from the organization. At night they infiltrated the Li home, blew knockout powder, rolled a servant in a quilt and carried him out. Taking advantage of his unconsciousness, two Xiao Jiaos each held one butt cheek, pried open the anus. “Xianren Shou” personally inserted the red-hot iron rod, then placed the corpse back in the Li home. An innocent person just died silently like this.

The next day, the sun rose high. After the Li Family people woke, they exploded. They searched for people, reported to officials. As a result several officers from the station came, wandered around for half a day but couldn’t see any pattern. Finally they determined it was “heart disease”—what modern people call sudden heart attack! But Li Qiming didn’t think so. This servant’s face was deathly pale, his entire body without a single hair damaged. He involuntarily associated this with what “Xianren Shou” said about wronged ghosts demanding lives. He immediately sent people to invite “Xianren Shou.” So naturally, everything went according to the trap “Xianren Shou” set. They spent until bankruptcy—both performing rituals and building an ancestral hall for the Zhang Family.

This time Zhang Er’gou was happy—that joy in his heart! How would he know this was the last proud moment of his life? He was about to be finished. After he took his only family fortune to lavishly thank “Xianren Shou,” “Xianren Shou” should also use poison tactics on him! Why do this? Because they feared the scam would leak. This kind of double scam—once the two families met up one day, or Er’gou one day like his grandfather drank too much and spoke out, it would be finished. So “Xianren Shou” wanted to seal his mouth. Originally they wanted to create a fire or something, burn the whole family to death and be done with it. But Zu Ye didn’t agree. Finally Er Batou said: “Don’t kill them, make them mute! Mutes can’t speak!”

“Xianren Shou” said: “Can’t speak, but he can write.”

Er Batou said: “Then make them idiots!”

Zu Ye thought again and again, saying: “Leave the children, don’t harm the children.”

So when Er’gou’s family’s ancestral hall was completed, the whole family happily hosted a banquet for “Xianren Shou.” “Xianren Shou” brought “Carefree Powder” secretly made by Si Batou using oleander juice and pufferfish poison juice to attend the banquet. This was a poison that injured the human brain. After people ate it, the toxicity was absorbed through the oral cavity and digestive tract. First was fainting—dazed several times daily. Ordinary people all thought it was caused by exhaustion. Within half a month, the toxicity would spread, both the cerebrum and cerebellum would atrophy together, and the person would become demented.

After Er’gou’s family became demented, the Li Family still asked “Xianren Shou” whether this was heavenly retribution. “Xianren Shou” said: “Of course. You took money to save your life, they didn’t. They also used bad tactics against your family. Whoever does evil, pays for it themselves—heaven’s punishment!” At this moment, the Li Family also felt much more comfortable inside. Originally spending a large sum of money to build an ancestral hall for enemies—somewhat awkward in their hearts. Now seeing the Zhang Family’s family defeated and people demented, the hatred at the bottom of their hearts also completely dissipated.

“Xianren Shou” relied on “zha fei” to settle the enmity between the two families, earning the organization bowls and pots full. Those two families fought for three generations, each using poisonous schemes—in the end both fell into the A’Baos’ hands. “Xianren Shou” could have used this to become famous in one move, firmly sitting in the Qi Batou position. But man’s plans are inferior to heaven’s plans. Using his own words, it was “heaven’s punishment”—he went crazy and died several days later. Although Zu Ye determined he had rabies, they never found the source of the disease.

Not until after New China was established in the 1980s—after my son and daughter went to middle school, once when school started and new books were distributed, my children both carried schoolbags full of new books home to show off to me—only then did I see in their biology textbooks that bats, this kind of animal, also carried rabies virus, but the probability was very low—0.5%. It was this probability that “Xianren Shou” encountered. Heaven wanted to destroy him—no way around it.

This scam was done very perfectly, also very tragically. After finishing it, Zu Ye didn’t hold a celebration meeting like before. He shut himself in his room for a long time. No one knew what he was thinking. Was he repenting? Or was he contemplating how to once again expound before his brothers his “carrying out the way on heaven’s behalf” philosophy? All these years, he’d never killed the innocent, but this time he broke his vow. Speaking of lacking money? Although business hadn’t been good these past two years, Zu Ye had controlled “Mu Zi Lian” for over twenty years, carefully scheming, seizing opportunities to swindle. Large and small scams also numbered over a thousand. The four great organizations of East, South, West, and North—even if we had savings, as long as we lived frugally, getting through three to five years wouldn’t be a problem.

What happened next was even more puzzling to the various batous. Even the Xiao Jiaos had complaints. That is, at the just-convened great hall meeting, Zu Ye donated large quantities of the organization’s gold and silver without compensation to other organizations. The batous all didn’t understand why Zu Ye wanted to take so much of the organization’s hard-earned money to aid other organizations, making his own brothers struggle with difficulty! Get some silver, put on a show—wouldn’t that be enough?

Zu Ye said: “When you joined the organization, you all took oaths. How is it at the critical moment you’ve all forgotten? Although not from the same organization, everyone belongs to the Hong Gate, all are ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ disciples, all are brothers!”

These words scared everyone into silence. What Zu Ye said wasn’t wrong. When each person drank chicken blood wine, they all shouted forgetting themselves: “This evening’s alliance unites the world, recruiting from all seas all surnamed Hong, golden needles draw blood together making oaths, brothers of one heart want unity!” In past thrilling and soul-stirring years, everyone relied on these oaths to cohere, support each other, and mutually comfort each other.

Although what Zu Ye said wasn’t false, with his style of leaving backup moves in everything he did, it still made people feel something was wrong. Emptying his own organization’s pockets to aid other organizations—wasn’t he afraid his subordinate brothers’ hearts would turn cold?

Mortals ultimately are mortals—their vision wasn’t as far as Zu Ye’s. Later events proved Zu Ye was playing a grand chess game. Zu Ye wanted to become the nation’s greatest “Da Shi Ba,” moreover the only “Da Shi Ba”! This was the truth!

For several decades, Zu Ye had long discovered the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” ills—the four great organizations each acting independently. Although there was a great hall meeting once a year where some compromises would be reached at the meeting, the entire “Jiang Xiang Sect” had no unified leader and no strong execution power. This was also the reason it always couldn’t become great!

Now was precisely the moment of wind and rain swaying. Zu Ye was buying people’s hearts. To bring the entire “Jiang Xiang Sect” under his own control, he had to not miss any single A’Bao. Stepping on white silver and the fresh blood of wrongly-dead ghosts, Zu Ye wanted to climb to the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” highest peak!



Chapter 4: Setting the Honey Trap, Avenging Wang Yaqiao, China’s First Assassination King
Using Birth Charts to Predict Fortune and Misfortune

After Xianren Shou’s death, San Batou saw his opportunity and vigorously recommended his prized student Wang Jiaxian, suggesting to Zu Ye that he be given the position of Qi Batou. After several discussions, despite Er Batou’s displeasure, Zu Ye nodded and approved it. Wang Jiaxian finally claimed the seventh chair.

When Wang Jiaxian joined Zu Ye in 1946, he was thin and tall, very fastidious about cleanliness. Each time he went out, he wore a neatly pressed long gown, his hair slicked back with pomade, presenting a refined and cultured appearance. He said his father had given him this name, meaning a household of virtue and goodness. I imagine when his old man chose this name, he certainly never anticipated his son would spend his days doing nothing but swindling and cheating.

His public identity was that of an elementary school teacher at a National Primary School. He was well-read with first-rate eloquence, progressive thinking, and excellent writing skills, earning him the adoration of women in the Republican era. He was also Zu Ye’s trusted strategist. Before setting up any scheme, Zu Ye would always consult his opinion. Who could imagine that this schoolteacher working within the classroom walls was actually a member of a fraud gang?

The first major scheme he helped Zu Ye execute targeted the wife of a Nationalist military officer. That year, the Nationalist front lines were under pressure, and the officer had sent home a letter filled with declarations of readiness to die for the cause and tender words of affection, the entire text reeking of life-and-death separation. This reduced his wife to daily tears, unable to eat or think of food.

Her condition directly affected her child, whose son happened to attend the school where Wang Jiaxian taught. Elementary school Chinese language instruction at that time placed great emphasis on humanistic cultivation. The very first lesson consisted of just five sentences: “The cat catches mice, the dog guards the gate, each performing their duty; a person without occupation is inferior to cats and dogs.” This spoke of how the Creator made this world where every living being must perform their duty, and if a person idles about doing no honest work, they’re not even as good as cats and dogs. I don’t know what Wang Jiaxian felt in his heart each time he explained this text to the children.

That officer’s wife’s child couldn’t concentrate in class. Of the seventeen students in the class, he alone couldn’t memorize these five sentences. When Wang Jiaxian asked him what was wrong, he lowered his head and said nothing. Later, after Wang Jiaxian pressed him repeatedly, he finally said his mother was unhappy every day because of his father’s situation.

Wang Jiaxian keenly latched onto this information. That very evening he discussed with Zu Ye whether they could set up a scheme. Zu Ye said yes, not only could they do it, they should go big—matters of life and death would certainly command a high price.

Wang Jiaxian used the child’s lack of concentration in class as a pretext to speak with the woman. Good-looking people have an easier time with everything, and Wang Jiaxian was exactly that type—very elegant, very scholarly, speaking in a refined manner and always polite. As a result, the first time the wife met Wang Jiaxian, she poured out all her worries in one go.

Wang Jiaxian said: “A general dies in a hundred battles, a brave soldier returns after ten years. Your husband serves on the battlefield—we languishing literati are ashamed before such courage!”

The wife sighed and said: “Sir, you’re too modest. Since ancient times, the scholar dies in remonstrance, the warrior dies in battle. Literary words sustain the nation, there are blades beneath the brush. Sir, in teaching and nurturing students, you too benefit future generations.”

Wang Jiaxian hadn’t expected this wife to be so cultivated. Usually he was the eloquent one, but today he’d encountered someone even more articulate.

Wang Jiaxian also sighed and said: “I only hope Madam can calm your heart and quietly await good news from your husband. Otherwise, your state has already seriously affected your son. He daydreams in class every day, and if this continues, I fear it will impact his studies.”

The wife nodded and said: “Though you speak truly, who can manage it! My husband’s fate is unknown—how can I possibly calm my heart!”

Wang Jiaxian sensed his opportunity and said with utmost seriousness: “Does Madam believe in fate?”

The wife was startled. “Fate? Now I can only resign myself to fate.”

Wang Jiaxian began his deception: “Madam, I happen to know an elderly gentleman who is proficient in the mysteries of the Eight Trigrams and can divine the future. I’m told he has read fortunes for many high officials in the government, knowing life, death, wealth and status at a glance, with remarkable accuracy. Would you like me to ask him to…”

Before Wang Jiaxian could finish, the wife hastily said: “Really? Can you find him?”

Wang Jiaxian saw she’d taken the bait. This wasn’t even hunting roe deer—the roe deer was clearly running home on its own.

Wang Jiaxian said: “Madam, don’t worry. That elderly gentleman is a close friend of mine. I should be able to arrange a meeting, though he’s very busy. I’ll do my best to schedule it for you.”

The wife seemed to grasp at this like a drowning person clutching at straw, saying urgently: “Please help me arrange it as quickly as possible, sir. I’ll pay whatever it costs.”

This was exactly what the scam artists most wanted to hear. Wang Jiaxian said: “Certainly, certainly. I’ll visit his home tonight. Please set your mind at ease.”

The wife said excitedly: “Thank you, sir! Thank you so much!”

People become foolish when in extreme grief or extreme joy, especially a woman keeping the house alone. When Wang Jiaxian reported back to Zu Ye, Zu Ye asked: “How much does she have in assets?”

Wang Jiaxian said: “Hard to say. She lives in a Western-style house, and judging from the furnishings, I’d estimate a regimental-level cadre’s household.”

Zu Ye thought for a moment and said: “Let her stew for a few days.”

The next day, Wang Jiaxian visited the wife’s home again and said: “Last night I went to find the elderly gentleman. He has many matters at hand recently and was supposed to travel out of town, but after I told him about your situation, he’s temporarily postponed his trip. Within these two or three days, we can meet.”

The wife said: “Thank you! Thank you so much! The sooner the better!”

Three days later, the three met at a teahouse.

Zu Ye appeared ethereal and sage-like, Wang Jiaxian dashing and elegant. That wife would never dream that these two refined gentlemen before her were complete fraudsters. Facing two men, the wife felt somewhat embarrassed, saying timidly: “I’m grateful for your trouble, sir.”

Zu Ye said: “Those who study the Book of Changes are compassionate at heart. Madam need not be polite. Mr. Wang has already told me about your matter.”

The wife said: “Then may I trouble you, sir, to help me see whether my husband faces fortune or misfortune?”

Zu Ye said: “Judging from Madam’s physiognomy, the husband palace shows dull coloring and the official-longevity area doesn’t rise. Forgive my frankness, but your husband’s situation is very dangerous.”

Upon hearing this, the wife was stunned: “Then… then is his life in danger?”

Zu Ye remained unhurried. “Madam, don’t panic. Tell me your husband’s birth date and time.”

After the wife reported it, Zu Ye contemplated for a moment and said: “I deduce that your husband has a large mole on his forehead. Is this correct?”

“Absolutely correct!” The wife grew excited. “Right on the left side of his forehead.”

Zu Ye continued: “His eyes are large, and his chin comes to a point.”

“Sir, you’re absolutely right!” the wife responded.

Wang Jiaxian also hastily added with an admiring expression: “The elderly gentleman’s knowledge of the Dao is truly profound! This junior is in awe, truly in awe!”

Zu Ye remained composed, calculating on his fingers: “Please also tell me Madam’s birth date and time.”

The wife quickly reported her birthday.

Zu Ye again calculated on his fingers, then appeared thoughtful. After a while, he said: “Ah, there’s hope, there’s hope.”

When the wife heard “there’s hope,” she couldn’t sit still, her eyes full of longing. “Sir, do you mean my husband has hope?”

Zu Ye said: “Madam’s Eight Characters happen to support and strengthen your husband! He’s fortunate to have married you, otherwise this time he’d have no escape from disaster.”

This was the technique of first striking, then elevating.

The wife said: “So you’re saying I bring prosperity to my husband?”

Zu Ye said: “Precisely.”

The wife said: “Then how can we resolve this disaster?”

Zu Ye contemplated for a moment and said: “It depends on whether Madam is willing.”

The wife was startled: “Sir, what kind of talk is this? Of course I’m willing! Even if you asked me to die, I’d be willing!”

Zu Ye said: “Madam is truly a person of great virtue! That your husband married you is truly his blessing! A few days ago I encountered a situation similar to yours, but when that wife heard that resolving the disaster would cost money, she grew hesitant. Alas, I didn’t know what to say—what’s more important, money or one’s husband! Alas.”

The wife said: “Sir, rest assured! As long as it can save my husband, I’ll pay you any amount, I’m willing. Even if it means bankrupting my family!”

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye immediately pulled his face stern. “Madam, what kind of talk is this! Pay me money? Though I’ve lived in poverty all my life, I still understand the meaning of righteousness and virtue!”

The wife was confused, saying anxiously: “Sir… didn’t you just say spending money was needed to resolve the disaster?”

Zu Ye said angrily: “Madam underestimates me! When I said resolving the disaster requires spending money, I meant you should spend money on your husband’s behalf, not give money to me. In your fate, the official star is firmly controlled by the wealth star. Only by spending the wealth can you save the official star, and only then can your husband return. That’s why I said you need to spend money, but the money can’t be spent carelessly—it must be used to accumulate merit. By spending the money while also accumulating merit for your husband, this kills two birds with one stone.”

The wife pressed: “How can I accumulate merit?”

Zu Ye said: “Look at that bridge leading to South Town—it’s fallen into disrepair. Common people pass over it daily coming and going, sometimes even merchants with horse carts. How dangerous! It should have been repaired long ago. You donate some money to repair the bridge. This both resolves the disaster for your husband and creates benefit for the common people! The ancients often said, building bridges and paving roads brings immeasurable merit. How wonderful!”

Before the wife could speak, Wang Jiaxian stood up first and gave Zu Ye a deep bow: “Sir, your compassion is truly moving. This junior is deeply touched.” As he spoke, his eyes even reddened, presenting a look of enlightenment.

The wife said: “Sir, you truly are a good-hearted person! Approximately how much money would be needed?”

Zu Ye said: “That I don’t know. You should ask the local headman. Give him the money when the time comes, and he’ll organize people to do the repairs.”

The wife said with relief: “This will resolve my husband’s disaster then?”

Zu Ye said firmly: “It certainly will! The heart must be sincere—don’t do it perfunctorily.”

The wife nodded and said: “Certainly, certainly! Sir, I’ve detained you for so long, I… how much should I pay you?”

Zu Ye shook his head. “Madam is in difficulty. I merely use what small skill I have to ease Madam’s worries. To take your money at such a time—wouldn’t Madam be insulting me?”

The wife felt even more embarrassed and said: “Then how should I thank you? You’ve taken such pains over my matter, I…”

Zu Ye waved his sleeves, then pointed to the tea bowl on the table: “Empty sleeves clean as wind, one cup of plain tea—that suffices, that suffices!” With that, he drained it in one gulp and departed with a flourish of his sleeves.

Watching Zu Ye’s retreating figure, the wife let out a long sigh: “They say the world degenerates and people’s hearts aren’t what they once were, but meeting this elderly gentleman today, I know human kindness hasn’t perished.”

Wang Jiaxian chimed in: “The elderly gentleman has always regarded money as worthless as dirt. Such people are rare in this world.”

Later, the wife spent a considerable sum repairing that bridge. The local headman who collected the money was actually on the same team as Zu Ye, long since bought off by Zu Ye to be used as a pawn. Only a small portion went to actually repairing the bridge; the lion’s share was split between Zu Ye and the headman. As for how Zu Ye divined her husband’s appearance, it was all information Wang Jiaxian had obtained by secretly observing the photographs on the walls when visiting her home. That wife’s mind was entirely occupied with her husband’s life and death—how could she know about all these tricks?

I greatly admired Zu Ye’s technique—striking and elevating in perfect measure, and in the end achieving an air of noble integrity. Later I once asked Zu Ye: “What if her husband doesn’t come back?”

Zu Ye said my brain was too rigid. He said: “I’m not afraid of her husband not coming back. What I fear is her husband coming back. If that fellow returns and figures things out, that really would be problematic. If he doesn’t come back, there’s nothing to fear—what can a widow without a husband do to you? Can’t you think flexibly!”

I suddenly understood, then immediately asked: “If her husband does come back and causes us trouble, what do we do?”

Zu Ye said: “When the cart reaches the mountain, a path will appear; when the boat reaches the bridge, it naturally straightens. If you’re going to be timid and hesitant as a scam artist, you might as well go home and raise pigs.”

Later, Wang Jiaxian kept visiting that wife’s home repeatedly. Zu Ye sensed something wasn’t right and said at a council meeting: “The money’s already been swindled—don’t start thinking about swindling favors too. Being too greedy will cause trouble.”

This scared Wang Jiaxian so much that sweat poured from his forehead, repeatedly saying: “Understood, understood.”

Later, during a drinking session, Wang Jiaxian and I were chatting. Wang Jiaxian said he’d developed feelings for that wife. Given her helpless state at the time, relying on his understanding of women’s hearts plus his own looks and methods, within a month he could definitely have her. Actually, he hadn’t wanted anything long-term—just wanted to sleep with her once, pick up a bargain.

He said that woman was an intellectual who understood poetry and had refinement—that’s the type he liked. I said you constantly visit brothels, do you really care about this one? He said it was different—no matter how beautiful a brothel girl is, she’s just a shell, ridden by thousands, mounted by tens of thousands. How can that compare with a respectable woman!

Finally, Wang Jiaxian got drunk and kept mumbling: “You dwell at the Yangtze’s head, I dwell at the Yangtze’s tail. Daily I think of you but don’t see you, yet together we drink the Yangtze’s water…” Then he passed out in a drunken stupor.

I knew Wang Jiaxian was someone with high aspirations who’d never found his opportunity, finally able to display his talents within the scam artist crew—it pained his heart. Actually, which scam artist wasn’t like this? Living like walking corpses day after day, drowning sorrows in wine, romantic affairs beneath flowers. After the pleasure came endless sadness and confusion. Who didn’t want to live honestly, marry and hold children, live peacefully, grow old, children in rows—what a happy thing that would be! But the scam artists no longer had this happiness. In material desire they lived and died in dreams, hollowing out their bodies and even more so their souls. Surface glamour could never cover the filth and inferiority in their hearts. In the deep of night, every scam artist would think, thinking of their once-clean selves, thinking how if they hadn’t walked this path, life might have been completely different…

Now, the elegant and learned Wang Jiaxian had finally endured his way to a Batou position. From then on, everyone called him “Qi Ye.”

China’s First Assassination King

Starting in September 1948, the Liberation War entered the stage of strategic decisive battles. By early 1949 when the Pingjin Campaign ended, the Nationalist main forces had been basically annihilated, and most areas north of the Yangtze River had been liberated. The Northern faction’s “Xuemeng Cao” sect leader Qian Yuelin, under the increasingly severe situation, finally agreed to put down his “Grand Master” status and come seek refuge with Zu Ye.

One mountain cannot accommodate two tigers, just like Song Jiang and Chao Gai of Mount Liang—ultimately one must lead. Although Qian Yuelin was willing to bow his head in submission and willing to serve as a Batou under Zu Ye, which of Zu Ye’s seven Batou could accommodate him! Qian Yuelin was even older than Zu Ye, sinister and cunning by nature. He had once entertained lustful thoughts toward Southern faction leader Jiang Feiyan. If Zu Ye hadn’t intervened to mediate, the two halls likely would have had a bloody battle.

I heard from Er Batou that Jiang Feiyan was one year older than Zu Ye, and Zu Ye respectfully called her “Sister Yan.” When Qiao Wumei died, local gang members came to cause trouble, and it was Zu Ye who personally led his brothers to settle it. After Qian Yuelin took refuge with Zu Ye, Jiang Feiyan even specially sent a letter delivered by Xiao Jiao, reminding Zu Ye to guard against this fellow.

Therefore, everyone was wary of Qian Yuelin’s arrival. All eyes turned to Zu Ye.

The atmosphere in the hall wasn’t quite right anymore. On the surface there was harmony, but actually crisis lurked everywhere. Especially after Wang Jiaxian became Qi Batou, Er Batou was quite displeased, and his relationship with San Batou grew increasingly tense. Plus, the hall suddenly had Qian Yuelin. Although he said he was willing to serve as a Batou under Zu Ye, Zu Ye said that wouldn’t do—Qian Ye was still Qian Ye, the Grand Master was still the Grand Master. After some time when conditions permitted, Zu Ye would still help Qian Ye establish another hall. This way, the hall inexplicably had an extra Grand Master. Every time they held council meeting, Qian Yuelin would sit beside Zu Ye looking important, and occasionally Zu Ye would even seek his opinion, making the Batou below very uncomfortable.

During that period, after each council meeting, Zu Ye would always keep me behind to brew tea for him. No one objected to this because everyone knew I was stupid and dull—no one was wary of me.

Zu Ye was truly particular about tea. Each time he tasted it, he could detect the slightest difference. Sometimes when I was distracted while brewing tea, after Zu Ye tasted it, he would say: “Da Tou, you didn’t put your heart into it this time.”

I felt Zu Ye was like a divine being who could taste from the tea whether one’s heart was scattered or calm. During that period, Zu Ye and I would drink tea until late into the night every time. He couldn’t sleep and kept drinking tea. I could see he was pondering problems.

Sometimes we would also chat about hall matters. Actually, whatever I said didn’t matter—as I said before, everyone knew I was stupid, had no schemes, and wouldn’t cause trouble. If it were someone else drinking tea with Zu Ye every night until late, everyone would definitely become suspicious, or at least jealous. So, being stupid had its advantages—a fool has no desires, and having no desires makes one strong. Sometimes, stupidity is a natural barrier of self-protection.

One night, Zu Ye asked me: “What’s your view on the hall’s current state?”

I couldn’t figure out what Zu Ye meant and stammered, not daring to speak.

Zu Ye said: “Da Tou, speak freely! What passes between us stays between us alone.”

I said: “Zu Ye, there are some things I don’t understand. I don’t know why you do certain things.”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Continue.”

I looked at him and said timidly: “For example, you shouldn’t have taken in Qian Ye, and even more so shouldn’t have let him sit in on council meeting. Although we’re all brothers, after all we’re not from the same hall. Now he knows all the hall’s major affairs—this isn’t good. Also, you shouldn’t have promoted Wang Jiaxian to Qi Ye so quickly. Because Xianren Shou just passed away and Er Ye is still grieving, doing this creates discord in the hall…”

After speaking, I didn’t dare raise my head, fearing I’d said something wrong and angered Zu Ye.

Zu Ye chuckled and said: “Da Tou, if you were me, would you hope the hall’s brothers were united as one, or would you hope they had barriers between them?”

I said: “United as one, of course! When everyone has one heart, that’s when things get done well!”

Zu Ye shook his head and smiled helplessly, saying: “Yes, one heart makes things easier to accomplish, but also easier to ruin.”

At the time, I didn’t understand this statement of Zu Ye’s. It wasn’t until later when four Batou joined forces in “climbing the incense” that I suddenly realized—fortunately it was four Batou rebelling. If all seven Batou had been united in rebelling together, Zu Ye would have been finished. In that moment, I suddenly remembered a picture book I’d read as a child called “Thousand Families Fighting,” which had a line: “Since ancient times, if ministers don’t fight among themselves, how can the emperor sit secure?” Zu Ye was brilliant!

Zu Ye didn’t answer my question about Qian Yuelin. It seemed the time wasn’t yet ripe.

During that period, Liu Batou “Fengzi Shou” also rarely went out, always staying by Zu Ye’s side, practically inseparable. Everyone in the hall knew that Fengzi Shou’s main job was to maintain contact with informants and the underworld. If he stopped going out and hibernated in the hall, it meant there were internal problems.

Fengzi Shou had grown up in Wang Yaqiao’s “Axe Gang,” absorbing underworld affairs from a young age. He was loyal, righteous, and upstanding. Zu Ye had expended great effort to bring him under his wing. This matter also requires starting with Old Master Zhang Dancheng.

When Zhang Dancheng died, Wang Yaqiao specially came to pay respects, bringing a large sum of funeral money. Any perceptive person knew this was Jiu Ye coming to support Zu Ye. Before Zhang Dancheng died, though he’d devoted himself to cultivating Zu Ye and repeatedly instructed Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming to assist him wholeheartedly, the underworld was treacherous. At that time Zu Ye was only in his early twenties. To successfully manage a hall, he not only had to command respect internally but also had to handle relationships with others on the street. So Zhang Dancheng had sent letters to Wang Yaqiao several times, asking him to help support Zu Ye.

In China, whether a person’s connections are solid and their backing strong depends on who shows up at weddings and funerals. Wang Yaqiao not only came but brought substantial money. When people on the street saw this show of force, they understood.

Zu Ye naturally understood this favor. After Zhang Dancheng’s death, Zu Ye visited Wang Yaqiao every year. Zu Ye had said countless times to the hall’s brothers: “Jiu Ye (referring to Wang Yaqiao) is a true hero! If the Chinese people had even ten or twenty percent like Jiu Ye, China would not have fallen!”

In 1935, when Zu Ye went to call on Wang Yaqiao, at Wang Yaqiao’s hall he met the 14-year-old Fengzi Shou. At that time he wasn’t yet called Fengzi Shou—Wang Yaqiao called him “Xiao Liuzi.” Zu Ye saw that although this lad wasn’t old, his gaze was cold and stern. His every gesture revealed calm and determination—clearly someone trained in martial arts.

Over these years, Zu Ye had always had a knot in his heart. Whenever the hall had major friction with people on the street, he always had to personally seek help from Wang Yaqiao, always troubling the man, until he felt embarrassed about it. He wanted to poach someone from Wang Yaqiao’s side. This way the two halls’ relationship would be even closer. Once there were street matters to settle, Zu Ye wouldn’t need to personally intervene—he could just send this person, because it would be his own affair, and this person would have no choice but to handle it.

But there was a problem here. If he directly poached one of Wang Yaqiao’s trusted confidants, never mind whether Wang Yaqiao would agree, Zu Ye himself couldn’t bring himself to ask. Those confidants who’d sworn to follow Wang Yaqiao to the death wouldn’t follow Zu Ye either, or perhaps wouldn’t even take Zu Ye seriously. So Zu Ye needed to find a suitable person. This person’s credentials didn’t need to be particularly deep, but his roots had to be solid. Just mentioning his father’s generation would make people on the street fear him somewhat. This way, the initial objective would be achieved. As this person grew within his father’s network of connections, with time’s passage, once the older generation retired, he would truly be able to display his talents and be used for Zu Ye’s purposes!

That day, Zu Ye took one look at Xiao Liuzi and was impressed. He asked Wang Yaqiao: “Jiu Ye, this person is…”

Wang Yaqiao smiled and said: “This is my sworn brother’s nephew. Don’t let his youth fool you—his abilities are considerable. He’s practiced martial arts since childhood, proficient in Zonghe, Bagua, and Hongquan styles, and his lightness skill is also excellent.”

Zu Ye contemplated for a moment and finally couldn’t restrain himself. He clasped his fists toward Wang Yaqiao: “Jiu Ye, this younger brother has a request. I don’t know if I should speak it?”

Wang Yaqiao laughed. “Worthy brother, are you referring to Xiao Liuzi?”

Zu Ye was startled and spoke frankly: “A gentleman should not seize what another treasures, but the hall has recently suffered a shortage of talent, and this younger brother thirsts for worthy men. I see this young brother is a man of talent and bearing. Moreover, coming from Jiu Ye’s hall, he must have been deeply influenced by Jiu Ye’s teachings over time—valuing loyalty and righteousness. This younger brother couldn’t ask for more!”

Wang Yaqiao laughed heartily. “Between us brothers, you don’t need to flatter me—just say directly that you want him!”

Before Wang Yaqiao, Zu Ye was truly still somewhat green. When Wang Yaqiao spoke so directly, Zu Ye’s face actually reddened, but he felt more relaxed and said directly: “I beseech Jiu Ye to grant this!”

Wang Yaqiao said: “I have no objection. The key is to see what he thinks. This boy is quite stubborn.” With that, he beckoned to Xiao Liuzi. “Xiao Liuzi, this Grand Master wants to take you in. Are you willing to go with him?”

Zu Ye was in his thirties at that time. Xiao Liuzi glanced at Zu Ye: “What abilities do you have?”

Zu Ye smiled and countered: “What abilities do you have?”

Xiao Liuzi curled his lip and said: “I can dodge bullets.” What he meant by dodging bullets wasn’t that he could actually outrun bullets. He was just very agile, able to accurately judge the shooter’s firing direction and, before the trigger was pulled, use force in his legs to escape one step ahead. Once when he went out on an assassination with his uncle, the other side fought back. This kid jumped up and down, and an entire volley of bullets failed to hit him.

Zu Ye looked around. At that moment, there happened to be a plate of yangmei berries on the table. Zu Ye grabbed a few and said with a smile: “How about this—if you can dodge these few yangmei from me, I won’t take you in. But if you can’t dodge them, you’ll obediently come with me.”

When Xiao Liuzi heard this, his eyes turned red with anger. He thought this was truly boasting without fear of biting one’s tongue. He immediately rolled up his trouser legs and sleeves, saying: “Come on then!”

Wang Yaqiao sat to the side, squinting and smiling.

Zu Ye said: “Wait a moment.”

Xiao Liuzi was startled: “What, scared now?”

Zu Ye counted the yangmei in his hand and said: “There are five total. I’ll add one more condition—if even one of these five doesn’t hit you, I’ll consider it my loss!”

Xiao Liuzi’s nose was practically steaming. “Stop your nonsense, come on! Come on!”

This was Zu Ye’s provocation technique. When a person becomes anxious, they easily lose their composure. The more anxious he became, the calmer Zu Ye remained. Zu Ye gripped the yangmei tightly, shook them before his chest, gathered force in his hand, and suddenly his arm jerked as he shouted loudly: “Incoming!”

Xiao Liuzi had been watching Zu Ye’s wrist the entire time. Seeing the arm swing over, he suddenly ducked his head, then executed a “spinning cartwheel,” flipping to the side. After steadying his stance and finding that nothing had hit him, just as he was about to shout triumphantly, Zu Ye flipped his wrist and a yangmei whooshed out, striking right on his forehead. The force was considerable—the yangmei exploded with a pop, and immediately a red mark burst forth on Xiao Liuzi’s forehead. It turned out that Zu Ye’s first move had been a feint—he hadn’t actually shot out the yangmei. Only after Xiao Liuzi’s “spinning flip” had landed did he truly release one.

Xiao Liuzi shouted: “You cheated! You didn’t actually just…”

Before he could finish speaking, Zu Ye flicked his hand again: “Here comes another!” This time was even faster and fiercer. With a whoosh, the yangmei struck right at Xiao Liuzi’s throat. Xiao Liuzi seemed to choke on something, his throat making a gagging sound, unable to speak.

Zu Ye flicked his hand again, this time releasing three together. Although Xiao Liuzi exerted all his strength to dodge, one still struck his chest and the other two hit his abdomen.

Wang Yaqiao laughed heartily and said to Zu Ye: “I never imagined younger brother had such skills. If I’m not mistaken, this should be Tu Yiming’s technique!”

Zu Ye clasped his fists. “Jiu Ye, you flatter me. It was indeed taught by Elder Tu!”

At this moment, Xiao Liuzi stood to the side fuming, his right hand rubbing his throat as if that force still hadn’t dissipated.

Wang Yaqiao smiled and said to Xiao Liuzi: “What are you looking at? You lost! Just now, every one of those yangmei hit your vital points. If they’d been throwing knives or iron spikes, you’d be finished.”

Xiao Liuzi said with a curled lip: “He cheated.”

Wang Yaqiao said: “In underworld killing, one never plays by the rules. The victor becomes king, the defeated becomes bandit—if you lost, you lost. When you get to Zu Ye’s hall, you must listen and work hard. Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and trust—you can’t lose any of them. Otherwise, I won’t forgive you.” This statement was said both for Xiao Liuzi and for Zu Ye. Though Wang Yaqiao had fallen into banditry, his entire life was filled with righteous spirit. Don’t look at how he was helping Zu Ye now—if Zu Ye ever dared to walk a crooked path, Wang Yaqiao would certainly be the first to eliminate him.

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye quickly stood and bowed: “Thank you, Jiu Ye!”

Xiao Liuzi said: “I can go with you, but there’s one condition.”

Wang Yaqiao’s face darkened. “A great man’s word, once given, cannot be taken back by a team of four horses. You cannot renege.”

Zu Ye quickly said: “It’s no matter, no matter. What condition do you propose?”

Xiao Liuzi said: “You must teach me this yangmei-throwing skill!”

Zu Ye and Wang Yaqiao looked at each other, then laughed heartily. And so Xiao Liuzi followed Zu Ye. Later, in the hall, through Zu Ye’s careful cultivation, he finally became capable of handling affairs independently. Because his boxing skills were excellent, his lightness skill superb, and he was skilled at underworld public relations and scouting for schemes—like a tireless horse—Zu Ye gave him an elegant sobriquet: “Fengzi Shou.”

The year after Fengzi Shou joined the hall, Wang Yaqiao was assassinated. Fengzi Shou cried all night over this. He wanted revenge, wanted to carry out assassinations, but Zu Ye forcibly stopped him! Zu Ye said: “Can you fight against the Military Statistics Bureau people? Jiu Ye was China’s first assassination king, and even he died at their hands. You’re going to your death! Jiu Ye entrusted you to me. Now, as Grand Master, I order you—you’re not permitted to go!”

Though he said this with his mouth, Zu Ye’s heart was pained. The person Zu Ye admired most in his life was Jiu Ye Wang Yaqiao, and moreover, Jiu Ye had extended help to Zu Ye several times in moments of crisis. Zu Ye also wanted revenge, but this time the opponent was Military Statistics. Zu Ye didn’t dare act rashly.

Just at this time, another Grand Master from the Jianghuai region appeared. Thus, the two Grand Masters joined forces to execute a scheme—a honey trap involving life-and-death separation.

The Superstitious Military Intelligence Agent

The Grand Master who came to find Zu Ye was truly named Zhang Enrui. When all was said and done, this Zhang Enrui was actually a patriot who had joined the “Workers’ Picket Corps” in his early years. After the April 12th coup, he swore to follow Shanghai’s first assassin Wang Yaqiao to the death, irreconcilable with the Nationalist Party. His force wasn’t large—they specialized in swindling evil people and bad people. A large portion of the money they swindled was handed over to Wang Yaqiao for use as activity funds for the assassins. When Zu Ye had previously visited Wang Yaqiao, Zhang Enrui, as a fellow member of the Jiang Xiang Sect, had accompanied him in receiving guests several times. He and Zu Ye had always had a good relationship. After Wang Yaqiao’s death, he “laid low” for a period. Once the storm passed, he hurried to find Zu Ye to discuss matters.

Wang Yaqiao was a famous patriot of the modern era who had successively planned shocking assassination activities such as attempts on Chiang, Song, and Wang that stunned China and abroad. After bombing and killing the Japanese Expeditionary Force Commander, Army General Shirakawa Yoshinori, his fame grew even greater. Every time Chiang Kai-shek mentioned him, his false teeth would ache. Such a formidable figure ultimately died at the hands of a woman named Wanjun. Dai Li had orchestrated a honey trap that sent a generation’s ambitious hero to the Yellow Springs.

Zu Ye knew that Dai Li himself was a very superstitious person who frequently sought divination. To compensate for the lack of water in his fate, he had successively adopted over a dozen names containing water radicals like “Wang Tao,” “Tu Qingbo,” “Shen Peilin,” and “Hong Miao.” He was absurd enough to compile Zeng Guofan’s “Ice Mirror” and the Daoist Mayi’s “Mayi Physiognomy Method” and other fortune-telling and face-reading books as required textbooks for agents. Under Dai Li’s influence, his subordinate agents were all incredibly superstitious, constantly seeking out masters to discuss fate and destiny whenever they had free time.

Zhang Enrui also understood the mysteries involved, so this scheme would be both easy and difficult to execute. It was easy because Military Statistics agents were all very superstitious, making it easy to find a breakthrough. It was difficult because under Dai Li’s influence, these agents all understood fate theory to some degree, and the Jiang Xiang Sect weren’t true fortune-tellers—they just used the fortune-telling banner to deceive people. So during the scheme, if any theoretical errors appeared, the other side could easily become suspicious. Most critically, how far should this scheme go? Should they kill the target? To kill Dai Li would be pure fantasy, completely unrealistic. To kill his subordinates would easily cause trouble. Being targeted by Military Statistics and provoking retaliation from the Bureau would likely be a catastrophic disaster for the Jiang Xiang Sect.

After long contemplation, Zhang Enrui said: “Let’s swindle money. With the swindled money, we’ll buy guns and cannons. I’ll raise a force so I can fight directly with these people!”

Zu Ye nodded. The two discussed setting up this scheme starting from a brothel.

Zu Ye had previously executed many honey traps, sometimes having female scam artists pose as prostitutes to hook high officials and wealthy merchants, and sometimes having male scam artists pose as rich men to flirt with prostitutes who frequently associated with high officials and wealthy merchants. Both methods had the same purpose—to extract information and find opportunities to deceive.

In that kind of society, brothels were information windows for the entire society. So many secrets flowed from prostitutes’ mouths. Because whether men or women, once they got into bed and feelings were stirred, they would pour out their hearts. Words they wouldn’t dare speak normally, they dared confide to their partner in bed.

Soon, the female scam artist Zhang Enrui had planted in the brothel sent word that recently several military officers kept coming to patronize the establishment. Each time they ordered many girls, spent money lavishly, and frequently flirted with the girls, reading their palms and faces, saying: “Just by looking at your palm, I can tell what year you lost your virginity.”

Zu Ye guessed these were very likely Military Statistics Bureau agents. Only Military Statistics people were so enthusiastic about fortune-telling and physiognomy. And the Military Statistics Bureau’s expenses received strong support from Shanghai gangs, so the agents spent money freely—truly a good opportunity to swindle money!

Because of Wang Yaqiao’s connection, Zhang Enrui feared he might have a record with the Military Statistics Bureau. He couldn’t personally take action, so for this scheme, Zu Ye had to go himself.

Zhang Enrui’s plan was to first have a female scam artist named Hua Yuerong go to “Fengming Tower” to pose as a prostitute. Speaking of this, Zhang Enrui felt somewhat melancholy. This Hua Yuerong was in her twenties and was Zhang Enrui’s ace. Born beautiful as a flower, she had come from an impoverished family in her early years and her family had sold her to a theater troupe. When Zhang Enrui went to see opera, he took a liking to her, redeemed her, and quickly developed her into a female scam artist. From then on, Hua Yuerong became Zhang Enrui’s capable assistant. Originally, Zhang Enrui had wanted to take Hua Yuerong as a concubine, but constrained by his “Grand Master” status and his brothers’ dignity, he had never formally married her. Actually, his subordinate brothers all understood clearly—when he was alone with Hua Yuerong, the brothers would withdraw.

Hua Yuerong would sometimes ask Zhang Enrui: “When will you marry me? When will we leave all this right and wrong and live peacefully?”

Whenever this happened, Zhang Enrui would embrace her and say softly: “It will happen, that day will come.”

For Zhang Enrui to allow Hua Yuerong to take the field required great internal struggle, after all, she was the woman he loved. The hall didn’t lack female scam artists, but their quality wasn’t sufficient. This included those scattered among the brothels as small-time operatives—some had good looks but insufficient brains, while others could act according to circumstances but were ugly as sin. Only Hua Yuerong was both beautiful and had studied opera. She knew many romantic literary phrases, could sing Kunqu opera, read expressions and observe minute details. To deal with Military Statistics agents, only she could be deployed.

This was like Zu Ye’s subordinates. In terms of ruthlessness, Da Batou came first—killing without batting an eye. In terms of “flying stakes” (grave robbing), Er Batou dominated—sleeping in a coffin with a corpse was nothing. In terms of scholarship, San Batou was absolutely unique—astronomy, geography, yin and yang, the Eight Trigrams—there was nothing he didn’t know. And there were Si Batou, Wu Batou, and Liu Batou—each person had their unique skill. But looking at comprehensive quality, no one could compare with Zu Ye, so for this scheme, Zu Ye had to personally take action!

After Hua Yuerong infiltrated Fengming Tower, the very next evening several Military Statistics agents arrived. The madam led the girls in a row. The agents selected a few but weren’t too satisfied, then asked: “Are there any others?”

The madam smiled obsequiously and said: “Officers, I happen to have just received a young lady. She was originally from a prominent family, but later her family circumstances declined, and she drifted into this brothel…”

Before the madam could finish, several agents clamored: “Hurry up and call her out!”

The madam smiled again: “Officers, don’t be hasty. This young lady stipulated in advance that she posted a first couplet line outside her door. Whoever can compose a matching second line, she’ll receive. Otherwise…”

One agent grew anxious: “Damn it! A whore making such a fuss! I’ll go drag her out!” He raised his gun and was about to go upstairs.

At this moment, an agent in his forties spoke: “Stop! No manners! Back when General Cai’e and Xiao Fengxian composed poetry and matched couplets in a brothel, it became a fine tale. Don’t always resort to violence. Manners! Understand? Madam, take me to see. I’ll compose the match.”

This person was precisely the target Zu Ye would later strike—his name was Xu Huaijin, Deputy Director of the Military Intelligence Division.

Led by the madam, Xu Huaijin climbed to the second floor and arrived at Hua Yuerong’s door. On both sides of the door was indeed a couplet. The first line read: “Yin yin yang yang, yin and yang uncertain—matters of romance and passion.” The second line was still blank paper—no one had matched it.

Xu Huaijin contemplated for a moment and said to the madam: “Bring me a brush.”

The madam brought him a brush. Xu Huaijin rolled up his sleeves and on the blank paper wrote in neat regular script: “Good good evil evil, good and evil have their reward—people of the rivers and lakes.”

The madam looked and quickly called into the room: “Miss Hua, a customer has come to match your couplet. He’s an officer.”

Shortly, the door opened. Hua Yuerong walked out covering her face with a handkerchief, delicate and touching. When Xu Huaijin saw her, his heart wouldn’t stop racing. This young lady was too beautiful—delicate skin and tender flesh, graceful figure, eyes full of emotion, glancing about enchantingly. Any normal man seeing her would be moved.

Hua Yuerong looked at the second line, nodded, smiled sweetly, and said: “Officer, please enter.”

Xu Huaijin smiled and made a gesture of courtesy. “Young lady, please.”

Hua Yuerong walked inside. Xu Huaijin tossed the madam a stack of bills and said: “Bring some wine and dishes.” Then he waved his hand dismissing the other agents and walked into the room himself.

Before long, the waiter came up with a tray—a pot of Daughter’s Red wine and four small dishes. Hua Yuerong poured a cup of wine and handed it to Xu Huaijin. After Xu Huaijin received it, he said: “Thank you for your trouble, young lady. May I ask your honored name?”

Hua Yuerong replied: “This young woman’s surname is Hua, given name Yuerong.”

Xu Huaijin smiled and said: “The beauty that makes fish sink and geese fall, the countenance that shames the moon and flowers—this is Hua Yuerong. Young lady, you truly live up to your name.”

Hua Yuerong’s face reddened: “The officer flatters me. When I was small, everyone in my family called me Yue’er. May I ask the officer’s honored surname?”

Xu Huaijin paused and said: “My surname is Xu. You may call me Director Xu. Miss Yue’er has uncommon bearing—how did you come to drift into this…” Suddenly feeling he’d misspoken, Xu Huaijin forcibly swallowed the second half of his sentence.

Hua Yuerong smiled faintly and said: “Director Xu need not be formal. This young woman is originally from Lin’an. Because my family suddenly suffered misfortune, I had no choice but to take this desperate measure… A person without food still has face, a tree though hollow still has bark. If it weren’t for my mother being gravely ill with no money for treatment…” As she spoke, two streams of hot tears rolled down.

Xu Huaijin quickly took out his handkerchief to wipe away Hua Yuerong’s tears. Hua Yuerong naturally sat in his embrace.

Xu Huaijin said softly: “Don’t worry. Tell me about it.”

Hua Yuerong leaned against Xu Huaijin’s chest and said: “My family was originally a prominent household in Lin’an. My father was a tea merchant. Later, father was killed by enemies and the family circumstances began to decline. Both my older brothers became soldiers and died on the battlefield. At the beginning of this year, mother caught a chill, then her condition worsened and developed into consumption. She coughs blood every day. Watching mother like this, my heart is like being cut by knives. As long as I can earn money to treat mother’s illness and let her eat something good, no matter how much suffering I endure, I’m willing.” After speaking, she shed tears again.

Xu Huaijin tightly embraced Hua Yuerong and said: “Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid. Though we meet by chance like duckweed on water, this too is fate. I will help you.”

Hua Yuerong stood up and filled another cup of wine for Xu Huaijin, then filled one for herself. Raising her wine cup, she said: “When wine meets a true friend, a thousand cups are too few; when words don’t match, half a sentence is too much. This young woman is not a person of loose nature. Even having entered this brothel, I’m not a casual person. That’s why I wrote this first couplet line on the door—at the very least, the person should be literate and reasonable before I’ll receive them. Several people before matched it in complete gibberish. Not until Director Xu came did this young woman feel relieved. Director Xu possesses both civil and military abilities. This young woman admires you. Let me toast you.”

Xu Huaijin smiled happily, pulled Hua Yuerong into his embrace, and drained the wine with satisfaction. Afterward, Hua Yuerong filled several more cups, and both drank them down in one gulp.

After several cups of wine, the two nestled quietly together. The moonlight lingered on the willow branches. A breeze blew in through the window. The fragrance of magnolia flowers from the courtyard wafted toward them. Setting aside all conspiracy and sin, this scene was like a painting, frozen in the warmth of love.

At the third watch, Xu Huaijin removed Hua Yuerong’s outer garment. Hua Yuerong shyly covered her red undergarment and said: “Director Xu, could you grant this young woman two days’ grace?”

Xu Huaijin didn’t understand. “Why?”

Hua Yuerong said with a melancholy expression: “I’ve been frail and sickly since childhood. Mother once had a fortune-teller cast my eight characters. He said I must pass my twentieth birthday before I can engage in conjugal relations. Otherwise, I certainly won’t live past twenty-two. In two more days, it will be my birthday. Therefore, I ask the Director…”

Xu Huaijin was startled: “Oh, I see. So you’re saying Miss Yue’er is still a virgin?”

Hua Yuerong’s face reddened, and she gently nodded.

Xu Huaijin smiled tenderly. “Hehe, the ancients often said, ‘Moving like a startled rabbit, still as a virgin.’ No wonder Miss Yue’er’s every gesture reveals composure and restraint. Hehe, no rush, no rush.”

Hua Yuerong quickly performed a curtsy and said: “Thank you, Director. This truly is ‘worry not that the road ahead lacks acquaintances.’ This young woman’s life is bitter—I’m like duckweed returning to the sea. Yet I never imagined I could meet someone as loyal and righteous as the Director in this pleasure quarter!”

Xu Huaijin laughed happily, then suddenly seemed to remember something: “You just mentioned there was a fortune-teller…”

Hua Yuerong said: “Yes, this person is very formidable. He was an old friend of my father’s. He once predicted that father would face mortal danger in middle age. Unfortunately, father paid no attention to this. Father had a stubborn temperament and often said life and death are ordained by fate, wealth and status are in heaven’s hands. The year of the incident, that fortune-teller even made a special trip to our home to inform us of methods to resolve the disaster, but father was busy with business and didn’t accept the advice. As a result, that winter, father was killed by enemies, and from then on the family circumstances declined. He also divined that my two older brothers would face disaster… One by one, these matters later came true. That’s why this young woman cares so much about the timing of consummating her marriage. This young woman doesn’t cherish life, but because mother is ill, I can’t let her go. No matter what, I must care for mother through her old age until her death… But recently mother’s condition has become increasingly severe. I don’t want to worry about these matters anymore. I think if I die, I die. If before dying I can let mother eat something, dying would be worth it…”

Before Hua Yuerong could finish, Xu Huaijin interrupted: “Don’t speak foolishly. There’s a solution to everything…” He contemplated for a moment, then said: “This fortune-teller you mentioned—what’s his name? Where is he from?”

Hua Yuerong said: “This fortune-teller, people call him Mr. Tieban. I’m told he’s the direct successor of some Iron Divination Daoist…”

Xu Huaijin interjected: “Is it the Mr. Tieban mentioned in the newspapers?”

Hua Yuerong smiled and said: “This young woman is neither official nor scholar. How would I understand reading newspapers? I don’t know which one the Director refers to.”

Xu Huaijin said: “It must be him, must be him! Can you still find him?”

Hua Yuerong said: “He wanders the four seas, his whereabouts uncertain. This is hard to say, but every year on father’s death anniversary, he comes to pay respects.”

Xu Huaijin asked: “When is your late father’s death anniversary?”

Hua Yuerong said: “The seventh day of this month.”

Xu Huaijin nodded, as if speaking to himself: “Heaven helps me.”

Hua Yuerong asked: “What did the Director say?”

Xu Huaijin said: “Nothing, nothing. Next time, take me to see your mother.”

Hua Yuerong said: “I couldn’t trouble the Director…”

Xu Huaijin said: “I must, I must. I absolutely must visit her.” He suddenly asked again: “Where are you living now?”

Hua Yuerong answered: “Dazhuizi Hutong, number 28. We just moved there at the beginning of the month.”

Xu Huaijin said: “Good. Next time, take me there.”

Hua Yuerong said: “Thank you for the Director’s concern. Since I cannot accompany the Director to sleep tonight, let me sing a Kunqu opera piece for you.” As she spoke, she poured another cup of wine for Xu Huaijin.

Xu Huaijin smiled and said: “Wonderful.”

Hua Yuerong strummed the three-stringed instrument and sang a section of “Dian Jiang Chun.” The tones rose and fell, the lingering notes circled the rafters. Xu Huaijin couldn’t stop clapping to show his appreciation. When she reached an emotional passage, Xu Huaijin involuntarily moved closer to Hua Yuerong and embraced her.

At this moment, a junior agent knocked and entered—apparently urging Xu Huaijin that time was up. Xu Huaijin walked over to the young agent and whispered a few words. The agent saluted and withdrew.

Hua Yuerong said: “If the Director has business, please attend to it. This young woman has met the Director… and my heart… now has someone it belongs to. Director, please attend to your official duties. Yue’er will wait here. If the Director doesn’t come for one day, Yue’er will wait one day. If the Director doesn’t come for one year, Yue’er will wait one year. If the Director doesn’t come in this life, Yue’er will wait until the next.”

Xu Huaijin stared blankly at Hua Yuerong. Hua Yuerong gazed at him adoringly. Xu Huaijin gently embraced Hua Yuerong. He wanted to say something but swallowed it back.

The rooster crowed thrice, the east turned red, and soon the sun jumped out. Xu Huaijin straightened his clothing and said to Hua Yuerong: “Miss Yue’er, this Xu will return in two days to see you again.”

The Female Scam Artist Falls in Love with the Military Intelligence Agent

After Xu Huaijin left, Hua Yuerong organized her thoughts in the room, then called a girl from downstairs and whispered a few words to her. Then she changed her clothes and rushed toward Dazhuizi Hutong. After about half an hour, she arrived at the gate of number 28, lightly knocked on the door, and called: “Mother?”

Before long, an old woman walked out, white cloth wrapped around her forehead, appearing gravely ill. She said happily: “My daughter has returned?” Then she began coughing violently.

Before Hua Yuerong could speak, the old woman gave her a meaningful look, her eyes sweeping toward the wall outside, and said loudly: “Daughter, just now two kind people came to our home. They said they were your good friends. They asked about my illness and even left some money for me. Such kind-hearted people!”

Hua Yuerong’s heart skipped a beat. While helping the old woman into the house, she said: “Mother, what friends? What were their names?”

The old woman said: “I asked, but they didn’t leave their names. They just said they were your friends and would come visit me again.”

Hua Yuerong said: “Oh, Mother, next time they come, make sure to have them leave their names so I’ll know who they are.”

The old woman sighed and said: “Yes, yes. We mother and daughter have truly met benefactors. Your father died early, and both your brothers are gone too…”

Hua Yuerong said: “Mother, why bring that up? With your daughter here, everything will get better for us.”

The two walked into the house and closed the door. The old woman immediately pulled off the white cloth from her head. Hua Yuerong flashed a conspiratorial smile at the old woman, who put her finger to her lips—”Shh”—signaling Hua Yuerong not to be too bold.

The two continued their mother-daughter dialogue in the room for a few more exchanges. Hua Yuerong began fetching firewood from the courtyard to make a fire and cook. Smoke rose from the chimney, curling upward until it dispersed into the high sky.

In fact, during this entire period, Xu Huaijin’s agents had been monitoring and eavesdropping from behind the back wall. Last night, when Hua Yuerong was recounting her background to Xu Huaijin, he had already prepared to verify her story. Near dawn, when that junior agent came upstairs, those few words Xu Huaijin whispered to him were instructions to immediately rush to number 28 Dazhuizi Hutong to see if things were truly as Hua Yuerong had claimed.

These two old hands, Zu Ye and Zhang Enrui, had anticipated this when laying out the scheme. They had arranged in advance for an older female scam artist to disguise herself and lie in bed looking sickly at number 28, ready to receive the agents at any time.

Sure enough, just as dawn was breaking, the old female scam artist heard knocking at the door. She put on her clothes, feigning illness, opened the courtyard gate, and saw two strangers. Her heart was already prepared. While letting them into the house, she sighed and lamented her family affairs in response to their questions, exactly matching what Hua Yuerong had said. All the while she kept coughing, covering her mouth with a handkerchief as if about to cough up her lungs. After coughing for a while, she stopped and opened the handkerchief. The blood capsule previously tucked in the handkerchief had burst. In the dim room, the agents thought she had truly coughed blood.

After conversing with the old woman for a while and finding no flaws, the agents left some money as Xu Huaijin had instructed, then slipped behind the back wall to stake out. These agents were truly cunning. They wanted to see what would happen when Hua Yuerong returned and how the two would interact. As a result, Hua Yuerong and the old woman performed their mother-daughter relationship flawlessly, and the two agents returned to report with peace of mind.

The reason Hua Yuerong was startled when she first entered was that she hadn’t expected Xu Huaijin’s agents to arrive so quickly. She hadn’t even detected when Xu Huaijin had informed the agents. For a scam artist, this was a fatal oversight. Scam artists cannot miss any glance or movement from their opponent. Hua Yuerong felt confused and muttered to herself: “What’s happening to me?”

The old woman asked: “What’s happening?”

Hua Yuerong was startled. “Oh, nothing.”

That night, Hua Yuerong returned to Fengming Tower. She had already sent word of the situation here to Zhang Enrui and Zu Ye through a small-time operative. She needed to rehearse the next steps according to plan—what to say, what to do, how to deceive, how to close the net. All the links passed through her mind over and over. No other customers dared to go upstairs with designs on her anymore, because before leaving, Xu Huaijin had tossed the madam a large sum of money and told her: “Miss Hua is reserved exclusively for me.”

Night deepened, and Hua Yuerong grew tired. She drank a few mouthfuls of tea, removed her outer garment, and lay on the bed. She wanted to sleep but couldn’t, so she just stared blankly. Xu Huaijin’s image kept tumbling before her eyes. Xu Huaijin was indeed handsome and imposing, a top graduate of Whampoa Military Academy, with a straight spine and courteous manner. Thinking about it, Hua Yuerong couldn’t help but smile involuntarily, then suddenly stopped. Worry replaced her smile. She was clear that she was just a scam artist, an absolute fraud. Xu Huaijin was her mark, her opponent. All of this was a scheme, a performance that would eventually end with everyone dispersing when the play concluded.

The next evening, after Hua Yuerong finished dinner and had just sat down in her boudoir after dressing up, she heard the madam’s loud cry: “Ai-yo! The officer has arrived! Miss Hua is waiting for you upstairs! Come in, come in!”

This was followed by the clomping sound of military boots climbing the stairs. Hua Yuerong quickly opened the door. Xu Huaijin strode over. The two lovers met as if separated by three autumns. Xu Huaijin smiled slightly: “Miss Yue’er.”

Hua Yuerong said tenderly: “Director.”

Just as Hua Yuerong was about to invite Xu Huaijin into the room, he waved his hand. “No rush, Miss Yue’er.” With that, he turned around, removed his gloves, extended his hand to the agent behind him and said: “Bring it.”

An agent handed a bouquet of beautiful flowers to Xu Huaijin. Xu Huaijin held the flowers with both hands before Hua Yuerong’s face, looked into her eyes, and said affectionately: “Happy birthday, Miss Yue’er. May your flower-like beauty remain forever, may you be forever beautiful.”

Hua Yuerong was stunned by the scene before her. After the Xinhai Revolution, although Western learning spread eastward and the people became increasingly romantic, this kind of Western romantic gesture—apart from great talents like Zhimo and Beihong playing at it—was truly rare among Military Intelligence agents! Hua Yuerong had been impoverished since childhood and deeply trapped in the theater world in her early years. From opera lyrics she had learned only the subtle, chess-board hidden love of Zhang Sheng and Yingying. How could she have experienced such a magnificent scene!

Hua Yuerong’s eyes actually moistened. For a moment she didn’t know what to say. She timidly accepted the bouquet of flowers, her face flushed red, and said softly: “Director, please come in!”

Xu Huaijin said to the agents and the madam behind him: “All of you, withdraw. Without my order, no one is permitted to disturb us!”

After entering the room, Hua Yuerong threw herself into Xu Huaijin’s embrace. The two held each other tightly. Xu Huaijin pulled out a small box from his pocket. When opened, it contained a jade bracelet carved with dragon and phoenix patterns. He said to Hua Yuerong: “This is what my mother gave me when I left to take the Whampoa Military Academy entrance exam. She told me to give it to her future daughter-in-law. Now I’ve found her.”

Hua Yuerong gazed deeply at Xu Huaijin. “Director.”

Xu Huaijin gently embraced Hua Yuerong and said: “I’ve already sent people to visit your mother. From now on, I’ll care for the old lady together with you. You never need to worry about livelihood again.”

Hua Yuerong leaned on Xu Huaijin’s shoulder and shed tears. At this moment, how she wished she truly were just a prostitute.

According to Grand Master Zhang Enrui’s arrangement, unless absolutely necessary, Hua Yuerong didn’t need to give herself. She could have followed the plan and used the excuse that three years of mourning for her father hadn’t passed to avoid tonight’s ordeal. But she changed her mind. She voluntarily loosened her clothes and removed her belt…

Later, after Hua Yuerong’s death, when Zhang Enrui sent people to sort through her belongings, they found a piece of paper under her pillow. It was a letter in small regular script written by Hua Yuerong’s own hand, perhaps the deepest confession from her heart. She wrote:

General, my beloved, as you read this:

This concubine is of lowly status, born at the wrong time. I intended to pass my days in a daze and end this life, but unexpectedly Heaven pitied me and I met the General. The General is heroic and magnificent, treating this concubine with kindness as heavy as mountains. That this concubine obtained the General—how could I not rejoice? This concubine has drifted for twenty years, suffering all hardships, without father or mother, without ties or attachments. Only after meeting the General did I come to understand the meaning of being a woman!

This concubine is a common fraudster, deeply trapped in the three evil paths. From when I first met the General, I deployed all manner of deceitful tricks. The General is within the scheme, this concubine is within a dream. Each day the General’s feelings toward me deepen by one part, this concubine’s heartbreak also increases by one part. The General advances, my heart breaks. Now, the General remains within the scheme, but this concubine’s dream has awakened. How this concubine wished to remain long in the dream!

This concubine doesn’t resent Heaven, doesn’t resent fate. That this concubine obtained the General’s love—this life is enough! Mandarin ducks often suffer sorrowful separation, since ancient times deep feelings bring parting’s pain. This concubine will not long remain among the living! The General is human in the yang world, this concubine will be ghost in the yin world. From now on, yin and yang are separated, each following Heaven’s decree. Humans are like the clear wind, flesh is like mud. When people die there is no emotion, flowers fall and depart. In life this concubine’s body was beyond control—where will my soul rest after death? This concubine only loves the General, and nine deaths cannot make me forget!

Words cannot fully express, expression cannot fully convey meaning. I hope you will take care of yourself. This concubine endlessly awaits.

Your concubine, Yuerong

Bingchen day, chou hour

She called this agent “General,” and her words were nothing but true love and devotion. This truly was: gauze curtains warm, red candles sway, one night of clouds and rain dispels a hundred regrets; Military Intelligence passion, scam artist’s love, truth and falsehood no longer matter.

She herself knew this was ultimately a letter that could never be sent. Actually, she had long since died—died in her own love.

The Fortune-Teller’s Honey Trap

According to plan, Hua Yuerong was to introduce Zu Ye to Xu Huaijin on her “father’s death anniversary.” After several days of intimacy, Xu Huaijin and Hua Yuerong already talked about everything. Hua Yuerong cleverly used menstrual cloth prepared in advance by the small-time operatives to substantiate her virginity claim.

Before the introduction, Hua Yuerong repeatedly instructed Xu Huaijin: “You absolutely mustn’t say you’re a military officer, because common folk like us normally have no opportunity to come into contact with high Military Intelligence officials. If that gentleman learns I work in a brothel as a prostitute and word reaches my mother’s ears, Mother will surely be heartbroken! I’ve always told Mother I work as a helper in a restaurant, and to wash all those plates and bowls, I have to work overtime all night.”

Xu Huaijin nodded and said: “I’ll just say I’m a merchant, a friend of your father’s from when he was alive.”

This was actually a diversionary trap. Only if Xu Huaijin concealed his identity could Zu Ye later expose it, thereby demonstrating Zu Ye’s profound mastery of the Way! On the surface, Hua Yuerong proposed this strategy to conceal her own identity, but actually it was to reduce Xu Huaijin’s wariness.

Xu Huaijin, in his identity as a tea merchant wearing a long gown and jacket, met Zu Ye at a restaurant.

As soon as they sat down, he humbly said: “I’ve long admired your great name, sir. Meeting you today, you truly possess the ethereal air of a sage. Your reputation is well-deserved.”

Zu Ye chuckled: “Sir, you’re too kind. A crude commoner surviving in chaotic times—what great name could there be?”

Xu Huaijin smiled and said: “Sir, you’re too modest. Fortunately Miss Hua made this introduction, otherwise I’d have no opportunity to meet you.” He handed over a slip of paper. “These are my eight characters. I trouble you, sir, to read them.”

Zu Ye received the eight characters, looked at them, contemplated for a moment, then suddenly said: “Sir, do you understand the Three Bonds and Five Constants?”

This left Xu Huaijin completely baffled, like a monk of eight feet unable to reach his head. He said timidly: “Sir… what do you mean by this?”

Zu Ye said: “The Three Bonds: the ruler is the bond of the minister, the father is the bond of the son, the husband is the bond of the wife. The Five Constants: benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trust. Sir, you completely lack trust and righteousness. What is there for us to discuss?”

Xu Huaijin was startled. “Where does this statement come from?”

Zu Ye smiled: “Yue’er told me you’re a tea merchant. I observe your eight characters—you’re not a merchant at all. A merchant would not have these eight characters!”

Xu Huaijin’s head began to sweat. He asked: “This… then according to my eight characters, what profession should I be engaged in?”

Zu Ye said: “Your eight characters’ pattern is extraordinary. The Three Wonders converge in illumination, official killing merges with the body—this is the constitution of one who serves as general or minister, an official’s destiny!”

This move truly combined deception with striking, applying both flattery and technique, achieving everything in one step.

Xu Huaijin couldn’t conceal his inner joy. “May I ask, sir, how high a position can I attain? I’m currently at a critical moment for promotion. I don’t know if I can defeat my rivals. Please offer guidance, sir.”

Zu Ye smiled: “A tea merchant—how could there be opportunities for promotion?”

Xu Huaijin’s face reddened: “Sir, forgive me! I truly am not a tea merchant, but rather serve in the government. A few days ago at a brothel I happened to meet Miss Hua. The young lady was also forced by circumstances to fall into the brothel. She and I fell in love at first sight, which enabled this meeting with you, sir. The young lady feared that if you learned of these matters and sent word to her mother, so she adopted this desperate measure.”

Zu Ye shook his head helplessly. “The Hua family’s misfortune was within my expectations long ago. In earlier years I warned her father, but he wouldn’t listen…”

Xu Huaijin lowered his head and contemplated for a while, then said: “Alas, each person has their fate. Sir need not blame yourself. Actually, I too know a little about the Four Pillars and physiognomy. I wonder what lofty views sir has on Chinese numerology?”

When Zu Ye heard this, he understood there was subtext in these words, so he smiled and said: “The Book of Changes aligns with Heaven and Earth, able to encompass the Way of Heaven and Earth. Studying the Changes is valuable for understanding principle. If principle is unclear, the more one studies, the more confused one becomes!”

Xu Huaijin said: “Sir speaks correctly. I have several questions I can’t understand. Though I’ve pondered them for many days, I still haven’t found clarity. Please, sir, don’t spare your instruction.”

Zu Ye said: “Please speak.”

Xu Huaijin said: “First is the question of physiognomy. Ancient books often say that a full heavenly court and square earthly pavilion constitute a fortunate countenance. But I see many mediocre people throughout the streets, many of whom also have full courts and complete pavilions, yet why are they of such low station? Also, physiognomy books often say to observe a person’s wealth by looking at the nose—a high nose bridge, plump and fleshy, is the fate of great wealth. I often see rickshaw pullers and dock laborers, many with large noses, yet they labor in poverty. How do you explain this?”

Zu Ye laughed heartily: “You are mistaken, sir! Continuing thus, I fear… I fear you’ll become a laughingstock in the future! Physiognomy ultimately is the method of the Five Elements. The Five Elements are metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. The heavenly court and earthly pavilion, the three stops and five mountains are merely figurative descriptions of Five Element positions. The Five Elements are valuable in their flow and integration. Looking at a single location alone means nothing about fortune or misfortune. Examining all five features together is the correct principle. Have you not seen that Zhu Yuanzhang had a horse face and donkey lips—looking at each organ individually, all were hideously grotesque, but the five features combined together precisely concealed wind and gathered water, the Five Elements flowed smoothly, and thus he unified the empire and occupied the supreme position. By the same logic, merely looking at a person’s nose without analyzing the coordination of other palaces cannot accurately determine the fortune or misfortune of wealth. Moreover, a nose has four parts: the mountain root, year position, longevity position, and tip. Just looking at whether it’s high and fleshy without distinguishing whether it’s straight or crooked, its color and luster—how can one judge accurately? Studying the Changes is valuable in integration. Zhang Liang removed the dross from the ‘Supreme Duke’s Art of War’ to create ‘Mysterious Gate Escaping Armor.’ Xu Ziping supplemented Li Xuzhong’s ‘Three Pillars’ insufficiency to create ‘Four Pillars.’ Shao Yong broke the sequence of the Eight Trigrams to derive the ‘Imperial Ultimate Classic.’ Those who study the Changes but don’t understand yin and yang, don’t seek dialectics—these are mediocrities!”

Zu Ye was “striking.” This was the so-called “urgently strike, slowly deceive.” Zu Ye seized upon flaws in his theory and spoke eloquently in one breath, “striking” until Xu Huaijin had to prostrate himself in complete submission.

This was Zu Ye’s true skill. Scam artists fall into two categories: those who rely entirely on deception, and those with some real ability. A scam artist who doesn’t study the true Book of Changes will only be a “foot soldier” until death. Where does real ability come from? First, passed down generation after generation by hall elders. Second, seeking out folk masters. In his early years, Zu Ye inherited some Book of Changes knowledge from Zhang Dancheng, then frequently visited various Republican era worthies, integrating and comprehending, gaining much genuine knowledge.

Zu Ye once taught us: All fortune-telling arts based on the Book of Changes, the key lies in adaptation.

Take physiognomy and palmistry—ordinary people only know “this person’s nose is good, high and straight,” “that person’s eyes are good, phoenix eyes,” “this person’s hands are good, cotton-pouch hands.” They don’t realize that physiognomy requires “Five Element coordination, form and spirit both complete.”

What is Five Element coordination? Zu Ye explained: Human organs match with the Five Elements—eyes belong to fire, ears and mouth belong to water, cheekbones belong to metal, nose belongs to earth, skull and eyebrows belong to wood. The Five Elements mutually generate and control each other. Any organ that’s too large or too small will cause imbalance in the human body’s Five Element energy. For example, if the nose is too large while the cheekbones don’t rise and the chin is small, the entire nose appears especially prominent on the face. The nose belongs to earth—too much earth buries metal, metal’s depletion reduces water. The nose with the force of Mount Tai overwhelms the cheekbones, swallowing the nasolabial folds and chin. This is an extremely inauspicious countenance. Therefore, a person’s fortune or misfortune doesn’t lie in whether an individual organ looks good, but in the overall harmony of all facial organs—this is called “Five Element coordination.” Palmistry follows the same principle. The quality of a palm doesn’t only depend on several major palm lines. Palm lines are certainly important—the life line should be long, the money line should be deep, the emotion line should be stable, the wisdom line should be penetrating—but the entire palm’s shape, thickness, and luster require even more examination. Hand shapes are divided into five types: metal-type hand, wood-type hand, water-type hand, fire-type hand, earth-type hand. On the palm, the Eight Trigrams arise, divided into the eight palaces of Qian, Kun, Zhen, Li, Dui, Xun, Kan, and Gen. The palaces and hand shape must coordinate and cannot conflict or control each other. Palm lines and palaces must coordinate and cannot harm or injure each other. As the saying goes: palm shape and Eight Trigrams are primary, are sovereign; lines and colors are secondary, are ministers. First observe palm shape, then observe lines. Five Element coordination—destiny can be measured.

What does “form and spirit both complete” mean? Chinese physiognomy originated in the pre-Qin period and took shape during the Qin and Han dynasties. China’s first female physiognomist, Xu Fu, proposed the concept of “jointly examining form and spirit.” Form refers to external appearance, including a person’s facial features, palm features, bone structure, mole patterns, and so forth. Spirit refers to the temperament and aura a person projects to the outside world—that is, a person’s spiritual bearing. The ancients often said: External form is easy to judge, spiritual energy is difficult to measure. Zu Ye once said: A true master, when you pass by him, doesn’t need to look at any facial or palm features—your fortune or misfortune, poverty or prosperity, longevity or early death, he knows it all in his heart. A person’s walking, standing, sitting, reclining—every movement everywhere reveals fortune and misfortune. Legend has it that when Li Hongzhang brought three people to Zeng Guofan’s residence seeking employment, they happened upon Zeng Guofan taking a walk in the courtyard. Those three people stood there, and before they had a chance to speak, Zeng Guofan merely glanced at them and said to Li Hongzhang: “The one on the left can be used in minor capacity; the one in the middle cannot be used; the one on the right can be used in important capacity.” Zeng Guofan, just by looking at their standing posture and eye expression, made this conclusion. Later, history validated Zeng Guofan’s judgment—the person on the right was none other than the later famous first Governor of Taiwan, Liu Mingchuan. Before Zeng Guofan died, he compiled his research on physiognomy into a book—”Ice Mirror”—which was precisely the textbook Xu Huaijin and others were now studying.

Before Zu Ye, Xu Huaijin was still a novice, but he remained unconvinced and asked Zu Ye an extremely challenging question in the destiny-reading world: “Sir, then in your view, what is the accuracy level of Eight Characters fortune prediction?”

After hearing this, Zu Ye smiled slightly and said: “I’ve already mentioned this earlier. Eight Characters, when all is said and done, is a person’s birthday, composed of four groups of heavenly stems and earthly branches from the year, month, day, and hour of birth. Each group has two characters, making eight characters total, hence called Eight Characters. Because it’s constructed from four pillars—year, month, day, and hour—it’s also called Four Pillars. Eight Character fortune-telling is also called Four Pillar fortune-telling. It was originally created by Tang Dynasty advanced scholar Li Xuzhong, but at that time it was only Three Pillar fortune-telling, considering only a person’s birth year, birth month, and birth day, not considering birth hour. During the Song Dynasty, Xu Ziping discovered the insufficiency of Three Pillar destiny analysis and developed Three Pillars into Four Pillars, incorporating a person’s birth hour into consideration as well. Only then did Eight Character fortune-telling truly take shape. Due to Xu Ziping’s enormous contribution, Eight Character fortune-telling was respectfully called the Art of Ziping. The reason for this historic leap was that Xu Ziping considered that too many people were born in the same year, same month, same day. If birth hour wasn’t included in consideration, then people born on the same day would all have identical Three Pillars, meaning identical fates—which would obviously be too absurd! By incorporating the hour, people born on the same day were further divided into twelve time periods. Different hours would lead to different fortunes and misfortunes, making analysis more detailed and accurate. But is this perfect? Not at all! Many people are also born in the same hour. Their Eight Characters are identical—does that mean their fates are identical? Of course not! Therefore, in my humble opinion, if one hour could be further refined, refined to a specific quarter-hour, accuracy would advance another level. However, that wouldn’t be Eight Character fortune-telling anymore, but Ten Character fortune-telling! Of course, this only considers the time element and hasn’t yet considered the spatial element. The geographical environment of birth also has major impact on destiny. Sir, think about it—at this very moment, how many people are being born across the vast Chinese land? These people have identical Eight Characters, but their birth environments differ vastly. Some in the warm, humid regions of Jiangnan, some in the harsh cold lands beyond the Great Wall. Terrain, sunlight, temperature all differ—naturally their fates won’t be the same! Therefore, in my view, Eight Characters are merely an overview. Only by combining them with feng shui and physiognomy can one achieve greater accuracy!”

After Zu Ye finished speaking, he quietly observed Xu Huaijin. Xu Huaijin was already convinced. He stood up and bowed deeply. “Sir deeply understands the principles of the Changes, your learning spans ancient and modern times. I admire you, truly admire you!”

After speaking, he contemplated for a moment, then bowed deeply to Zu Ye again. “Sir, I have a request. Please instruct me.”

Zu Ye said calmly: “Please speak, sir.”

Xu Huaijin said: “My department is about to undergo organizational restructuring in the near future. I still wish to advance further. I wonder if you could employ your mystical methods to assist me? I will certainly reward you handsomely!”

Zu Ye contemplated for a moment, then let out a sigh.

Seeing this, Xu Huaijin quickly pressed: “Sir, why do you sigh? Could it be my destiny shows inauspicious omens? Or…”

Zu Ye said: “Those who study the Changes value honesty. I must tell you truthfully.”

Xu Huaijin said: “Precisely so. Sir, please speak freely!”

Zu Ye said: “This year, your fate encounters petty people. There are always people causing trouble behind your back, preventing you from having peace of mind!”

Xu Huaijin said: “Absolutely correct! They’re all wolf-hearted, dog-lunged creatures. Calling each other brothers openly, stabbing knives in the back secretly. Detestable! Detestable!”

This was all information conveyed by Hua Yuerong. These past few days, after their intimate encounters, Xu Huaijin would embrace Hua Yuerong and curse the sinister cunning of his Military Intelligence colleagues. Actually, even without Hua Yuerong conveying information, Zu Ye could have guessed roughly. The people within Military Intelligence were of mixed quality, black and white intermingled, with open strife and covert struggles—this was no secret. The wonderful thing about this was that the person involved was confused. Xu Huaijin daily calculated to guard against colleagues around him, never imagining that outside Military Intelligence, mysteries also lurked.

Zu Ye continued: “If you wish to rise steadily, to be promoted one rank, you must do two things. Otherwise, not only will you fail to advance, you’ll also face official disaster.”

Xu Huaijin quickly asked: “Which two things? Please instruct me, sir!”

Zu Ye seemed about to speak but stopped, shook his head, sighed again, and said to himself: “Impossible, impossible.”

Xu Huaijin grew somewhat anxious. “Sir, please speak freely. How much expenditure is needed?”

Zu Ye smiled: “It’s not about money, it’s… Sir, you’ve also researched mystical arts. Have you heard of the theory of absorbing yin to supplement yang?”

Upon hearing this, Xu Huaijin’s face reddened. “This… I’ve heard of this. It’s achieving yin-yang balance through male-female union. It’s mentioned in ‘Thousand Gold Prescriptions.’ What does sir mean?”

Zu Ye said: “The essence of this method lies in taking a virgin’s innate yin to supplement a man’s acquired yang. Your Eight Characters’ Four Pillars are pure yang, yang energy excessive. This year is also a year of vigorous yang energy. Extreme prosperity leads to decline. You must find a virgin body to unite with. Through yin-yang harmonization, official position can be attained. However, matters between men and women require mutual willingness. You absolutely must not force anyone, otherwise you’ll violate heavenly principle—better not to do it at all!”

Upon hearing this, Xu Huaijin was secretly delighted. “Heaven truly helps me—Yue’er is a virgin!” But he didn’t say this aloud. He still maintained a righteous appearance and said: “Yes, yes, sir speaks correctly. Such matters cannot be forced. How could I harm a respectable young lady for my own selfish interests? I’ll slowly search. If Heaven helps me, I’ll certainly encounter such a person. If Heaven doesn’t help me, I’ll accept it.” Though his mouth said this, his heart had long blossomed with joy.

Zu Ye watched his behavior and secretly laughed inside. He continued: “Moreover, if one day Heaven favors you and you encounter such a woman, you must pay attention—after intercourse, warn the woman not to go near water for one year, otherwise her life will be in danger!”

Xu Huaijin was startled: “What does this mean?”

Zu Ye said: “After a woman’s innate yin energy is completely released, it needs to slowly recover. To give an analogy, it’s like tender sprouts under scorching sun—after many days of burning exposure, water energy consumed dry, parched to the extreme. At this time, water is needed, but it must be a slow trickle, gradually moistening. Otherwise, if flooded with torrential water, not only won’t it save its life, it will die in reverse reaction. Water at the extreme yin is supreme. After intercourse, a woman must stay away from great rivers and large waters, otherwise her life is in grave danger! Remember this, remember!”

Upon hearing this, Xu Huaijin broke out in cold sweat. “So serious! I’ve noted it! Sir, you just mentioned two things. The other one is…”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “The other matter is simpler. It won’t harm human life. It’s all about accumulating virtue and goodness. In your destiny, fire force is intense and needs wet earth to contain the fire energy. The twelve earthly branches each correspond to zodiac animals—the so-called Rat of Zi, Ox of Chou, Tiger of Yin, Rabbit of Mao, Dragon of Chen, Snake of Si, Horse of Wu, Sheep of Wei, Monkey of Shen, Rooster of You, Dog of Xu, Pig of Hai. Among these twelve zodiac animals, the ox belongs to wet earth in the Five Elements. You can take the number fifty as derived from Heaven and Earth’s great expansion, raising fifty oxen. Don’t let them labor in plowing anymore or suffer whipping. Don’t slaughter them for meat either. Feed them fodder daily and let them die natural deaths. If you can fulfill this wish, not only will your official fortune prosper, you can also add to your lifespan!”

Xu Huaijin asked: “How is this so?”

Zu Ye said: “The six realms of beings each have spiritual nature. Look at the character structure of ‘ox’ and ‘dog’—ox is within prison, dog is beside jail. People who slaughter and eat these two animals all come to bad ends. They don’t live long in life, and descend to hell after death. You not only refrain from eating them but rescue them—naturally your lifespan increases and official fortune prospers!”

Xu Huaijin suddenly understood. “Sir’s compassion is admirable! However, in these chaotic times of war, to suddenly gather fifty oxen for raising is… not an easy matter.”

Zu Ye nodded: “It depends on human effort. You can send your subordinates to look at the livestock market, but one point—transactions must be honest, no plundering, otherwise you’re creating negative karma!”

Xu Huaijin nodded repeatedly. “Sir, rest assured! Thank you for your guidance!” He took out a stack of bills to give Zu Ye.

Zu Ye waved his hand: “No need. When you achieve success and fame in the future, it won’t be too late to express thanks.”

Xu Huaijin was completely speechless.

Actually, the livestock market during the Republican period wasn’t prosperous to begin with. After the war against Japan, it became even more depressed. For this scheme, within one month Zhang Enrui sent dozens of small-time operatives throughout the Jianghuai region going door-to-door buying calves. Calf costs were relatively lower compared to mature oxen, so expenses weren’t large. Later, seeing the date approaching, they couldn’t worry about so much anymore and began purchasing mature oxen too. Finally, they simply resorted to stealing. In the end, they barely managed to gather several dozen oxen before Zu Ye made his move. Then they had scam artists pose as livestock traders, leading ox calves to wander daily near the livestock market. At the same time, they contacted local gangs to temporarily drive out the “donkey-ass pokers” from the livestock market, sending scam artists to pose as “donkey-ass pokers” themselves.

“Donkey-ass poker” was underworld slang for the middlemen between buyers and sellers in the livestock market. Because buyers and sellers didn’t know each other, the livestock market waters ran too deep, with too many secret codes and illicit dealings. Both buyers and sellers dared not rashly negotiate. Over time, an intermediary group coordinating buyer-seller relationships emerged. They served as middlemen, balancing both parties’ interests, then taking a commission after reaching agreement.

The scam artists acted as “donkey-ass pokers.” This way, both sellers and middlemen were their own people, achieving maximum profit.

Though Xu Huaijin could gather human intelligence as easily as turning his hand, gathering livestock market intelligence was beyond his expertise. Normally he didn’t concern himself with this.

During that period, livestock market conditions suddenly changed, prices rising repeatedly. Xu Huaijin expended a very large sum of secret service funds before barely purchasing fifty oxen. He enclosed a plot of land in the suburbs, hired several laborers, and had them feed the oxen daily. After completing all this, he himself found it laughable. At night lying in bed chatting with Hua Yuerong: “Yue’er, don’t you think this matter is absurd? If word of this gets out, won’t people laugh their heads off?”

Hua Yuerong said: “What’s absurd about it? Matters concerning fate—better to believe it exists than not. My father didn’t believe this gentleman, which led to family destruction and death. Speaking of absurd, those officials of yours are truly absurd. Didn’t you say your superior, that Director Dai, has changed his name over a dozen times? And that Chairman Chiang—every place he establishes military camp, he must check feng shui…”

“Enough, enough, my little aunt, don’t speak of these matters to outsiders. They’re all classified.” Xu Huaijin interrupted Hua Yuerong’s words, pulled her into his embrace, and the two became intimate.

Xu Huaijin suddenly remembered Zu Ye’s warning and quickly said to Hua Yuerong: “Yue’er, this year you absolutely must not go to the riverside. Sir said only after entering summer next year may you approach water.”

Hua Yuerong smiled and said: “Are you afraid I’ll drown?”

Xu Huaijin said: “Don’t talk nonsense! What dying and such! Inauspicious!”

How could he know that according to Zhang Enrui and Zu Ye’s plan, Hua Yuerong had to “die” once? Otherwise, she couldn’t extricate herself and would more easily expose the scheme. Thus, when Xu Huaijin went to supervise affairs in the neighboring town, Hua Yuerong went shopping with Xu Huaijin’s female servant. She said she was pregnant and wanted to go to the riverside fish market to buy carp to release, hoping her and Xu Huaijin’s child could one day “leap through the dragon gate like a carp.” The female servant couldn’t stop her despite trying desperately, so she had to accompany her.

Zhang Enrui had already arranged small-time operatives to stake out at the fish market. That day the river happened to be at high tide. Just as Hua Yuerong and the servant stood at the riverside releasing fish, a commotion broke out in the fish market—apparently someone was stealing fish. Suddenly, a group of people appeared from nowhere, swarming over with chasing and fighting. Both Hua Yuerong and the servant were knocked into the river. When the servant was rescued ashore, Hua Yuerong had long disappeared in the surging river waters.

The servant ran home stumbling and crawling, frantically calling Xu Huaijin. Xu Huaijin rushed back like a madman. Facing the rolling river waters, everything was too late, everything was gone. He stood at the riverside, cried until his tears ran dry, ready to die himself.

For several consecutive months, Xu Huaijin couldn’t summon any energy. Hua Yuerong’s every smile, every frown, was deeply imprinted in his mind. Hua Yuerong had left, taking his heart with her. Every day he would come to the riverside to wander for a while. At night, lying in bed gazing at the empty ceiling, he recalled every day and night with Hua Yuerong. Thinking of emotional moments, tears couldn’t help but fill his eyes again.

He planned to care well for Hua Yuerong’s “mother” from now on. He wanted to fulfill his promise to “Yue’er.” How could he know that “mother” would also be unable to bear the pain of losing her daughter and would “throw herself in the river.”

The scheme ended. All the people had to withdraw. Except for those fifty oxen, eating their fodder alone, Xu Huaijin had nothing.

After Hua Yuerong and that old female scam artist returned to the hall, they laid low for several days. Zhang Enrui and Zu Ye began hosting celebration banquets for them.

Having been separated so long, Zhang Enrui truly missed Hua Yuerong. After the meal, Zhang Enrui kept Hua Yuerong behind, hugging her tightly. “Yue’er, this time we owe much to you.”

Hua Yuerong gave a bitter laugh: “Why has Grand Master suddenly become so polite? This is killing this junior.”

Zhang Enrui said: “Yue’er, do you know what I’m doing with all this money I swindled this time?”

Hua Yuerong said: “Isn’t it all for the livelihood of the hall’s brothers?”

Zhang Enrui smiled and said: “Yes, that’s correct, but this time it’s for the brothers’ long-term livelihood.”

Hua Yuerong asked strangely: “Long-term?”

Zhang Enrui said: “Yes, this is our last job!”

Hua Yuerong was shocked: “Last?”

Zhang Enrui said: “Don’t you often ask me when I’ll marry you, when we can leave all this right and wrong and live happily? We can soon leave all this right and wrong, leave all of this, change our way of living, live openly and honestly.”

Hua Yuerong sat up in shock from Zhang Enrui’s embrace. “I don’t understand what you’re saying?”

Zhang Enrui said: “The fraudster life isn’t a long-term plan. After Jiu Ye died, I decided to wash my hands of it. I’m going to join Li Jishen to fight against Japan. All this money swindled this time will be used to buy guns and ammunition. In a few days I’ll lay everything out with everyone. Those willing to follow me, I’ll take them all. Those unwilling will all be cut off… I’ll take you with me, treat you well from now on, marry you formally…” Speaking to here, Zhang Enrui tightly gripped Hua Yuerong’s hand, his eyes moistening.

Hua Yuerong fell silent.

“What? Aren’t you happy? We’re about to walk the proper path. You’re about to become my wife. I won’t let you live in fear anymore.” Zhang Enrui looked deeply at Hua Yuerong and said.

Hua Yuerong said heavily: “Happy, happy.”

Zhang Enrui slowly removed Hua Yuerong’s clothes and leaned over her…

Once a woman’s heart changes, everything in bed changes flavor. This feeling can’t be described, but can be felt. After the tossing about ended, Zhang Enrui leaned against the headboard, lit a cigarette, took a deep drag, slowly exhaled, and said: “You’re not right.”

Hua Yuerong neither objected nor spoke. After a long silence, she said: “What’s not right?”

Zhang Enrui said: “You’re still in the scheme.”

Hua Yuerong gave another bitter laugh. “Aren’t we in schemes every day?”

Zhang Enrui took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhaled. Smoke rings spiraled upward. Neither person spoke. The room was completely silent. After a long time, Zhang Enrui said: “Speak it out, speak it out.”

Hua Yuerong bit her lip, contemplated for a while, lowered her head and said haltingly: “Can I… live on my own? I want nothing. I won’t say anything either.”

Zhang Enrui’s hand trembled. Long cigarette ash fell to the ground. Another stretch of silence. Hua Yuerong still kept her head lowered. After a while, Zhang Enrui said haltingly: “These years… you’ve suffered much hardship following me… If you have some choice, as long as it doesn’t interfere with my great undertaking, I… will let you go.”

Hua Yuerong suddenly raised her head, stared at Zhang Enrui, and said: “You’ll let me go?”

Zhang Enrui frowned tightly, not speaking.

Hua Yuerong suddenly fell to her knees, tears streaming down her face: “Please let me go! Please let me go! I swear I’ll never speak of these matters! I’ll let these things rot in my belly! Never speak of them for my entire life! I only ask to be with him, I only ask to be with him!”

Zhang Enrui was stunned, looking at Hua Yuerong. After a long time, he said: “Get up, get up. Speak properly, tell me what happened. I’ll let you go.”

Hua Yuerong looked at Zhang Enrui doubtfully. Zhang Enrui smiled slightly: “Don’t be afraid. Speak.”

Hua Yuerong hardened her heart and told from beginning to end everything buried in her heart. She spoke of how Xu Huaijin sincerely treated her, how she involuntarily fell in love with Xu Huaijin. She spoke for a long, long time… Finally, with tears flowing, she said: “I’ve wronged you, I’ve wronged you. This time I can’t extricate myself, can’t extricate myself. I won’t speak of these matters in the future, absolutely won’t speak of them! The hall is disbanding. I won’t interfere with your great undertaking. I only ask you to let me go!”

Zhang Enrui listened quietly, no expression on his face. Finally, he asked softly: “So you’re saying… you truly fell in love with him?”

Hua Yuerong nodded deeply. Zhang Enrui closed both eyes. Tears slid down.

Hua Yuerong didn’t speak. She silently withdrew from Zhang Enrui’s room, returned to her own quarters, took out brush and ink, wrote a letter she knew could never be sent, placed it under her pillow after finishing, arranged her hair before the mirror, then lay on the bed, resting her head on this letter and happily closed her eyes.

Before dawn, a gunshot rang out. The silent night sky trembled with it. Hua Yuerong died. No one knew whether Zhang Enrui acted from considerations of the greater cause or personal resentment. In any case, he personally killed the woman he loved most. Even less did anyone know whether Hua Yuerong had truly fallen asleep before death. She just lay there quietly. Perhaps she heard Zhang Enrui’s footsteps, heard even more clearly the sound of his trigger being pulled. She didn’t dodge. She had nowhere to dodge. Though the world was vast, there was no place for her.

Many years later, when Zu Ye spoke of this scheme again, he was always filled with sighs. Who was good, who was bad, who was in the scheme, who was outside it—Zu Ye couldn’t say clearly, Zhang Enrui couldn’t say clearly either, and Xu Huaijin even less so. Hua Yuerong left, taking with her a lifetime of suffering, endless love that couldn’t be severed, completely gone.

After the Japanese army invaded, Zu Ye sent people to distribute those oxen to local villagers. During the anti-Japanese resistance stalemate stage, these oxen were hitched to carts by villagers, helping transport Chinese army wounded soldiers withdrawn from the front lines. Zu Ye sighed with emotion: “People raise oxen for three years, oxen repay people for a lifetime. The reward of good and evil is fundamentally simple—why is it that between people, there’s always cutting that can’t be severed, straightening that remains tangled!”

Later, Zu Ye heard that Xu Huaijin had parted ways with Military Intelligence and was hunted as a result. He fled to Hong Kong, after which there was no more news.

After swindling the money, Zhang Enrui recruited soldiers and bought horses, raised forces to maneuver against the Military Statistics Bureau. It’s said he successively assassinated multiple trusted confidants under Dai Li. Later, Zhang Enrui joined Li Jishen in opposing Chiang and resisting Japan. After the full-scale war against Japan broke out, Zhang Enrui repeatedly requested to go to the front lines. In the 1940 Guinan Campaign, a bullet pierced through his chest. Before dying, he left a last wish—after cremation, his ashes should be transported back to his hometown and buried beside a solitary grave named “Hua Yuerong.”

This honey trap was the first time the Jiang Xiang Sect directly engaged with the Nationalist Military Statistics Bureau. Fortunately, the Military Intelligence agents never detected it and didn’t provoke retaliation. Fengzi Shou wanted to avenge Jiu Ye, and Zu Ye also wanted to avenge Jiu Ye. Through this method, Zu Ye gave Fengzi Shou an explanation and also taught him a vivid lesson. From this, Fengzi Shou understood one principle: Those who accomplish great things must not display momentary bravery. Anyone can risk their life—what’s one life worth?

As Military Intelligence influence expanded daily in China, Zu Ye anticipated that one day the Jiang Xiang Sect would meet the Military Statistics Bureau on a narrow road. But he never imagined this day would come so quickly, so unexpectedly.

Chapter 5: The Hidden Yi Jing Mysteries in the Fortune-Telling Trade
Military Intelligence Bureau Manhunt

In 1943, the four great halls convened a grand Council Meeting in Chongqing. That time, Zu Ye brought along Fengzi Shou. Due to the Western Sect’s leader Qin Baichuan’s failure to properly handle relations with local warlords beforehand, they nearly got wiped out in one fell swoop. The deeply cunning Zu Ye himself almost seized the opportunity to eliminate Qin Baichuan by borrowing another’s knife.

Qin Baichuan was the prized disciple of Sichuan’s “Great Immortal” Liu Congyun. Who was Liu Congyun? The 14th generation leader of the Western Sect’s “Dragon Whisker Sprout” hall, founder of the “Consistent Primordial Great Way,” and former military strategist to the great warlord and “King of Sichuan” Liu Xiang. Back when Zhang Dancheng was basking in glory, the Western Sect’s leader was Duan Jinshan, and Liu Congyun was merely a Xiao Jiao under Duan Jinshan’s hall. But Liu Congyun was exceptionally clever, bold and resourceful. After Duan Jinshan’s death, he quickly rose to become the hall’s leader.

In 1936, Liu Xiang saw through Liu Congyun’s schemes (details to follow later) and issued a kill order. Liu Congyun fled in terror and went into hiding. In 1938, Liu Xiang died of illness, and Liu Congyun returned to Sichuan hoping to retake control of the hall. But Qin Baichuan had already pulled the rug out from under him, leaving no place for Liu Congyun. Liu Congyun ground his teeth in hatred but could do nothing. Qin Baichuan could finish him with a single sentence: “Before Liu Xiang died, he left behind a will stating: First, resist the invasion to the end and avenge our national humiliation. Second, hunt down Liu Congyun to satisfy my heart’s hatred.” The implication was clear—you’re lucky to be alive, Liu Congyun, and you still dare show your face as a grand master? From then on, Liu Congyun hid in Shanghai. After liberation, the Chengdu Intermediate Court sentenced him to death with reprieve, and he later died of illness.

Qin Baichuan was a ruthless man who cared deeply about face. He hadn’t informed everyone that he was currently in conflict with a certain warlord. On the second day of the Council Meeting, the outer scouts came rushing in to report that a squad of armed men was heading their way.

Qin Baichuan immediately flew into a rage, pulled out his gun from his waist, and shouted: “Damn it all! They dare bully me!”

Zu Ye sensed something was amiss and immediately said: “Don’t panic! Let’s hide first and assess the situation!”

Several Batou pulled out their guns and chambered rounds as everyone began to evacuate. Regular troops were different from mountain bandits—they had strategy. That first squad was creating a diversion, like herding ducks, to flush everyone out and count heads. In reality, ambushes had already been set along all the mountain routes leading out. The dozens of people attending the grand Council Meeting had just reached a bend when a squad burst out from the woods and opened fire immediately.

Fengzi Shou threw himself over Zu Ye, knocking him to the ground. He himself took a bullet directly in his left arm.

“Little Sixth!” Zu Ye cried out in anguish.

Zu Ye knew this was serious trouble! These were all regular troops! The mess Qin Baichuan had stirred up was too big!

Several Xiao Jiao running ahead were shot dead. The rest hid in a cluster of civilian dwellings and returned fire. Sichuanese dwellings mostly evolved from stilt houses into penetrating frame structures, built along mountains and shaped by terrain—tall and deep, perfect for maneuvering. Though Fengzi Shou was injured, he still stayed close to Zu Ye, ready to shield him from bullets at any moment.

Zu Ye frowned, contemplating an escape plan. Looking at the others, Qin Baichuan was bold enough, wielding his gun while shooting and cursing. That Qian Yuelin, after hearing the gunfire, had his eyes darting back and forth. He was frightened inside but didn’t want to lose the dignity of a grand master, so he put on an act. As for Jiang Feiyan, she was very calm, watching Zu Ye. Er Batou was also present at the time. After they escaped danger later, Er Batou told the hall brothers: “Jiang Feiyan’s eyes were only on Zu Ye then.”

In fact, the hall brothers privately discussed among themselves that Jiang Feiyan liked Zu Ye, because she showed everyone a cold face, but only smiled for Zu Ye.

While Zu Ye was thinking, he suddenly heard the soldiers outside shout loudly: “Capture Qin Baichuan alive!”

Zu Ye heard this and saw the solution. This sentence revealed two layers of meaning. First, they were coming for Qin Baichuan specifically. Because Council Meetings were highly classified, no one knew this was a gathering of the four great halls, so the enemy only knew Qin Baichuan was here and didn’t know what the others were doing. Second, “capture alive” meant they wanted prisoners, not immediate execution.

Zu Ye thought for a moment, then said to Qin Baichuan: “Master Qin, I have a plan that could let everyone escape danger!”

Qin Baichuan bent down and said: “Escape or not doesn’t matter—at worst, we die!”

Zu Ye said: “If we die, it doesn’t matter, but look at these dozens of brothers—can you bear to let them die in vain?” As he spoke, Zu Ye surveyed the dozens of people around them. This statement warmed the hearts of the Batou and Xiao Jiao, and everyone looked at Zu Ye with expectant eyes.

Qin Baichuan sighed and said: “What brilliant plan does Zu Ye have?”

Zu Ye glanced at him and said: “I heard them shouting to capture Master Qin alive. I suspect there must be some misunderstanding between Master Qin and them, because they don’t seem eager to harm Master Qin…” After finishing, Zu Ye stared at Qin Baichuan.

Things had reached this point. Though no one said anything, everyone was beginning to resent Qin Baichuan. Opening a meeting on your territory, then getting surrounded without your knowledge—what kind of grand master are you!

Qin Baichuan looked at everyone and said: “It’s still old business from Master Liu’s time (referring to Liu Congyun). Master Liu swindled too many people. Recently, a regimental commander from the Kuomintang Independent Regiment came to my door demanding I repay the money Master Liu had swindled years ago. I said grievances have their source, debts have their creditor—I don’t have a cent! I didn’t expect him to get serious!”

Zu Ye listened and understood somewhat, but immediately felt something was wrong. Qin Baichuan was also a prominent figure in Sichuan with regular contact with high-level government officials. For an independent regiment commander to dare directly order his subordinates to capture Qin Baichuan alive, he must have gotten approval from above, because after all, Chongqing was the capital of the Nationalist Government at the time. To mobilize regular troops to start trouble in this place, ordinary people didn’t have that kind of courage.

Zu Ye saw through the intricacies here but still said: “I feel it’s nothing serious, just a misunderstanding. I do have a delaying tactic, but…”

Qin Baichuan asked: “But what? Please speak, Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye said: “But it would require wronging Master Qin somewhat!”

Qin Baichuan was startled: “How so?”

Zu Ye said: “Right now we’re surrounded with only a few guns. Either we all die fighting and the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ perishes, or Master Qin pretends to surrender. We’ll all pose as your subordinates, tie you up, and hand you over. After we escape, we’ll immediately work our connections to rescue Master Qin!”

Qin Baichuan froze. Zu Ye looked at him, then quickly continued: “How about this—I estimate few of those soldiers outside truly recognize Master Qin. I’ll disguise myself, stick on a beard, wear a hat, and impersonate Master Qin. You tie me up and hand me over, then escape when you get the chance!”

When Jiang Feiyan heard this, she involuntarily cried out: “Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye was using retreat as advance. Things had reached this critical juncture, and everyone was watching Qin Baichuan. Qin Baichuan was now caught between a rock and a hard place! Zu Ye was truly ruthless.

“Live for brothers, die for brothers”—this was a phrase hall leaders often repeated. When it came down to it, as the grand master, Qin Baichuan had caused such a huge mess that he should have stepped forward himself to resolve it. Now he needed someone else to remind him—this was truly inappropriate!

Qin Baichuan hated Zu Ye to death! But the duck was already on the rack being roasted with no way out. Qin Baichuan had to strike a noble pose: “What kind of talk is this from Zu Ye! One takes responsibility for one’s own actions! From the day I, Qin Baichuan, joined the hall, I’ve looked past life and death! What Zu Ye just said reminded me—quickly tie me up and hand me over. If anything happens to me, the ‘Dragon Whisker Sprout’ shall pass to my chief disciple Fang Huatian! I ask Zu Ye and all the masters to wholeheartedly assist him and not let the ‘Dragon Whisker Sprout’ foundation collapse!”

Qin Baichuan was also devious enough. In front of brothers from all four great halls of the east, south, west and north, he spoke passionately and clearly arranged his posthumous affairs. His meaning was: even if I die, you Zu Ye better not try to interfere with Western Sect hall matters. Today both old and young are here witnessing this—if you try anything later, that would truly be treachery!

Several Xiao Jiao tied up Qin Baichuan. Zu Ye shouted outside: “Officers, we’ve captured Qin Baichuan and will hand him over to you! Please spare our lives!”

The people outside immediately responded: “Throw out all your guns!”

Zu Ye gave everyone a look, and they all threw out their few guns.

The people outside shouted again: “Bring Qin Baichuan out!”

Two Xiao Jiao escorted Qin Baichuan in front while the others followed behind with hands raised.

Walking up to the leader, Zu Ye put on a smiling face and said: “Officer! We’ve captured Qin Baichuan! We’ve long wanted to stop working for him! Today we finally have this opportunity! Please spare us lowly ones—we all have elderly mothers at home and wives and children below, please…”

Before Zu Ye could finish, that fellow came up and slapped Zu Ye across the face. “Get lost, damn it! Who the hell has time for your nonsense!” Then he waved to his subordinates, “Take them all back!”

Fengzi Shou got anxious and wanted to kill him, but Zu Ye grabbed him tight.

Zu Ye was contemplating when would be the most appropriate time to escape. Earlier in the house they’d discussed that if the enemy released everyone, that would be best. If not, then during the escort on the road, when they reached a place with hidden terrain and favorable geography, while the enemy was off guard, they’d seize the opportunity to flee.

Zu Ye told everyone that when escaping, no one should worry about anyone else—everyone run separately, dispersing into small groups. This would both distract the enemy’s attention and prevent the young from dying while trying to save the old. After breaking through, everyone would meet at the agreed location.

When escaping, they’d listen for Zu Ye’s signal. Zu Ye would cough once, then he and Fengzi Shou would simultaneously throw darts. All the hall brothers knew these two had formidable dart-throwing skills. Though guns were confiscated, they had nails in their pockets. After Zu Ye and Fengzi Shou threw their flying nails, the enemy would inevitably fall into chaos, giving everyone a chance to escape.

Zu Ye glanced at Fengzi Shou. Fengzi Shou’s left arm was still dripping blood. Zu Ye nodded at him, and he nodded back at Zu Ye. Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan once more. Jiang Feiyan said nothing, and Zu Ye also said nothing. This was a moment of uncertain life and death. Once fighting broke out, bullets don’t have eyes—who would live or die was uncertain.

Fate’s turning points always seem so miraculous. Just as Zu Ye was walking while observing the surrounding terrain, suddenly a wailing sound came from the sky. In that war-torn era, everyone was sensitive to this sound—air raid!

Starting in 1938, Japan conducted five years of frenzied bombing of Chongqing, attempting to destroy the Kuomintang’s accompanying capital. Actually, besides bombing, Japan had no other way to deal with Chongqing. Chongqing’s terrain was naturally advantageous—protected by the Yangtze River’s natural moat as a trench and embraced by surrounding mountains as a screen, perpetually shrouded in thick fog, easy to defend and hard to attack, virtually impregnable.

So the Japanese began implementing the insane “indiscriminate bombing” mode, eliminating distinctions between front and rear, combatants and civilians. After each airstrike, shrapnel flew everywhere and Chongqing became a sea of flames. Countless common people were bombed to death—streets and alleys were strewn with corpses after the bombing.

At this moment, planes were already overhead. The enemy leader shouted: “Get down!” The twenty-some soldiers all hit the ground holding their heads.

Zu Ye saw the opportunity had come and waved his hand: “Escape!”

All the A’Bao scattered and fled. Those soldiers lying on the ground shot at the A’Bao. After firing just a few shots, bombs began dropping from overhead. One landed right in the middle of the road—with a tremendous boom, dust flew up and large trees toppled. Jiang Feiyan and several female A’Bao happened to be not far from this bomb. The powerful shockwave knocked them over. Zu Ye, who had already run far away, saw this scene and rushed back through the explosions. Jiang Feiyan had been knocked unconscious. Zu Ye picked her up and ran toward the forest. Another bomb fell, its fire suppressing those twenty-some military men so they dared not raise their heads. Fengzi Shou followed closely behind Zu Ye, and they quickly disappeared into the vast mountains.

At the second watch, everyone regrouped at the back mountain. Each hall did a headcount—seven people were missing in total, including Qin Baichuan. It was unclear whether he’d slipped away on his own or been killed in the chaos.

Jiang Feiyan gradually regained consciousness. A piece of shrapnel had embedded in her left shoulder. Zu Ye tore a strip from his own long robe and bandaged her to stop the bleeding. Zu Ye said to everyone: “Sister Yan and Little Sixth are both injured—we need to quickly find a doctor!”

Er Batou said: “We should return to Master Qin’s hall first. Maybe Master Qin is also there. Once there we can find a doctor!”

The Jiang Xiang Sect had a rule: whenever holding a grand Council Meeting, to avoid drawing attention, they never met at the hall itself but found a quiet, unfamiliar place to prevent having their home base wiped out. The meeting location was kept absolutely secret from everyone except attendees. Grand Council Meetings gathered the grand masters of each hall plus some elite members from each hall. If problems arose, it would relate to the Jiang Xiang Sect’s very survival, so this was the highest secret! The meeting location this time was about twenty li from the “Dragon Whisker Sprout” hall—a place Qin Baichuan had carefully selected.

Zu Ye looked at Er Batou and shook his head: “Master Qin’s hall has most likely already been raided.”

Everyone gasped in surprise.

Qian Yuelin, who’d been silent, spoke up: “Zu Ye’s analysis makes sense! Since they could surround us, it means they already have our movements under control. Since they dared to capture Master Qin alive, his hall has probably already been destroyed!”

At this point, a Xiao Jiao from the “Dragon Whisker Sprout” hall said: “Zu Ye, in that case we can’t look for doctors in the city. The moment we show our faces we’ll definitely be arrested. Over this mountain there’s a village with a country doctor. I often have him treat my family. Let him see if they can be saved!”

San Batou was also present then. Hearing this, he immediately said: “This mountain has two ranges running through it with steep terrain. Crossing the mountain at night could be dangerous.”

Zu Ye ignored him and said to Qian Yuelin: “Master Qian, I think we should do this—I’ll take a few people to find the doctor. The rest of you will be led by Master Qian to descend the mountain in the dark. After descending, disguise yourselves and hide, waiting for an opportunity to find out about Master Qin’s whereabouts…” Halfway through, Zu Ye put his mouth to Qian Yuelin’s ear and whispered a few sentences. Qian Yuelin kept nodding.

Thus they split into two groups. Going with Zu Ye were Er Batou, San Batou, Fengzi Shou, several female A’Bao from the Southern Sect’s “Crossing Sea Hall,” and the Xiao Jiao from “Dragon Whisker Sprout” who knew the way. They took turns helping Zu Ye carry Jiang Feiyan on their backs.

At the fifth watch, they finally reached the place the Xiao Jiao had mentioned. Zu Ye looked and saw it was a Miao village. That Xiao Jiao knocked on the doctor’s door. The doctor came out wearing clothes, and upon opening the door, seeing over ten people standing there, he was startled. The Xiao Jiao quickly bowed respectfully and said: “We apologize for disturbing you, sir. These friends of mine are in the mule and horse trade. During the day while crossing the mountain, they unfortunately encountered Japanese bombing and were also chased by bandits. Two people were injured. Please save them, sir!”

The doctor said: “Come in quickly!”

After entering, under the dim lamplight, Zu Ye could finally see clearly—this was an elder over fifty years old with a flowing beard, looking like an immortal.

The old doctor carefully examined the injuries of Jiang Feiyan and Fengzi Shou, then walked into the inner room and brought out a box. When opened, everyone saw knives, pliers, tweezers, silver needles, plus a bunch of bottles and jars containing medicinal liquids.

The old doctor was going to perform surgical operations on Jiang Feiyan and Fengzi Shou. For traditional Chinese medicine, surgical operations had a very rigorous procedure. Jiang Feiyan’s injuries were more severe, so the old doctor would operate on her first.

The old doctor first took out a package of powdered medicine, placed it in a clay pot, added water then added several herb stalks, boiled it for a while, poured it into a bowl, and had Zu Ye support Jiang Feiyan while slowly feeding it to her.

“Sleeping Saint Powder—drink it down and you won’t feel pain,” the old doctor seemed to mutter to himself. Zu Ye recognized it immediately. “Sleeping Saint Powder” was recorded in many medical texts. Drink it before surgery and one becomes completely anesthetized.

Seeing Jiang Feiyan finish drinking, the old doctor took out a sharp knife and heated it over charcoal fire—this was high-temperature sterilization. While heating, he said to Zu Ye: “Lay her flat on the bed and unfasten her upper garment.”

Zu Ye froze, quickly reached out to beckon the female A’Bao standing nearby: “You come help the doctor.” Then he said to the others, “You all come outside with me to wait.”

After drinking the medicine, Jiang Feiyan was somewhat unconscious, but in her heart she retained one last thread of awareness. She forcefully tugged Zu Ye’s hand, meaning she didn’t want Zu Ye to leave. Zu Ye slowly removed her hand and said softly: “Sister Yan, we’re all waiting outside. You’ll be well very soon.”

After about the time it takes to burn a stick of incense, the old doctor came out, wiping his hands while saying to Zu Ye: “The shrapnel has been removed. The wound has been medicated and sutured. She still needs to take oral decoction for several days. With a week of quiet rest, she can fully recover.”

Zu Ye went in and saw Jiang Feiyan still sleeping. He quickly bowed to the old doctor: “Many thanks, sir!”

The old doctor said nothing and began boiling “Sleeping Saint Powder” again. Fengzi Shou saw this and laughed, saying: “Old sir, I don’t need it. I can endure it. My gunshot wound isn’t deep. You just quickly remove the bullet.”

The old doctor seemed not to hear Fengzi Shou’s words. After boiling for a while, he poured the medicinal soup into a bowl and handed it to Fengzi Shou. Fengzi Shou looked helplessly at Zu Ye, tilted back his neck, and drank it down in one gulp.

Only then did the old doctor speak: “In this Sleeping Saint Powder, I added Blood-Stopping Lotus. It not only provides anesthetic effect but also has blood-stopping efficacy.” Zu Ye nodded upon hearing this.

Before long, Fengzi Shou grew drowsy and lay down on a bed.

The old doctor similarly wielded his knife, sterilized with charcoal fire, then cut open the wound. The wound had been open too long—the congested blood inside had already turned black. The old doctor carefully cut through layers of skin and flesh, slowly used tweezers to clamp out the bullet, then applied a mass of yellow medicinal paste to the wound. Finally, using small clamps, he extracted a bundle of silk thread from a small bottle, threaded it through a needle, and stitch by stitch sutured the wound.

Zu Ye had seen this type of silk thread before. Years ago when Da Batou was injured in a gang fight, he’d also been sutured with this kind of thread. This was called “mulberry bark thread”—made by taking the root bark of a mulberry tree, peeling off the outer rough bark, slowly tearing off the inner layer’s fibers, then wrapping the individual fibers in the outer bark, rolling them several times, then removing them. Those individual fibers would become smooth, soft silk threads. These silk threads were kept in small bottles containing medicinal liquid to maintain moisture and softness. When needed, they’d be taken out, threaded through fine needles, and used to suture wounds.

The greatest advantage of “mulberry bark thread” was that it didn’t need to be removed. These fine threads would grow into the flesh as the wound healed, becoming one with the human body.

After daybreak, both Jiang Feiyan and Fengzi Shou had awakened. Zu Ye said with relief: “Finally awake. Sister Yan and Little Sixth rest here peacefully for a few days. I’ll take the other brothers back to the city to scout around.”

Jiang Feiyan, due to severe blood loss, was still very weak. She said softly: “Thank you, Zu Ye, for risking your life to rescue me.”

Zu Ye said: “Family doesn’t speak of two separate matters. Sister Yan, rest well and recover.”

Fengzi Shou sat up, stretched his arm, and said with a smile: “I’m fine now, Zu Ye. I’ll go back to the city with you.”

Zu Ye waved his hand. “No. I’m having you stay to protect the grand master beside you—Sister Yan.”

Hearing this, Jiang Feiyan’s eyes reddened and she turned her head to the side.

The Kuomintang’s Highest-Level Extermination Order

After disguising himself, Zu Ye led several other A’Bao down the mountain. Winding around, Zu Ye actually led everyone back toward yesterday’s grand Council Meeting location.

Er Batou saw this and was bewildered. He quickly asked: “Zu Ye, why are we coming back here? We just had trouble here yesterday.”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Tell me, where is safest right now?”

Er Batou said: “Home. Back to our own hall.”

Zu Ye said: “Wrong! Here is safest!”

Er Batou was completely confused.

San Batou understood, saying: “Zu Ye is right! We were captured here yesterday. Those people would never dream we’d dare come back!”

Zu Ye continued: “This time regular troops mobilized to surround Master Qin—I always feel there’s a big figure behind this. We know absolutely nothing about the enemy’s situation. Everything must be done with utmost caution!”

As he spoke, Zu Ye had everyone disperse. He himself raised a medicine banner, appearing exactly like a traveling doctor, walking while calling out: “Miraculous healing hands, specializing in bruises and injuries! Young sprouts emerge, old emptiness and broadness none.”

This was a code phrase. Usually after a hall “jumped location,” if they re-emerged in the martial world, they’d call out such slogans in places where A’Bao gathered. This contained several underworld terms: “young” referred to girls, female A’Bao; “sprouts” referred to young men, male A’Bao; “old emptiness” and “old broadness” both referred to enemies. The key was in the latter half of the sentence, meaning to tell everyone the storm had passed and A’Bao could reopen for business.

Before long, a white-haired old man walked toward Zu Ye: “Sir, is this an ancestral secret recipe?”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “One recipe from ancestors, blessings for ten thousand generations.”

The old man smiled: “Sir, come with me and look at my son’s leg.”

Zu Ye then followed the old man into an alley, with the other A’Bao following one by one.

That old man was Qian Yuelin, disguised to look seventy or eighty years old. Last night, the few sentences Zu Ye whispered in his ear told him to lead the brothers back to the incident location first—that place was temporarily safest. Then everyone would regroup using code phrases. Why whisper? Because Zu Ye didn’t know if there were any moles among the Xiao Jiao present then. Zu Ye also told Qian Yuelin to watch every Xiao Jiao and not allow anyone to move around freely.

Entering a hidden house, Zu Ye looked and saw everyone was there, except only Qin Baichuan was missing. Zu Ye couldn’t help but frown: “Still no news of Master Qin?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Zu Ye wasn’t afraid of him dying but rather feared the Kuomintang had captured him, because they still couldn’t figure out what the enemy really wanted to do. If they wanted to destroy the entire “Jiang Xiang Sect,” then after capturing Qin Baichuan, they’d certainly torture him thoroughly. At that point, tiger benches and pepper water would all be employed. If Qin Baichuan couldn’t hold out and confessed everything, all four great halls would be completely finished! Zu Ye rather hoped Qin Baichuan had been shot dead in the chaos.

Over these years, what Zu Ye had always worried about was precisely the Western Sect’s “Dragon Whisker Sprout” hall controlled by Qin Baichuan. Qin Baichuan’s steps were too big—he was bold, ruthless, and clever enough to get along well with various western warlords and government officials. This was both good and bad! Zu Ye never advocated the “Jiang Xiang Sect” getting too close to the Kuomintang. Though there were mutual benefits, conflicts would inevitably arise. Once they knew you inside and out, eliminating you would be too easy.

Privately, Zu Ye had also reminded Qin Baichuan, but Qin Baichuan wouldn’t listen and even looked down on Zu Ye somewhat. It wasn’t that he hadn’t considered what Zu Ye worried about—he was just too confident. He said: “I’ve already whitewashed myself! Almost no one thinks I’m fake!”

This statement wasn’t false. Qin Baichuan excelled at cheating, setting up perfect schemes where truth mixed with falsehood and falsehood with truth, ultimately achieving such authenticity that many Kuomintang officials believed he had real abilities. A clear example was that when his master Liu Congyun was exposed by Liu Xiang and hunted down, not only did Qin Baichuan not flee with him, he actually propped up the hall instead. The reason was that many people in the Military Intelligence Bureau protected him.

He could spin Liu Congyun’s manhunt as political struggle. The implication was that it wasn’t that Liu Congyun’s predictions were inaccurate but rather too accurate. Liu Congyun had always been Liu Xiang’s right-hand man. Someone grew jealous and wanted to poach Liu Congyun away from Liu Xiang’s side. Liu Xiang, fearing he couldn’t keep Liu Congyun, therefore conceived murderous intent.

Aside from a few old A’Bao in the hall who knew Qin Baichuan’s history of rising to power, everyone else was deceived by false appearances. They all believed he was another true great immortal after Liu Congyun, someone who truly understood Yi Jing.

But false is ultimately false. As Zu Ye said: “People act, Heaven watches.” Qin Baichuan was finally targeted by the Military Intelligence Bureau. The entire matter’s origins were later clarified by Jiang Feiyan.

That day, after Zu Ye and Qian Yuelin deliberated, they decided: given the current confusing situation, all four great halls would collectively jump location! Without orders, no one was permitted to open for business!

A month later, Zu Ye accompanied Jiang Feiyan back to southern Guangdong. Zu Ye understood that Jiang Feiyan had close relationships with several people in Military Intelligence. To find out what mess Qin Baichuan had truly stirred up, only Jiang Feiyan could gather information.

The relationships Jiang Feiyan had cultivated over many years showed their power at this moment. Several days later, a major general from Military Intelligence sent word. Upon hearing this news, both Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan broke out in a cold sweat.

Zu Ye’s initial judgment had been correct! That day when regular troops captured Qin Baichuan alive, it wasn’t as simple as Liu Congyun’s old money-swindling affair. This was an extermination order issued directly by the Kuomintang’s highest level! The entire incident stemmed from a batch of military pay.

As the War of Resistance reached the stalemate stage, the Kuomintang’s finances were already stretched thin. Combined with corruption and inflation, people’s livelihoods became unbearable and complaints were rampant. The Kuomintang’s wartime supreme financial institution, the “Four Allied General Office,” concocted various pretexts and created a pile of systems and policies to squeeze the people’s fat and blood, resulting in the national economy nearing collapse.

In spring 1943, they finally managed to raise a sum of money to serve as military pay. Then someone reported that this sum had inexplicably lost a large amount. Old Jiang flew into a rage and demanded thorough investigation! Later, someone in the Military Intelligence Bureau provided a clue that left Old Jiang flabbergasted. It turned out a certain high-ranking financial official had used this sum to adjust his family’s feng shui and change their fortune. The feng shui master was named Qin Baichuan.

Old Jiang was also deeply devoted to traditional Chinese learning. Upon hearing this, he thought it might be some expert immortal. Upon further inquiry, he learned this Qin Baichuan was actually the disciple of Liu Congyun, the fraud who’d once swindled Liu Xiang!

Even at this point, certain people in Military Intelligence still spoke up for Qin Baichuan: “This person differs from Liu Congyun. He has real abilities.”

Hearing this, Old Jiang angrily slammed the table: “Damn it! Are you all pig-brained? When the upper beam is crooked, the lower beam is askew. Can a fraud’s disciple be a good person? Investigate this matter thoroughly, and make sure to follow the vine to find the melon and catch them all in one net!”

Old Jiang was enraged, and Military Intelligence became compliant. But Qin Baichuan’s relationship network woven over many years was intricate and complex. Factions abounded within the Military Intelligence Bureau, and those responsible for investigating didn’t dare act rashly. They originally wanted to send a spy to infiltrate Qin Baichuan’s inner circle, but Qin Baichuan watched new members closely, making penetration impossible for the time being. So the Military Intelligence Bureau sent people to tail him, tracking Qin Baichuan constantly. As it happened, during that period Qin Baichuan went to Xinjiang, and for several months they couldn’t find even his shadow. The Military Intelligence people thought Qin Baichuan had connections reaching heaven and godlike calculation abilities, that he’d hidden himself away.

Later, when the tailing agents saw Qin Baichuan again, it happened to coincide with the four great halls’ grand Council Meeting. The tailing agents saw Qin Baichuan enter a civilian dwelling and quickly passed the information to the Military Intelligence Bureau.

The Military Intelligence Bureau couldn’t figure out what Qin Baichuan was doing there or who else was present, but felt this opportunity couldn’t be missed. They decided to close the net and dispatched a company of soldiers, requiring them to capture Qin Baichuan alive. They planned to torture him after capture to find out if there were accomplices, then catch them all in one net.

The Military Intelligence Bureau never dreamed that attendees that day were all core figures of the “Jiang Xiang Sect”—all the nation’s fraud bosses were gathered there. Had they known all their targets were assembled there, they absolutely wouldn’t have bothered with “capturing Qin Baichuan alive”—they would have set up several cannons and blasted the place to smithereens!

The Military Intelligence Bureau missed an excellent opportunity to end the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” fate!

Later, during the Japanese bombing, all the captured people escaped. The Military Intelligence Bureau had no choice but to rush to the “Dragon Whisker Sprout” hall, arrest the Batou and Xiao Jiao guarding the place, and after severe torture, learned they’d missed an excellent opportunity. Too late for regrets!

What made Old Jiang even more annoyed was that Qin Baichuan had also escaped—neither alive to be seen nor dead body to be found.

Where had Qin Baichuan actually gone?

Half a year later, Zu Ye finally found Qin Baichuan again. To be precise, Qin Baichuan found Zu Ye.

After the four great halls jumped location, everyone retreated to the countryside. Zu Ye also returned to his hometown, rarely showing his face again. Even when occasionally going out, he disguised himself beforehand. One day, Zu Ye was observing the scene on the street with Fengzi Shou when suddenly someone came from behind and patted Zu Ye’s shoulder: “Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye was startled. Looking closely, though the other person was disguised, he immediately recognized Qin Baichuan! “Master Qin!”

Zu Ye looked around and said quietly: “This isn’t a suitable place to talk. Come with me.”

After reaching Zu Ye’s private location, Zu Ye said happily: “Master Qin, where on earth have you been? The brothers have been so worried!”

It turned out that during the enemy air raid that day, Qin Baichuan ran desperately toward the mountains. He was physically strong and fast, disappearing without a trace in no time. But his hands were tied behind his back at the time. When a person’s hands are bound, their center of gravity becomes unbalanced—the faster you run, the easier to fall. As a result, focused only on running, he inadvertently slid down a mountain ravine about ten meters deep. Had some vines not broken his fall partway down, he would have died. Even so, he was knocked unconscious, lying in the ravine for two days. Later, a heavy rain revived him. He collected himself and figured out where he was, then found a protruding rock edge and ground through the rope binding his hands. With great effort, he finally climbed out of the ravine.

After climbing out and clearing his head, carefully recalling the entire sequence of events, he finally realized something was wrong. The independent regiment commander’s demand for swindled money might be unrelated to his capture—these two matters just coincidentally occurred together. He knew that given his prestige in Sichuan, a mere regiment commander wouldn’t dare move against him.

Qin Baichuan was clever. He first found a farmhouse, filled his belly, then used silver to exchange for several sets of old clothes. After disguising himself, at night he crept near his own hall to observe and discovered it had been sealed. He realized the situation was serious—someone from above wanted to target him! By then Zu Ye and the others had already left. Unable to find anyone, he dug up some silver he’d privately hidden in woods outside the city and rushed overnight to hide in the countryside.

Half a year later, when things quieted down, he went east to Jianghuai to find Zu Ye, only to discover Zu Ye’s hall was also gone. He felt the situation was very ominous!

Previously, various halls had experienced jumping location. He knew Zu Ye generally returned to the countryside after jumping. He didn’t know Zu Ye’s hometown’s exact location—only that it was in a certain town. Even this information was something only grand master-level figures could know. As for Batou and Xiao Jiao, they had no qualification to access such information. At the time, with no other options, he could only wander streets near Zu Ye’s hometown, hoping to encounter Zu Ye. After wandering for a week, he finally ran into him.

After Zu Ye told Qin Baichuan the information obtained from Jiang Feiyan’s side, Qin Baichuan also broke into a cold sweat. Finally, head lowered, he said: “Zu Ye, I’ve implicated everyone.”

Zu Ye said: “Master Qin speaks too seriously! Family doesn’t talk about such distant matters! That you and I brothers have reunited is the greatest joy! Master Qin, please stay at my place temporarily. Let’s drink and celebrate!”

In 1945, Japan was defeated and surrendered. The Liberation War began. The Kuomintang lost popular support and retreated steadily. The Military Intelligence Bureau (later reorganized as the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics) no longer had the energy to pursue the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” affairs.

Zu Ye saw the time was ripe. After consulting with the other three grand masters, he announced the “Jiang Xiang Sect” would re-emerge in the martial world! Thus the four great halls recruited troops and bought horses. Days became prosperous again.

This conflict with Military Intelligence could be called thrilling but ultimately safe. Fengzi Shou came to appreciate Zu Ye’s wisdom even more. Foolish people see appearances; clever people see essence. The 21-year-old Fengzi Shou was a clever person. He perceived Zu Ye’s intention to put Qin Baichuan to death. Someone else who perceived this mystery was Qin Baichuan himself. From then on, Qin Baichuan buried seeds of revenge in his heart.

Senior Zhou Zhenlong Thirty Years Later

Now, Fengzi Shou was approaching thirty years of age. He was no longer that impulsive, ignorant young fool. He knew Zu Ye wanted to unify the realm. At this time of internal troubles and external dangers with crises lurking everywhere, he stayed inseparably close to Zu Ye.

Even I, this dull-natured person who’d joined the hall not long ago, could sense the tense atmosphere. National liberation was imminent. The four great halls were falling apart. Internal brothers’ morale was scattered and conflicts intensified. Northern Sect’s Qian Yuelin suddenly visited. Western Sect’s Qin Baichuan pretended to be reserved. Whether all this was blessing or disaster remained unknown! But Zu Ye remained exceptionally calm.

In early 1949, when the Three Great Campaigns ended, the Kuomintang was barely surviving. Out of self-interest, both the Soviet Union and United States demanded the Nationalists and Communists “divide and rule along the Yangtze”—essentially wanting to split China.

The Kuomintang took advantage to engage in massive false propaganda, terrorizing common people, saying how horrible the liberated zones were. Even grand master Qian Yuelin, who’d fled from the liberated zones, said life there was difficult.

Zu Ye, with his great wisdom, understood in his heart that the “Jiang Xiang Sect” was a fraud organization. Places where frauds couldn’t survive well were necessarily places where common people lived and worked in peace.

During that period, many people were misled by Kuomintang’s negative propaganda, desperately fleeing to Taiwan and Hong Kong. The Southern Sect “Crossing Sea Hall’s” leader Jiang Feiyan also frequently traveled between Guangdong and Hong Kong.

One day, Zu Ye said to me: “Da Tou, I’m taking you to meet someone.”

I asked: “Who?”

Zu Ye said: “You’ll know when we get there.”

Fengzi Shou still stayed inseparably by Zu Ye’s side. Zu Ye had someone obtain three train tickets. The three of us went to Suzhou. This was my first time riding a train since coming out of my mother’s womb. I felt it was very novel—inside the train were actually tables, chairs, and electric lights, just like Zu Ye’s parlor. What puzzled me most was how something this long moved forward—what pulled it?

Throughout the journey I was extremely excited, constantly looking out the window at the scenery. Fengzi Shou told me: “This is a luxury train. Taking a luxury car your first time—your fate is truly good!” At that moment, I hoped so much the train would never stop and would just keep running forever.

At 3 PM, the train pulled into the station. Passing through the bustling hall and exiting the station gate, people were already waiting. Three yellow rickshaws turned here and there, bringing us to a place at a mountain’s base. I looked—it was a temple.

The young monk watching the gate saw us arrive and led us inside. Turning past several Buddha halls and going left, we reached a meditation chamber. After the young monk announced us, he said: “Please enter, three benefactors.”

Fengzi Shou and I followed Zu Ye inside. Upon entering, we saw an old monk meditating, appearing eighty or ninety years old.

Zu Ye pressed his palms together and said softly: “Master Qingfeng, I trust you’ve been well.”

The old monk returned the courtesy: “Amitabha. Zu Ye’s party must be weary from travel. Xunzhu, serve tea.”

The young monk responded: “Yes, Master.” He turned to pour tea.

Hearing this, I realized this eminent monk knew Zu Ye! Zu Ye’s network was truly too vast!

Zu Ye said: “Many thanks, Master! This time I’ve brought a young disciple well-versed in tea ceremony.” He gestured toward me: “Da Tou, go help the little master brew tea.”

I said: “Yes.” I hurried to the inner room and took over the tea implements. Before long, I’d brewed a pot of Biluochun tea, brought it out, and poured for everyone.

Zu Ye said: “Master, please.”

Master Qingfeng took the teacup, tasted it, and smiled kindly: “Fresh and elegant. This benefactor truly has good spiritual roots!”

I didn’t quite understand the old monk’s words but vaguely sensed he was praising me.

Zu Ye smiled and said: “How has Master’s health been?”

Master Qingfeng said: “Thank you for Zu Ye’s concern. All is well.”

Zu Ye said: “Thirty years ago, having the fortune to meet Master was my ten-thousand-fold good luck! Over the years, whenever troubled by deep confusion, I’ve invariably received Master’s enlightenment. Master’s kindness toward me is as heavy as mountains.”

Master Qingfeng said: “Zu Ye speaks too seriously. Zu Ye’s spiritual roots are not extinguished—naturally there will be karmic rewards!”

Zu Ye said: “Master, this time I’ve come with three matters requesting Master’s guidance.”

Hearing this, I nearly fainted. Zu Ye still needed others’ guidance? I looked back at Fengzi Shou. Fengzi Shou smiled helplessly and said nothing.

Master Qingfeng said: “Zu Ye, in this world of suffering, all phenomena are empty. If you cannot let go, you cannot see through.”

Zu Ye said: “This first matter is: should I leave or should I stay?”

This first question left Fengzi Shou and me completely confused. What did this mean? Leave or stay where? Leave for where?

Master Qingfeng said: “The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has continued for so many years, doing good deeds and evil deeds—more evil than good. Especially reaching the late Qing and Republican era, evil deeds piled upon evil deeds, sins reaching heaven. Whether Zu Ye leaves or stays isn’t important. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ fate is what’s important.”

The old monk’s words made my body tremble. He also knew the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” inside story? The hall had a rule—people who knew the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” inside story, if not brothers, were enemies and must be eliminated. Not only had Zu Ye not eliminated him, he respected him. Who exactly was he?

After listening, Zu Ye fell into deep contemplation. After quite a while, he said: “Master, the second matter is: looking at these two disciples of mine, what fate awaits them?”

Fengzi Shou and I looked at each other, not understanding. What did “what fate awaits” mean? What was wrong with Zu Ye today, always speaking in vague terms?

Master Qingfeng pointed at me and said: “This benefactor has an honest and dignified countenance, with pure six senses. Though he suffered the loss of both parents in early years, after middle age, he’ll certainly receive karmic rewards, have both sons and daughters, and die naturally.”

Zu Ye sighed knowingly: “It seems I haven’t misjudged people.”

I was completely confused. What the old monk said sounded exactly like what we said when fortune-telling for foolish roe deer. Had Zu Ye been cheated? I smacked my lips, looking at Zu Ye doubtfully.

This thread of worry didn’t escape Master Qingfeng’s eyes. Master Qingfeng smiled at me and said: “Benefactor, you’ve confused yourself. Truth and falsehood, falsehood and truth—you can’t even distinguish truth from falsehood yourself. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has committed two greatest sins. First, swindling money and sex, killing innocents indiscriminately. Second, defiling the Yi Jing’s reputation. The Book of Changes is the way of yin and yang. The ancients often said: if not becoming a good minister, then becoming a doctor or diviner. Divination is the essence of the Book of Changes, meant to avoid misfortune and seek fortune, benefiting the people. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ fundamentally doesn’t understand the Book of Changes, yet falsely borrows its name to swindle and deceive, causing the masses to doubt the Book of Changes. Chinese divination’s reputation is ruined in one stroke!”

I understood this passage only partially. The general meaning was that we were doing bad things. I dared not speak. Many years later, after truly studying Yi Jing, I understood Master Qingfeng’s words weren’t false. Yi aligns with heaven and earth, able to encompass the way of heaven and earth. The way of Yi Jing is the way of being human.

Master Qingfeng pointed at Fengzi Shou and said: “This benefactor has protruding sheep eyes. Though loyal and righteous, his murderous intent is too heavy. In time this will inevitably bring disaster. He should restrain himself early!”

I glanced sideways at Fengzi Shou. Regardless of whether this old monk truly understood or falsely understood, anyone hearing this string of words would feel stifled.

Fengzi Shou pursed his lips and said: “Many thanks for Master’s guidance. From the day I entered the hall, I’ve already placed life and death outside consideration.” Fengzi Shou’s words weren’t false. He truly wasn’t afraid of death. Every time the hall conflicted with outsiders, he was always first to rush forward.

Zu Ye chuckled, pointed at Fengzi Shou, and said to Master Qingfeng: “This is Little Sixth I recruited from Ninth Master’s hall. According to Ninth Master and Master Zhang’s reckoning, he should call Master ‘senior brother.'”

Fengzi Shou and I were completely dumbfounded. Could Master Qingfeng also have connections with Wang Yaqiao? Why had Zu Ye never mentioned this over all these years? Fengzi Shou and I stared wide-eyed, looking at Zu Ye doubtfully.

Zu Ye continued: “Master, may I speak openly about this relationship?”

Master Qingfeng said: “Amitabha. It’s all passing clouds now. Monks value rejoicing with others. Rejoicing with Zu Ye and the two benefactors’ joy—don’t leave them in the dark.”

Hearing the Master agree, we all looked at Zu Ye impatiently.

Zu Ye said: “You two both know my old affairs. Remember Senior Zhou I once told you about?”

My memory wasn’t good. My brain raced. Senior Zhou? Which Senior Zhou? Fengzi Shou quickly reacted: “So it’s Senior Zhou Zhenlong from years ago! Our deepest respects! Please accept this junior’s bow!”

Only then did I suddenly understand. Years ago, when Zu Ye avenged his younger siblings, he accidentally saved two people—one was Zhang Dancheng, the other Zhou Zhenlong. From then on he was drawn into the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” grudges and enmities. Later, when Zhang Dancheng intended to pass the sect leader position to Zu Ye, both Zhou Zhenlong and Tu Yiming were Zhang Dancheng’s entrusted guardians. Zhang Dancheng required them both to wholeheartedly assist Zu Ye. Later, after Zhang Dancheng’s death, Zhou Zhenlong saw through the mortal world. After distributing his gold and silver treasures to poor people, he left the hall alone. From then on there was no word of him. It turned out he’d become a monk here!

Thirty years! Time’s wheel turning, passing in the snap of a finger!

Zu Ye said: “After Senior Zhou left the hall, I’ve always been concerned. Ten years later, I received a letter and learned the senior had devoted himself to Buddhism with the dharma name Qingfeng.”

Master Qingfeng sighed deeply: “Amitabha. The sea of suffering has no bounds; turning back is the shore. This poor monk also hopes all benefactors will turn back early.”

Zu Ye pressed palms together: “Amitabha.”

I’d never seen Zu Ye so humble. I felt he’d become a different person.

Master Qingfeng said: “Benefactor just mentioned three matters. There’s still one more…”

Zu Ye sighed. “Master, regarding the third matter, I already have my answer.”

Master Qingfeng said: “Excellent, excellent. The sky has darkened. This poor monk has nothing to entertain everyone with. I’ve had my disciple prepare vegetarian food. Three benefactors, please dine.”

That evening, I ate vegetarian food for the first time. Though without meat or fish, it was exceptionally delicious. I ate five bowls of rice and two large plates of cabbage stewed with vermicelli noodles in succession. Fengzi Shou kept staring at me and smiling.

We stayed at that temple for two nights total, then returned to the hall.

On the way back, I asked Zu Ye: “Does Senior Zhou truly understand the Book of Changes? When did he learn it?”

Zu Ye said: “When Buddha dharma is clear, all dharmas are clear. How he came to understand, I don’t know, but that’s true ability. However, he never reads for outsiders. If I hadn’t personally gone to ask, he wouldn’t have read. Using his words: whether reading or not doesn’t matter. Isn’t there a phrase in the Book of Changes? ‘Families accumulating good will certainly have surplus blessings; families accumulating evil will certainly have surplus calamity.’ If you grasp good and evil, you grasp fate’s essence.”

At that moment, I felt both Zu Ye and Senior Zhou were so profound. I thought to myself: how many times had they actually met? What had Zu Ye once discussed with him? Why did Zu Ye bring Fengzi Shou and me this time? Also, what was the third question Zu Ye wanted to ask? All this was like a riddle—an unsolvable riddle.

Fengzi Shou Falls Victim to Vicious Hands

Not long after returning to the hall, on April 21, 1949, the Crossing the Yangtze Campaign erupted. Chairman Mao waved his great hand: “Cross the Yangtze, liberate all China!” Instantly, America and the Soviet Union’s conspiracy to split China went bankrupt. Chiang Kai-shek’s plan to “delay time and reorganize military strength” also turned to ashes. The People’s Liberation Army’s million-strong force swept south with east, central, and west assault groups as vanguards. The Second, Third, and Fourth Field Armies responded to each other, with overwhelming momentum annihilating eleven Kuomintang armies and forty-six divisions—over 430,000 enemy troops. They liberated major cities including Nanjing, Shanghai, and Wuhan, plus all of Jiangsu and Anhui provinces, most of Zhejiang province, and portions of Jiangxi, Hubei, and Fujian provinces.

Under urgent circumstances, Zu Ye thought carefully and led the hall’s brothers south to Guangzhou, converging with the “Crossing Sea Hall.” But the two halls merged without mixing—Jiang Feiyan remained Jiang Feiyan, Zu Ye remained Zu Ye, Eastern Sect remained Eastern Sect, Southern Sect remained Southern Sect.

Not long after the hall relocated to Guangzhou and stabilized, in May, Sixth Master Fengzi Shou suddenly fell ill. When practicing martial arts in the morning, he coughed continuously. Later he began coughing up blood. Several doctors consulted said his pulse was weak, possibly from overwork. After taking several doses of blood- and qi-supplementing medicine, his condition improved somewhat. But within days he began losing hair. Finally even his eyebrows started falling out. His whole body was powerless, face wax-yellow, his entire person emaciated beyond recognition.

Zu Ye watched with anxiety in his heart. Zu Ye had Jiang Feiyan summon the local best doctor. After examining him, the doctor said: “All five organs and six viscera are failing. Cause unknown.”

Zu Ye asked: “Is it poisoning?”

The doctor said: “No poison in the body.”

Zu Ye asked: “Can he be saved?”

The doctor shook his head.

Zu Ye was at his wit’s end, heartbroken to death. Not only Zu Ye—even all the Batou were extremely anxious.

During those days, Er Batou drank daily, always pulling me along. Once, after drinking much wine, he said in a daze: “Sixth’s body was the strongest. What the hell is this?”

I said: “Second Master, life and death are determined by fate, wealth and status by Heaven.” After speaking, I realized my words were inappropriate, but regret came too late. Er Batou came up and slapped me across the face. “What the hell are you saying!”

Covering my face, I said: “Second Master, I was wrong, I was wrong!”

Er Batou said: “Da Tou, don’t blame Second Master for hitting you. You know what? Sixth Master and I have been together over ten years. When Sixth Master came to the hall, he was still a child. I watched him grow up day by day. His heart toward Zu Ye and the brothers has absolutely no disloyalty. These years, through wind and rain, he’s handled all underworld matters. Every time setting up schemes and scouting locations, he’s first to rush forward. That year during the fire fight with the Azure Dragon Gang, Little Sixth took a knife for me, slashed right in the chest, flesh turning outward. I asked if it hurt. He smiled and said, ‘Second Master, it doesn’t hurt…'”

Speaking to this point, Er Batou cried. At that moment, I truly deeply comprehended the meaning of the word “brothers.” In my memory, this was Er Batou’s first time hitting me over brotherhood matters. After hitting me, Er Batou drank much more wine until completely drunk.

A month later, Fengzi Shou was dying. Before death, Zu Ye held him at the bedside. He struggled to open his eyes and said weakly: “Zu Ye, Little Sixth has followed you fourteen years. You’ve treated me well… From the heart, Little Sixth admires you and is willing to follow you. Back when you took me in at Ninth Master’s hall, I was ignorant and even contradicted you… Zu Ye, Little Sixth can’t accompany you further. You must take care of yourself. Didn’t Master Qingfeng say my murderous intent was too heavy? I’ve indeed killed many people. Now I’m dying. After death I won’t kill anymore… Zu Ye, following you this lifetime, I have no regrets. Next lifetime I’ll still be your Little Sixth… Zu Ye, after I die, burn more spirit money for me. Not for me to use, but for those wronged ghosts I killed. On the Yellow Springs road, I’ll use this money to placate them, not let them entangle me, so I can reincarnate well and return to serve Zu Ye…”

Zu Ye’s tears flowed down continuously, falling on Fengzi Shou’s face. I also couldn’t help crying. Er Batou lay at the bedside, wailing loudly: “Sixth, Second Brother can’t bear to part with you!”

Fengzi Shou finally closed his eyes. Zu Ye held him tightly in his arms. That scene—I felt it wasn’t like a hall boss holding a subordinate but more like an older brother holding his younger brother.

On the day of Sixth Master Fengzi Shou’s funeral, people from both black and white paths all came. Er Batou knelt before the spirit, crying until speechless. Especially during burial, Er Batou cried like he’d gone mad, pushing aside the Xiao Jiao responsible for covering with earth around the grave pit, lying on the coffin not allowing burial. Finally, Zu Ye had several Xiao Jiao forcibly carry him away. This was the first time since I’d known Er Batou that I’d seen him so heartbroken.

The other Batou were also grief-stricken beyond measure. San Batou wore mourning clothes, kneeling before the coffin, crying while reciting the eulogy he’d written himself: “Alas my brother, how painful my brother! You and I were brothers for over ten years, yet you departed before me. From now on, heaven and earth are forever separated. How can this foolish older brother bear it! Below me I had one blood brother who unfortunately died young. Since you came under Zu Ye’s command, I’ve regarded you as my own brother. Brother was outstanding in martial arts, valuing affection and righteousness. Heaven has no eyes, cruelly killing a talented hero, cruelly killing my heart…” Hearing this eulogy, everyone cried even more fiercely.

Every Batou was crying, every Xiao Jiao was crying, but Zu Ye knew in his heart—some cried truly, some cried falsely. Zu Ye was well-versed in history. Back when Zhuge Liang wept for Zhou Yu, it too moved heaven and earth, but behind the tears was laughter.

Regarding Fengzi Shou’s illness, Zu Ye always felt something was wrong but could never figure out what the problem was. At first, Zu Ye also thought it was caused by overwork. Later, after the condition worsened, Zu Ye suspected someone had poisoned him. They investigated thoroughly from top to bottom but found no problems.

Fengzi Shou himself was clever and wise. Combined with Zu Ye’s teachings over these years, he’d become extremely intelligent, very careful about food and lodging. He could even anticipate things Zu Ye couldn’t think of. He always carried various poison-testing silver needles that Si Batou had developed. Wherever he went to eat at unfamiliar places, he’d first test everything, then taste it himself before letting Zu Ye eat.

Therefore, poisoning him through his food to kill him was simply impossible. Moreover, the doctor had examined him—no poison in his body.

Though Zu Ye grew suspicious, he still couldn’t find any clues. During that period, Zu Ye always wore a stern face, drinking tea continuously at night. I carefully accompanied him at his side. Sometimes watching him stare blankly at the moon in the sky, I knew he was thinking of Fengzi Shou again. I didn’t dare speak, just quietly kept him company.

One deep night, Zu Ye suddenly said to me: “Come walk with me.”

I didn’t dare ask where, obediently following behind. Zu Ye actually walked toward the house where Fengzi Shou had lived. That house—after Fengzi Shou’s death, Zu Ye had it locked. Zu Ye took out a key, opened the door. Inside was pitch black. Zu Ye had me take out flint and light an oil lamp.

After groping around for quite a while, I finally found an oil lamp on the stove, lit it, and brought it over. Zu Ye said: “Go to the back kitchen.”

I didn’t know what Zu Ye meant but obediently held the lamp and followed Zu Ye to the back kitchen.

Zu Ye carefully examined every corner of the kitchen, again and again, afraid of missing anything.

Suddenly, Zu Ye’s eyes fixed on the wall. He said to me: “Bring the lamp over!”

I held the lamp above my head. Zu Ye brought the oil lamp close to the wall. I saw it too—a piece of yellowed, smoke-stained paper stuck there. Written on it was “Sixth Master’s Spring Season Menu.” Below were densely packed small characters recording the daily meals that should be prepared for Fengzi Shou and their preparation methods, cycling every seven days.

Fengzi Shou loved fine food—everyone in the hall knew this. He practiced martial arts, consumed much energy, had a large appetite, loved meat, always liked eating variety, eating until his face glowed red, punching with tiger-like power. For this reason, he’d specifically found someone from among the Xiao Jiao who could cook, solely responsible for his meals.

Zu Ye carefully peeled this menu off the wall. Returning to Zu Ye’s home, Zu Ye studied this menu carefully:

Day of Bingyin: Chaos Origin Pork, Yin-Yang Great Water Caltrop, Old Jar Chicken Strips with Cucumber, Nine Yin Drunken Peanuts

Day of Dingmao: Three Yang Prosperity Dog, Two-Color Secret Bean, Thousand-Cave Rabbit Meat, Old Ghost Celery

Day of Wuchen: Secret Salted Crucian Carp, Walking Horse Oil Wheat, Earth Dragon Fried Goose Liver, Phoenix Dance Egg Flower

…

Zu Ye looked for a very long time but found nothing amiss. Finally, holding this paper, he lay in his chair and drowsily fell asleep. I covered Zu Ye with a blanket and was just about to leave for my lodging when Zu Ye actually spoke: “Da Tou, sleep here tonight. The east wing room has no one—there are quilts inside.”

Only then did I realize Zu Ye hadn’t fallen asleep. He was pondering bitterly. Seeing him like this, my heart ached.

The next day, just as dawn broke, Zu Ye called me: “Da Tou, convey my order. Say tonight we’re having ‘Food Blessing.’ Have Master Qian, Sister Yan, and all the Batou come.”

Hearing this, I was somewhat bewildered. Hadn’t we just had Food Blessing a couple days ago? Recently the hall’s funds were also very tight. What was wrong with Zu Ye? Moreover, today was Fengzi Shou’s fifth seventh-day memorial—we should be sweeping the tomb and making offerings.

I didn’t dare ask, and successively notified each Batou and master.

That evening Zu Ye set up two large tables. Zu Ye, Jiang Feiyan, Qian Yuelin, Da Batou, Er Batou, San Batou, Si Batou, Wu Batou, and Qi Batou at one table. Other Batou and outstanding Xiao Jiao at another table. Zu Ye had me sit at his table, pouring wine and serving tea.

When the meal began, servants brought out dishes. I was shocked—these dishes were all from that menu taken from Fengzi Shou’s kitchen. San Batou’s brow furrowed. He glanced at Qian Yuelin. Qian Yuelin remained impassive.

Zu Ye raised his cup and said: “Master Qian, Sister Yan, all brothers—the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has developed to this day, already over three hundred years. Back when Hong Gate’s Five Ancestors’ founder Fang Zhaoyu established the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ resisting Qing and restoring Ming, eliminating evil and promoting good, it relied on brothers’ unity. All brothers internally united in heart and virtue, externally fighting with wisdom and courage—this allowed the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ to continuously flourish and expand. Unity is our long-lasting treasure. This first cup of wine is for brothers’ mutual unity and fraternal affection. Bottoms up!”

Everyone raised their cups together: “Brothers united in heart and virtue, ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ flourishing and expanding!” Everyone drank in one gulp.

Zu Ye raised the second cup of wine: “Over many years, the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has experienced wind and rain. Many brothers lost their lives for the hall’s interests. Since this humble person took charge of ‘Mu Zi Lian,’ the hall has had twelve brothers successively depart. Just since this spring began, four brothers have been lost. In the future, more brothers will die. I may also die. This second cup of wine honors those brothers who died for the hall generation after generation!”

Everyone sensed Zu Ye’s words had hidden meaning. Looking at each other, they raised wine cups and drank in one gulp.

Zu Ye raised his wine cup once more: “The third cup honors Master Qian and Sister Yan. Master Qian traveled a thousand li to ‘Mu Zi Lian,’ bringing honor to the hall. These past months, Master Qian has presided over the hall, offering advice and strategies, sharing my worries and concerns. I’m deeply moved. Recently the situation has changed drastically. I led our brothers to southern Guangdong. Sister Yan came twenty li out of the city to welcome us, treating ‘Mu Zi Lian’ hall brothers with kindness as heavy as mountains. Master Qian, Sister Yan, this humble person honors you both!”

Qian Yuelin hurriedly stood up, face full of smiles, saying: “Zu Ye is too kind. This foolish elder is incompetent. That Zu Ye doesn’t abandon me—I’m already ten-thousand-fold grateful. I should be honoring Zu Ye!” Having said this, he drank in one gulp.

Jiang Feiyan said nothing, smiling faintly at Zu Ye. This was my first time seeing Jiang Feiyan smile up close. At 47 years old, she still looked like someone in her thirties, well-maintained, charm still present, spring feelings overflowing. What puzzled me most was that she didn’t have a single white hair. Later Er Batou told me she had people in Military Intelligence purchase a type of medicinal liquid from the West every year. Applied to hair, white hair became black hair. Many years later, I learned this was called hair dye, invented by a Frenchman in the early twentieth century.

Zu Ye said: “Sister Yan, please.”

Jiang Feiyan said: “Zu Ye, please.”

The two drank together.

Zu Ye continued: “Today is Little Sixth’s fifth seventh-day memorial. Sixth in life loved eating. The day before yesterday when servants cleaned his room, they discovered one of his menus. I looked—truly good dishes. He’s gone. I’m borrowing his menu to entertain everyone, which also honors Sixth’s spirit in heaven. Everyone, please!”

Everyone stood up, saying one after another: “Zu Ye, please accept our condolences.”

Zu Ye raised his wine cup again, saying loudly to the sky: “Sixth, the fifth seventh-day is the day souls return. If your spirit is in heaven, look back at the brothers, see how united they are. The path you didn’t finish walking, the brothers will walk for you. You can rest in peace!”

Before his words fell, with a “bang,” everyone looked toward the sound. It turned out Er Batou had accidentally knocked over his wine cup.

Zu Ye glanced at Er Batou, then tilted back his head, drinking the cup’s wine in one gulp, saying: “Everyone eat. Whatever tastes good, eat it. The more you eat, the happier Sixth’s spirit in heaven will be.”

Everyone looked at each other, then began eating.

I quietly watched Zu Ye. While eating, Zu Ye used his peripheral vision to scan everyone at the table. I ate silently. The food was really delicious. I ate through all these delicacies, thinking that Sixth Master in life truly had good fortune with food.

“Food Blessing” lasted two hours, finally ending at the hour of Hai.

Deep into the night, Zu Ye still had me brew tea for him. While brewing tea, I suddenly felt stomach pain, ran to the outhouse with a bout of diarrhea. I suspected I’d eaten too much. Just as I pulled up my pants, another wave of pain hit. After three consecutive bouts, it finally stopped.

Zu Ye sipped tea while saying: “Da Tou, tomorrow notify all Batou of this hall, plus Master Qian. Say we’re continuing Food Blessing.”

“Ah?” I thought I’d heard wrong.

“Ah what?” Zu Ye said. “Tomorrow we continue Food Blessing! You also participate. Remember, don’t eat dishes from all over the table. You only eat one dish.”

I didn’t understand. “Which dish?”

Zu Ye smiled: “Whatever suits your taste. Any dish is fine. Just don’t mix and eat.”

I was confused and didn’t dare ask more, only able to answer: “Zu Ye, I’ve noted it.”

Early the next morning, I went to notify each Batou. When I arrived at San Batou’s residence, I discovered Wu Batou and Qi Batou were both there. I said: “Third Master, Fifth Master, Seventh Master—Zu Ye said we’re continuing Food Blessing today.”

I’ll never forget those three masters’ faces at that moment—all turned green, eyes revealing a trace of alarm and incomprehension.

This Food Blessing didn’t include Jiang Feiyan or other Xiao Jiao—just Zu Ye, Master Qian, all the Batou, and me.

Looking at the food and dishes—still from Fengzi Shou’s menu. I vaguely sensed something was going on here.

Qian Yuelin said with a smile: “Zu Ye, didn’t we just eat yesterday? Recently the hall’s silver is scarce. Better to save it for other…”

Before he could finish, Zu Ye interrupted him: “We’re not short this bit. Haha, all Batou have followed me so long—it’s rare to have leisure. Recently business hasn’t been good. Perfect time to drink and celebrate.”

Da Batou laughed heartily, picking up a piece of meat and putting it in his mouth. “Eat, eat. Last night I had diarrhea. Perfect time to supplement.”

Er Batou said: “Big Brother, you also had diarrhea?”

Before Da Batou could speak, I couldn’t help but interject: “This junior also had diarrhea.”

Zu Ye laughed loudly: “All supplement yourselves. During this period, the hall moved, traveling by carriage and horse—you’ve all exhausted yourselves. Starting today, continuous Food Blessing for one month!”

San Batou said sorrowfully: “Sixth just passed away. I… can’t eat…”

Zu Ye said with grave expression: “Life and death are determined by fate. Everyone, don’t be too sad.”

Zu Ye continued: “Sixth is gone, but the hall’s business must continue. One turnip, one hole—his people need someone to lead. You all recommend someone.”

Hearing this, Er Batou quickly raised his head: “Zu Ye, I recommend Little Haizi.”

Little Haizi was a subordinate under Er Batou, real name Zhao Dinghai. He excelled at throwing darts, was bold, and had good standing.

Zu Ye shook his head: “Sixth’s subordinates aren’t easy to lead. Each is a master. Without some skill, it’s very difficult to lead them.” Zu Ye turned to San Batou: “Third, do you have a suitable person?”

San Batou looked at Qian Yuelin. Qian Yuelin smiled and said: “Don’t look at me for this. This is your hall’s internal matter. I won’t participate.”

San Batou said: “Zu Ye, I do have one candidate to recommend to you—one of Sixth’s subordinates, Fan Yifei.”

The Fan Yifei San Batou mentioned was Fengzi Shou’s capable assistant. His lightness skills rivaled Fengzi Shou’s. He joined the hall in 1942 with the nickname “Little Shi Qian,” meaning he was like the Liangshan hero Shi Qian—exceptionally agile, unmatched in lightness skills.

Hearing this, Zu Ye slapped the table: “Good! Exactly what I was thinking!”

Er Batou, mouth full of meat, stared blankly at Zu Ye: “Zu Ye… still consider carefully…”

Zu Ye waved his hand: “The hall cannot go one day without a Batou. These days I’ve been considering this person. Third and I thought of the same person. It’s settled then. Tomorrow at the hall meeting, we’ll finalize this!”

San Batou quickly said: “Zu Ye is wise!”

The next day, before nearly a hundred hall brothers, amid congratulatory sounds, “Little Shi Qian” sat in the sixth chair.

That evening, Food Blessing continued. I still followed Zu Ye’s instructions, eating only one dish. After eating a while, I was surprised to discover everyone at the table was only eating one dish. What was going on?

Nearly finished eating, Zu Ye said to me in front of everyone: “These days I’ve been too tired. Sixth’s death has exhausted my mind and energy. Da Tou, look into it—get some opera tickets these days. Let’s all go watch opera together.”

Da Batou and Er Batou said together: “Great! I haven’t heard Cantonese opera yet.”

The next day, I reserved over ten tickets. Zu Ye looked and said: “Good. Notify all Batou—tomorrow we’ll all watch grand opera together!”

That evening, I still brewed tea for Zu Ye.

Zu Ye sat in his rocking chair, sipping while saying: “Da Tou, how long have you followed me?”

I calculated carefully. “Zu Ye, one year and three months.”

Zu Ye sighed: “Mm, time passes so fast. Da Tou, what do you think of me as a person?”

I didn’t know why Zu Ye was asking this. Speaking honestly, I quite envied Zu Ye. Same as men, why was he so good-looking, with wisdom and methods? Looking at myself—ugly as a melon, dull and foolish. I’d vowed countless times that in my next life if I became human, I must become someone like Zu Ye! Though my heart was full of feelings, unfortunately my mouth was clumsy and I couldn’t find words. I ended up saying: “Zu Ye, you’re quite formidable.”

Zu Ye asked: “Formidable how?”

I said: “Formidable everywhere!”

Zu Ye laughed heartily, laughing for quite a while, then said: “Da Tou, remember? When I first took you in, I asked if you’d ever thought about becoming a master yourself someday.”

I said: “I remember. I said then my life was lowly, I couldn’t become a master. You even scolded me.”

Zu Ye said: “Yes. Prepare to be a master. You’re about to become one.”

Hearing this, I nearly threw the teapot on the ground. “Uh… Zu Ye…”

Suddenly, urgent knocking at the door. Zu Ye raised his head, both eyes shooting out two cold rays of light, startling me. I involuntarily asked: “Who’s knocking?”
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Zu Ye made no sound, telling the steward: “Go open the door.”

The steward acknowledged and went to open the door carrying a lantern.

I didn’t know what was happening, staring blankly at Zu Ye, then turning back to look at the courtyard. Suddenly several whooshing sounds—many people leaped down from the roof. I saw it was Da Batou, plus many highly skilled Xiao Jiao from the hall, each holding a box cannon.

I knew the hall had several dozen box cannons total, usually locked in Zu Ye’s residence. For external missions, they’d take out however many based on the number deployed. After missions were executed, they’d be collected back into storage. Zu Ye didn’t allow any Batou or Xiao Jiao to carry guns privately. This time so many people were issued guns—my heart immediately rose: something major was about to happen at the hall!

Zu Ye waved his hand. Da Batou quickly hid behind the screen behind Zu Ye. The other Xiao Jiao also hid in darkness. Da Batou stuck his head out, quietly calling out: “Zu Ye, twenty more brothers on the roof. Er Batou’s side is also prepared. The outer perimeter—Lady Yan (Jiang Feiyan) has already arranged everything. All key routes have our brothers.”

Zu Ye nodded.

Before long, the steward led someone in. I looked—it was Qi Batou, Wang Jiaxian.

After Qi Batou entered the room, without saying anything, he dropped to his knees with a thud: “Zu Ye! This junior has come to confess!” Then banging his head on the ground: “Zu Ye, I was wrong! Zu Ye, spare my life!”

Zu Ye glanced at him, saying coldly: “Speak.”

Qi Batou spoke while crying. I listened from the side, heart pounding, flesh trembling. What a huge conspiracy!

It turned out Qian Yuelin, that old fox, had colluded with Western Sect’s Qin Baichuan long ago. They’d been preparing to eliminate Zu Ye all along!

Zu Ye was a heroic figure—everyone could see it. Zu Ye took charge of “Mu Zi Lian” at 21. When he first took over the hall from Zhang Dancheng, counting old and young the hall had only about twenty people total. The foundation was desperately thin—lacking both people and money. Twenty-some years later, Zu Ye had built the hall to over a hundred people, earning silver in the millions!

For several hundred years the four great halls had been equally matched in strength, relatively balanced. Everyone mutually checked each other—no one could threaten anyone. Then history reached the Republican era and Zu Ye appeared out of nowhere. “Mu Zi Lian” thrived under his management, standing out alone, stealing all the spotlight. This broke the several-hundred-year balance among the four great halls. This was a great taboo!

How could Zu Ye not understand this principle? In previous years, though the hall’s strength continuously increased, he remained low-key, treating each grand master with utmost respect. Only after 1945, when he absolutely had confidence in his own strength, did he begin a major psychological warfare campaign. In recent years, he continuously distributed large amounts of silver to other halls to win hearts. On the surface this seemed good—each grand master was profoundly grateful—but actually, aside from Jiang Feiyan, the other two great halls’ leaders harbored wariness. All hearts have been bought by you, Zu Ye—how can this be acceptable! Plus in 1943, when the four great halls were surrounded by the Military Intelligence Bureau in Chongqing, Zu Ye put Qin Baichuan on the hot seat, disregarding his life or death. Qin Baichuan harbored even deeper resentment.

Additionally, from the start of the War of Resistance, Qian Yuelin’s situation in the north became increasingly dire. After the Liberation War began, he basically couldn’t survive. He wanted to move south but feared conflict with Zu Ye’s hall. Actually he’d already secretly gone south several times to steal business. Zu Ye knew but hadn’t pursued it considering the bigger picture. Later, Qian Yuelin brought a group of A’Bao to southern Guangdong, targeting the southern four provinces, but was beaten back by Jiang Feiyan. His heart was full of resentment. Jianghuai was prosperous; southern Guangdong had little warfare. Everyone knew these were two chunks of fat meat. Qian Yuelin watched anxiously but both Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan were very strong. He was anxiously helpless. Unwilling to humbly submit to Zu Ye, he thus colluded with Qin Baichuan.

Collusion was actually a manifestation of weakness. They’d privately discussed that if they didn’t unite against Zu Ye, in a few years the “Jiang Xiang Sect” would truly be unified under Zu Ye’s command!

Qin Baichuan and Qian Yuelin discussed that no matter what, they had to eliminate Zu Ye. After eliminating Zu Ye, Jiang Feiyan would be easy to handle. Then they’d re-divide territorial spheres. Qin Baichuan would still control the Western Sect, then bring the southern four provinces under his command. Qian Yuelin would control the Eastern Sect, taking over all of Zu Ye’s territory. These two even discussed dividing up the female A’Bao under Jiang Feiyan. If Jiang Feiyan agreed, fine. If not, eliminate her!

Finally the two decided to have Qian Yuelin pretend to submit to Zu Ye. Only by getting close to Zu Ye could they find out Zu Ye’s hall’s true situation, see if they could turn a few Batou, achieving internal cooperation with external forces to completely wipe out the Eastern Sect.

From the day Qian Yuelin came to the hall, Zu Ye grew suspicious. Zu Ye liked “playing chess”—directly killing Qian Yuelin would be no fun. So he played a big game of chess, deliberately letting Qian Yuelin participate in hall meetings, letting him participate in discussions of some major matters. The common saying goes “whether it’s a mule or a horse, bring it out for a walk.” Zu Ye wanted to see how deep he ran. Know yourself and know your enemy—only then can you fight a hundred battles without danger. More importantly, Zu Ye wanted to use Qian Yuelin’s hand to draw out the hall’s unstable elements. Zu Ye knew that although each Batou usually feared him somewhat, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” was ultimately a mob. These people were all masters in intelligence, scum in morality, each ruthless and merciless. Zu Ye forever remembered the incident when Batou under Zhang Dancheng rebelled. From the day he took office, Zu Ye remained wary of all Batou.

Zu Ye never let Batou unite, deliberately making them fight. The more fiercely they fought, the safer he was. After the Liberation War erupted, the hall’s days became increasingly tight. Economic foundation determines superstructure. When lacking money, the hall became unstable. Especially Zu Ye’s gifting hall silver to other halls—this was directly opposed multiple times by San Batou and Wu Batou. Since spring 1949 began, San Batou had suggested Zu Ye move forces south. The south he mentioned wasn’t formal—he meant seizing Jiang Feiyan’s territory. Zu Ye didn’t agree, so he suggested Zu Ye advance southwest, taking down Qin Baichuan’s several provinces.

Actually, San Batou thinking this way wasn’t wrong. The error was he wasn’t in step with Zu Ye—he moved too fast. Doing this would disrupt Zu Ye’s big chess game.

Zu Ye knew San Batou, Wu Batou, and Qi Batou had always been in cahoots. These three differed from Da Batou and Er Batou—they were all intellectual types, skilled in scheming. Zu Ye wanted to use Qian Yuelin’s coming to the hall to see just how far these three would rebel.

These three finally couldn’t withstand the test and were truly turned. The ringleader was San Batou.

Since following Zu Ye, San Batou always had ambition. He always felt his intelligence matched Zu Ye’s. He believed after Zu Ye retired, the hall would certainly be controlled by him. In his eyes, Da Batou had courage but no strategy; Er Batou was neither human nor ghost; Si Batou was just a bookworm; Wu Batou wore the same pants as him. Besides himself, no one could replace Zu Ye.

What he didn’t expect was that history reached 1935 when Zu Ye brought back a 14-year-old child from Wang Yaqiao’s place. This Little Sixth, who slowly grew up under Zu Ye’s protection, increasingly showed his distinctiveness. He had a clever mind, was bold and resourceful, plus had excellent martial arts skills. Moreover, he came from the “Axe Gang,” with extensive connections in both black and white paths. Now there was trouble—a competitor for the top position had arrived. So while sowing discord among other Batou relationships, he vigorously cultivated his own power. Recommending Wang Jiaxian as Qi Batou was one of his chess moves.

For a time, San Batou wanted to “fly solo.” Zu Ye saw through it. Considering the hall’s overall interests, he reprimanded him several times. He stopped making noise.

San Batou was also very greedy. He had considerable opinions about the hall’s “rake-off” system, had suggested to Zu Ye multiple times—of course using the pretext of stabilizing the hall’s morale. Zu Ye didn’t agree.

After the Liberation War began, all major halls’ business gradually withered. A’Bao across the nation became restless. Everyone didn’t know where history was ultimately headed, where their own fates would end up. San Batou probed Zu Ye’s attitude multiple times, wanting to know Zu Ye’s plans, but Zu Ye just wouldn’t speak.

At this critical juncture, Qian Yuelin arrived, also bringing San Batou a “backbone.” Qian Yuelin said: “Now is the perfect time for a great ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ reshuffle. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ can’t all be controlled by one person!”

Qian Yuelin promised that after success, he’d allocate several provinces to San Batou, letting San Batou independently shoulder responsibility, controlling one region. This was exactly what San Batou desired. He’d suppressed himself so many years—he dreamed of becoming a grand master.

So the two secretly colluded with Qin Baichuan, planning internal cooperation with external forces. They analyzed that to eliminate Zu Ye, they first had to eliminate Sixth Batou Fengzi Shou—this was Zu Ye’s personal bodyguard, both wise and brave, the biggest stumbling block. As long as they removed him, the other Batou weren’t worrying!

How to remove him? Direct fighting couldn’t beat him. Assassination even worse—whether poisoning or shooting would be equivalent to directly telling Zu Ye someone wanted to rebel. At the critical moment, Qian Yuelin, that old fox, played his role again. He produced a menu—something he’d obtained years ago in northern Zhili when swindling, from an old eunuch’s hands—an imperial “secret food killing formula.”

Chapter 6: “The Four Great Fortune Tellers” Display Their Unique Skills
San Batou’s Heart Set on Destroying the Sect

Throughout history, in palace intrigues, there have always been emperors, concubines, and crown princes who died under mysterious circumstances. The reason lies in these “secret recipes for food poisoning”!

To be precise, these secret recipes were actually meal plans. Each dish, from ingredients to preparation, had no issues when considered individually. But when one dish was eaten together with another, that’s when major problems arose!

All things have yin and yang properties. For example, male is yang, female is yin; daytime is yang, nighttime is yin; the sun is yang, the moon is yin; fire is yang, water is yin; clear skies are yang, rainy days are yin… Food is no exception! The most common example is a saying in Chinese medicine: “Eat radish in the evening and ginger in the morning, no need for a doctor’s prescription.” This speaks to the principle of health maintenance through diet. Why eat radish in the evening? Because night is yin, and in the evening, the body’s yang energy gradually subsides while yin energy returns. Radish happens to be yin in nature, so eating radish aligns with the circulation of yin energy within the body. Similarly, morning is when the body’s yang energy warms up again. Ginger has yang properties, so eating some ginger helps the body’s yang energy circulate—this is all the way of yin and yang! What if you eat them in reverse? Chinese medicine has another saying that answers the consequences of eating them backwards: “Eat ginger in the morning, protect your health; eat ginger in the evening, like arsenic!” This shows how terrifying it is to go against the way of yin and yang!

The meals Fengzi Shou had been eating for the past two months were all combinations of the Five Elements conflicting and counteracting each other. “Primordial Chaos Pork” combined with “Yin-Yang Water Chestnuts”—extreme yin colliding with extreme yang, water flooding and wood drifting, destroying the liver. “Aged Pickle Jar Chicken Shreds and Cucumber” combined with “Nine Yin Drunken Peanuts”—lesser yin clashing with old yang, excessive wood destroying metal, severing the lungs. “Three Yang Auspicious Dog Meat” combined with “Two-Color Secret Bean Dish”—old yang overpowering lesser yin, injuring the kidneys… Every seven days formed one cycle, taking turns ravaging the five viscera and six bowels.

This was using the energy of the Five Elements to kill someone! Killing in a sinister way, killing silently!

The food took effect slowly. At first, nothing seemed wrong. The person eating it would at most experience heartburn or diarrhea. In reality, at that point, the five viscera and six bowels were already being slowly damaged. The person sometimes felt fatigued and unable to cope, but generally attributed it to working hard and didn’t pay much attention. Over time, as the vital energy of the five viscera was completely depleted, the human body would instantly lose its yin-yang balance. Human life exists between yin and yang. When yin and yang are balanced, a person lives; when yin and yang collapse, the mild case is illness, the severe case is death!

Fengzi Shou had practiced martial arts since childhood and had a strong physique. When he first started eating these meals, he felt a bit uncomfortable but didn’t take it seriously, and he even continued practicing martial arts. This made things worse. When practicing boxing, one needs to circulate qi. His blood and qi throughout his body were already in chaos, yet he forced himself to hold his breath and circulate it. This was like hitting hardness with hardness. The tragic thing was that the battlefield was his own body.

Finally, one day while practicing boxing, he suddenly felt chest tightness and actually coughed up blood. Within a few days, he began losing hair and eyebrows. By the time he saw a doctor, he was already terminally ill! That’s why the doctor determined that all his organs had failed, but couldn’t find the cause—because no one would think that eating could kill someone!

Listening to Wang Jiaxian explain this deadly recipe, Zu Ye slapped the table with a bang, stood up, and cursed loudly: “Bastards! Bastards!” I could hear Zu Ye’s voice trembling!

Wang Jiaxian was so frightened that he pressed his head to the ground, pleading bitterly: “Zu Ye, spare my life! Zu Ye, spare my life!”

Zu Ye was quite clever. Ever since Qian Yuelin came to the headquarters, he had been on guard everywhere, but he never expected him to devise such a poisonous scheme! Later, when I accompanied Zu Ye to Liu Batou’s kitchen, Zu Ye sensed that perhaps there was a problem with this menu.

Actually, at that time, Zu Ye wasn’t certain whether it was a problem with the recipe, which is why the next day he invited everyone to dinner in the form of “food salary.” Qian Yuelin, San Batou, and others never dreamed that Zu Ye would take interest in an inconspicuous menu! Because Fengzi Shou changed menus multiple times every season, year after year. He’d been doing this for over ten years. This newly added menu—even Fengzi Shou himself hadn’t noticed it. But Zu Ye noticed it. That’s why he was Zu Ye.

San Batou and the others had guilty consciences. They understood that Fengzi Shou, with such a strong physique, was put in a coffin within two months. With their physiques, they’d probably be done for after eating just a few times. Even if they didn’t die, they’d fall seriously ill. Now that Zu Ye had laid out the dishes, they couldn’t refuse to eat—refusing would expose them. They understood that as long as they didn’t eat the dishes in combination, they’d be fine. So each person ate only one dish, or only ate dishes with consistent yin-yang properties. This detail didn’t escape Zu Ye’s eyes. When he returned, he told me about it, and also told Da Batou, Er Batou, and Si Batou.

San Batou, Qian Yuelin, and others thought they could muddle through after eating the dishes. They didn’t expect that the next day, Zu Ye would demand to continue the “food salary,” and moreover said they would continue the “food salary” for a full month. During the banquet, San Batou, Qian Yuelin, and others discovered that the other Batous besides them were also only eating one dish each. They felt that the matter had already been exposed!

At this critical juncture, Zu Ye used a delaying tactic. He deliberately brought up the topic of supplementing with new Batous. First, to confuse San Batou and others, making them unclear whether Zu Ye truly suspected or was still kept in the dark. Second, to use San Batou’s hand to draw out other unstable elements. Thus “Little Shi Qian” was drawn out.

Wang Jiaxian then revealed another even greater conspiracy. It turned out this group had arranged things this way: After eliminating Fengzi Shou, Qin Baichuan would immediately send a letter to Zu Ye, saying there was big business to be done in Sichuan, requesting Zu Ye’s cooperation in setting up a scheme. They would lure Zu Ye to Sichuan, then create a scheme within a scheme, making Zu Ye die under mysterious circumstances. At the same time, Qian Yuelin and San Batou would lead Wu Batou, Qi Batou, and Little Shi Qian, who had been bought off long ago, to rebel at home. With Fengzi Shou already dead, getting rid of Da Batou, Er Batou, and Si Batou wouldn’t be a problem. Inside and outside cooperation—thoroughly, completely, cleanly wiping out the Eastern Sect!

Zu Ye asked: “Through what means was the menu delivered to Liu Ye’s kitchen?”

Wang Jiaxian said: “We controlled Liu Ye’s cook. If he didn’t cooperate, we’d kill his parents. He was forced to defect.”

Zu Ye shouted loudly: “Da Batou, go immediately and cut down Cook Wang for me!”

Da Batou said: “Yes!” He picked up his gun and was about to leave when Zu Ye said again: “Pass word to Er Batou—he can launch the attack now!” After Da Batou received the order, he left with two Xiao Jiaos. Before long, a muffled gunshot came from the distance, immediately followed by a barrage of gunfire, crackling and popping in a mass.

Shortly after, Da Batou returned and said to Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, Cook Wang committed suicide. He left a letter.”

Zu Ye looked at it. The letter was full of remorseful words, meaning he had been forced into it against his will and had no face to continue living. After reading it, Zu Ye said: “Treat his parents well.”

Wang Jiaxian continued: “Qian Yuelin and San Batou know that Zu Ye has seen through them. They’re going to strike first tomorrow! Fight to mutual destruction! Dozens of brothers at the headquarters have been turned by them! The opera house has already been planted with their ambush! I feel that Zu Ye’s kindness to me is as weighty as a mountain. I couldn’t bear it, so I secretly came to report…”

Before he finished speaking, several Xiao Jiaos carried in a large sack from outside. After entering the room, they shook the sack open, and with a crash, a pile of human heads rolled out.

I was so scared I nearly cried out. More than ten human heads, all bloody, some still with their eyes open.

Zu Ye pointed at the dozen or so heads on the ground and said coldly: “The people who ambushed in the opera house are all here.”

Wang Jiaxian was shocked: “This… Zu Ye, this…”

Zu Ye turned and sat in his chair: “Da Tou, make tea!”

I was stunned. At a time like this, Zu Ye still had the mind to drink tea?

“Are you deaf?” Zu Ye shouted again.

I hurriedly walked around the heads on the ground, went to the tea table, and with trembling hands took out Longjing tea and brewed it for Zu Ye.

Zu Ye drank slowly. As he drank, he squinted his eyes, thinking about something, or perhaps waiting for something. The room was completely silent, with occasional bursts of gunfire in the distance.

After about half an hour, the gunfire gradually subsided. Before long, Er Batou ran in sweating: “Zu Ye, it’s over. Qian Yuelin committed suicide. The others have been captured.”

I looked into the courtyard. Jiang Feiyan was holding a gun, and several A’Baos were pushing San Batou, Wu Batou, and the newly appointed Liu Batou “Little Shi Qian,” all bound tightly, into the room.

“Kneel down!” Er Batou shouted.

San Batou, Wu Batou, and Little Shi Qian all knelt before Zu Ye.

Holding the teapot, I quietly watched them. All three had sweat on their foreheads, and San Batou had blood on his face.

Zu Ye took a sip of tea and said: “Do you have anything else to say?”

San Batou raised his head: “Zu Ye, give me a quick death!”

Zu Ye sighed, slowly stood up, slowly walked to San Batou, stroked his head and said: “Old San, in your next life, don’t be so clever again…” Suddenly, Zu Ye raised his hand and then struck down. With a thud, San Batou’s body stiffened, fell to the ground, and died. Zu Ye had driven a spike into the back of his head.

When Wu Batou and Little Shi Qian saw this, they desperately kowtowed: “Zu Ye, spare our lives!”

Zu Ye raised his head and said with sadness: “You’ve followed me for so many years. If I’ve done anything inappropriate, you can bring it up. Why were you bewitched by San Batou! Brotherhood is like flesh and blood. Cutting you off is equivalent to severing my own arms and also cutting off the headquarters’ source of income! You should behave yourselves from now on!”

When Wu Batou and Little Shi Qian heard these words, tears immediately fell. “Zu Ye! We’re sorry to you!” They kowtowed repeatedly, banging until blood flowed. “Thank you for Zu Ye’s mercy in not killing us!”

How could they know this was Zu Ye’s delaying tactic? Originally, the headquarters was already in turmoil during that period. Having just moved from Jianghuai to Guangdong, and because of this internal war, dozens more brothers had died. To kill so many more Batous would be to damage one’s own vital energy.

Many years later, I asked Wang Jiaxian why he had a change of heart at that time. Wang Jiaxian only said one sentence: “A person who dares to kill even his own boss—how could I have a good ending following him? Old San’s heart was too dark.” Recalling this thrilling past event again, I still had to admire Zu Ye’s wisdom and ruthlessness.

He was actually able to become suspicious of a menu, then through the form of “food salary” test his hypothesis. During the banquet, he kept releasing ambiguous, inscrutable remarks, observing everyone’s reactions. After the truth leaked out, he released smoke screens. First, he satisfied San Batou’s request to promote Little Shi Qian, then deliberately said he was going to the opera house to watch a performance, delaying time. Actually, during this period, he was intensely deploying troops and arranging his forces. To prevent San Batou’s group from desperately rushing into the mansion to kill him, he first armed Da Batou’s most loyal guard closest to him and hid them in the mansion. He also dispatched Er Batou to gather his subordinates and Si Batou’s people to surround the residences of San Batou, Qian Yuelin, and others. More importantly, he gained Jiang Feiyan’s support. Jiang Feiyan had entrenched herself in South Yue for decades and knew all the waterways and land routes in and out of the city like the back of her hand. She helped Zu Ye lay ambushes everywhere. Zu Ye said: “Not a single person can escape!”

As a result, when Qian Yuelin fled with his gun and several Xiao Jiaos, he was blocked at the dock. After a firefight, seeing that the situation was hopeless, Qian Yuelin swallowed his bullet and committed suicide.

More importantly, the Xiao Jiao who was delivering the letter to Qin Baichuan of the Western Sect was also captured alive. Because the situation had changed dramatically in the past few days, completely disrupting San Batou, Qian Yuelin, and Qin Baichuan’s previous schemes. Seeing that he couldn’t proceed according to plan, Qian Yuelin hastily wrote a letter and dispatched someone to tell Qin Baichuan that the plan had been exposed. He planned to escape by sea, detour through Guangxi, then enter Sichuan, and requested Qin Baichuan’s assistance.

Only after Zu Ye read this letter did he understand: San Batou, confident in his own cleverness, had been played by Qian Yuelin. Qian Yuelin had incited San Batou, Wu Batou, and Qi Batou to fight desperately with Zu Ye, but his own plan was to escape in the chaos. He never intended to fight desperately alongside San Batou.

By capturing the messenger, Zu Ye seized control of the entire situation. Zu Ye ordered a complete information blackout! He immediately had Si Batou, who was skilled at imitating handwriting, rewrite a letter in the same handwriting and tone as Qian Yuelin, telling Qin Baichuan: “Everything is going smoothly. Proceed according to plan.”

Zu Ye wanted to continue this scheme until he eliminated Qin Baichuan!

Zu Ye was so clever, so strategic. I often wondered, was Zu Ye satisfied with himself? I don’t think he was. Despite his cleverness, his beloved Little Liu Zi still died right under his nose. Despite his cleverness, San Batou still rebelled, and dozens of brothers from his painstakingly managed headquarters died all at once. Despite his cleverness, when war broke out, he still had to flee with his brothers everywhere. In the dramatic changes of history and the cruel corridor of fate, I discovered for the first time that Zu Ye was also so fragile.

This internal struggle made Zu Ye age considerably all at once. During that period, my heart ached when I saw him. Jiang Feiyan sent people to deliver the finest bird’s nest to him, but he couldn’t eat it. So Jiang Feiyan invited him to watch opera. In short, during that period, Jiang Feiyan often came to Zu Ye’s mansion to chat with him.

Actually, initially, when Jiang Feiyan helped Zu Ye, it was for love. She loved Zu Ye, and also to repay a debt of gratitude—Zu Ye had saved her life twice. When Qi Batou Wang Jiaxian revealed that Qian Yuelin and others wanted to plunder her territory and divide up the sisters in her headquarters, only then did she realize this was also helping herself.

Jiang Feiyan always had a quality that captivated all men. Her icy gaze, far from creating distance between her and men, always aroused in men the desire to melt her.

Everyone in the underworld knew about “South Yue’s Single Flower.” Back in the day it was Qiao Wu Mei; after Qiao Wu Mei’s death it was Jiang Feiyan. People in the underworld joked: “After the Fifth Lady comes Elder Sister Yan. The Lady beats the Sister in looks by three parts, but the Sister surpasses the old Lady with a trace of fragrance.” This meant that in terms of appearance, Qiao Wu Mei was slightly superior to Jiang Feiyan, but Jiang Feiyan had an advantage no other woman could match—she had a natural body fragrance. Even without powder or cosmetics, when she walked past you, she would trail a faint fragrance.

Actually, both Qiao Wu Mei and Jiang Feiyan were beauties among beauties, the finest of the finest. The characteristics of female A’Baos determined that the sect leader had to be beautiful, because they had to set up schemes, conduct public relations, and employ honey traps. Ugly women simply couldn’t get on stage.

When Qiao Wu Mei died that year, hundreds of local gang members surrounded the headquarters. Zu Ye used the “besieging Wei to rescue Zhao” strategy to cleverly resolve the crisis, making Jiang Feiyan fall for Zu Ye at first sight. But Zu Ye never accepted this affection, always treating her with utmost respect. At that time, Jiang Feiyan was 31 years old, Zu Ye was 30. For over ten years, Jiang Feiyan had been pining for Zu Ye, but Zu Ye always kept an elusive distance.

This was all told to me by Er Batou when we were drinking together. Later, even Qi Batou said the same.

Jiang Feiyan set a rule for her headquarters: female A’Baos were absolutely forbidden to marry. Er Batou said this was abnormal. After the founding of New China, when we Batous got out of prison, when Qi Batou and I were drinking and talked about these matters again, Qi Batou said: “The no-marriage rule was said for the A’Baos to hear. It was for the benefit of the headquarters. People aren’t crude wood—who can be without feelings? She secretly loved Zu Ye for so many years, and Zu Ye never reciprocated. She was the most miserable one.”

Female A’Baos were indeed all miserable, especially the sect leader. Though on the surface they wore gold and silver and appeared dignified and noble, all that was earned with their bodies and brains. Jiang Feiyan dedicated her youth to the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” controlling “Yuehai Hall” for twenty years. To outsiders, she seemed glorious and magnificent, but in reality, she swallowed her broken teeth—only she knew the bitterness.

Two months later, she helped Zu Ye eliminate Qin Baichuan. Then she spoke to Zu Ye the words deepest in her heart, words that made Zu Ye shed tears. After speaking, she left, completely and utterly left, leaving the mainland, leaving “Yuehai Hall” for which she had struggled for decades. In the spring of 1987, she died of illness in Taiwan.

Feigning to Fall for the Trap, Heading to Sichuan

Because Zu Ye blocked the information and sent false letters, Qin Baichuan had been kept in the dark the entire time.

More than half a month later, Qin Baichuan sent someone to deliver a letter, inviting Zu Ye to Sichuan to set up a scheme. Of course Zu Ye agreed. Zu Ye had Da Batou, Er Batou, and Si Batou guard the home. He only brought one person—me. This was Zu Ye’s final test of my courage. Since following Zu Ye, he had successively tested my patience, lust, greed for money, kindness, and courage. Perhaps a person who wasn’t greedy for money, wasn’t lustful, and had courage was his final choice for entrusting his affairs.

Zu Ye’s schemes could never be fathomed. On the westward journey to Sichuan, Zu Ye said to me: “Da Tou, this trip will either succeed or we’ll die trying.”

I said to Zu Ye: “Why not bring more brothers?”

Zu Ye said: “The fewer, the safer.”

I didn’t understand what “the fewer, the safer” meant. I stopped talking.

Zu Ye looked at me and said: “Afraid?”

I said: “Not afraid, just uncertain in my heart.”

Zu Ye smiled: “Da Tou, after following me for so long, do you regret it?”

My heart felt a pang of emotion. I said: “Zu Ye, I have no regrets. For all this time, Zu Ye has treated me with kindness as weighty as a mountain. Instead, it’s me who’s been disappointing, coming to the headquarters for so long yet never able to share Zu Ye’s worries and sorrows.”

Zu Ye looked at me, sighed and said: “The one who should feel guilty is me, Zu Ye. I often think, you were doing fine at the teahouse before. Though poor, your days were peaceful. Following me, you inevitably have to live in fear. I don’t know where I’ll lead you. I often think, if I weren’t in this line of business, how wonderful it would be if you followed me.”

Looking at Zu Ye’s graying temples, I felt a sourness in my heart for no reason: “Zu Ye, this is what they call fate.”

Zu Ye pondered for a while and said: “Da Tou, if you had a chance to leave, where would you choose?”

I was startled: “Leave? Go where?”

Zu Ye gave a long sigh: “Hong Kong, Taiwan, Nanyang—all possible. Now many brothers from the underworld are fleeing abroad. After settling down, they’ve all sent letters asking me to leave. I can’t leave. My affairs aren’t finished yet…” Saying this, Zu Ye fell silent for a moment. “If it’s possible… if one day when I leave, would you be willing to go with me?”

When I heard this, tears nearly fell. This wasn’t about whether I was willing—it was that Zu Ye hadn’t abandoned me. Everyone knew that fleeing abroad wasn’t easy. For someone like me, with no money and no skills, with no one to receive me there, even if I fled over, life would be very difficult.

I knew Zu Ye’s heart was very troubled and conflicted. After coming to South Yue, the climate and conditions didn’t suit him, business wasn’t going well, Fengzi Shou had died, San Batou had died, dozens of brothers from the headquarters had died, and now heading west to Sichuan to face Qin Baichuan—victory or defeat was uncertain… In those days of turbulent times and uncertain future, Zu Ye showed his hesitation for the first time.

Actually, that period was also the most hesitant period for all of China. To go or to stay became a great affliction in many people’s hearts. After the People’s Liberation Army crossed the Yangtze River with overwhelming force, Old Chiang’s situation was hopeless. Under the Kuomintang’s negative propaganda, many people wavered. Before and after the founding of New China in 1949, over a million people fled with their entire families.

Among them were remnant Kuomintang soldiers and defeated generals who followed Chiang Kai-shek, wealthy merchants, underworld bosses, bandits from the southwest, and some common people who didn’t understand the truth. Where did they flee? Taiwan, Hong Kong, Nanyang, and places all over the world.

Especially those underworld bosses—they understood that when the Communist Party came, the Communist Party was fighting for the common people. Their days of tyrannizing the common people were gone forever.

Zu Ye was also underworld. His hands were stained with blood, and he had money. So he had the necessity to flee, and also the capital to flee.

On August 2nd, Zu Ye and I arrived in Sichuan. I saw the legendary Qin Baichuan for the first time—tall, with a full beard, very much having the bearing of a grandmaster. Seeing us arrive, he happily extended his hand in welcome: “Zu Ye, my good brother!”

Zu Ye also happily said: “Qin Ye, I trust you’ve been well!”

That evening, Qin Baichuan hosted a banquet. During the meal, he explained to Zu Ye the plan for setting up this scheme.

He said this time they’d set up a big scheme to relieve the current financial shortage of the major headquarters. He said he’d been laying this scheme for five years. The target was a major bandit from western Sichuan.

Bandits were a special group in modern China. After the Xinhai Revolution, when the Qing Dynasty fell and Kuomintang rule was ineffective, China fell into a period of great chaos with warlord separatism. In this environment, bandits occupying mountains and declaring themselves kings appeared everywhere throughout the country.

Bandits generally came from two sources. One type was wealthy landowners who had money, recruited soldiers and horses, pulled together troops—internally for self-protection, externally to oppress the common people. The other type was bullies and desperados from secret societies, including poor people who took desperate risks. These people banded together, putting their heads on the line to do their work. Over time, they gradually gained power.

Bandits were also quite interesting. After pulling together troops, they established their own organization. The bandit chief called himself “Commander,” with “Regiment Commanders” and “Brigade Commanders” and such below him—though actually they didn’t have many people under them.

Worth mentioning is that among bandits were some righteous bandits. Although righteous bandits also engaged in robbery and plunder, they only robbed the wealth of evil people. “Rob the rich to help the poor” was their principle. The Northeast horse bandit Zhang Baima was a famous righteous bandit in modern history. His troops had strict discipline—they weren’t allowed to kill the poor, weren’t allowed to kill revolutionaries, weren’t allowed to rape women, and weren’t allowed to oppress the common people.

This bandit Qin Baichuan spoke of had entrenched himself in western Sichuan for decades and, along with several famous bandit chiefs from western Guizhou and western Yunnan, was called one of the Five Tigers of the Southwest. He was a genuine scoundrel. Qin Baichuan said: “I’ve been watching this bastard for a long time. His family fortune is several million. He now trusts me completely. Recently he wants to relocate his ancestral graves. We’ll set up a feng shui scheme for him together.”

Zu Ye asked: “Why relocate the graves?”

Qin Baichuan said: “To change his fortune and pray for blessings, I suppose. The Liberation Army has already crossed the Yangtze River. Even Old Chiang’s fate is uncertain. After the Communist Party comes, can bandits still have good days?”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Why doesn’t he flee?”

Qin Baichuan said: “The situation is still undecided. Who can guarantee Old Chiang won’t make a comeback?”

This statement by Qin Baichuan revealed the contradictory mentality of the domestic reactionary clique at that time. To flee—with such a large family and business, moving was equivalent to a disaster, and moreover, one’s homeland is hard to leave, whether you’re a good person or a bad person. Not to flee—having committed so many evil deeds, one would always be held accountable eventually.

At the same time, Old Chiang vigorously promoted “strategic counteroffensive” at the Southeast Military Conference, coming up with the slogan “Six months of reorganization, one year of counteroffensive, three years of success!” The result was that he never succeeded until his death. What he never understood was that he had abandoned the masses and stood in opposition to the people.

Actually, the domestic situation was very unstable at that time. Even after the founding of New China on October 1, 1949, nearly one-third of China’s territory still harbored large numbers of remnant Kuomintang troops. In some coastal areas, such as the Zhoushan Archipelago, Kuomintang air force garrisons remained. Besides these regular troops, many places throughout the country still concealed large numbers of bandits and special agents who sought opportunities to engage in major sabotage and assassinations, vainly attempting to subvert the socialist New China. In February 1950 alone, the Kuomintang air force entrenched in Zhoushan dispatched 17 sorties of aircraft to bomb Shanghai’s urban area, killing and injuring over a thousand citizens and destroying the power plant and numerous residential buildings.

Zu Ye smiled and said to Qin Baichuan: “With Qin Ye’s abilities, you could take down the target yourself.”

Qin Baichuan said: “Not so! No matter how well I do it myself, it’s not as good as Zu Ye appearing in person. Chinese people all believe that ‘monks from afar chant sutras better.’ The less they know, the more mysterious it is. I’ve been in Sichuan for so many years, true and false, false and true—they can no longer tell whether I have real skills or fake skills. If the money goes directly into my pocket, it’s easy to arouse suspicion. Moreover, this bandit and I are sworn brothers. Just as a doctor cannot treat his own family, this major matter of relocating ancestral graves is better handled by an outsider!”

Zu Ye laughed heartily: “Qin Ye, brilliant! I admire you! However, since Qin Ye and the other party are sworn brothers, you’ve taken an oath to heaven together. Setting up this scheme—aren’t you afraid of karmic retribution?”

Qin Baichuan smiled: “When did Zu Ye become so tenderhearted? You and I are the blood brothers who made a pact. Everyone else is just part of the scheme!”

Zu Ye clasped his fists: “Well said!”

The next day, after Zu Ye dressed appropriately, he followed Qin Baichuan to that bandit’s home.

I held the compass, following closely behind Zu Ye. I knew Zu Ye was always prepared for anything, but this time, I couldn’t see where his backup plan was. I had always thought there would be someone here to receive us, but until now, it was still just the two of us. Two people against Qin Baichuan and a gang of bandits—this was like sheep entering a tiger’s den.

Thinking of this, I actually felt more relaxed. Having followed Zu Ye, I had entrusted him with life and death. If he unfortunately met with disaster, I would die with him. A younger brother dying with his boss—there were no regrets in that.

So throughout the journey I remained very calm. After entering the door, I acted very proactively, helping Zu Ye pull out his chair, letting Zu Ye sit down. When the other party’s servants offered tea, like a bodyguard, I kept them three steps away, took the tea, and only after Qin Baichuan and the bandit had both lifted their teacups and drunk did I hand it to Zu Ye. I was afraid the tea might be poisoned.

Later Zu Ye said to me: “Da Tou, at that moment, I felt you had truly grown up.” These words warmed my heart. After following Zu Ye and eating for free for so long, I could finally do something for him.

Actually, all that was unnecessary. Qin Baichuan wouldn’t let Zu Ye die in such a manner. If Zu Ye died like that, Qin Baichuan would be too lacking in sophistication. Qin Baichuan wanted to create a grand spectacle, to make a scheme within a scheme, to make the brothers from the four great headquarters of East, South, West, and North feel that Zu Ye deserved to die, that his death was justified. That way, after Zu Ye’s death, he could appear with an innocent and benevolent face and properly clean up the aftermath.

Qin Baichuan’s Chain of Schemes

What Qin Baichuan was best at was making schemes within schemes, one layer nested in another, true and false, false and true. He hid behind conspiracies, observing everything like watching a fire. When the time was ripe, he would suddenly break the scheme and strike. Those who schemed with him died without knowing how they died.

The scheme within a scheme he was most proud of in his life was taking down his teacher Liu Congyun.

Liu Congyun could also be considered an old fox, but the old fox lost to the young fox, and moreover lost with complete conviction.

What kind of person was Liu Congyun? An extraordinary man! A towering figure in the Western con artist circle! Born in the ninth year of Guangxu’s reign, he called himself “White Crane Master.” At 18, he joined “Dragon’s Whisker Sprout” and created his own “Consistent Primordial Great Way.” After the Western Sect leader Duan Jinshan died, he inherited the position. In 1922, when “Mu Zi Lian” headquarters leader Zhang Dancheng died, he personally led Western Sect disciples to pay their respects. Among them was Qin Baichuan.

In his later years, Zhang Dancheng often told Zu Ye: “Among the four great headquarters of East, South, West, and North, the Western Sect’s Liu Congyun is doing the best now. This man has great ambitions. Being an A’Bao is not his ultimate goal. His aim is military and political power. Just watch—within a few years, he will definitely infiltrate the military.”

“Liu Congyun is someone you should neither get too close to nor stay too far from. There are many things about him worth learning. He’s devious and cunning, extraordinarily clever, versed in Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, has a photographic memory, and possesses unobstructed debating talent. You must respect him and guard against him. Never make an enemy of him! At least for now, you’re not his match yet.” Zhang Dancheng said to Zu Ye with concern.

Zhang Dancheng was right. Liu Congyun was indeed a legend. This person had thoroughly read the Four Books and Five Classics, deeply understood the way of yin and yang, had been a private tutor in his early years, and was skilled at capturing people’s psychological weaknesses.

Over the years, he had observed that the “King of Sichuan,” the great warlord Liu Xiang, was someone who deeply believed in ghosts and spirits, so he seized the opportunity to make his move. After several self-recommendations, Liu Xiang didn’t bite. Later, although he adopted some of his suggestions, he never entrusted him with military power.

Liu Xiang could also be considered a legendary figure in modern Chinese history. He had entrenched himself in Sichuan for decades, and his military talents and political skills were quite ruthless. Even Old Chiang gave him some respect. But this person had one weakness—he was too superstitious.

In 1932, the Kuomintang Military Committee appointed Liu Xiang as commander of the 21st Army. At this time, Liu Xiang was fiercely battling with another great Sichuan warlord, Liu Wenhui, and was desperately seeking talented people. Liu Congyun made his move again. This fully demonstrated his extraordinary ability to observe the situation. Because recently, the Sichuan Army’s 29th Army and 28th Army had allied with Liu Xiang’s 21st Army in Tongchuan. Liu Xiang’s strength had suddenly increased. Liu Congyun keenly grasped this political wind direction.

Liu Congyun said to Liu Xiang: “Recently, I have been diligently practicing the art of Qimen Dunjia. I can deploy troops from the nine heavens above and establish camps hidden in the nine depths below. I can train divine soldiers for the General to assist the General in unifying his great enterprise!”

But Liu Xiang was no fool. You say you can train divine soldiers—why not give you an army? Next time in battle with Liu Wenhui, your army will charge at the very front. Let’s see if they’re truly invincible divine soldiers.

Thus, in autumn 1932, Liu Congyun instigated Liu Xiang to launch the “Pacification Campaign” attacking warlord Liu Wenhui.

Liu Congyun volunteered, requesting to lead the 3,000 divine soldiers he had trained as the vanguard. Before the battle erupted, Liu Congyun had every divine soldier drink “Heaven-Bestowed Holy Water” and sewed protective talismans into their clothes. In the chilly autumn wind, Liu Congyun stood before the formation, shouting loudly: “Drink the holy water, and ghosts and demons cannot invade! Divine talismans protect the body, impervious to swords and spears! Even bullets cannot penetrate!”

Under his shouting, several thousand desperados marched mightily toward Chengdu. Later, after tremendous effort, they finally stormed into Chengdu.

Liu Xiang was overjoyed. After entering Chengdu, he spent thirty thousand silver dollars to purchase the large mansion at No. 32 Sanhuaishu Street in Chengdu. After luxurious renovation, as a generous gift, he gave it to Liu Congyun. Liu Congyun truly became a military strategist wielding military power.

Actually, the victory of this battle had nothing to do with divine soldiers. Liu Congyun was versed in military strategy. Before the battle, he conducted detailed analysis and comparison of the various forces on both sides. During combat, he specifically attacked the opponent’s weak points. As for his claim that the divine soldiers were impervious to swords and spears—that was all nonsense. Those 3,000 people had been brainwashed, equivalent to a suicide squad. When the war broke out, they charged forward recklessly. As a result, more than half died in the hail of bullets. Liu Congyun stood on a hill holding his gun, shouting: “Abandon your mortal bodies, let your souls ascend! Good for deploying troops in the nine heavens above!” Meaning, these weren’t dead people—the soldiers were putting down their mortal bodies, their souls leaving to fight in the air. This was land-air amphibious warfare. After the battle ended, he even pretended to summon the souls of the dead.

This battle could achieve a lucky victory because, in the end, Liu Xiang’s forces at that time were stronger than Liu Wenhui’s. In other words, Liu Congyun gambled and won. He had the courage of an A’Bao and the boldness of a politician. For his political dream, he gambled. Therefore, he reached the pinnacle of his career.

Facing Liu Congyun’s steady rise, Qin Baichuan watched anxiously. Logically, Qin Baichuan was personally brought up by Liu Congyun and was his favored disciple. When the master prospered, the disciple should be happy. Not so—there was a contradiction here: a femme fatale.

In the “Dragon’s Whisker Sprout” headquarters, there was a female A’Bao who joined at the same time as Qin Baichuan. She was Qin Baichuan’s junior martial sister.

This female A’Bao was named Jiang Bizhu, a typical Sichuan beauty, delicate skin and tender flesh, her laughter like silver bells. Qin Baichuan was big, had a strong physique, excessive hormone secretion, and had long been drooling over Jiang Bizhu.

Unexpectedly, that old fellow Liu Congyun also took a fancy to Jiang Bizhu. He often used the excuse of teaching the way and exchanging energy to bring Jiang Bizhu into his room to indulge in lust. How could the disciple compete for the person the master had set his sights on? So Qin Baichuan kept waiting, waiting for his master to take a great fall, then he would replace him.

If Jiang Bizhu had wholeheartedly followed Liu Congyun, that would have been one thing. But on one hand, she wanted to win Liu Congyun’s favor to gain her maximum benefits in the headquarters. On the other hand, Liu Congyun was old after all, not as young as Qin Baichuan, not as handsome as Qin Baichuan, and moreover, Qin Baichuan was Liu Congyun’s most favored disciple. After Liu Congyun’s death, Qin Baichuan would after all be the successor. So she didn’t dare offend Qin Baichuan either. Thus she always found opportunities to seduce Qin Baichuan, wiping tears and saying she had no choice—who dared disobey the old man’s orders?

Later, Liu Congyun became aware of this. He felt this woman was a disaster and decided to eliminate her. Liu Congyun was someone who wanted to accomplish great things—how could he let a woman ruin his prospects!

Eliminating Jiang Bizhu also cut Qin Baichuan’s heart. Liu Congyun thought that with the disaster gone, the headquarters should be united. But he didn’t know Qin Baichuan had already developed rebellious intentions! Qin Baichuan finally understood the difference between number one and number two. Number two was below one person, above ten thousand. No matter how strong number two was, he was still the ten-thousand-and-first person under number one. As long as number one existed, number two had to keep his head bowed forever.

Thus, Qin Baichuan waited for the opportunity to scheme against his master.

At that time, it happened to coincide with the Kuomintang’s encirclement and suppression of the Red Army. Due to Wang Ming’s “left” dogmatism, the Red Army’s Fifth Counter-Encirclement Campaign failed, and the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army was forced to begin the 25,000-li Long March.

Qin Baichuan said to Liu Congyun: “Master, now is the time for you to climb to an even higher level. Old Chiang has set up an inescapable net. After the Communist army broke through four defense lines, they’ve been reduced from the initial 80,000 to 30,000. You must seize this opportunity. Lead our divine soldiers to actively attack. If you can make great contributions in the suppression of the Communists and gain Old Chiang’s appreciation, you can then break free from Liu Xiang’s control. You could establish your own domain, receive promotions and honors—wouldn’t that be better?”

Liu Congyun stroked his beard and smiled: “You are truly my beloved disciple, promising. These years of cultivating you haven’t been in vain. Your master has exactly this intention.”

So Liu Congyun actively applied to participate in Liu Xiang’s suppression of the Red Army and even obtained the title of “Chairman of the Sichuan Bandit Suppression Military Committee.”

Actually, Qin Baichuan understood that the Communist Party was different from the Kuomintang. They weren’t like the Kuomintang who feared death. They had lofty beliefs, powerful cohesion, and super-strong combat ability. Even Old Chiang couldn’t handle them—what was Liu Congyun worth?

How could Liu Congyun not know this reasoning? But once a person becomes intoxicated with success, he easily loses the most basic judgment. If this had been a few years earlier, he definitely would have thought deeply. But in recent years, things had gone too smoothly for him. Success had already gone to his head. He truly thought he was invincible.

As a result, upon engaging with the Red Army, Liu Congyun was thoroughly defeated. Especially after the Zunyi Conference in 1935, when Mao Zedong took military command, with his divine military strategies, he broke through the Kuomintang’s multiple encirclements, marched northward, and victoriously joined forces with Liu Zhidan in northern Shaanxi.

Liu Congyun’s repeated failures caused an uproar in the Sichuan Army.

Qin Baichuan was waiting for exactly this situation. Immediately he employed a sinister move to put Liu Congyun in a deadly position. He said to Liu Congyun: “Master, with the suppression of the Communists going badly, there’s much talk in the army. If Liu Xiang holds people accountable later, I’m afraid it will be bad for you! You must shift the blame, make a golden cicada escape!”

By then Liu Congyun had panicked and hurriedly asked: “What brilliant plan does my beloved disciple have?”

Qin Baichuan said: “You should immediately order the removal of several officials in the army, especially those company commanders who have complaints about you. Say that they didn’t execute your strategy, which led to the battle losses. Replace them with our own people. Then if accountability comes, our own people will speak up for you.”

Liu Congyun hesitated and said: “What if Liu Xiang wants to interrogate those removed company commanders? Then the scheme will still be exposed.”

Qin Baichuan leaned close to Liu Congyun’s ear and said: “Master, how confused you are! After removing those men, confiscate their guns, put them in solitary confinement, then secretly create a scene of suicide out of fear of punishment. Wouldn’t that settle it?”

Liu Congyun’s eyes lit up. He laughed heartily: “My beloved disciple is brilliant! The student truly surpasses the master!”

Qin Baichuan also smiled and said: “It’s all because of Master’s excellent teaching!”

Thus, Liu Congyun removed several company commanders without asking Liu Xiang’s permission. As a result, before he had time to kill those men, Qin Baichuan had already tipped off Liu Xiang, saying Liu Congyun had rebellious intentions. Liu Xiang was already full of rage because of Liu Congyun’s failure in suppressing the Communists. Hearing that Liu Congyun had also arbitrarily mobilized military power, he was even more furious!

As a result, the Xiao Jiaos that Liu Congyun had arranged to assassinate those removed company commanders were caught red-handed by people Liu Xiang had ambushed in advance just as they were about to shoot! Caught with evidence, Liu Xiang was completely enraged. He wanted to kill Liu Congyun!

Liu Congyun was an old fox after all—he actually escaped one step ahead!

He fled from Sichuan all the way to Jianghuai. At the same time, full-scale war of resistance broke out. The “King of Sichuan” Liu Xiang, reflecting on these years of dreamlike living, finally awakened. Facing the Japanese invaders’ steady pressure, he resolutely took up arms and stepped forward to resist Japan!

Fate’s arrangements always seem unsatisfactory. The next year, Liu Xiang suddenly had a relapse of stomach disease, vomiting fresh blood. Within a few days, he died. Before dying, he left his last words: Resist the war to the end, always unwavering. Even if the enemy army doesn’t withdraw from the country for one day, the Sichuan Army vows not to return home for one day! Then he said to his subordinates: “Hunt down Liu Congyun. Don’t let this person continue to bring disaster to the country and harm the people!”

After Liu Xiang’s death, Liu Wenhui, who had previously fought desperately with Liu Xiang, gradually lost faith in the Kuomintang in the face of their passive resistance. Liu Wenhui understood the greater good and resolutely established secret contact with the Communist Party. In 1949, he led his subordinates in a glorious uprising and later became Vice Chairman of the Sichuan Provincial Political Consultative Conference.

After Liu Congyun fled to Jianghuai, he came to find Zu Ye. At that time, he still didn’t know it was Qin Baichuan who had betrayed him. Zu Ye had him hide in the headquarters, temporarily avoiding the storm. After Liu Xiang’s death, Liu Congyun returned to Sichuan. Seeing Qin Baichuan had taken over the headquarters and was managing it prosperously, he was very happy and requested to take control again. But Qin Baichuan refused. Only then did Liu Congyun suddenly realize that everything was done by his beloved disciple behind the scenes! But by then, “Dragon’s Whisker Sprout” had been thoroughly reshuffled by Qin Baichuan. Liu Congyun was isolated and powerless, unable to fight Qin Baichuan at all.

Recalling these past scenes, Liu Congyun couldn’t help but smile bitterly. What a fine “the student surpasses the master.” He had set up countless schemes in his life, but in the end was caught in a scheme within a scheme by his own disciple. This was truly “a mute eating bitter herbs—unable to speak of the suffering!”

Zu Ye Personally Sets Up a Feng Shui Scheme

After Liu Congyun retired to Jianghuai, he had requested Zu Ye help him take revenge. Zu Ye didn’t agree. Zu Ye had his own schemes. Through Liu Congyun’s account, he just came to understand Qin Baichuan better as a person.

Now, Zu Ye was about to compete with Qin Baichuan. Had history arranged all these grievances and resentments ultimately for Zu Ye and Qin Baichuan to have their final showdown? Zu Ye was brought up by Zhang Dancheng, Qin Baichuan was brought up by Liu Congyun. Both were cases of “the student surpassing the master.” In this confrontation, who would ultimately prevail?

I was pondering this when the bandit began to speak.

This bandit, surnamed Liu, was called “Commander Liu” by his subordinates. He wasn’t tall, a thin and wiry old man, not at all like the bandit appearance I had imagined.

Commander Liu smiled and said to Zu Ye: “Qin Ye says that Zu Ye is a successor of the Iron Divination Sect, proficient in Iron Plate Divine Numbers and also in feng shui, with considerable research on the ‘Jade Ruler Classic.’ So I’ve troubled Zu Ye to come a thousand miles to Sichuan to help this old man relocate his ancestral graves.”

Zu Ye returned the courtesy: “Commander Liu is too polite. To serve the Commander is this humble person’s great fortune!”

Qin Baichuan said: “Let’s go look at the burial site.”

Thus, the group rose and departed with the feng shui compass.

We first went to the old site of Commander Liu’s ancestral graves. In a mountain hollow, flanked by two mountains, verdant and lush—it was indeed a fine landscape.

After viewing it, Zu Ye said: “Commander Liu, your burial site is located at a triple-harmony prosperity position, storing wind and gathering water—a configuration for prosperous descendants. No wonder the Commander can command heavy troops and govern a region.”

Commander Liu chuckled: “Zu Ye is a superior person. This burial site was specifically examined by a feng shui master when my late father passed away.”

Zu Ye continued: “This burial site is good in every way, except for one thing. Commander, look—on the western mountain peak, there’s a giant rock protruding with an oppressive force. The ancients often said, ‘Left Azure Dragon, right White Tiger. Better to let the Azure Dragon rise ten thousand zhang than let the White Tiger protrude one head.’ Based on the position where your esteemed father was buried, this giant rock is precisely the White Tiger protruding. So in years when the White Tiger protrudes, there must be great disaster. 1921, 1922, 1933, 1934 especially!”

Commander Liu said: “Zu Ye is a divine person! In 1922, I had a conflict with Guangxi warlords and nearly lost my life. In 1933, I had a serious illness and almost went west.”

Actually, this information had all been told to Zu Ye by Qin Baichuan beforehand. Zu Ye understood this clearly in his heart, as did Qin Baichuan. Commander Liu didn’t understand.

Zu Ye continued: “Where is Commander Liu planning to relocate to?”

Commander Liu said: “Within a radius of dozens of li, it’s all this old man’s territory. Let Zu Ye decide. As long as it’s good.”

Zu Ye said, “Let’s look around.” So Commander Liu ordered the sedan bearers to carry everyone along the mountain path inward.

The mountain path was difficult to traverse. The sedan bearers were sweating profusely. After walking about two hours, they finally rounded a hill and came to a place with water.

Zu Ye said: “Stop!”

Zu Ye descended from the sedan, took the compass, stood at the roadside surveying the surrounding mountain hollow, then said: “This place is absolutely superb! Commander, look—backed by mountains and facing water, dragons soaring and tigers leaping. On the left, the Azure Dragon assists; on the right, the Venus auspicious star shines protectively. In front, clear water gathers wealth; behind, green mountains form a screen. This is an excellent realm for abundant wealth and prosperous official fortune. Superb, superb!”

Commander Liu stroked his beard and nodded: “Mm, wonderful!”

Qin Baichuan also said: “Zu Ye is brilliant!”

At this moment, dark clouds gathered in the sky as if it would rain. Commander Liu said: “Let’s call it a day. We should hurry back.”

So the group headed back. Rain began falling on the way. We sat in the sedans with people holding umbrellas beside us. But it was hard on the bearers and umbrella holders—they were drenched like drowned chickens.

Over the following days, we viewed several more feng shui sites for comparison. Finally, we still chose the first marvelous site that Zu Ye had identified.

Thus, Zu Ye selected an auspicious day on the imperial calendar and began relocating the graves.

This was the grandest display I had ever seen in my life! According to Zu Ye’s arrangements, Commander Liu hired over twenty Daoist priests. At the front, a group of people blew suona horns to lead the way. Twenty Daoist priests divided into two rows, chanting scriptures and calling out. Commander Liu led more than ten family members, wearing mourning clothes and hemp, following behind. Further back was a bandit force of nearly a hundred people—mighty and magnificent, quite spectacular.

When opening the graves, paper money flew everywhere. The bandits fired their guns toward the sky together. The banging gunshots echoed through the mountain valley. Commander Liu removed his parents’ bones from the old coffin and carefully placed them in the new coffin. This bandit was truly wealthy. The coffin was lined with mattresses made of finest silk. The topmost covering was burial clothes sewn with gold thread. Gold ingots and bars were piled in the four corners of the coffin. Many exquisite jade artifacts were also placed at the head position. Afterward, his subordinates lifted the new coffin, and over a hundred people walked toward the new burial site.

Upon reaching the new site, Commander Liu led his family in prostrating before the new burial ground. The Daoist priests circled the new grave pit while chanting. Zu Ye stood to one side with hands clasped, eyes half-closed. I didn’t know what he was thinking.

After the prostrations finished, Zu Ye loudly intoned: “Lower—the—coffin—”

Eight people at the front and back lifted the coffin into the large pit. Commander Liu led his family in completing the burial mound while the suona players blew their instruments. Qin Baichuan also knelt on the ground, shouting loudly: “Father, Mother, both elders may rest in peace.” Truly sworn brothers—his cries could move heaven and earth!

The entire process lasted two hours. That evening, returning to Commander Liu’s residence, Commander Liu hosted a grand banquet to entertain Zu Ye and Qin Baichuan.

Seeing this scene of universal happiness, I almost forgot we were setting up a scheme. Everything seemed fine—what problems could there be? Had Qin Baichuan discovered something? Why didn’t he move against Zu Ye but instead helped him succeed?

Zu Ye continued drinking heartily. During the banquet, all his words praised Commander Liu, making the old man very happy.

After eating, the next day, returning to Qin Baichuan’s residence, Qin Baichuan said: “The other party gave a sum of money. We two headquarters will split it.”

Zu Ye said: “For this scheme, Qin Ye deserves the primary credit and should take the larger share. Our Eastern Sect benefited from Qin Ye’s light this time. Thirty percent is enough.”

Qin Baichuan said: “Let’s just split it fifty-fifty! It’s not easy for Zu Ye to come to Sichuan once. The last time was five years ago. Zu Ye, you must stay a few more days. I’ll take Zu Ye around. Zu Ye must give me this small courtesy.”

I looked at Zu Ye. Zu Ye said: “Good. Such leisure is rare, rare indeed.”

Late at night, Zu Ye returned to his room. I quietly asked Zu Ye: “What medicine is this Qin Baichuan selling in his gourd?”

Zu Ye said: “Just wait. The good show is about to begin.”

The next day, Qin Baichuan came early and said: “Zu Ye, I’ll take you to appreciate the various landscapes of western Sichuan.”

Qin Baichuan led us to tour several places. Later, Qin Baichuan said: “Not satisfying enough. Zu Ye, let’s go to even more distant places.”

Thus, for several consecutive days, we wandered outside, finally almost leaving the province.

I didn’t know what ghost Qin Baichuan was up to. At every place, I feared a gang would suddenly rush out and kill Zu Ye. But Zu Ye remained calm and composed throughout, viewing mountains and appreciating waters, discussing past and present, without the slightest appearance of worry.

Later we finally returned to Qin Baichuan’s headquarters. Just as we entered the door, one of Qin Baichuan’s Xiao Jiaos came running over in panic: “Qin Ye, Zu Ye, terrible news! Something’s happened!”

My heart jumped. That Xiao Jiao said trembling: “Commander Liu’s grave has been blown up!”

My ears rang with a buzzing sound. I thought, this is bad. What a feng shui scheme fears most is something happening to the grave site. Once something happens to the grave, the scheme is exposed.

Just as I was thinking this, a loud shout came from outside the door: “Have the two Masters returned?”

I looked—Commander Liu had arrived with dozens of men, all carrying guns, their eyes bloodshot.

Qin Baichuan said to Commander Liu in surprise: “Elder Brother, what’s going on?”

Commander Liu was trembling with rage: “Don’t call me Elder Brother!” Then he pointed his gun at Zu Ye’s head and said: “What kind of thing are you? Didn’t you say that was good feng shui?”

Zu Ye said calmly: “Commander Liu, what happened?”

Commander Liu said viciously: “What happened? My ancestral grave was blown up by tomb raiders! My father and mother’s bones are completely gone!”

When Qin Baichuan heard this, he fell to his knees with a thud, shouting to the heavens: “Father! Mother! Your son is unfilial!” Then he hugged Commander Liu’s leg and said: “Elder Brother, such an accident happened—I bear responsibility. Elder Brother, kill me, kill me to honor our parents’ spirits in heaven!”

Qin Baichuan knew Commander Liu wouldn’t kill him. Because in Commander Liu’s view, Qin Baichuan also had good intentions—it was just that the feng shui master he invited was too terrible.

Commander Liu gave a cold laugh: “This is the master you invited! Now that my parents’ bones are completely gone, how can I face our ancestors!”

Qin Baichuan suddenly turned to Zu Ye: “What’s wrong with you! What kind of place did you choose! How can my Elder Brother and I bear this!”

Commander Liu pressed the gun to Zu Ye’s head: “One shot to kill you would be too easy for you, you bastard! Men, tie up this scoundrel for me!”

Seeing several men rush over, I suddenly dashed forward wanting to protect Zu Ye. Zu Ye forcefully pushed me aside. At the same time, a gunshot rang out. If Zu Ye hadn’t pushed me, Commander Liu would have killed me.

Zu Ye said: “One person does the deed, one person takes responsibility. It has nothing to do with others.”

Several bandits instantly bound Zu Ye tightly.

Commander Liu shouted outside: “Push the cannon in!”

When I heard this, a cannon? What did that mean?

Before long, several bandits from outside squeaked and groaned as they pushed in a fire cannon.

Commander Liu said to Zu Ye: “I don’t care if you have real skills or fake skills, or how great your abilities and reputation are. But you didn’t adjust this feng shui properly. You made my father and mother’s bones completely disappear. I can only use the cannon to blast you to honor the spirits of the two elders in heaven.”

When I heard this, I was terrified. He was going to use the cannon to blast Zu Ye. I cried and threw myself at the bandit’s feet: “Commander Liu, show mercy! The matter hasn’t been clarified yet!”

Commander Liu laughed toward the sky: “Go explain it to my father and mother!”

Zu Ye was tied to a pillar. The bandits turned the cannon mouth, aiming it at Zu Ye.

I knew that once this cannon fired, Zu Ye would be gone. I hugged Zu Ye’s leg, crying and shouting: “Zu Ye! Zu Ye!”

Qin Baichuan also cried hypocritically: “Zu Ye, the evil you created, you must atone for yourself. I can’t help you anymore!”

Suddenly, gunshots rang out from outside the door. Everyone was startled. A voice called out loudly: “Commander Liu, spare this man!”

Qin Baichuan’s Scheme Exposed

I heard—it was Jiang Feiyan’s voice. How did she get here? Looking again, a person followed behind her, wearing a military uniform, about forty years old.

Commander Liu was stunned: “You are?”

Jiang Feiyan smiled: “I am Zu Ye’s disciple, Jiang Feiyan.” Then pointing to the person behind her, said: “This is Major General Feng from the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics!”

Commander Liu was stunned again and said angrily: “It doesn’t matter who comes today! This person must be killed!”

Jiang Feiyan continued smiling: “Commander Liu is a great filial son. The common people within dozens of li all know this. Relocating graves for parents is also an expression of filial piety. Now the grave has been blown up, the gold and silver treasures have all been stolen, and the bones of the two elders have been blasted away. No one could bear this. So this person deserves to be killed! Must be killed!”

Commander Liu was confused, not understanding what Jiang Feiyan meant.

Jiang Feiyan continued: “However, doesn’t Commander Liu want to know who blew up your ancestral grave?”

Commander Liu was bewildered: “Who? Wasn’t it tomb raiders?”

Jiang Feiyan gave a cold laugh and shouted loudly toward the door: “Bring them in!”

Two Xiao Jiaos escorted two men beaten bloody all over, walking in. Reaching the middle of the courtyard, the two escorted men’s legs went soft and they knelt on the ground, heads drooping.

Jiang Feiyan turned to Qin Baichuan and said: “Qin Ye, you should recognize these two, right?”

Qin Baichuan suddenly drew his gun from his waist, aiming at those two men about to shoot. Major General Feng of Military Intelligence was quick-eyed and quick-handed, shooting first. With a bang, Qin Baichuan’s hand was shot through and the pistol fell to the ground.

Qin Baichuan covered his hand in fury: “You!”

Jiang Feiyan said to Commander Liu: “Commander, observe carefully! This is all a trick Qin Baichuan alone concocted. He’s just a fraud. He’s always wanted to swindle your money. He doesn’t understand feng shui himself, so he invited Zu Ye over, wanting to use Zu Ye’s hand to defraud your wealth! Zu Ye has been kept in the dark the whole time. Zu Ye is a true I Ching master—the common people of the Jianghuai region all speak highly of him. After Zu Ye adjusted the feng shui, you gave a sum of money. Qin Baichuan deliberately arranged for two men to blow up your ancestral grave at night, creating the illusion of tomb robbery to make you redirect your anger at Zu Ye! During this time, he deliberately took Zu Ye wandering around everywhere to create the situation that he had nothing to do with this matter. After you killed Zu Ye, he would say that the money had already been transferred away by Zu Ye during these days! As for himself, in your view, he’s your sworn brother—at most he’d be guilty of negligence. He’d say a few nice words to you, and you wouldn’t kill him. In the end, you lost money and your parents’ bones, Zu Ye lost his life, and only he, Qin Baichuan, made a fortune! Commander, look clearly—this is your sworn brother!”

Qin Baichuan raged: “You… slandering me!”

At this moment, Major General Feng deliberately clasped his fists toward Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, I trust you’ve been well. The feng shui you adjusted for my late father’s grave the year before last has already taken effect! Thank you, Zu Ye!”

Jiang Feiyan pointed her gun at the two Xiao Jiaos on the ground who had blown up the grave and said: “Tell everyone, who ordered you to do it!”

The two Xiao Jiaos cried: “It was Qin Ye, it was Qin Ye. Auntie, spare our lives!”

After hearing this, Commander Liu raised his gun and aimed it at Qin Baichuan, shouting: “Is this what happened! Speak! Speak!”

Qin Baichuan had already panicked. Holding his breath, he said: “Elder Brother, don’t listen to this woman’s nonsense! You know me. I’m genuine. I, Qin Baichuan, am a true student of the I Ching. This Zu Ye is ruthless and merciless. For many years, he’s been jealous of my abilities and has always wanted to eliminate me. I invited him here precisely to set up a scheme to eliminate this fraud from the I Ching world!”

Zu Ye laughed toward the heavens: “Commander Liu, listen well! Your brother has real skills. But a person with real skills uses his sworn brother’s parents’ bones as the price to kill someone!”

When Qin Baichuan heard this, he had trapped himself. He hurriedly said: “Elder Brother, I’m genuine. I had no choice but to do this!”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Whether genuine or fake is no longer important. If genuine, you’re a traitor. If fake, you’re utterly conscienceless! Commander Liu, this is your good brother!”

Commander Liu’s rage had already been ignited. He looked viciously at Qin Baichuan.

Qin Baichuan was cornered by Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan with nowhere to go. He went insane, dragging his bloody hand, saying frantically: “It’s all fake! Since it’s come to this, I can only tell all! If we die, we all die together!”

He pointed at Jiang Feiyan and said to Commander Liu: “She, this woman, is a fraud, a fraud from South Yue!” Then turning his head, pointing at Zu Ye: “And him, also a fraud! All frauds! We’re all in it together! Together, you understand? You idiot!”

Zu Ye continued laughing loudly: “Commander, you see—if we’re in it together, would he want to kill me? Do you believe it?”

By now, whatever Qin Baichuan said, no one would believe him! He had already gone mad!

Commander Liu shouted: “Tie up this idiot for me!” The bandits swarmed up and tied up Qin Baichuan.

“Aim the cannon at this bastard!” At Commander Liu’s command, two bandits turned the cannon, pointing the muzzle at Qin Baichuan’s chest.

Zu Ye glanced at Qin Baichuan: “Qin Ye, time to go. Have a good chat with Qian Ye.”

“Your mother’s…” Qin Baichuan had just begun to speak when Commander Liu gave the order: “Fire!”

“Boom!” The earth shook and mountains trembled. Qin Baichuan was blown to pieces. Only a few chunks of flesh remained on the ground. The entire world also became peaceful. Qin Baichuan had been confident all his life in his true-and-false schemes, using fake to deceive truth. In the end, he died in the web of truth and falsehood he himself had woven.

Jiang Feiyan walked over to help Zu Ye untie the ropes: “Zu Ye, you’ve suffered.”

Zu Ye walked before Commander Liu, his face full of guilt: “Commander Liu, such an accident happened—I feel very guilty. As the saying goes, ‘human calculations cannot match heaven’s calculations.’ I never imagined Qin Baichuan was such a person. I will return all that money to you in full! If you still cannot resolve the hatred in your heart, I submit myself to your disposal!” Saying this, he grabbed Commander Liu’s hand and pressed the gun muzzle to his own head.

Commander Liu was dumbfounded. He stood stunned for a long while before saying: “What kind of talk is this from Zu Ye? This matter has nothing to do with you. It’s because I was careless in choosing friends that I ended up in this situation!”

Jiang Feiyan said softly to Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, let’s go.”

Commander Liu said: “You can’t go!”

Jiang Feiyan was startled: “What’s wrong?”

Commander Liu smiled: “The yin dwelling was blown up, but the yang dwelling is still here. When Zu Ye looked at my grave site before, everything he said about my past disasters was correct. Zu Ye is someone with real skills. So… please, Zu Ye, don’t hold grudges. Help this old man look at the yang dwelling feng shui.”

Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan and smiled: “Thank you for the Commander’s trust.”

After Zu Ye pretended to adjust the yang dwelling feng shui for Commander Liu, he didn’t take his money. Zu Ye said to Jiang Feiyan: “His ancestral grave was blown up after all. We won’t take this money.”

Later, Zu Ye successively incorporated Qin Baichuan’s forces. This scheme within a scheme was hard to distinguish between true and false. The Xiao Jiaos at the headquarters couldn’t figure out what had really happened. But they all had a good impression of Zu Ye. Over the years, Zu Ye had spent large sums of money buying people’s hearts. At this moment, it finally paid off. They were willing to follow Zu Ye.

A month later, Zu Ye and I returned to South Yue. Zu Ye had cancelled Qin Baichuan’s headquarters designation and established a branch in Sichuan. He promoted one of Qin Baichuan’s subordinates to be the branch master, with rank equal to a Batou. After returning to South Yue, he also sent Er Batou to Sichuan as the branch supervisor to assist that branch master in operations—actually to plant one of his own people to prevent further incidents.

By this point, of the four great headquarters of East, South, West, and North, except for the Southern Sect’s “Yuehai Hall,” all had been brought under Zu Ye’s command.

Less than a week later, “Yuehai Hall” headquarters was also brought under Zu Ye’s command. It was Jiang Feiyan’s voluntary decision.

Jiang Feiyan decided to leave. After returning from Sichuan, Jiang Feiyan and Zu Ye talked all night once. In 1952, before Zu Ye died, he told me about this matter.

From the first moment Jiang Feiyan saw Zu Ye, she fell in love with him. Helplessly, the roles fate had arranged for both of them were frauds, and moreover, both were fraud leaders. They had already entered the underworld and could no longer control their own lives. There were too many concerns—concerns about identity, concerns about the headquarters’ future, concerns about their brothers…

In early years, Jiang Feiyan had suggested that she and Zu Ye flee far away together, hand over the headquarters to others, and the two of them go abroad. Zu Ye didn’t agree. At that time, Zu Ye’s mind was full of his so-called “Way.” After he took over the headquarters from Zhang Dancheng, he shouldered the mission of continuing the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” His ideal was to lead the “Jiang Xiang Sect” onto the right path. He couldn’t just leave everything behind.

Even when Jiang Feiyan wanted to seek one night of pleasure with Zu Ye, Zu Ye didn’t agree.

Jiang Feiyan once asked Zu Ye: “Is it because my body is unclean that Zu Ye won’t favor me?”

Zu Ye lowered his head and said: “Sister Yan has sacrificed everything for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ I should respect you. How could I despise you?” Zu Ye knew this couldn’t be done. Once done, he couldn’t extricate himself.

Later, when Jiang Feiyan agreed to help Zu Ye eliminate Qin Baichuan, it was actually her final farewell to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye wouldn’t marry Jiang Feiyan, but someone would. That was also an unforgettable love. This thing called emotion—it’s hard to explain. That’s why the ancients said: “Ask the world what love is, that it makes one pledge life and death!”

That Major General Feng from Military Intelligence had loved her since being taken down by Jiang Feiyan at age 25. At that time, Jiang Feiyan was 31. To gain greater network resources, she used a honey trap to take down that Major General Feng. Although he wasn’t yet a major general then, when Jiang Feiyan took over Qiao Wu Mei’s network, she had her eye on this person. Jiang Feiyan wasn’t wrong. Over more than twenty years, he smoothed things over for Jiang Feiyan everywhere. Love is like this—clearly knowing the other is a fraud, yet still loving. Perhaps loving someone means loving all of her.

At first, Jiang Feiyan only regarded him as a chess piece. Later she discovered there was a problem—this person had truly fallen in love with her, and his feelings ran deep.

Jiang Feiyan once frankly told him: “Feiyan is just a fraud who mistakenly entered the mortal world. The General shouldn’t be like this.”

Major General Feng said: “In my eyes, you are Jiang Feiyan. I love Jiang Feiyan, regardless of whether she’s a fraud.”

Just like this, through exploitation, entanglement, and true love, Jiang Feiyan spent day after day in contradiction.

Jiang Feiyan said to Zu Ye: “The most painful thing in a person’s life is that the one you love doesn’t love you, and the one who loves you, you don’t love.”

The Kuomintang’s steady defeats made Major General Feng increasingly anxious. Since the beginning of spring in 1949, he had repeatedly asked Jiang Feiyan to leave with him. He said: “We are both people who have done evil. You’ve deceived many people, I’ve killed many people. Isn’t it good for us to leave all these rights and wrongs together?”

At this critical juncture, Zu Ye’s headquarters erupted in major turmoil. Later, Zu Ye used this situation to his advantage, wanting to eliminate Qin Baichuan. Eliminating Qin Baichuan wasn’t easy. Zu Ye wanted Jiang Feiyan to cooperate in setting up the scheme, actually wanting her to activate the military intelligence resources behind her. Zu Ye knew that this time he had to deal with not only Qin Baichuan but also bandits holding guns. If something went wrong, he couldn’t handle it.

So he discussed with Jiang Feiyan about moving some regular troops over. On one hand, they would ambush around the bandits’ perimeter. If the scheme was exposed, the army would rush in so he wouldn’t lose his life. On the other hand, they would ambush near Qin Baichuan’s headquarters. During the scheme process or when reorganizing Qin Baichuan’s headquarters after the scheme ended, if anyone rebelled, they’d be completely wiped out in one net.

Zu Ye analyzed that for Qin Baichuan’s feng shui scheme, the only possibility for a feng shui scheme to put someone to death was if the feng shui site itself had a problem. For example, you just adjusted someone’s yin dwelling feng shui, and the grave was washed away by flood. Or you just adjusted someone’s yang dwelling feng shui, and their house caught fire. These were all fatal exposures of the scheme. Apart from these, nonsense about fortune and prosperity, flourishing descendants—these needed time to verify, perhaps several years, perhaps decades. The parties involved wouldn’t be in a hurry to cash in.

Therefore, Zu Ye had Jiang Feiyan secretly follow him into Sichuan. At the same time, that Major General also cooperated with Jiang Feiyan, deploying several hundred men around as backup.

After Commander Liu’s parents’ bones were buried that day, Jiang Feiyan kept people hiding in the mountain hollow secretly monitoring that grave site. As a result, three days later one night, two black shadows appeared, set explosives, and blasted open the grave. Jiang Feiyan deliberately watched, letting them blow it up. Only after blowing it up could Qin Baichuan be put to death!

After the explosion, those two men had just taken the gold and silver and were about to flee when they were caught by Jiang Feiyan. This led to that thrilling scene that occurred later at Qin Baichuan’s headquarters.

Zu Ye didn’t know that when Jiang Feiyan agreed to help him set up the scheme, it was the final promise Jiang Feiyan made for this love.

When Jiang Feiyan went to find Major General Feng, he said to Jiang Feiyan with tears: “I’ve waited for you for nearly 20 years, from age 25 to 42. I’ll help you with this scheme. I beg you to leave with me.”

Jiang Feiyan had anticipated this scene. She had thought of it before going. She knew she owed Major General Feng too much. Over these years, she had delayed again and again, wanting to delay until her twilight years, her beauty completely lost—perhaps then he wouldn’t love her anymore. What she hadn’t expected was that Major General Feng was too devoted. The passage of time hadn’t diluted his feelings for Jiang Feiyan but rather deepened them. As long as Jiang Feiyan didn’t marry, he would keep waiting.

Jiang Feiyan said to Zu Ye: “Just like me—over these years, I’ve always been devoted to Zu Ye. I also tried to change myself, but still couldn’t do it. This time I finally did it. Twenty years—I can finally be liberated. After I leave, without Feiyan by your side, Zu Ye must take care of yourself.”

Zu Ye shed tears. A woman had always been sacrificing for him. Even marrying someone else was for him. Zu Ye’s heart was full of guilt.

“Sister Yan, if there’s fate in this life, let’s reunite in the next life.” Zu Ye wiped away tears and said.

Fate in this life, reunion in the next—perhaps this was the best release for lovers who couldn’t be together.

When Jiang Feiyan left, she gave Zu Ye the “Yuehai Hall Physiognomy Notes” that had been passed down in the headquarters for three hundred years. This book had a very high reputation in the fraud circle. It had also been much talked about in the underworld, but it had always been passed to women, not men. It was said that this was compiled by the ancestor of “Yuehai Hall,” the chivalrous woman Tang Yonghe. Tang Yonghe was talented and beautiful with superb martial arts skills, and was the branch master of a Tiandihui branch. When Fang Zhaoyu founded the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” there were four great gates under him: Qian, Kun, Kan, and Li. The master of the Li Gate was Tang Yonghe. The Li Gate was what later became “Yuehai Hall.”

The “Yuehai Hall Physiognomy Notes” was actually fraud psychology. Like the A’Baos’ common textbook “Yingyao Chapter,” the difference was that “Yuehai Hall Physiognomy Notes” focused on feng shui scheme fraud, highly integrating feng shui arts and psychology to a divinely skillful degree.

Each of the four great headquarters of East, South, West, and North had its own specialties and treasures. The reason the Southern Sect’s “Yuehai Hall” could develop fraud psychology to the highest realm was inseparable from the headquarters’ characteristics. “Yuehai Hall” was entirely composed of women. Women weren’t as strong as men, not as good at fighting and killing as men. So they generally wouldn’t confront head-on. They excelled at winning through intelligence. They figured out the targets’ mentality, combining feng shui studies with psychology. This formed the unique feng shui fraud psychology—”Yuehai Hall Physiognomy Notes.”

Before Zu Ye died, he told me that in his whole life, the person he was most sorry to was Jiang Feiyan. This debt of love—he couldn’t repay it in this lifetime. He didn’t know if there was a next life, didn’t know if in the next life he could still meet someone called Jiang Feiyan, didn’t know if they could be an ordinary couple together.

When Zu Ye told me these things, I felt so desolate. Many years later, I married a wife and had a father-in-law. My father-in-law often said: “People in this life don’t seek wealth and honor—just peace and safety. Peace is blessing.” Zu Ye had been at war all his life. What he wanted in the end was just an ordinary person’s life. Was Zu Ye wrong, or did fate arrange things wrongly?

Chapter 7: From Devil to Buddha: I, A Fortune Teller, Became Captivated by the I Ching
Moving the Headquarters Back to Jianghuai

Jiang Feiyan left, departed with Major General Feng, bidding farewell to the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” farewell to Zu Ye, farewell to her sins. This also seemed to tell people: finding someone who loves you is much easier than finding someone you love.

“Yuehai Hall” was brought under Zu Ye’s command. Zu Ye finally realized his grand vow to unify the underworld. I thought Zu Ye would be very happy, but he showed no pleasure at all. The “Jiang Xiang Sect” was unified—what next? Where to go?

On October 1, 1949, New China was born. Chairman Mao solemnly announced to the entire world: The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China is established today!

At this time, Chiang Kai-shek was also busy—busy emptying the national treasury of gold and silver, transporting it all to Taiwan.

When New China was founded, Guangdong, Guangxi, Sichuan, Chongqing and other places had not yet been liberated. The A’Baos of “Mu Zi Lian” and “Yuehai Hall” were anxiously going in circles, not knowing what fate awaited them. Some Xiao Jiaos couldn’t hold back, began to slip away, illegally crossing to Hong Kong. They were caught by Zu Ye and executed. After that, no one dared to run anymore.

Within a few days, the People’s Liberation Army attacked. The remnant Kuomintang troops were no match. In less than half a month, Guangzhou was liberated. Common people took to the streets, setting off firecrackers to celebrate liberation.

Zu Ye ordered: Temporarily cease operations to observe the winds.

Immediately, over a hundred people dispersed and went into hiding. Er Batou at the Sichuan branch also went into hiding after receiving orders.

Subsequently, Zu Ye made a decision: “Da Tou, accompany me on a trip.”

I asked Zu Ye: “Where to?”

Zu Ye said: “Throughout the country.”

Zu Ye did everything with purpose. He didn’t state the reason; I didn’t press for answers.

Thus, Zu Ye and I departed from Guangzhou, heading north, passing through Jiangxi, entering Henan from the Hubei-Anhui border, then entering Shaanxi and Shanxi, finally entering Hebei and Beijing.

Along the way, we saw another scene. The common people were jubilant, everyone beaming with joy. Only then did I realize that the liberated areas weren’t as terrifying as the Kuomintang propaganda claimed. Now that Zu Ye personally brought me to these places that were liberated first, I truly experienced what liberation meant. Especially when we reached the revolutionary old districts of northern Shaanxi, the common people enthusiastically beat Ansai waist drums, singing loudly “The East Is Red, The Sun Rises.” That enthusiasm, those smiling faces—all came from the heart.

Zu Ye sighed: “Since the late Qing, with foreign powers invading, territory lost, warlords dividing the land, continuous warfare—in nearly a hundred years, when have the common people been this happy!”

I didn’t understand history, much less could I deeply appreciate Zu Ye’s sentiment at that time. I only knew that since I was born, the world had been in great chaos. I only knew “Chinese and Dogs Not Allowed.” I only knew what it meant to not have enough to eat, not enough to wear, what it meant to live in constant fear!

After drifting outside for a month, Zu Ye and I returned to Guangzhou.

At night, Zu Ye again fell into deep contemplation. I didn’t know what he was thinking. Was he thinking about what path to take next? Or was he recalling past years of vicissitudes?

Just like this, 1949 drew to a close, and the year 1950 arrived. That year, a major event occurred—the Korean War broke out. The Korean War was fought with exceptional hardship. At that time, New China had just been established, and strategic materials were extremely scarce. Remnant Kuomintang forces blockaded the sea routes, vainly attempting to cut off material aid to the mainland from patriotic people in Hong Kong.

Some underworld figures instigated Zu Ye, saying that as long as he cooperated with the Kuomintang, closely monitoring customs and ports, passing intelligence as soon as they had news, assisting the Kuomintang in cutting off Communist military supply, he could get lots of money. Zu Ye didn’t agree. Zu Ye said: “I don’t lack that money.”

At this moment of internal troubles and external threats, Zu Ye made an astonishing decision—move the headquarters back to Jianghuai!

The Batous all didn’t understand: “Why go back? Here we’re adjacent to Hong Kong. If there’s trouble, we can still flee. If we were to relocate, it should be to the far southwestern border where we could escape into Burma.” Going to the interior—wouldn’t that cut off our own escape route?

Once Zu Ye decided something, you could doubt it, you could oppose it, but opposition was invalid—what should be done would still be done. Even those dozens of people in Sichuan were brought over.

This was the greatest migration in the history of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Nearly two hundred people, dispersing in groups, arrived in Jianghuai one after another. Before the migration, Zu Ye executed Wu Batou. At the same time, I was promoted to Wu Batou. A year later, Zu Ye also executed Liu Batou “Little Shi Qian.” “Little Haizi” Zhao Dinghai, previously recommended by Er Batou, became Liu Batou.

I hadn’t made great contributions to the headquarters, but when I was promoted, no one objected. Zu Ye said: “When setting up the scheme in Sichuan, Da Tou stood up to block bullets for me.” Actually, at that time, I hadn’t considered so much—seeing them about to seize Zu Ye, I just rushed forward. But Zu Ye said: “What’s instinctive is most genuine.”

At that time, besides the “Jiang Xiang Sect” fraud group nationwide, there were many large and small “societies and secret religious sects” still deceiving people, still causing trouble.

According to normal logic, Zu Ye should have been very cautious at this time. But during that period, Zu Ye acted contrary to his nature, ordering the various Batous and Xiao Jiaos to frequently strike. At the same time, Zu Ye appeared high-profile, calling the leaders of various “societies and secret religious sects” brothers. This completely didn’t conform to his operating style.

When the Batous saw this, they thought Zu Ye was going against the government. One day, Zu Ye called Wang Jiaxian and me to the headquarters, telling us there was a scheme and having us two do it. Logically, this scheme wasn’t small. Wang Jiaxian and I could be considered novices among the Batous, neither of us having much experience. Zu Ye could have completely had Er Batou and others handle it, but Zu Ye specifically chose Qi Batou and me.

Still that saying: Zu Ye’s words—you could doubt them but couldn’t oppose them. Later, after I entered prison, I discovered Zu Ye did this deliberately. Wang Jiaxian and I entered the trade late and hadn’t done any major schemes. Zu Ye wanted us to have sufficient crimes to enter prison.

Thirty li outside town, in a neighboring township, there was a wealthy household surnamed Li who did grain and oil business. Before the Kuomintang retreated to Taiwan, this wealthy family had dealings with the Kuomintang. During those years of hoarding and speculation, they’d made quite a fortune. This wealthy man was called Li Zuoshan, over sixty years old. Because of baldness, the hair on his head had long since fallen out. People all called him Baldy Li. Baldy Li had four sons. The eldest, because of his big belly, was nicknamed “Big Belly.” The second, because his ears didn’t work well, was nicknamed “Second Deaf.” The third, because he was too cunning, was called “Third Sharp Spirit.” The fourth, because as a child he constantly stole sesame oil to eat, loosening his bowels and always using the toilet, was called “Fourth Old Shitter.” This whole family, old and young, had money and power, bullied the village, and no one dared provoke them.

That spring, Baldy Li contracted tuberculosis. He invited three or four doctors, drank much medicinal soup, but it just didn’t work. Seeing his condition worsen day by day, the four sons began discussing the old man’s funeral arrangements.

Wealthy families attached great importance to feng shui for burials. They believed the quality of feng shui where ancestors were buried directly affected whether future generations would flourish. If the feng shui was ruined, descendants would quickly have bad luck. Thus, after the local security chief instigated them, the opportunity came.

I had learned from Zu Ye that feng shui divided into two aspects: yang dwelling feng shui and yin dwelling feng shui. Yang dwellings were places where living people resided; yin dwellings were places where dead people resided. Zu Ye said: “For this scheme, Wu Batou and Qi Batou will do it. Wu Batou will play the feng shui master; Qi Batou will play the apprentice.”

I was fat with small eyes and a face full of vicissitudes, so with a fake beard attached and wearing a tall hat, my age span could reach several decades. Wang Jiaxian was just the opposite—fair-skinned with a strong scholarly air. Shave his beard and he looked just like a little apprentice.

Examining feng shui emphasized “seeking dragons and pointing at acupoints.” Dragons were mountain ranges; acupoints were the most auspicious positions within mountain ranges. The so-called “dragons fear loneliness, acupoints fear cold” meant dragon veins should be embraced by mountains and water, surrounded by peaks. A solitary barren mountain standing there was a lonely dragon. Acupoints should store wind and gather water, unable to leak wind or leak qi; otherwise they were cold acupoints.

On the day of feng shui inspection, all four of Baldy Li’s sons showed up. Everyone walked around the hillside for a long time. Originally, I wasn’t this old, my legs were quite nimble, but Qi Batou kept supporting me, holding a compass in his hand, making me quite tired instead.

Qi Batou said to those four sons: “My master has been in this trade for decades and has never made a mistake. The feng shui he selects are all treasured places that store wind and gather water. Many families’ descendants have become wealthy and noble; some even became high officials.”

Big Belly said: “Then we must trouble the master!”

I held the compass, gestured for a while, then said: “May I ask the four gentlemen, do you want future fortune or official fortune?”

Fourth Old Shitter rushed to say: “Fortune, of course fortune. With money, things get done easily.”

Second Deaf said: “Mm, Fourth is right.”

Third Sharp Spirit’s mouth twisted: “What do you understand? It’s still better to be an official. With officialdom comes wealth. A security chief makes tens of thousands a year. And that Vice Official Xu who used to be on good terms with our old man—wasn’t he just a dog-shit secretary? Look how fat he is! Our family hasn’t produced a single official over these years, so every time something happens, we have to spend money hand over fist to avert disaster.”

Big Belly finally spoke: “Arguing! Arguing! All you know is arguing!” Then to me: “Does the master mean that official fortune and wealth fortune must be separate, that both cannot be good simultaneously?”

I thought: Here comes the hook—I was waiting for exactly this line. If I adjusted everything perfectly for you all at once, it would seem too lacking in technical content. I said: “There’s difficulty.”

Big Belly said: “Master, just operate. Money is not a problem!”

Qi Batou said: “This isn’t about money. My master has to perform rituals. This will consume much of his vital energy. To put it bluntly, it shortens his life.”

Big Belly said: “Please, Master, be compassionate. Under the premise of not harming your body, try your best to pick a good place for the old man, so we four brothers can have both official position and fortune.”

I said: “Feng shui is a long-term matter. It doesn’t necessarily manifest in you four brothers. It might be that your sons or grandsons will become wealthy and noble in the future. You’re so eager—this old man doesn’t dare operate!”

Big Belly said: “Master, please don’t be angry. We four brothers don’t mean that. As long as future generations are successful and wealthy, that’s good. We don’t care about one or two generations.”

Actually, this was precisely the mysterious aspect of feng shui arts. Once you said three generations, when their sons and grandsons grew up, decades or even over a hundred years would have passed. Where would they find this feng shui master to settle accounts?

Thus, going with the flow, we set up a large ritual site on that hillside, marked out the burial range for them. Within a few days, Baldy Li died. On the burial day, many people came. A group of A’Baos wore Daoist robes, circling around and around the grave pit, finally burying Baldy Li ceremoniously. The surrounding people all said: “Truly a wealthy family! How much money must this cost!”

Zu Ye’s verbal instruction for all feng shui schemes was: “Don’t select on a riverbed.” Meaning no matter how you selected, the grave absolutely couldn’t be chosen on a mountain riverbed, because this was a place where water passed through. When it rained, it would form a river. If selected there, the grave would easily be flooded, and then you’d be in big trouble!

I kept this instruction firmly in mind, so I selected a slightly elevated place for Baldy Li and told those four sons: “This is called ‘dragons soaring, tigers leaping’—future generations will definitely produce great officials!” Those four sons couldn’t stop smiling. At that moment, I felt their father’s death brought them not grief but joy.

In this world, there’s a saying: “Human calculations cannot match heaven’s calculations.” I calculated all the heavenly secrets, never expecting heaven would go against me. This probably also foretold the end of our headquarters’ fate.

Within two weeks of Baldy Li’s burial, summer began. Strangely, that year had particularly frequent rain. For half a month straight, drizzling continuously, sometimes heavy, sometimes light. The result was a landslide. That high ridge where Baldy Li was buried was also washed by rainwater until the coffin lid was exposed. Later, mudslides swept through, washing the tombstone and coffin far away. Large rocks crashed into the coffin, smashing it to pieces. When those four sons went up the mountain to check, coffin boards were scattered here and there. Over ten meters away, they finally found Baldy Li’s corpse deeply embedded in the mudslide, with only one rotten hand sticking out, as if saying: “The feng shui of this grave doesn’t seem very good!”

Soon, informants transmitted this news to Zu Ye, also saying the other party was going to bring the corpse to make trouble. When Qi Batou and I heard this, we were scared silly. We hurriedly knelt before Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, save me!”

Unexpectedly, Zu Ye was unusually calm, saying: “Get up. It hasn’t reached that point yet.”

The informant said those four brothers had dealings with Kuomintang assassins. This time, we probably had to hand over an A’Bao to pay with his life, otherwise we couldn’t get past this hurdle.

I said: “Zu Ye, if we must hand over someone, then let it be me. I was in charge of this matter. Qi Batou was just an attendant. I selected the wrong place…”

Qi Batou said: “No! Zu Ye, Fifth Brother made no mistake. Human calculations cannot match heaven’s calculations. This place hasn’t had such heavy rain in a hundred years. We can’t blame Fifth Brother. Zu Ye, observe clearly!”

Zu Ye said nothing. He said: “You two go back and eat first. Don’t wander around these days. Don’t worry about the rest.”

We were stunned, wanting to say more. Zu Ye waved his hand: “Go back.”

That night, Qi Batou and I bought two large pots of wine and five jin of roasted meat, thinking: First eat full, drink enough—even if we die, we can’t be starving ghosts.

Previously, when such major incidents occurred, to preserve the headquarters’ overall interests, basically one or several feet had to be cut off because everyone else still needed to survive.

We didn’t know how Zu Ye would make the choice. At that moment, we felt our lives were grasped in Zu Ye’s hands.

For three consecutive days, we lived in constant fear. Later, Zu Ye sent word for us to attend a Council Meeting. Qi Batou changed into his favorite long gown, moistened his hair and smoothed it back. I also shaved my beard. Before leaving, facing the direction of my hometown, I kowtowed several times to my deceased mother, thinking: This life I couldn’t be filial to you. In the next life, I’ll be filial to you.

At the Council Meeting, Zu Ye said: “This exposed scheme—the responsibility doesn’t lie with Wu Batou and Qi Batou. This is heaven’s will.” When Zu Ye spoke, there wasn’t a trace of expression on his face.

Later, Er Batou told us that to save us, Zu Ye had broken bones and tendons, spent a huge price, bribed several bandits, and also smoothed things over with several people with special agent identities, compensating them much money.

Hearing these things, Qi Batou and I both cried. Qi Batou said: “Next time, even if it means risking death, we must do a big scheme to properly repay Zu Ye!”

I said: “Life was retrieved by Zu Ye. A lifetime can’t repay him.”

The “next time” Qi Batou mentioned never came to pass.

Zu Ye’s Unknown Wife and Child

In 1952, a new round of crackdowns on “societies and secret religious sects” vigorously unfolded nationwide.

Zu Ye seemed to have sensed something early on. One day after a Council Meeting ended, he kept me alone. He walked back and forth with his hands behind his back, seeming to want to say something, stopping several times before speaking.

Following Zu Ye for so long, this was the first time I saw him in this state. After a long while, he said to me: “Da Tou, if there’s an opportunity, you can wash your hands and do something else.”

I was so scared I immediately knelt: “Zu Ye, I’ve never had divided loyalties! I will never betray you in this lifetime! Zu Ye!” During that period, the winds were tight. I thought Zu Ye believed I wanted to retire.

Zu Ye said desolately: “I’m serious. You entered the trade late, have no blood on your hands. After going in, you can still come out. Stop deceiving people. Live a good life! Live a normal person’s life!”

I said timidly: “Zu Ye, when the winds are tight, just lay low. After the winds pass, start again.”

Zu Ye shook his head: “You don’t understand. You don’t understand.”

After a long silence, Zu Ye said: “Da Tou, there’s something…” Saying this, Zu Ye paused, his voice somewhat trembling.

I listened quietly, my heart pounding.

When the war against Japan ended in 1945, Zu Ye went to Shandong, originally for antiques. Zu Ye liked collecting. There was news that a dragon-carved jade disc from the Qianlong period was for sale there. That year, rainfall was heavy. Zu Ye had severe rheumatism. The second day in Shandong, his leg hurt so much he couldn’t lift it. Later, through a local antique dealer’s introduction, they invited a female doctor to give him acupuncture. That woman had inherited medical skills. Her father, in 1940, because he refused to treat a puppet army leader, was beaten to death.

Zu Ye said: “Some doctors, when giving you needles, practically strip you naked and still can’t find the acupoints accurately. But that girl—I was wearing an undershirt at the time. She had me lie on my side on the kang, and every needle hit the mark!”

Zu Ye said he developed feelings, planted a seed. Later, after the child was born, that woman alone raised the child in Shandong. Zu Ye appeared in Shandong as an antique dealer. The local antique dealers also treated him as an expert appraiser in the circle. So Zu Ye told that woman he was a genuine antique dealer. From then on, Zu Ye went to Shandong every six months, constantly concealing his identity.

Only then did I understand why Zu Ye sometimes traveled far without bringing any feet, and no one knew where he went. What we should know, Zu Ye would tell us. What we shouldn’t know, no one dared ask.

A’Baos weren’t allowed to marry casually. If they wanted to marry, then that woman also had to be developed into an A’Bao. Otherwise, it was too dangerous. Because the human heart was hardest to control. If one’s own wife knew one was deceiving people, no one could guarantee what she might do.

Therefore, if anyone in the headquarters wanted to marry, Zu Ye personally approved it. After those women became A’Baos, they generally played “supporting roles” like spirit mediums, witches, female Daoist priests, etc. But Zu Ye, in everyone’s eyes, had never had a woman.

This news was truly a bolt from the blue. If the Batous knew Zu Ye still kept this trick up his sleeve, they would definitely all rebel. At this moment, if someone proposed executing Zu Ye, I think no one would object.

Zu Ye said: “It’s not that I’m sorry to the brothers. I just wanted to leave an heir for my family. In the sixth year of the Republic, all my family died. These years, fighting and killing, I also wanted to live peacefully and safely. There’s no longer a chance for me. You have one. You must properly grasp your future days.”

Zu Ye told me that after he died, if I was still alive, when the winds weren’t tight, I should find an opportunity to visit the mother and child. Saying this, Zu Ye smiled: “It’s a boy. The family line can continue.”

Zu Ye also told me a secret: He had buried a chest at the mountain pass of Yuejia Ridge outside the city between two large locust trees. Inside were all genuine goods. Zu Ye said what he should vomit up, he would vomit up, but he had to keep some money for the mother and child. Later, when Zu Ye’s home was raided, although they confiscated many things, no one knew there was still a chest of treasures. Zu Ye always kept backup plans.

This reflected Zu Ye’s economic acumen. During these years of Kuomintang rule, the currency system was in complete chaos. From “Yuan Datou” to “Sun Xiaotou,” from fabi currency to “Gold Yuan certificates,” plus various copper coins, coinage, and shopping vouchers circulating privately among civilians—there were no fewer than a dozen types of currency. But Zu Ye only stored “hard currency.” He never believed in paper money that looked like white paper. Even when fabi currency was first issued with relatively high purchasing power, he tightly held onto real gold and silver. He would rather exchange for some fabi currency at intervals than sell everything. Later, after hyperinflation, it proved Zu Ye’s decision was too wise! Otherwise, what he’d leave his family now would be a chest of waste paper.

Over many years, Zu Ye accumulated quite a few gold bars, silver dollars, silver ingots, and also jade discs and pocket watches—antiques that wealthy families gave him when he examined feng shui. Zu Ye had me give that chest of things to his wife and child gradually when I had the opportunity. Zu Ye repeatedly instructed not to give it all at once—that would bring them disaster, might even cost their lives! If I lacked money, I could also use some myself.

I was so scared I immediately knelt, crying: “Zu Ye, I don’t dare!”

I timidly asked Zu Ye: “Why do you trust me?”

Zu Ye smiled and asked me back: “Da Tou, why did I have you join the headquarters?”

I was stunned for a long time, suddenly understanding! He wasn’t recruiting an A’Bao but someone who could be entrusted with final affairs. All of this was Zu Ye’s final scheme. He had been pulling the net from the top of the scheme all along. All the Batous were weights on this net. In the end, I became the person who gathered the net.

Zu Ye had observed me in the teahouse for a long time. When he left after drinking tea, he deliberately dropped money on the ground multiple times. I picked it up, chased him, and returned it to him. He was testing my greed for money. After entering the headquarters, when Er Batou took me to brothels, he deliberately had people tail us. He was testing my lust—after all, he was entrusting his wife and child to me; he had to be cautious. He deliberately discussed some headquarters matters with me—that was testing my scheming mind. He brought me to Sichuan to confront Qin Baichuan and those bandits—that was testing my courage and loyalty.

Fortunately, I withstood the tests. I couldn’t help but sigh. Zu Ye had commanded the headquarters for so many years with countless brothers under him. In the end, there wasn’t a single person he could trust. Was it that others couldn’t be trusted by him, or that he couldn’t be trusted by others?

I said: “Zu Ye, flee! You have many friends in Hong Kong.”

Zu Ye gave a bitter laugh: “Not fleeing.”

I didn’t understand: “Why?”

Zu Ye sighed. After a long while, he said: “Not fleeing. In the future, you’ll understand.”

Subsequently, he went to the ancestral hall in the back courtyard where the ancestral tablets of “Jiang Xiang Sect” generations were enshrined. This time, he didn’t let me follow in. He had me wait outside the door. Just like that, he slowly closed the door.

I didn’t know what Zu Ye said to the ancestors. In any case, he stayed for a very long time before Zu Ye came out. I vaguely saw that Zu Ye’s eyes were red.

In the following months, over 300 “societies and secret religious sects” nationwide were destroyed. Hundreds of thousands of “societies and secret religious sects” leaders and core members all received punishment. Zu Ye, because he was too deeply involved, wherever incidents occurred would “pull up the radish and bring out the mud.” He was finally exposed. In the end, because of a series of heinous crimes—murder, arson, bribery, fraud, spreading heretical ideas to deceive the masses—he was sentenced to death.

Before Zu Ye went to the execution ground, unlike others who were so scared they soiled their pants, he walked very calmly. In my view, it didn’t seem like going to death but more like liberation. He finally didn’t have to deceive people anymore, finally didn’t have to rack his brains weighing life and death.

Da Batou and several Batous who came from the Western Sect, because they had murder cases on their hands, were also sentenced to death. The remaining over 200 large and small members of the headquarters all received appropriate punishment according to the severity of their crimes. I was sentenced to five years.

I could never understand why Zu Ye didn’t flee, and moreover didn’t allow any Batous or Xiao Jiaos to flee. This was equivalent to him personally sending the “Jiang Xiang Sect” to its doom! Zu Ye said I would understand in the future. When would I understand?

The long sentence was as unbearable as dark night. In prison, I often thought of past years, thought of my deceased mother, thought of Zu Ye, thought of the drunken dreams and death-like existence of the past.

Zu Ye definitely couldn’t have imagined such great changes would occur in society after his death. He couldn’t imagine the fervor of the Great Leap Forward, much less imagine the frenzy of the “Cultural Revolution” and the intensity of “Smashing the Four Olds.” After all, he was just a conspirator, not a politician. The turbulent next twenty years—no one could predict them. That chest of things didn’t dare see daylight again until the 1980s.

After release from prison, the first thing I wanted was to visit Zu Ye’s widow and son. But I had no money in hand, not even enough for travel expenses. I found odd jobs at the town’s public-private partnership supply and marketing cooperative, earning money and saving for travel expenses.

At that time, the entire country was engaged in large-scale steel smelting. A small town actually built over 1,000 steel furnaces. Fanatical commune members dug for iron ore all over the mountains and fields, practically wanting to throw their household pots, bowls, ladles, and basins into the steel furnaces to melt. I truly feared they’d inadvertently dig up that chest of treasures at the mountain pass.

On several midday days, the sun scorched the earth, and people all hid at home avoiding the heat. I alone quietly slipped to Yuejia Ridge in the back mountains. Looking from afar, I discovered those two large locust trees were no longer there. My heart jumped in alarm. I ran a few quick steps, coming to that turning point at the mountain pass. I paced back and forth there, measuring the position of those two trees by feel. Later, after determining the range, I left. I knew that in that social environment at the time, no matter how many treasures you had, you couldn’t spend them. No one dared spend them, and no one dared accept them. Everything was planned economy, let alone this was stolen goods.

The next spring, I finally saved enough for travel expenses. Following the address Zu Ye entrusted before his death, I went to Shandong.

With great difficulty, I finally found them. When we met, that woman froze. I saw she was only in her thirties, indicating when she was initially with Zu Ye, she was only eighteen or nineteen. When Zu Ye died, he was 50, meaning they were over twenty years apart.

That woman looked me up and down: “You are?”

My emotions were in turmoil. Scenes from Zu Ye’s life tumbled through my mind. “I… I’m Zu Ye’s disciple. I’ve come on his behalf to visit you.”

“Zu Ye?” That woman asked, puzzled.

I immediately realized I’d almost let something slip. I hurriedly said: “Your husband. He was my master. We’re all in the antique trade.” I had promised Zu Ye to forever keep his secret.

That woman seemed frozen, staring blankly at me. After a long time, tears welled up: “He… is he still here?”

I couldn’t help it—I cried too. “Zu Ye caught a cold in 1952. Later it infected his lungs. In the end… he couldn’t be saved…”

That woman’s tears rolled down.

I wiped my tears and said: “Before Zu Ye died, he kept talking about you. These years, we merchants have all been accepting government reform. We haven’t had leisure time to visit you. We’ve been remiss, remiss.”

Just as we were chatting, a voice came from outside: “Mother!”

For the first time, I saw Zu Ye’s bloodline. Those angular features, those eyes—exactly like Zu Ye.

That woman hurriedly wiped her tears dry: “Child, come here. Greet uncle.”

I hurriedly said: “Cannot, cannot. I’m Zu Ye’s disciple. The young master and I are the same generation!” I also took out several candies from my pocket and gave them to the child. The child happily put them in his mouth, eating with relish.

I couldn’t help but sigh. Ten years east of the river, ten years west of the river. Who could imagine this poor child’s father was once a great figure who commanded wind and clouds? Who could imagine that Zu Ye, who threw around thousands daily, would have such impoverished descendants?

I left them some money and returned. I didn’t dare mention that chest of treasures, fearing it would bring disaster.

I had originally planned to visit the mother and child every year or year and a half. I didn’t expect this parting would last three years. Starting in 1959, the entire country entered a great famine—three years of natural disasters. Many people starved to death. How hungry were people at that time? When carrying corpses out of town, facing a small ridge half a foot wide, several men would hesitate repeatedly, not daring to step over. They were so starved they had no strength at all. Once they fell down, they could never get up again. Once when I went to the toilet, I pulled up my pants and just stood up when everything went black before my eyes. I collapsed headfirst on the ground. A broken rusty iron pot happened to be in the corner. My forehead struck right on the pot’s edge. Blood flowed all over the ground. It wasn’t that I didn’t think about the mother and child—I truly couldn’t even take care of myself.

The second time I saw Zu Ye’s widow was in 1963. Time spares no one. That woman had aged considerably, and the child had grown much taller. Two years later, when I saw her again in 1965, her temples had turned white, and her son had grown up and joined the military. Returning home, I felt immensely comforted. That night, I burned several sheets of yellow paper toward the place where Zu Ye was executed. Zu Ye’s spirit in heaven could rest in peace. I began pondering how to give her that chest of things.

The next year, the vigorous “Cultural Revolution” began. That year I was 38 years old. In June, the commune issued the slogan to “eliminate all old thoughts, old culture, old customs, and old habits created by all exploiting classes over thousands of years that poison the people,” calling on everyone to “sweep away all monsters and demons.”

I dug a deep pit in the back courtyard, buried that chest of objects, and piled thick chicken manure on top. I believed this might be safer.

During the Cultural Revolution, I didn’t dare move around or visit the mother and child, fearing I’d cause trouble and implicate them.

History finally reached 1976. The Cultural Revolution ended. After a few more years, I had some spare money. In 1979, I once again boarded a train to Shandong. I wanted to see how Zu Ye’s two people were doing.

Zu Ye’s wife looked much more prosperous than the last time I saw her, and had become director of the local traditional Chinese medicine clinic. Seeing me arrive, she shed tears of emotion. She asked if I’d been doing well these years? Had I been criticized during the Cultural Revolution? I said everything was fine. I told her I had also married and had children—dragon-phoenix twins, both 10 years old. I asked if her son had been demobilized. She happily told me her son had become a company commander and earned a first-class merit citation on the Vietnam front.

I couldn’t help but sigh. Fate plays tricks on people. Zu Ye spent his life swindling and deceiving, yet his son was serving the country loyally. This could be considered repaying Zu Ye’s debt.

I felt it was time to give her the chest of things Zu Ye left behind. I said to her: “Before Zu Ye died, he left some antiques and gold bars. Zu Ye told me to give them to you when the winds weren’t tight. These years, with the Smashing of the Four Olds, I didn’t dare give them to you, fearing it would cause trouble. Now everything has passed. It’s time to give them to you.”

When that heavy chest was placed before her, she covered her mouth and cried, cried for a long time. I also shed tears, thinking of Zu Ye, thinking of past years.

Her next move surprised me. She said: “Hand them over to the government. I joined the Party in 1966. I’m also an old Party member. These things belong to the state. This is a matter of principle.”

I stared at her stupidly for a long while, sighed and said: “Alright. But you must keep one item—that dragon-carved jade disc. Zu Ye went to Shandong to find that jade piece when he met you. Keep it as a memento.”

She held that disc in her hand, pressed it to her heart, and cried again. Walking out of her home, I sighed toward heaven. Zu Ye, everything you entrusted to me, I’ve completed.

Upon parting, looking back at Zu Ye’s widow, I felt immensely sorrowful: Zu Ye, why didn’t you flee with her back then?

A Fortune Teller’s Confession

Time flies, years make people old. In 1988, I was 60 years old, having lived a full sexagenary cycle. My legs weren’t nimble, my eyes were blurred, my sleep wasn’t good—this was probably related to my love of drinking tea. I was always accustomed to brewing a pot of tea after meals. When drinking tea, I would think of Zu Ye, think of the days and nights by his side. When night deepened, my wife would drape a garment over me. For decades, it had always been like this.

I was grateful to heaven for giving me such a good wife. Over these many years, she had cared for me with devotion, never abandoning me. She was always so good to me. She said I had suffered enough before. She married me to give me happiness. She said it and did it.

One day, I was wearing reading glasses and looking at a book when my wife came in from outside, handing me a book: “Old man, look at this. Why do I feel an article here sounds very much like your past affairs?”

I took it and looked—it was a “Confession Record” of criminals compiled by a legal weekly editor, recording confessions written in prison by death row inmates of certain major cases since the founding of New China. When people are about to die, their words are kind. When birds are about to perish, their cries are mournful. Some criminals guilty of heinous crimes would deeply repent before death, writing some things. For themselves, it was closure. For posterity, it was warning.

My wife had me read the third article. I opened the book and read carefully. I read until my blood boiled and tears streamed down my face. That article’s title was “Between Good and Evil,” written like this:

Between Good and Evil

Born between heaven and earth, who doesn’t want to be a good person? Yet worldly affairs are treacherous, fate is changeable. Once you step onto an evil path, you can never turn back!

I was born in the fourth month of the 28th year of Guangxu. My compound surname is Shangguan. My loving mother gave me the name Chengming, taking the meaning from the “Book of Rites”: “Sincerity brings clarity.” Also, because of the generational character “Guan” in the clan, my father gave me the infant name “Guansheng.” In the sixth year of the Republic, my family suddenly met with disaster. Within one month, seven relatives all perished! From then on, I was alone, fleeing through the underworld!

That year, I joined the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Thanks to Master Zhang’s favor, I obtained the great position of “Mu Zi Lian.” Initially, I believed that with my own strength, I could reverse the lawless situation of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Therefore, for decades, I personally carried out all matters of the headquarters, large and small, taking the Way of Heaven as sincere thought, striving to implement the principles of prudent killing, abstaining from lust, abstaining from theft, robbing the rich to help the poor, and using evil to control evil.

However, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” was ultimately a motley crew! Sitting in this headquarters was like sitting on a volcano! Due to interests and needs, good and evil collapsed in chaos. Many things were beyond my control! Even worse, I couldn’t even control myself. Because of personal interests, I repeatedly killed innocents indiscriminately! Who in the world has no parents, no children? Those innocent victims—their wronged souls cannot cross over, seeking exit without doors. Whenever I think of this, I feel immensely guilty!

I once wanted to unify the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Yet after exhausting my thoughts, I employed slaughter. When the four great headquarters all came under my control, I was utterly confused! Where should the “Jiang Xiang Sect” go? Where should I go?

For thirty years, I wanted to act on behalf of heaven. Yet I myself lost all righteousness, burning, killing, deceiving, plundering—committing every evil.

For thirty years, I wanted to teach the headquarters brothers to change from ghosts to humans, uphold kind thoughts, harbor benevolence and righteousness. Yet in the end, what I saw was chaotic fighting and killing, devastation everywhere.

For thirty years, I wanted to use evil to control evil, punish evil and promote good. Yet evil people became more evil, endless to deceive, while good people remained unteachable after long instruction. Truly lamenting their misfortune, angered by their failure to strive!

I wanted to just leave. At that time, I suddenly remembered what my friend Master Qingfeng said: whether I stay or leave isn’t important—what’s important is whether the “Jiang Xiang Sect” stays or leaves!

After Guangzhou’s liberation, I traveled across several provinces. I personally witnessed the prosperous and joyful scenes of the liberated areas. Such a state of national peace and people’s security—unprecedented in thousands of years!

I cannot leave. If I leave, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” will be leaderless. Several hundred people will inevitably scatter and flee. These people are like seeds. Scattered to every corner of society, once they land, they take root. They’ll continue deceiving, continue causing harm to the world!

I choose death. With my own life, I wash away the sins of my lifetime and also redeem the entire “Jiang Xiang Sect”! My headquarters brothers may hate me, but they’ll eventually understand: frauds ultimately have no future, and the method of using evil to control evil is also difficult to implement!

The “Jiang Xiang Sect” has continued for hundreds of years and has long completed its historical mission. Now with morality lost and fate exhausted, it’s time for it to end!

I earnestly request the government to severely punish my brothers. Only severe punishment can awaken them. When these prodigal sons turn back and walk the right path, they’ll definitely understand my painstaking efforts!

…

Seeing this, I was already sobbing! Zu Ye, I understand! I finally understand! I finally know why you didn’t leave, why you didn’t allow anyone to flee. Your efforts were so painstaking! The “Way” you’d been desperately seeking, you finally found it—prodigal sons returning, abandoning evil for good! With your life as the price, you redeemed us! I thought your greatest secret was your wife and child. I didn’t expect this was your final secret.

My wife came over and held me in her arms. I buried myself in her embrace and cried loudly, just crying and crying.

After crying for a long time, I suddenly had an idea. These years, what have those brothers and sisters been doing? How have they been? I want to organize a reunion, find those brothers and sisters from back then. I want them to know about this matter. I want to see what they’re all doing now!

I mobilized all connections, using every channel to contact those brothers and sisters from back then. When the court pronounced sentence that year, some heinously guilty people, especially A’Baos with blood on their hands, like Zu Ye, Da Batou, and several Batous under Qin Baichuan, were all sentenced to death. Most others were sentenced to fixed terms. Some who had just entered the trade, who hadn’t participated much in headquarters affairs, received lenient treatment from the government, released after labor reform for a period. After these people came out, those with local household registration found local work. Those from elsewhere, like the female A’Baos from the South Yue headquarters, all returned to their hometowns. Those from Sichuan also returned to Sichuan. So many years had passed. The older A’Baos had probably already passed away. So finding these people wasn’t easy.

After several months of bustling about, I finally found over 80 people. When everyone heard about the reunion, they were all very excited. Especially those brothers from “Mu Zi Lian” headquarters. Hearing that the organizers were Fourth Master, Fifth Master, and Sixth Master, they all said excitedly: “We’ll definitely come!”

I specially arranged a hotel. That day, I waited at the lobby entrance very early. After decades, I couldn’t recognize many people.

What I didn’t expect was that the first to arrive was actually a female A’Bao from the old “Yuehai Hall” headquarters. She looked about sixty years old. When she walked toward the hotel entrance carrying a suitcase, I already realized she must be a sister from the headquarters, but who—I couldn’t recognize her.

I stood there in a daze. She walked over smiling: “Is this Fifth Master?”

That cry of “Fifth Master” shook my whole body. I said: “You are?”

She removed her glasses and said: “I’m Liu Yumei under Yan Niang! We met in Sichuan in 1949!”

I suddenly remembered. In 1949 at Qin Baichuan’s headquarters, when Commander Liu was about to blast Zu Ye, Jiang Feiyan arrived. Later, two female A’Baos came in escorting those two grave-blasting fellows. Those two female A’Baos were Liu Yumei and Liu Hongmei, twin sisters, both Jiang Feiyan’s personal attendants.

I hurriedly said: “Oh, Sister Yumei, please come in, please come in!”

Over eighty people gradually all arrived. They all affectionately called me “Fifth Master,” making my heart feel warm yet sour.

Before eating, everyone asked me to say a few words. I mounted the stage, looking at these familiar yet strange faces. Scenes from the past suddenly surged to my heart. Before I could speak, tears fell first…

Zu Ye’s wish was realized. After government reform, the brothers all walked the right path. Some entered cotton mills, some entered post offices, some entered machine factories, some went into business doing small trades, some studied traditional Chinese medicine and became doctors, some became teachers. A few people, including me, due to special feelings for the I Ching, began studying it earnestly.

During the banquet, a Xiao Jiao asked me: “Fifth Master, after learning the true I Ching, what are your thoughts?”

I said: “The true I Ching is a book of supreme good. Symbol, number, principle, divination—pure, clean, refined, subtle. Heaven and humanity united, heaven and earth harmonious. Without knowing the Changes, one cannot be a gentleman.”

Another Xiao Jiao stood up and asked: “Fifth Master, what exactly is the I Ching?”

Hearing this, I felt both amused and desolate. What a “Jiang Xiang Sect” fortune teller—using the I Ching banner to deceive for a lifetime, yet not knowing what the I Ching was. This was our terrifying aspect, even more our tragic aspect.

I gave a long sigh and said: “The I Ching—the character ‘Zhou’ has two interpretations. One holds that ‘King Wen composed the Zhou Changes while imprisoned,’ that the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching were born in the Zhou Dynasty, hence called Zhou Yi. Another holds that ‘Zhou’ means cyclical repetition, representing the operating laws of all things in heaven and earth. The character ‘Yi’ is a pictograph—’sun’ above, ‘moon’ below—indicating the I Ching studies the relationship between sun, moon, stars and Earth. Therefore, the I Ching explores universal truth. The original I Ching text contains only sixty-four hexagrams with hexagram and line statements, but the Zhou Yi we see now has two parts: one is the original I Ching text, the other is commentary added by Confucius—ten commentaries total, later generations called the ‘Ten Wings,’ meaning Confucius gave the Zhou Yi ten wings so it could spread its wings and fly. Actually, Confucius commenting on the Zhou Yi was half blessing, half curse. When Qin Shi Huang burned books and buried scholars, precisely because Confucius commented on the Zhou Yi, the Zhou Yi nearly got burned by Qin Shi Huang as Confucian scripture. Fortunately, Prime Minister Li Si risked death to remonstrate, saying the Zhou Yi was just a divination book unrelated to Confucius—only then did it escape disaster. At the same time, precisely because Confucius commented on the Zhou Yi, the I Ching rose from a pure divination book to the height of philosophical scripture. Later generations saw Confucian learning flourish greatly. The Zhou Yi’s value multiplied, ranking among the Five Classics. By the Qianlong period, when the Qing government compiled the Complete Library of Four Branches of Books, the Zhou Yi leapt to become foremost among all classics!”

That Xiao Jiao continued asking: “Then what’s the relationship between the Zhou Yi, Eight Trigrams, and Sixty-Four Hexagrams?”

I chuckled. Finally, a valuable question. “The sixty-four hexagrams in the I Ching all discuss the way of yin and yang. The so-called ‘from Wuji comes Taiji, Taiji generates Two Forms, Two Forms generate Four Symbols, Four Symbols generate Eight Trigrams, Eight Trigrams combine into sixty-four hexagrams.’ What is Wuji? ‘Ji’ means limit or boundary. Wuji means limitless, beginningless and endless, chaotic state. Within the Wuji process, Taiji gestates. Taiji is the beginning of things. Pangu separated heaven and earth—with heaven and earth, Taiji appeared. Taiji generates Two Forms. Two Forms are yin and yang—the two-sided nature of things. Heaven is yang, earth is yin; men are yang, women are yin; day is yang, night is yin. Two Forms generate Four Symbols. Four Symbols refer to lesser yin, greater yin, lesser yang, greater yang. They describe the changing laws of yin and yang, like a person from small to large, large to old—reflecting things changing from weak to strong, strong to weak, cyclically developing. Look at that Taiji yin-yang fish—it’s yin and yang waxing and waning. Four Symbols generate Eight Trigrams. In the waxing and waning process, yin and yang further refine into eight trigrams: Qian, Kun, Zhen, Dui, Li, Kan, Xun, Gen. Qian represents heaven, Kun represents earth, Zhen represents thunder, Dui represents marsh, Li represents fire, Kan represents water, Xun represents wind, Gen represents mountain. Thus, Earth’s basic natural phenomena are completely covered. Eight Trigrams pair two by two, forming sixty-four hexagrams. Thus, all things in heaven and earth—none are excluded…”

“Haha, who’d have thought Fifth Master became a true I Ching master!” A bright laugh interrupted my words. Liu Yumei came over holding a wine glass.

This reunion, what surprised me most was this Liu Yumei from “Yuehai Hall.” After release from prison, she became a textile worker. Clever and dexterous, outstanding at work, she quickly became a team leader. Under her leadership, everyone in her group was a strong woman, always exceeding quotas. Later she became workshop director, even being selected as one of New China’s first batch of “March Eighth Red Banner Holders.” After reform and opening, she resigned and plunged into business, doing clothing business in the south. Currently her assets exceed several million. After becoming wealthy, she donated to several Project Hope schools, frequently sponsored nursing homes. She was enthusiastic about public welfare, enthusiastic about protecting women’s rights. Now she was even local women’s federation director. I couldn’t help sighing: A’Baos are all clever people. As long as they use their brains for the right path, whatever they do, they do better than ordinary people.

I felt it was time to tell everyone about Zu Ye’s final words in prison. I said to everyone: “A book came out recently. I wonder if you’ve seen it?”

Everyone asked: “What book?”

I took out that book, slowly walked onto the stage, very excited, my hands also began trembling. I took a deep breath, calmed myself, and slowly read Zu Ye’s prison confession.

After finishing, everyone was silent. I said: “This confession has always been tucked in Zu Ye’s case file from back then. Recently, the government conducted legal education. A legal weekly editor compiled it, publishing it as part of a manuscript. My wife discovered it while browsing a bookstore.”

Si Batou slowly stood up, tearfully holding his wine glass, trembling as he said: “Let’s toast Zu Ye!”

Several women were already crying aloud. Everyone raised glasses together: “Zu Ye eternal!”

This was the Zu Ye everyone followed all their lives—that Zu Ye who inspired respect yet fear. Alive, he sought wealth for everyone. Dying, he sent everyone onto the right path.

Liu Yumei was already sobbing uncontrollably. I walked over, handed her a handkerchief. She wiped her tears: “Fifth Master, you mentioning Zu Ye makes me think of Yan Niang again.”

I still didn’t know Jiang Feiyan had died. I asked: “Any news of Yan Niang?”

Liu Yumei said: “Late last year, when I went to Hong Kong to discuss business, I saw her in a newspaper.”

I asked: “She’s doing well?”

Liu Yumei’s tears fell again: “She passed away. Died last March. The newspaper said she became a legislative councilor there, always advocated cross-strait reunification. She opposed Taiwan independence. She said both sides of the Taiwan Strait are blood-connected. Before death, her greatest wish was to return to the mainland, visit Guangdong, visit the Jianghuai region.”

Hearing this, my heart ached. She was still thinking of Zu Ye.

Jiang Feiyan also wrote a poem in Taiwan, also reprinted in that Hong Kong newspaper. Liu Yumei clipped it out, always treasuring it. The title was “Longing,” written like this:

Don’t know how much longer to wait Don’t know how much longer I can live Only hope the distance of living exceeds the distance of waiting

Don’t know where people go after death Don’t know if the next life will be different Only hope in the next life we won’t gaze at each other from afar

There’s a profession called fraud There’s a feeling called longing There’s a loneliness called Flying Swallow

Until death, Jiang Feiyan was still thinking of her Zu Ye. All her life she traversed the four seas, like a flying swallow, shuttling through azure sea and sky. Though sea and sky were vast, she remained always solitary.

That afternoon, after the banquet ended, some people had to leave. Others stayed two days. Then everyone went their separate ways.

After everyone left, my heart felt empty: Parting today, who knows when we’ll meet again? Perhaps next life.

The Immortal Huang Farong

In April 1998, 82-year-old Si Batou was critically ill. I knew another brother was leaving. We brothers who once followed Zu Ye always had good feelings. After everyone came out of prison, all lived ordinary lives, married wives, had children. Usually everyone would gather, drink a little wine, reminisce about past years.

When Si Batou was dying, I went to the hospital to see him. He’d been in the hospital a month, couldn’t eat, couldn’t excrete. His whole body was pierced full of tubes—for feeding, for evacuating waste, for urination.

I didn’t know what a dying person would think about. His whole life? Or where his soul would go after death? All his life he researched “Za Fei,” made various props cooperating with Er Batou to set up schemes. In the end, tubes pierced his whole body. Perhaps this was karmic retribution.

I tightly held Si Batou’s hand. He was already very weak. I bent down, softly said: “Fourth Brother, it’s Fifth.” He laboriously lifted his eyelids, looked at me, smiled slightly. Then he gestured for his children guarding him to go out. He had words for me.

Only we two remained in the room. I softly asked: “Fourth Brother, if you have anything to say, just say it.”

He paused, blinked, said with difficulty: “Fifth, I’m leaving… There’s something I’ve kept bottled up for a long time…”

My heart jumped: “What matter?”

Si Batou looked toward the door. I immediately understood his meaning. I turned, opened the door, stuck my head out looking into the corridor. His children were talking at the corridor’s end. Looked like they wouldn’t return soon.

I returned to Si Batou’s bedside: “Fourth Brother, speak.”

A tear squeezed from his eye corner: “Farong didn’t die. Zu Ye deceived me.”

My head buzzed: “What? Didn’t die?”

Si Batou said firmly: “Mm.”

“Farong” in Si Batou’s mouth—full name Huang Farong—was Si Batou’s former wife. She was a genuine “expert” in the A’Bao circle, extremely clever, could commune with heaven, earth, ghosts and spirits—the kind of “spirit medium” common people spoke of! The headquarters once had the reputation: “Calculating all heavenly secrets is Ghost Sister; King Yama investigating affairs asks Farong.”

Later, Huang Farong unfortunately perished in a scheme. Si Batou was grief-stricken to the extreme. All headquarters brothers knew these affairs. Now Si Batou suddenly told me Huang Farong didn’t die. This shocked me immensely!

Si Batou continued: “I only learned in 1995. I wronged her…” Saying this, Si Batou’s old tears flowed freely. His breathing suddenly became rapid. His eyes showed he couldn’t catch his breath. I rushed out of the room shouting: “Doctor! Doctor!”

Si Batou’s children also rushed over in panic. Si Batou fell unconscious. After that, he never regained consciousness.

Two days later, Si Batou died. Before death, he had a moment of final lucidity, loudly shouting: “Za Fei hand, Luban mouth, Za Fei leads Luban walking; leading walking, leading walking, leading out six beasts swimming opposite…”

I could hear this was a formula from the “Za Fei Secret Manual.” This Si Batou who became famous at age 15 across Shanghai’s foreign settlements once harbored aspirations to serve the country. Helplessly, fate was difficult. Just when he was showing his talents, the Japanese targeted him. If not for Zu Ye’s rescue, he’d have died long ago.

From then on, he followed Zu Ye. From that start, Zu Ye truly gained wings like a tiger, headquarters’ days truly prospered. Si Batou was too formidable! Zu Ye was his life-saving benefactor. He was even more Zu Ye’s noble person! After thoroughly reading the “Za Fei Secret Manual,” he immediately pointed out all its shortcomings to Zu Ye. Zu Ye had him create new “Za Fei” methods. After several days of deep thought, he immediately wrote a 10,000-character “Za Fei New Methods,” divided into chapters on Daoist methods, heaven’s numbers, meteorology, Western learning (physics, chemistry), charms, etc.—a comprehensive collection of old and new “Za Fei” arts. After Zu Ye read it, he exclaimed in wonder repeatedly, praising endlessly!

Once upon a time, Si Batou was in his prime. In the 1930s, he and his beloved wife Huang Farong closely followed Zu Ye. They challenged “Plum Blossom Society,” pacified “Taiji Gang,” eliminated “Central Plains Five Tigers,” destroyed “Jiaodong Zheng Half-Immortal”—summoning wind and rain, reaching the absolute peak! Zu Ye’s early territory was conquered together by them and Er Batou! That was an even more magnificent yet tragic legend!

Si Batou finally closed his eyes. Yet my ears still echoed his hoarse shout:

Za Fei hand, Luban mouth Za Fei leads Luban walking Leading walking, leading walking Leading out six beasts swimming opposite Chickens don’t crow, dogs don’t bark Ghosts eat human food, spirits jump Toad urine, ten winters making Red joy white mourning, no flavor …

That night, I still couldn’t sleep, constantly drinking tea. Si Batou’s words were only half-said. If Huang Farong truly didn’t die, this matter was huge. Huang Farong was originally a “Yuehai Hall” female A’Bao. Under Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan’s supervision, Si Batou and Huang Farong married happily, became husband and wife. Huang Farong was the only female A’Bao proficient in both “Yuehai Hall Physiognomy Notes” and “Za Fei Secret Manual.” She mastered core secrets of both Southern and Eastern Sects. Before Zu Ye died, he burned both books. But books are tangible; thought is intangible. If Huang Farong still lived, would evil seeds still be sown? Where exactly was Huang Farong now?

Also, Si Batou said Zu Ye deceived him. Meaning Zu Ye clearly knew Huang Farong didn’t die yet deliberately said she died. Why exactly?

While pondering, I suddenly heard knocking on the door. So late—who was it? I put on clothes, opened the door, got a shock: “Zu Ye!”

Chapter 1: The Fish-Luring Technique That Began in the Xianqing Years of the Tang Dynasty
I Saw Zu Ye

There are no ghosts in this world—I know that. But Zu Ye has been dead for forty-six years, and I clearly just saw him! I was so frightened that my body swayed backward, nearly falling over. After steadying myself, the dark shadow before my eyes had vanished! Sweat broke out all over me, and my left eyelid twitched violently. An ominous premonition rapidly spread throughout my entire body.

“Left eye twitches disaster, right eye twitches wealth,” as the saying goes among common folk. But in my experience, regardless of which eye twitches, nothing good seems to come of it.

The divination method for eye twitching that the ancients left behind is quite eerie, and fortune-tellers can’t help but verify it. First, you must distinguish between the left and right eye—left is yang, right is yin. Then you must consider the hour of the twitching: whether it’s one of the four cardinal hours (zi, wu, mao, you), the four oblique hours (shen, yin, si, hai), or the four tomb hours (chen, xu, chou, wei). The mnemonic says: “Twelve hours, twelve palaces, Five Elements and Eight Trigrams hidden within. Zi, wu, mao, you bring food and drink, shen, yin, si, hai bring calamity…”

In my younger days, when I mixed with the gang at the hall, we used this method to fleece marks—we called it “Heart Divination.” Anything from eye twitching, muscle spasms, ear ringing, hot ears, itchy palms—any abnormal physiological activity could be used to predict fortune or misfortune. Some foolish marks would come running to ask about their fortune just because they sneezed a few extra times early in the morning. For these mentally unstable “number ones,” if you didn’t swindle them, you’d be letting their fathers down.

I returned to the room in a daze and looked at my watch—exactly midnight. The Qingming Festival had just passed, and it was the midnight hour. Could I really have encountered something unclean?

My wife had also been awakened by me. She fetched a wool vest and came over to drape it over my shoulders. “Still not sleeping?”

“I… I think I just saw Zu Ye… standing right outside the door,” I said vacantly.

My wife glanced toward the pitch-black window. She’d been bold since childhood and wasn’t afraid. She smiled and said, “Old man, your eyes must be playing tricks on you. Si Batou just passed away, and you’re thinking about the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ again…”

Hearing my wife say this, I too felt it might have been a hallucination.

“Let’s sleep,” my wife said with concern.

In the latter half of the night, wind arose—strong wind that howled like ghosts and wolves, raging wildly between city and wilderness. I curled up under the covers, vaguely feeling that something was about to happen.

Unable to sleep no matter what, I gazed at my wife’s sleeping face and couldn’t help but feel a pang of sorrow in my heart. This woman who had accompanied me through most of my life married me without complaint or regret. For decades, she has stayed by my side like this, accompanying me, from a young girl to a middle-aged woman, gradually developing white hair. We’ve both grown old—this is what they call life.

I turned on my side and stroked her hair, suddenly feeling heartbroken. My thoughts suddenly turned to death. Everyone must die eventually. Zu Ye died, Si Batou died. At my advanced age—seventy can’t guarantee the year, eighty can’t guarantee the month—who knows when I might die too. Where would I go after death? Would I be able to meet this woman again in the next life? Would I encounter the “Jiang Xiang Sect” again, meet Zu Ye again, meet that group of brothers? I held my wife tightly in my arms, my thoughts flying back to those bygone years.

After the “Cultural Revolution” began in 1966, the town started holding struggle sessions. The first person to be struggled against was an old gentleman from town, the principal of the middle school. The rebels called him a “stinking ninth category,” held a struggle session, and demanded he confess. He said there was nothing to confess. As a result, a young punk went up and slapped him twice across the face, then grabbed his hair and said, “You must confess your crimes to everyone!” The old gentleman refused to bow his head, so the punk flew into a rage, took off his shoe, and beat the old gentleman’s face with it until blood flowed freely.

This punk’s nickname was “Er Banzi” because he had studied bamboo clapper playing for a few days as a child, thus earning this nickname. Er Banzi was very bold. For a time, people in town kept discussing how ghost fires frequently appeared in the graveyard behind the mountain, and some had seen mountain foxes carrying fire balls running back and forth at dusk, making the commune members too afraid to go to the back mountain at night. This punk ended up getting a hand grenade from the militia, ran to the graveyard at night, saw that blue flames were indeed flickering faintly, cursed “Damn it!” and threw the grenade directly into the grave. With a boom, flames scattered everywhere and bones were strewn all over the ground.

At that time, people didn’t understand much about scientific knowledge. Actually, these ghost fires were phosphine gas formed when calcium phosphide in human bones reacted with the surrounding environment after burial. Many graves had fallen into disrepair, and once phosphine escaped from the earth’s crust and became exposed to the surface, it would spontaneously combust. In the night, with blue flames flickering eerily, people mistakenly thought ghosts were causing trouble.

Later, that punk extended his demonic claws toward the old gentleman’s eldest daughter, calling on everyone to struggle against the “broken shoe.” The old gentleman had three daughters and one son. The eldest daughter’s husband had died, and she later started dating a sent-down youth, so she was labeled a “broken shoe.” Being branded a “broken shoe” meant parading through the streets with two shoes threaded on a rope and hung around your neck, with a large sign on your chest bearing two words: “Broken Shoe.”

This woman was paraded through the streets for two consecutive days. Having completely lost face under everyone’s gaze, she returned home, washed the saliva and filth from her face, put on the clothes she wore when she got married, and while her parents were asleep, hanged herself in her room. By the time her family discovered her, she had long since stopped breathing, her tongue protruding grotesquely.

The old gentleman and his wife cried themselves to death and back. Actually, all hearts are made of flesh. When news of the woman’s hanging spread, the townspeople fell silent and were no longer willing to listen to Er Banzi’s agitation. The Revolutionary Committee also promptly issued a statement: Engage in verbal struggle, not physical struggle! Don’t create fatalities! But Er Banzi showed not the slightest remorse, clamoring, “Revolution must be thorough! This kind of broken shoe should have died long ago!”

The old gentleman had spent his life teaching and nurturing students, with peaches and plums filling the garden. Now he had come to such an end—it truly broke people’s hearts! On the day they buried his daughter, a thunderclap suddenly rang out from the clear sky. Dark clouds surged up from the southeast like ink, and immediately torrential rain poured down from heaven. This rain seemed to be rushing to attend the girl’s desolate funeral, and also like the girl weeping sadly in the sky.

What happened later cast an even more mysterious color over the entire incident.

Several workers who fired bricks outside the city would always see shadowy figures moving around this girl’s grave when returning from their night shifts, and they heard someone crying. This continued for several days. Later, a few bold commune members went to investigate the graveyard during the day but found nothing. Yet when night came, the shadowy figures and crying sounds would appear again.

When Er Banzi learned of this, he said angrily, “I don’t believe it! When you were alive I wasn’t afraid—now that you’re dead, what can you do to me?”

A few days later one evening, Er Banzi had just finished dinner and was about to sleep when he heard someone knocking at the door. Er Banzi asked, “Who is it?”

No one outside answered, but the banging on the door continued.

Er Banzi put on his clothes and came out to open the door. As soon as he opened the door and poked his head out, he felt something fall from above and wrap around his neck. Startled, he looked by the lamplight and saw it was a pair of red embroidered shoes! He recognized these shoes—they were the ones the girl who had been struggled against wore while alive. His face turned pale with fright as he shouted, “There’s a ghost!”

The next day, people gossiped that the shoes had been buried with the girl—many people had seen them. It must be the girl’s wronged spirit coming to find Er Banzi.

What people didn’t know was that all of this had been directed by a conscience-stricken con artist.

It was one evening about a week after the girl died. I was about to sleep when I suddenly heard faint knocking at the door. Who could it be at this late hour? I came out to open the door and saw it was the old gentleman who had been struggled against. I was startled. In that environment at the time, everyone was afraid to get close to people who had been struggled against, fearing they would bring trouble upon themselves.

I looked behind the old gentleman—no one was there—so I let him into the house.

The old gentleman sat in a chair, silent for a long while, then said, “I’ve heard you used to tell fortunes. Can you…”

My face turned pale with fright when I heard this. “Old gentleman, please don’t talk nonsense! Those were mistakes I made when I was young—I’ve already been reformed! That’s all feudal superstition! I now resolutely struggle against feudal superstition!” I thought he was trying to trap me with his words, to report me and redeem himself.

The old gentleman said trembling, “Don’t be afraid, I don’t mean anything by it. If you truly understand fortune-telling, I beg you to read my fortune and see if my whole family can get past this hurdle! I really don’t want to live anymore!” The old gentleman’s tears flowed freely.

I knew the old gentleman had reached the edge of collapse, and my answer might directly affect his life or death. I knew I didn’t truly understand fortune-telling—I only knew a bit of superficial knowledge, all learned from Zu Ye. But Zu Ye had said, “The human heart cannot die. When the heart dies, you’re no longer human.”

After a long while, I said, “Old gentleman, I’ll trust you. If you sell me out tomorrow, I’ll accept it! I understand a bit of the Book of Changes and can give you a rough reading.”

The old gentleman reported his eight characters. I thought for a moment and said, “These past few years you’ve had terrible luck, encountering calamity stars and robbery stars. But after these few years pass, things will improve. I can tell you responsibly that you, sir, have an excellent fate, and your children will rise to great heights! You will definitely enjoy your twilight years in peace!” This was actually a “flattery” technique, previously used to deceive people, now used to save a life. I wanted to give him hope for living, to let him live on strongly.

The old gentleman raised his head, half-believing, “There’s still a day when things will turn around?”

I said firmly, “Yes! Absolutely yes!”

The old gentleman relaxed and said, “I don’t dare hope to rise to great heights—as long as I can remove the label of counter-revolutionary from my head, I can die with my eyes closed!”

Just as we were talking, banging sounds came from outside. Startled, I stood up, and the old gentleman trembled with fear.

I walked quietly to the door and asked softly, “Who is it?”

No one answered. I opened the door, and a figure immediately flashed inside. I saw it was the old gentleman’s youngest daughter, Zhang Yingying.

The old gentleman said angrily, “Why did you come? Didn’t I tell you all to stay home properly? You have no ladylike manner!”

Zhang Yingying was the town’s famous fiery woman with a personality like a boy’s. After her eldest sister hanged herself, she had grabbed a kitchen knife to go fight Er Banzi to the death but was forcibly restrained by family members.

Zhang Yingying said to the old gentleman, “I was worried about you!”

The old gentleman said, “Mr. Liu said our whole family can survive this tribulation. If we endure a bit longer, things will get better.”

Zhang Yingying said dismissively, “Dad, at a time like this, you still believe in this! Be careful—if people find out, your crime will be compounded!”

I smiled helplessly, thinking: How can you appreciate what your father is going through! Looking at this headstrong girl, I suddenly felt a trace of fondness for her.

The old gentleman said, “Stop talking nonsense!”

Zhang Yingying said, “I’m not talking nonsense! I’ve thought it through long ago! At worst, we’ll all die together! Sooner or later I’m going to avenge my eldest sister!”

The old gentleman flew into a rage, “Get out!”

Zhang Yingying cried, “When I think of eldest sister, my heart aches!”

The old gentleman’s tears also fell.

I thought for a moment and said, “Don’t think about revenge—it will only make things worse! Actually, everyone in town knows your eldest sister died wrongly. How about this—I’ll come up with a plan to teach that bastard a lesson. But you must keep it absolutely secret, otherwise I’m finished too!”

So I picked up the “flying spirits” technique I hadn’t used in over ten years. I thought: Er Banzi, you’re not afraid of heaven or earth? This time I’ll scare you half to death. I first made a paper figure, propped it up with sorghum stalks, and inserted two sections of bamboo tube at the joints. I drilled several holes in the bamboo tubes and stuck them at the girl’s grave at night. When someone rode by on the road, they would think someone was standing there. Add to that the wind blowing through the tubes making moaning sounds, and with everyone spreading rumors, they believed someone was crying there. This was called creating momentum, letting Er Banzi know the place was haunted.

Then I had Zhang Yingying bring a pair of similar embroidered shoes from home. At midnight, I rigged them with two support poles above Er Banzi’s door lintel, with a thin thread attached to small screws on both ends. I held the shoes from a distance, then knocked on the door. When Er Banzi came out to open the door and stuck his head out, I pulled the rope and the embroidered shoes fell from above onto the punk’s neck.

After this scare, Er Banzi became subdued from then on. This terrifying knot was firmly tied in his heart, and he never again acted so insanely cruel.

I never expected this incident would bring me blessings. I remember it was a summer evening. Probably because Old Mr. Zhang had seen the kindness in my heart, he quietly called me to his home and said meaningfully, “Child, you’re a good person.”

My heart trembled. A good person? I didn’t even know what kind of person I really was. After all these years, through wind and rain, ups and downs, I had become numb.

The old gentleman continued, “I know you’ve served time. But that doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. My youngest has always been arrogant and picky, and still isn’t married. If you don’t mind, if you don’t mind… I’m thinking of giving my youngest daughter…”

“What?” I doubted I had heard correctly. “Old gentleman, I… I have nothing, I’ve been in prison, I’m poor as a church mouse, you…”

After getting out of prison in 1958, I had never dared hope to marry and have children.

“I’m just asking if you’re willing?” the old gentleman pressed.

“I…” This was too sudden. I stammered, “What does your daughter think?”

“I have no objections!” Zhang Yingying lifted the curtain and walked out from the inner room. “You stood up for our whole family…”

I hastily said, “Don’t! That was nothing. If it’s because of that, there’s no need. Besides, we’re more than ten years apart in age…”

“Hey? Now you’re being picky!” Zhang Yingying said.

“That’s not what I mean, I…” I didn’t know what to say, thinking, “You know too little about me.”

After a moment of silence, I said to Zhang Yingying, “Aren’t you afraid of people saying you married a criminal?”

“Bullshit!” Zhang Yingying said angrily. “Let them say what they want!”

I knew she had long grown weary of worldly gossip. The family’s upheaval had greatly affected her.

Old Mr. Zhang said from the side, “I’m making the decision on this matter—it’s settled. Tomorrow I’ll draw a clear line with the whole family to save you from being implicated!”

During the “Cultural Revolution,” it was very common for biological fathers and sons to “draw clear lines”—it was a helpless measure, with no alternative to preserve themselves.

People often say the “wedding night” is one of life’s four great joys. On my wedding day, I cried. As a man who had drifted for half his life, I finally had somewhere to belong.

That night, holding Yingying, I asked her what exactly she saw in me. She smiled and said, “Courage.” I thought: As a con artist, you can lack anything except courage.

Six months later, Yingying’s belly swelled. I don’t know if it was heaven’s favor, but the next year Yingying actually gave birth to twins—one boy and one girl. People all said it took three generations of accumulated virtue to produce twins. I figured it was the virtue of my father, grandfather, and great-grandfather—I certainly had no virtue myself.

The children’s birth brought me unprecedented joy. I felt I was living more and more like a human being. Sometimes I even woke up laughing in my dreams. Watching the children grow day by day, when they called out “Dad” for the first time, I broke down crying. I held Yingying and the children together in my arms, afraid this was all a dream.

In 1976, the “Cultural Revolution” ended. The clouds parted and fog cleared. My father-in-law was rehabilitated, and my eldest sister-in-law could smile in her grave.

That New Year’s Eve, our whole family gathered around the dining table and cried our hearts out. After crying for a long time, my father-in-law said, “People, in this lifetime, don’t aim for wealth and honor—safety is enough. Safety is true fortune.”

## Exposing Street Scams

In the 1980s, the Chinese land was full of vitality. Our town became a prefecture-level city. My father-in-law honorably retired, my second sister-in-law became the local Cultural Bureau director, my wife pursued several years of further study and then worked at the Education Committee. As for me, I formally took up the Book of Changes. My father-in-law introduced me to a senior scholar of Chinese classics for study. My wife said, “Since you love this so much, study it with all your heart.”

My wife understood my heart. She knew I couldn’t forget the past. All these years, every time I woke from nightmares, she held me tightly and told me, “Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid.”

I deeply knew I was heavily sinful. I used to deceive people under the banner of fortune-telling. Now I wanted to sit down and research what exactly the Book of Changes was. If the principles of the Changes could truly change people’s lives, I was willing to use it to benefit people for the rest of my life.

One afternoon, I was strolling alone at the book market, looking for some books on the Book of Changes. While browsing, I heard someone call out, “Wu Ye!”

My heart skipped a beat. For decades, no one had called me “Wu Ye.” I turned around and saw a man in his forties standing before me.

“You are…?” I asked blankly.

“Wu Ye, you don’t recognize me? I’m Zei Mao!”

“Zei Mao?” My brain raced. I slapped my forehead—oh, I remembered! He was a brother from the old gang! He was a small-time operative under Er Batou. Because he was agile, all the tree-climbing and roof-scaling jobs were his, so everyone called him Zei Mao.

I punched him playfully and laughed, “Kid, you’ve grown so big! Haven’t seen you in so many years—you’ve changed completely!”

He scratched his head, grinning, “Of course! Back in the gang days I was only a teenager.”

I was filled with mixed emotions. “Yes, decades have passed in a flash. How have these years been? What are you doing now?”

Zei Mao’s face reddened. “After Zu Ye died and you bosses all went in, I was reformed for a while then released. After that I went back to the countryside to farm with my father. What about you, Wu Ye? What are you doing now?”

I sighed and said, “Me? I’m devoted to studying the Book of Changes. Listen carefully—the Book of Changes, not fraud techniques.”

Zei Mao laughed, “All the same, all the same.”

My face darkened. “What do you mean all the same! Not the same!”

Zei Mao quickly said, “Not the same, not the same. Whatever you say, Wu Ye.”

I said, “What are you doing now?”

Zei Mao smirked, “Wu Ye, I’ve really made it big now.”

“Made it big?” I was puzzled.

Zei Mao said, “You know there’s a Taoist temple on Yuejia Ridge, right? During the ‘Cultural Revolution’ the main gates were smashed. Now it’s been renovated, and I’m working there as a Taoist priest. The money comes faster than when we were with Zu Ye!”

I asked in surprise, “You became a monk?”

Zei Mao said, “No! I just work there. During the day I put on the Taoist robe and I’m a priest. At night I go home to my wife and warm bed just like normal. It’s just playing dress-up. There are really a lot of people seeking fortune-telling. Between flattery and threats, I handle everything.”

I understood. “Still conning people?”

Zei Mao said, “What else can I do? There’s another buddy, also in the same line. The two of us run this temple. Once, a big boss came for fortune-telling. We fleeced him for 2,000 yuan in one go, and that fool kept saying thank you, priest. Another time, a woman came to draw lots, saying she often had nightmares. I took the opportunity to work some ‘flying spirits’ on her. She didn’t understand it at all and was completely confused by me. I told her there were unclean things in her home causing trouble. After going back and forth, she ended up in bed with me. Afterward she said that borrowing the power of the dharma master, she truly stopped having nightmares.”

I fell silent, thinking: This kid is beyond saving.

I remembered what that senior scholar had said: “Committing adultery within the sacred grounds will surely lead to the Avici Hell.” Zei Mao, deceiving people for money and sex under the guise of a religious figure, would not have a good end.

Seeing me silent, Zei Mao’s eyes rolled and he said, “How about it, Wu Ye? Tempted? You can join too. You can be the boss, and I’ll still listen to you. Times have changed, but rank can’t change.”

I smiled. “I’ve retired from the world.”

Zei Mao said, “That’s fine too. Wu Ye, if you need anything, just tell me. Whatever I can do, I’ll definitely do it.”

I said, “Good. I hope the brothers are all well.” I knew he didn’t understand what I meant by this. He hadn’t awakened yet.

Sure enough, the next year, the newspaper reported a criminal case that occurred at that very temple. Two fake Taoist priests had an uneven split of loot, and one killed the other and dismembered the body, throwing the head into the toilet. It was summer, and the cesspit was full of maggots. By the time police discovered it, the flesh on the skull had been eaten clean by maggots, leaving only a pale white skull with a few strands of hair stuck to it.

I thought, whether Zei Mao was the victim or the killer, his life’s path had reached its end.

On the fifteenth of the seventh month, Ghost Festival, I specially went to that temple to burn incense. For Zei Mao, because he had always been respectful toward me.

Zei Mao’s death left me feeling very uncomfortable. Once a person enters an evil path, it’s very difficult to find themselves again. I thought again of what Zu Ye often said: “The greedy will surely be poor—the gentleman considers this a great warning.” This applies to ordinary people, but even more so to con artists.

I knew there were still many con artists of all sizes in this world, still deceiving, still being greedy. I didn’t know if with my own meager strength I could save some people, at least save those brothers of mine.

In 1984, my father-in-law was hospitalized with a cerebral hemorrhage. Later his condition worsened and he fell into a coma. I remember at the time there was no equipment for head cooling, so my wife and I went to the ice cream factory, got a big bag of ice cream bars, and piled them on my father-in-law’s head. After being in a coma for a week, one day he suddenly regained consciousness. I knew that people often have a lucid moment before death. That day, my father-in-law tightly grasped my and my wife’s hands together and said, “Tianliang, I’m leaving. You must treat Yingying well. You’re a good son-in-law—I wasn’t wrong about you.”

Looking at my white-haired father-in-law, my heart ached terribly. I’d had no father since childhood. The word “Dad” was only a fantasy in my mind. I had never tasted the feeling of paternal love until I married Yingying. For over ten years, my father-in-law had carefully cared for me, filling the void of fatherly love I lacked. Now he was leaving. With tears streaming down my face, I said to my father-in-law, “Dad, rest assured, I will definitely take good care of Yingying.”

Many people see strange visions before death. According to Buddhist theory, these are called creditors from past karma. A person who has committed too many evils will face collection before death. But my father-in-law passed away peacefully. He didn’t thrash about wildly like others, nor did he gasp his last three breaths like others. He died very peacefully.

A teacher transmits the Way, imparts knowledge, and resolves doubts. My father-in-law achieved this. He had been a teacher his whole life, ordinary and plain, yet great.

After my father-in-law passed, I loved my wife even more. I often thought of those “Cultural Revolution” years, remembering my father-in-law’s anxiety and my wife’s forthrightness. People are fortunate to have memories. Those old events can always make your heart surge with emotion, and afterward you feel deeply fortunate.

A rooster’s crow brought me back from my reminiscences to reality. Day had broken, and I hadn’t closed my eyes all night. My wife also got up. Looking at her, I couldn’t help but hold her in my arms. “Yingying, you’re so wonderful.”

My white-haired wife laughed. “What’s all this about? I’ll make breakfast. You sleep a bit more.”

My wife made breakfast. I ate a few bites simply, then with a belly full of worries, hands clasped behind my back, I strolled onto the street. Zu Ye’s figure began swaying in my mind again. A cold breeze struck, and I tightened my collar.

Near People’s Park, I saw a crowd gathered by the street. Walking closer, I saw two young people dressed as monks had set up a fortune-telling stall on the ground.

Looking at the eager expressions of the surrounding crowd, I couldn’t help but smile wryly: These types are obviously frauds! Always remember this principle: True religious devotees, whether Buddhist monks or Taoist priests, have seen through worldly matters and have pure hearts and few desires. They would never run around the streets telling fortunes. Those wearing Buddhist or Taoist garb appearing in streets and alleys telling fortunes are nothing but low-level tricks of con artists.

Although the “Jiang Xiang Sect” as a whole had perished and could never again stir up great waves in Chinese history, it had once been extremely prosperous. Its disciples were once spread throughout the country, and even today there are still some remnants causing trouble.

When I moved closer to listen carefully—good heavens! These people were using the “Double Golden Mouth” technique of the Jiang Xiang Sect’s Northern faction. Back in the day, the four great halls of East, South, West, and North each had their specialties: the Eastern faction excelled at “flying spirits,” the Southern faction excelled at “glory display,” the Western faction excelled at “feng shui formations,” and the Northern faction excelled at “Double Golden Mouth.”

Double Golden Mouth, also called “blocking from both ends,” was a fortune-telling formula summarized by Northern faction con artists over hundreds of years that hit the mark every time. These formulas were extremely dialectical—no matter who you said them to, the other person would definitely answer: “Yes!”

Let’s look at a few examples of these formulas.

“You, you have a worrying life, and you’re always working hard without getting appreciated!”

Life in this world is inherently exhausting. Whether high officials or common people, everyone is racking their brains for life. Who doesn’t worry? Moreover, seven or eight out of ten things in life don’t go as hoped. Almost everyone thinks they work hard without getting appreciated. But the marks who come for fortune-telling don’t think this way, because they haven’t considered the trick here. The con artists look at your palm, then suddenly come out with this line, and 80% of people will secretly praise: “So accurate!”

“You, you’ll have great fortune after middle age. Your old age fate is good!”

Almost no one who likes fortune-telling is seventy or eighty years old. Old people never tell fortunes because most of their life is over and they know their own fate best. Even if they do, it’s for their son or grandson. With this age gap, con artists have it easy. When young or middle-aged people come, first say things aren’t good for you recently, you’re encountering calamity stars, then tell them after age thirty-five or forty you’ll have great fortune, and by old age your fate will be especially good. This is actually “combining flattery and threat.” The person seeking their fortune definitely thinks it’s very accurate. But has he considered what kind of person seeks fortune-telling? People who think their fate is bad, who have had many disasters, will seek fortune-telling. Or people who’ve encountered big troubles, or done guilty deeds will seek fortune-telling. If a person is both wealthy and noble, has family harmony, is healthy, and has no guilty conscience, would they seek fortune-telling for fun after eating their fill? Since you’ve come for fortune-telling, you must have encountered troubling matters, which is why con artists can blurt out—”You haven’t been too good recently, encountering calamity stars” and so on.

Looking at the second half of the sentence—”your old age fate is good”—people live their whole lives hoping for a good ending. No matter how much hardship they suffer when young, as long as there’s a good outcome in the end, they haven’t lived in vain. When the fortune-seeker hears “your old age fate is good,” how could they not be happy? Little do they know that the con artist’s words require time to verify. When you’re old and look back on these words, you’ll find it was all nonsense. But by then, where will you find this fortune-teller to settle accounts? Even if you’re fortunate enough to find him, he’ll be flickering like a candle in the wind, near death—surely you won’t beat him up then?

“You have a peach blossom fate in your life—romantic entanglements never cease!”

This is a tactic con artists frequently use on handsome men and beautiful women. People are ranked in nine grades—some ugly, some attractive. Regardless of gender, as long as they’re good-looking, they’ll attract the opposite sex—this is an eternal truth! When those worried young wives come for fortune-telling and walk through the door, the con artist will ask, “What do you want to know?” “My marriage fate!” The con artists will immediately have you burn three incense sticks before the deity, then observe the incense formations, and finally tell you, “From the shape of the incense you’ve burned, I can see this is a pattern of two men competing for one woman! You’re caught in a romantic entanglement!” The young wife will be shocked: “So accurate!” Actually, if she thought about it herself—looking so beautiful, she’s bound to attract wolves. Walking through the door and telling them she wants to know about romantic marriage fate—even a fool could figure it out!

“Your child is a celestial attendant from the Queen Mother’s side.”

This statement is even more baseless, yet it has the highest “credibility.” When parents seek fortune-telling for their children, if it’s because the child’s health is poor, using this phrase is most “accurate,” because all parents think their child is different from others. The common saying goes: “Other people’s wives look better, but your own children are best.” Since they’re a celestial attendant from heaven, they must have reincarnated as a human due to some accidental reason, and their fate will naturally differ from ordinary children—frequent illness and disasters are quite normal. Actually, this is the con artist using “flattery,” invisibly elevating your child’s status. Once your psychological defenses are lowered, they immediately follow with “extortion”: “This calamity must be resolved, otherwise they’ll be taken back to heaven!” The parents will be shocked when they hear this: “Tell us, how do we resolve it!” At this point they’re completely at the con artist’s mercy.

…

For decades, I’ve consistently followed Zu Ye’s philosophy of “being a good person.” Whenever I see anyone falsely using fortune-telling to swindle money, I expose and drive them away, so in all these years, this medium-sized prefecture-level city of ours hasn’t produced any frauds. Hearing these two people’s accents were from out of town today, I prepared to teach these youngsters a lesson.

I observed carefully for a while and discovered that besides these two fake monks, there were also two shills—two women. One woman played the good cop, the other played the bad cop. One insisted on having her fortune told, while the other pulled her back saying, “Why bother with this? It’s all feudal superstition!” Finally, that woman said, “I’ll try it. If it’s not accurate, I’ll leave!”

The result was predictable—the reading was incredibly accurate! And the other woman also had her fortune told, which was also very accurate. After the two finished, they said, “Master, how much do we owe you?”

That man said, “Benefactors, we’re from the temple on Mount XX, making our pilgrimage rounds here. We monks have no use for money. Just donate some incense money—in the future this money will all be used for temple repairs, which counts as accumulating merit.”

Those two women said, “Master is truly a good person. How much should we donate?”

The other man said, “Donate more or less according to fate. There’s no fixed amount for this—it comes from your heart.” As he spoke, he took out a notebook, opened it, and handed it to those two women. “You two benefactors write it yourselves. Write however much you donate, and also write your names. Later they’ll be inscribed in the merit book.”

I couldn’t help covering my face, thinking: Grandpa used this technique decades ago, and you’re still using it. This is a setup. The names and donations in the notebook are all written by themselves, using different handwriting to imitate different people. After each name it basically says 100 yuan, 200 yuan, with some 50 yuan entries. It appears to let you write it yourself, but the amounts they’ve written are already quite large. If you take this notebook, you absolutely won’t write fifty cents or one yuan. Because everyone has pride and cares about face. With all the previous entries showing 50 yuan, 100 yuan, 200 yuan, you’d have to write at least 10 or 20 yuan no matter what. At that time, money was still quite valuable. Going out shopping with ten or twenty yuan, you couldn’t spend it all—chives were 20 cents per catty, Chinese cabbage 10 cents per catty, tomatoes at most 50 cents per catty.

I saw an old woman who, after having her fortune told, tremblingly pulled out a handkerchief from her pocket, turned her body away, and shakily opened it. Inside were all one-mao bills. She counted them—about one yuan total—and handed them all to that man. She said she couldn’t write, and asked that man to help her write it down.

Good-hearted people are always blinded by fraudsters’ tricks. I couldn’t hold back anymore. Even thieves have their code—there are rules among con artists too. Unless absolutely necessary, you cannot prey on the poor. These grandson-generation con artists before me had pushed me beyond endurance.

“Tell my fortune,” I pushed forward.

One of the men looked up at me: “Elder, are you having your own fortune told, or a family member’s?”

I said, “My own.”

He said, “What aspect do you want to know about?”

I said, “My health.”

He said, “Then please tell me your birth date and time.”

I randomly reported a set of eight characters.

That punk pretended to mutter for a while, then said, “Elder, these past two years you’ve had heavenly and earthly clashes—your health hasn’t been good.”

I laughed inwardly—after all these years, the technique hasn’t improved at all. Seeing I didn’t respond, he said again, “Uncle, you always feel your strength isn’t what it used to be, right?”

I said, “Not really. My health has been quite robust these past two years.”

He was stumped and said, “Then why did you ask me to read your health?”

I said, “Yes, being robust now doesn’t mean I’ll be robust later. I want to know when I’ll die.”

The people around all laughed. That punk’s face couldn’t hang on anymore. Sullenly he said, “Elder, fortune-telling requires sincerity. This isn’t a game.”

I said, “I’m very sincere. I want to calculate when I’ll die so I can prepare.”

Hearing this, thinking it was a case of unfilial family members, he quickly said, “Elder, from your facial features, your children’s palace is dim and dull. I calculate that your children are somewhat unfilial and often make you suffer grievances.”

I let out a sigh: “Alas.”

Thinking he’d hit the mark, he quickly followed up: “Elder, don’t be too sad. We can help you break this curse.”

I said, “Break what? My children are too filial. That’s why I want to know when I’ll die—I don’t want to burden them.”

That punk’s nose was already crooked. He exchanged a glance with the other man, who said, “Elder, your situation is rather special. Let’s talk privately for a moment.”

He pulled me to a corner where no one was around and said coldly, “You’re not here for fortune-telling.”

I said, “You’re not fortune-tellers either.”

He said, “My brother and I are on a pilgrimage here, just trying to get some travel money. How have we offended you, sir?”

I said, “Not two people—four people.”

He was stunned: “What exactly do you do?” As he spoke, his right hand reached toward his lower back.

I knew they all carried weapons—traveling con artists all do this. I said, “The ‘Strike Hard’ campaign just passed. You don’t want to go in, do you? Fraud alone is enough for several years. Add intentional assault on top of that, and you really want to die?”

He froze again, motionless. I stared at him hard. After confronting each other for a while, he smiled and clasped his fists: “Senior! Just arrived in your territory, we youngsters have been inconsiderate in our actions—please be understanding. We’ll split all the money fifty-fifty. Please don’t take offense, senior!”

I also smiled: “Only now you see I’m a senior? You really misjudged badly!”

He quickly bowed and said, “Wind son floats on the water river, fragrant mouth opens to eat the first cut. This humble one is an ’85 Small Scholar. May I ask what rank you hold, Master?”

Hearing this, I understood—it was all criminal argot. “Wind son” means horse, “fragrant mouth” means dog. Scholar and Master are ranks and seniority levels among con artists. What he meant was that their group were traveling con artists, today was their first time working this location, he was promoted to Scholar rank in 1985, and he was asking about my situation.

I said, “Bow mouth doesn’t lay eggs, flat mouth always nests. This humble one is a ’50 Top Scholar and Second Place.”

This was also argot. Bow mouth is goose, flat mouth is duck. What I meant was that I’d long since retired from the world, and I was promoted by exceptional merit to Second Place in 1950.

This announcement was extraordinary—that punk knelt down: “Master, please accept this humble one’s bow.”

Later he called those three other people over and said, “We’re not working this spot today—there’s a senior here.”

Afterward, they packed up and the five of us went to a small restaurant.

After the meeting ceremony, three rounds of drinks and five courses of food later, everyone began chatting. They were actually two married couples who had been in this trade for some years. They said the Strike Hard campaigns had been severe these past two years, making business very difficult.

I said, “If it’s difficult, stop doing it. Do something else instead.”

One of the women said, “Master, why do you say that? Didn’t you also come through this way back then?”

I said, “Yes, those times were even harder. Precisely because I walked this path, I’m urging you not to walk it anymore.”

That woman said, “Master, I’m going to say something disrespectful—please don’t take offense.”

I said, “We’re family. Speak freely.”

That woman looked at the others and said, “You had savings from those years, you had everything you needed, so you could quit. When we’re like you, Master, we’ll quit too.”

I took a sip of wine, sighed deeply, and said, “I expected you’d say this. I might as well tell you my history.” So I began telling them from 1948 when I became a con artist, talking about how I deceived people, how I set up schemes, how schemes were exposed, talking about Zu Ye’s death, the deaths of various bosses, talking about Zei Mao’s death… When I reached the sad parts, I unconsciously shed tears.

Finally I said, “You only see the happiness when con artists make money, the freedom when they spend it, but no one wants to face the con artist’s final outcome. How sorrowful, how sorrowful.”

All four people fell silent. The room became completely quiet. I believe that people are inherently good at birth. No one is born wanting to be bad. The sea of suffering is boundless, but turning back is the shore. As long as one is willing to turn back, one can reach the shore.

Suddenly, that lead man said, “Master, the Zu Ye you just mentioned—was he the Eastern faction leader who once unified the Jiang Xiang Sect?”

I said, “Yes. He was sentenced to death in 1952.”

He looked at the three others around him and they exchanged glances, seeming hesitant.

I didn’t know what he meant—it seemed he had something to say but didn’t dare.

I chuckled: “Speak freely. I’ll tell you whatever I know.”

He looked at those three people again, bowed his head in thought for a moment, then said in a low voice, “Zu Ye didn’t die!”

“What?!” My blood pressure shot up immediately.

Seeing me so shocked, he immediately turned and pulled a photograph from his bag and handed it to me. I took it and looked carefully—it was an elderly man walking with his hands clasped behind his back among autumn leaves. Looking more carefully, “Heaven!” My heart felt stabbed by a knife, my whole body trembled. Although this was a profile photo, I clearly identified: it was Zu Ye!

My whole person felt dizzy. Zu Ye had been gone so many years, and the grievances and grudges of the Jiang Xiang Sect had gradually faded in my memory. Now I was old and only wanted to die quietly with peaceful thoughts and occasional sadness. I never expected that in the waning years of the 20th century, first Si Batou said Hua Yuerong hadn’t died, and now Zu Ye, who had been closely connected to my whole life, appeared again. My Jiang Xiang Sect that I cannot sever—could it be your destiny hasn’t ended yet?

My left eye began twitching again.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. “What’s going on?”

The lead man looked around in all directions, then said in a low voice, “Dragon palace row ten sons, mill head seeks old father. Bean sprout comes out, old empty old wide none.”

My heart jumped. I understood all this argot. “Dragon palace” means water; “row ten sons” means chopsticks, here referring to rowing, taking a boat; mill head means mother, secretly referring to female leader; old father means dad, secretly referring to male leader; bean means female con artist, sprout means male con artist; old empty old wide refers to opponents, hostile forces. These sentences meant that a female leader had returned from overseas by boat to find the male leader, and to organize scattered con artists from various places to gather and re-emerge.

That person continued, “Master doesn’t know—when we go out to fleece marks, our real purpose isn’t to get money, but to find and gather brothers scattered in various corners…”

I was stunned!

Zu Ye had said: “A con artist must stay steady at all times.” I began carefully pondering this series of events. Behind complex appearances there’s always a connecting thread—I just hadn’t touched it yet. I vaguely felt all this probably related to Si Batou’s death, but regardless, if Zu Ye was truly still alive, for me that would be tremendously good news. For decades I’d dreamed of him countless times, dreamed of his fatherly smile. I suddenly thought of Hua Yuerong again. This former wife of Si Batou had always been a blurry image in my mind. I joined late—when I entered the gang, she had already been “dead” for a long time. Her story was all told by Er Batou. Just as I was thinking, my left eye twitched again, twitching until my heart was completely chaotic. I raised my hand and pressed my eyelid, but it kept twitching nonstop.

At this moment, a figure flashed outside the room. A woman walked in—tall and slender, wearing a luxurious trench coat and sunglasses, about forty years old. In the 1990s, this kind of outfit was still quite rare in our prefecture-level city.

When those four con artists saw this woman, their faces turned pale with fright. They actually fell to their knees with thuds: “We didn’t know Master was arriving…”

That woman glanced at them and said in a low voice, “Get out of here now!” Those four people immediately packed their bags and ran off like the wind.

That woman turned to me and said, “Are you Wu Ye?”

My whole body shuddered. The title “Wu Ye” was too heavy.

“You are…” I asked in confusion, my eyelids twitching even more violently.

That woman removed her sunglasses, looked at me, was silent for a moment, then stared into my eyes and said indifferently, “May I come to Wu Ye’s home to chat…”

“Uh… okay…” Another wave of dizziness washed over me.

The room was strangely quiet. My wife made tea for that woman, who slowly accepted it. All three of us were silent—no one spoke. The air was frozen.

After a long while, that woman finally spoke. Accompanying her heavy, sorrowful account, I learned who she was, learned what her relationship with the Jiang Xiang Sect was. My thoughts involuntarily flew back to those distant Jiang Xiang years. The brilliance of the 1930s, the turbulent Shanghai Bund, the young Zu Ye, the passionate Jiang Feiyan, the genius Si Batou, the ill-fated Hua Yuerong—between heaven and earth, how many heroes in that moment… When the emotional parts were told, all three of us shed tears. Zu Ye, Si Batou, Hua Yuerong—the grievances and grudges among these three were displayed completely and clearly before us for the first time…

Who Was Qiao Wumei

Back then, after Zu Ye inherited the great position of “Mu Zi Lian” through several brushes with death, he keenly observed that while the times had developed, the “flying spirits technique” had not kept pace. It had been passed down for hundreds of years with the same old content—using Kangxi-Qianlong era thinking to deceive Republican era masses was asking for a beating or death. Poverty compels change, change leads to success, success leads to longevity. Zu Ye began considering reform strategies.

At this critical juncture, the Southern faction’s “Yue Hai Tang” had an incident. The 58-year-old Southern faction leader Qiao Wumei died. This Southern Guangdong flower who had led Yue Hai Tang since the 28th year of Emperor Guangxu’s reign, experienced the transitions of Guangxu, Xuantong, and the Republic, finally completing her life’s course hastily.

Qiao Wumei was no ordinary person. Her ability to dominate Southern Guangdong for so many years was because she had formal training. Her ritual performances, her ability to summon wind and rain—these were all real skills. Her entire family were geniuses at manipulating astronomy! When young, Qiao Wumei had also thought about marrying, having children, and living peacefully, but ultimately, due to a momentary confusion, she took the wrong path and couldn’t extricate herself for life. All this originated with her grandfather—Qiao Chengren.

Qiao Chengren had been Deputy Director of the Qing Dynasty’s Astronomical Bureau. The Astronomical Bureau was ancient China’s national astronomical observatory, specifically responsible for observing celestial phenomena, calculating seasonal periods, and determining calendar laws. The Bureau had positions like Director and Deputy Director. The Director was equivalent to the national astronomical observatory director, and Deputy Director was the vice director.

During a calendar calculation process, Deputy Director Qiao made an error, causing Emperor Xianfeng to miss the best viewing moment for a lunar eclipse while touring the Mulan hunting grounds. Xianfeng didn’t consider this a major matter, but Empress Dowager Cixi took the opportunity to show her power, imprisoning Deputy Director Qiao and stripping all officials connected to this matter of their positions, reducing them to commoners.

Later it became known that this wasn’t Deputy Director Qiao’s fault, but rather Cixi had deliberately tampered with the calendar, making Xianfeng miss the date, then imprisoned Deputy Director Qiao on charges of deceiving the emperor.

Why did Cixi want to imprison Deputy Director Qiao?

Xianfeng had a weak constitution, was addicted to wine and women, and neglected state affairs, while Cixi was deeply cunning and wildly ambitious. Cixi knew well that Xianfeng’s days were numbered. At that time, internally there was the Taiping Rebellion, externally there were Anglo-French allied forces invading—the Qing empire seemed about to fall into others’ hands!

Late one night, Cixi secretly met with Deputy Director Qiao.

“Imperial Concubine Yi, please investigate clearly—this old minister’s calculations were correct. I don’t know why His Majesty missed the time?” Deputy Director Qiao still didn’t know this was Cixi’s doing.

Cixi smiled and called the guard to remove Deputy Director Qiao’s shackles.

“Deputy Director has suffered.”

Deputy Director Qiao didn’t know what Cixi meant.

After dismissing her attendants, Cixi looked at Deputy Director Qiao for a long while, then said, “Deputy Director is deeply versed in celestial phenomena and calendar laws, and must know the principle that changes in rulers are manifested by celestial signs. In your opinion, will there be a change of rulers in the next year or two?”

When Deputy Director Qiao heard this, he was so frightened he quickly knelt: “This minister dare not, dare not! Our Emperor has both civil and military achievements—the Qing empire will endure for a thousand autumns!”

Cixi smiled slightly: “I’ve heard that before Wu Zetian became emperor, heaven sent down many auspicious signs. Today, many officials at the Astronomical Bureau say that among the ten stars, the ruling star is dim while Venus shines bright. Deputy Director Qiao must have also noticed this. I hope you’ll write an essay on this matter. When the great event is settled in the future, you’ll proclaim this essay to the world to show that heaven’s mandate has been determined.”

Deputy Director Qiao’s heart jumped: Imperial Concubine Yi wants to become emperor?!

Deputy Director Qiao said, “Your Highness, since the reign of Emperor Jiaqing, my Qiao family has served as officials for three generations, enjoying the court’s stipend throughout. We handle all matters cautiously and never dare speak recklessly. This minister truly has not observed any dimming of the ruling star!”

Hearing this, Cixi smiled coldly, turned, and left.

Deputy Director Qiao knew his days were numbered. He immediately wrote a final letter. The guard deeply understood that Deputy Director Qiao was loyal and patriotic, honest and upright, and risked his life to deliver the letter to Deputy Director Qiao’s family. In the letter, Deputy Director Qiao stated frankly: “My life will soon end! My son should know your father’s loyal and righteous deed! From this time forward, Qiao family descendants must never again serve as officials at court! My son, remember this and pass it on to later generations!”

Two days later, Deputy Director Qiao committed suicide by swallowing nails.

Fourteen years later, Qiao Wumei was born. After growing up, her father showed her Deputy Director Qiao’s final letter. Only then did Qiao Wumei learn why her grandfather died, and also understand why her father wouldn’t allow her several brothers to take the civil service examinations.

After the First Sino-Japanese War, Qing government power was severely weakened. Qiao Wumei keenly perceived that the Qing Dynasty’s demise wasn’t far off. She wanted to add one more straw to this dying camel’s back. When the Qing fell, the Qiao family could be vindicated and her grandfather could smile in his grave.

In the early period of the Boxer Rebellion, Qiao Wumei secretly joined the Boxer women’s organization “Red Lantern Shining” without her father’s knowledge. The Boxers were divided into two types: official groups and wild groups. Wild groups opposed the Qing, official groups supported the Qing. Qiao Wumei joined a wild group.

Later, as the Boxer power developed and expanded, Boxer groups from around the country gradually merged. Qiao Wumei met the 45-year-old Zhang Dancheng, who was then disguised as a charlatan, serving as protector of the main altar under Zhu Hongdeng’s faction. The Boxers’ “Close Fire Divide Sand Incantation” was invented by Zhang Dancheng. The incantation went: “Disciple in the mortal world, close the gun and cannon gates. When guns and cannons all fire, sand divides to both sides.”

One can see this incantation was to defend against bullets and cannonballs. When charging into battle, once you recited this incantation, the bullets and cannonballs fired at you would decompose into sand and fall harmlessly.

This kind of statement, which seems nearly moronic now, was treated by group members at the time as a life-saving secret.

After Zhang Dancheng contacted Qiao Wumei a few times, he was surprised to discover this girl just over twenty deeply understood astronomical methods. How could he know that Qiao Wumei had formal training—her ancestors for three generations had all specialized in astronomical research! Zhang Dancheng intended to develop her as a disciple of the Jiang Xiang Sect.

Later, as the Boxers were continuously pacified by the Qing government, Qiao Wumei gradually lost faith in this organization. At this critical juncture, Zhang Dancheng perceived Qiao Wumei’s thoughts and told her his true situation. Only then did Qiao Wumei learn that behind Zhang Dancheng was a “Jiang Xiang Sect,” and moreover, it had been an organization to oppose the Qing and restore the Ming since ancient times. So the two hit it off and grew closer.

During the Boxers’ heyday, many Qing princes, beile, and young masters had altars set up in their homes for rituals. Jiang Feiyan and Zhang Dancheng used their Boxer identities as cover to freely practice deception. At that time, among the four great halls of East, South, West, and North, Zhang Dancheng was the most active. Seeing that the Southern faction Yue Hai Tang’s female con artists were gradually declining, he used political maneuvering to unite with the Northern faction’s Kang Shaohua and Western faction’s Duan Jinshan, installing Qiao Wumei on Yue Hai Tang’s leadership throne.

Later, when Zhang Dancheng and Qiao Wumei jointly set up a scheme to deceive a beile from the Qing palace, unexpectedly someone “turned traitor” in the middle. Zhang Dancheng lost a testicle, while Qiao Wumei was violated by several Qing soldiers and then force-fed large amounts of “persimmon calyx powder,” causing severe damage to her reproductive system and resulting in lifelong infertility.

Afterward, whenever this matter was mentioned, Zhang Dancheng would sigh endlessly. This was something he could never come to terms with in his entire life.

After the Qing Dynasty fell, Zhang Dancheng visited Qiao Wumei several times, but she refused to see him each time. Toward this person who had pulled her into the Jiang Xiang Sect with his own hands, Qiao Wumei didn’t know whether she felt love or hate.

As a woman, for many years beneath Qiao Wumei’s dignified exterior lay buried endless sorrow and self-abasement. Marrying a husband, bearing children, enjoying family happiness—these earthly pleasures were severed from her. She devoted all her thoughts to managing Yue Hai Tang, right up until her death.

She died of a sudden heart attack while sleeping at night. Heart disease is the hardest illness for people to guard against in this lifetime. She was fine at dinner, but after eating and going to sleep, having just slept for one hour, she suddenly felt severe chest pain and forced herself to sit up. A maid poured her a glass of water. She took a sip and immediately choked it out. This made the pain even worse. Sweat poured down like rain, soaking the bedding. She crawled out from under the covers, unable to sit or lie comfortably. The night-duty maids were terrified and hurriedly went to find Jiang Feiyan. Qiao Wumei clutched her chest while a maid held her. Finally, the pain became unbearable and she clawed at the wall, scraping off the plaster. Then she let out several screams, her body stiffened, and she died in the maid’s arms.

Perhaps people all have premonitions before death. On New Year’s Eve, Qiao Wumei accidentally broke a bowl. The ancients believed breaking things on New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day was very inauspicious. After the spring began, she used fifty yarrow stalks with the “Great Expansion Divination Method” to cast a divination for herself, obtaining the “Negation” hexagram from the sixty-four hexagrams—a greatly inauspicious hexagram. She became even more depressed. Jiang Feiyan had even comforted her: “After extreme negation comes peace—Master will soon have a turn of fortune!” Who knew that within a few months, she would be dead.

By the time people arrived, the corpse had gradually grown cold. Jiang Feiyan immediately ordered servants to fetch burial clothes, though in her heart she knew it was already too late—burial clothes must be put on before the last breath. The ancients believed that once a person dies, the soul immediately departs the body, and putting on anything afterward is useless. Whatever a person looks like at the moment of death is how they’ll appear as a ghost in the netherworld.

Qiao Wumei, who wore gold and silver daily and enjoyed infinite glory, departed completely naked. She would wait in the cold underworld for the King of Hell’s terrifying judgment. This person who had drawn talismans and chanted spells, calmed souls and performed salvation rites for countless people, never dreamed in her wildest dreams that she would die in such an absurd manner!

Jiang Feiyan touched Qiao Wumei’s hand as tears rolled down. She had no time for grief, because an even more serious matter lay before her.

The Fish-Luring Technique

One month earlier, at the mouth of the Pearl River, on the beach.

The fishermen under the scorching sun were listless, because during that period, whether people gathering seafood at home or fishing at sea, everyone felt the fish quantity had sharply decreased with nothing much to catch.

In that era, people didn’t yet understand the effects of ocean current changes on fish. Ocean current flow can cause changes in local sea temperature and pollution levels, and fish species and quantities will change accordingly. Therefore, fishing has peak seasons and off-seasons, but that time was a major off-season. For several consecutive months, fishermen returned empty-handed each time they went to sea.

The sea breeze blew gently. Children ran on the beach. Children don’t understand adults’ worries, running and singing as they went:

Heaven tilts northwest,

Earth sinks southeast.

Don’t believe the fairy lady,

The sea will dry and rivers drain.

The fishermen opened their drowsy eyes.

“Little sister, come here. Who taught you that song?”

Before the words finished, the child pointed behind the fishermen, shaking her head. The fishermen all turned to look—it was “Huici Fairy Lady” arriving.

Qiao Wumei’s public identity in Southern Guangdong was as a lay Daoist of the Maoshan Shangqing sect, known as “Huici Fairy Lady.” Since the late Qing period, she had prayed for blessings and rain in Guangzhou and Guangxi multiple times, repeatedly with results. The Guangzhou Prefect had personally inscribed a plaque for her with the words: “Profound Daoist methods, benefiting all living beings; living beings have feelings, merit and virtue immeasurable.”

Not far from the beach stood a large banyan tree with twisting branches, flourishing luxuriantly. Slanting branches extended outward dozens of meters in all directions—the entire tree was like a small forest.

Qiao Wumei came beneath the banyan tree and hung red and yellow silk on the tree. Her attendants also placed a low incense table under the tree. Qiao Wumei burned three sticks of incense and chanted incantations.

Afterward, Qiao Wumei said to the fishermen, “This tree has been occupied by the Sea God. You have not done good deeds for so long that the Sea God is enraged and has recalled all the fish and shrimp to demonstrate heavenly might!”

The fishermen all said, “Fairy Lady, please help us.”

Qiao Wumei said, “No one can help you—only you can help yourselves. Donate money to build a Sea God Temple. Worship daily with constant incense offerings, and you can ensure peace in all four seasons.”

Having spoken, she turned and left.

The fishermen looked at the incense table beneath the banyan tree and the merit box beside it, staring blankly in silence.

At this moment, a female con artist disguised as a kind-hearted person walked over and said, “Huici Fairy Lady never speaks falsely. You’ve returned empty-handed these past few months—why not try it? I’ll donate some for everyone first.”

As she spoke, she tossed some copper coins and silver dollars into the merit box and wrote down the names of several fishermen in the merit book.

“Whoever donates will benefit. The Sea God has already recorded the names of you several people. Go to sea tomorrow at the fifth watch, and you’ll definitely catch fish,” the female con artist said.

The next day at the fifth watch, those fishermen went to sea half-believing, half-doubting.

Pushing off in their boat, sea wind hit their faces. Dim fishing lanterns flickered in and out of view. The fishermen had just traveled dozens of meters into the deep sea when they discovered a thick layer of something floating on the ocean surface, shimmering and connecting into a sheet. They suspected they were hallucinating, rubbed their eyes, and drew closer. They discovered it was all fish, all floating on the water surface, bellies up—a pale white expanse under the moonlight!

The fishermen were stunned! They quickly cast their nets, though actually there was no need to cast nets at all—they could just scoop them up directly with hand nets. At first, everyone saw the fish with their bellies up and thought they were dead fish. After scooping them up, they discovered all the fish could still thrash and move! The fishermen were overjoyed and hurriedly kowtowed toward the deep sea water.

After daybreak, the news spread and the beach exploded with excitement. Several fishermen carried baskets of fat fish along the road, grinning foolishly with happiness. The surrounding people were all dumbfounded.

Thus large numbers of fishermen began frantically donating money. Soon the merit box was full. Later several more boxes were set out, and they all filled up too.

At this time, the local security officer that Qiao Wumei had contacted came forward, saying that since the Sea God had occupied this tree, the Sea God Temple should be built beside this great tree. Thus a small temple rose from the ground beside the banyan tree.

This incident shocked all of Southern Guangdong and also attracted the leaders of “sectarian societies” from five southern provinces to come visit and seek the Way, hoping Qiao Wumei would reveal a thing or two. Qiao Wumei smiled but said nothing.

This was a secret passed down from the era of Empress Wu Zetian of the Tang Dynasty.

In 684 AD, Wu Zetian was intensively preparing to proclaim herself emperor. When the ancients wanted to undertake great deeds, they first had to create momentum to show that heaven’s mandate had arrived. Before Chen Sheng and Wu Guang’s uprising, they produced a silk book from a fish’s belly reading “Great Chu shall rise, Chen Sheng shall be king.” Before Zhang Jue’s uprising, he created the slogan “The blue heaven is dead, the yellow heaven shall rise.” Before Liu Bei proclaimed himself emperor, there was also the rumor “In the southwest there is yellow qi, standing upright for several zhang—surely a Son of Heaven will emerge from that direction.” An ingenious talent like Wu Zetian who was skilled in scheming must have understood this mystery even more deeply. So she first changed the Eastern Capital Luoyang to the Divine Capital, then invited various immortals to perform rituals and create auspicious signs. The feng shui master Li Chunfeng, to please Wu Zetian, specifically performed a certain ritual in the peony pool where Wu Zetian bathed. When Wu Zetian undressed to bathe and her jade feet just stepped into the peony pool, fish from all around swam over, surrounding Wu Zetian’s feet like a hundred birds paying homage to the phoenix, shocking the palace maids who cried out, “Auspicious omen! Auspicious omen!”

This ritual technique was transmitted from the Magadha Kingdom in central India during the Xianqing years of the Tang Dynasty. This method could mysteriously gather fish from a radius of dozens of sea miles together. The ancient texts record it as follows:

“Five green-shelled eggs, soak in the cesspool for seven days. Three liang of ram meat, one ladle of refined flour, musk flower, wild star anise, fennel each two qian, mix and pound into paste, mix with two liang of ram oil. At the zi hour, scatter into the water and recite the incantation, then fish and shrimp within thirty li will all come to your feet.”

Green-shelled eggs are a type of chicken egg with greenish skin, only producible by a type of black-boned chicken from Hubei and India.

“Soak in the cesspool for seven days”—cesspool is ancient language for latrine. That is, place the green-shelled eggs laid by black-boned chickens into the cesspit and soak for a full seven days and nights.

Ram meat is mutton. Take three liang of mutton and one ladle of flour, then take two liang each of musk flower and other Chinese medicinal herbs. After mixing these things together, pound them into paste, mix with some mutton fat, and at midnight during the zi hour, scatter these paste-like substances in the water and recite the matching incantation. When fish smell the fishy stench, they’ll all rush over.

To execute this great fish-luring scheme, Qiao Wumei racked her brains making inquiries in many directions about “flying spirits” methods. Finally, she spent a fortune to obtain this fish-luring technique from a witch doctor on the Yunnan border.

The cleverness of con artists lies in being able to draw inferences from one instance. After multiple experiments, Qiao Wumei improved this method by adding “Sleep Saint Powder” (equivalent to modern sleeping pills) to the various ingredients. After the fish ate this paste, they became intoxicated, bellies flipped up, floating on the water surface for anyone to catch!

Afterward, Qiao Wumei faced the sea and laughed loudly: “Among all things in heaven and earth, I alone reign supreme! On the vast earth, I master the tides!”

Looking at it now, this was a very ecologically destructive fishing method. After the founding of New China, in the 1980s, fishery management departments along the coast and rivers resolutely banned this cruel fishing method.

According to convention, before executing this scheme, things had been made clear with the local gang—they would get thirty percent of the profits. Unexpectedly, just as Qiao Wumei was celebrating the scheme’s success, someone came to report that the other side was demanding an additional twenty percent and warning Qiao Wumei not to execute this kind of major scheme that disrupted their operations again.

When Qiao Wumei heard this, fury surged upward: “Give them an inch and they take a mile—daring to make trouble on this old lady’s turf!” Qiao Wumei dared to clash head-on because she had some solid personal connections in the Military Affairs Commission Investigation Section (the predecessor of the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics).

The opposing gang leader was also a woman, known in the martial world as Tian Ersao. She had come to Southern Guangdong a year ago, claiming to be a direct descendant of the Green and Red Gang. Southern Guangdong had many factions. After Tian Ersao arrived, she distributed large amounts of gold and silver to organize a gang and incredibly established a firm foothold within just one year!

The sea areas where fishermen caught fish were controlled by gangs. When fishermen went to sea or gathered seafood on the shore, they had to pay a cut. Sometimes they went out for several days and couldn’t catch much fish, yet still had to pay protection fees when they returned. The fishermen dared to be angry but not speak out.

As a result, with Qiao Wumei’s recent disruption, the gang’s status in the fishermen’s hearts had greatly diminished. The fishermen felt they could just seek out Qiao Wumei when needed—she was a living immortal, while the gangs were bloodsucking parasites who took without contributing. Therefore, when gangs later went to collect protection fees, many fishermen refused to cooperate, holding fish spears ready to fight to the death with the gang. So Tian Ersao wasn’t having it and came to settle accounts with Qiao Wumei.

When the Two Impermanence Demons arrive, life and death are decided in an instant. The two gangs remained deadlocked for a period of time. Unexpectedly, Qiao Wumei had a sudden heart attack and died.

There are two things in life one cannot control: birth and death. Those skilled in scheming calculate every day, exhausting their mental and physical energy. Their hearts carry excessive loads, and who knows which day they’ll be finished. When Qiao Wumei triumphantly shouted “On the vast earth, I master the tides,” she wouldn’t have thought that the King of Hell stood right behind her.

The Troublemaker at the Funeral

Qiao Wumei died too suddenly. She had emphasized many times while alive that if something happened to her one day, her eldest disciple Jiang Feiyan should succeed her at the hall.

Jiang Feiyan hastily assumed the position, then ordered news to be tightly sealed and quickly dispatched people to deliver death notices to the three great halls of East, North, and West. This was the Jiang Xiang Sect’s rule—when a sect leader died, the other halls all had to attend the mourning.

In ancient times, transportation was inconvenient. Messengers traveling by boat and horse sometimes had to spend over a month to deliver death notices to other sect leaders. If they waited with the corpse for people to arrive, the body would decay and stink. Therefore, after Jiang Xiang Sect leaders died, they had to be immediately cremated, leaving only ashes. There were two sources of cremation in Chinese history: one was Buddhism, the other was the Jiang Xiang Sect.

Jiang Feiyan didn’t dare openly cremate someone in the courtyard. If Tian Ersao learned that Qiao Wumei had died, she would definitely come cause trouble. Moreover, Yue Hai Tang had dominated Southern Guangdong for so many years, making quite a few enemies. If Tian Ersao rallied them and all the enemies took the opportunity to cause trouble, that would be even more problematic.

She thought of a method. Under the pretext of holding a blessing ritual, she had her operatives make a big show of setting up stages around the hall to create momentum. Late at night, she and several bosses wrapped Qiao Wumei’s corpse in silk and transported it out the back door, quietly hauled it to the docks, and boarded a boat already arranged. They left the Pearl River estuary, circled to the Daya Bay side, found a desolate mountain valley, and hastily cremated Qiao Wumei. The next day before dawn, carrying the ashes, they quietly returned to the hall.

During that period, the Battle of Shanghai had just ended. Zu Ye had just completed the corpse-driving scheme of smuggling opium with the “special merchant” Jia Siye and had only been back at the hall a few days when he received the death notice from Jiang Feiyan. He hurriedly brought several bosses and rushed to Southern Guangdong.

When he arrived at Yue Hai Tang, it had already been half a month since Qiao Wumei’s death. Soon, people from the Northern and Western factions also arrived. Only then did they prepare to hold the funeral.

Jiang Feiyan said, “These days I’ve been on edge. Tian Ersao’s side keeps making trouble. I gave them silver, but they still won’t accept the gesture. I estimate they already know Fifth Mother has died.”

Tian Ersao indeed felt something wasn’t quite right. She had originally only wanted to dampen Qiao Wumei’s momentum. Qiao Wumei had been entrenched in Guangzhou for a long time, while she had only been in Guangzhou for a few years and fundamentally couldn’t compete with Qiao Wumei. This time, out of desperation, she had steeled herself to push back. Unexpectedly, after remaining deadlocked for a period of time, Qiao Wumei’s side had gone silent. It was all her disciple Jiang Feiyan coming forward to negotiate, and moreover, she obediently sent the silver over. Tian Ersao’s intuition told her: Something major has happened to Qiao Wumei!

Later a spy came to report: Qiao Wumei is dead! When Tian Ersao heard, she was overjoyed. This was an excellent opportunity—she wanted to seize the chance to eliminate Yue Hai Tang in one stroke and trample Southern Guangdong!

Thus, on the day of Qiao Wumei’s funeral, she gathered over two hundred people to surround Yue Hai Tang, deliberately provoking trouble, trying to instigate a bloody battle.

Jiang Feiyan said sorrowfully to Zu Ye, “No matter what, we must let Fifth Mother be buried peacefully! She labored her whole life and suffered endless hardship. After death, even her cremation had to be done in hiding. Now for her burial, the other side presses us relentlessly. Fifth Mother’s fate is bitter!”

After hearing this, Zu Ye also felt deeply desolate. He sighed and said, “The other side came prepared. If we insist on carrying the coffin out by force, we’ll fall right into their trap. At that time, with chaotic fighting everywhere, the losses will still be ours. What’s the background of this Tian Ersao? Who’s backing her up?”

Jiang Feiyan said, “This person suddenly came to Southern Guangdong a year ago, claiming to be from Jianghuai and saying she has connections with the Green and Red Gang.”

When Zu Ye heard this, he felt this matter might have a solution: “Sister Yan, don’t panic. I’ll go meet with her.”

Jiang Feiyan said, “You mustn’t! Going alone, if something happens…”

Zu Ye smiled and said, “Sister Yan, rest assured. It’s not yet time to fight to the death.”

Following Jiang Feiyan’s directions, Zu Ye took Er Batou, bypassed several alleyways, and arrived at Tian Ersao’s hall.

Several guards at the entrance stopped Zu Ye. At that time, Zu Ye was about thirty years old, tall, in his prime—clearly no ordinary person. Though those few people at the entrance wouldn’t let him in, they didn’t dare slight him either, politely asking all along, “Sir, where are you from? What business do you have?”

Zu Ye said, “I’m Tian Ersao’s friend. I have important matters to discuss—don’t delay things!”

One person quickly went inside to report, saying someone from the underworld calling himself “Zu Ye” wanted to see Ersao.

Tian Ersao didn’t know who Zu Ye was, but hearing he was from the underworld, she might as well meet him.

After entering the room, Zu Ye saw that this Tian Ersao was only in her early thirties, with willow-leaf eyebrows, phoenix eyes, black hair coiled in back, cold sharp gaze, naturally possessing an air of worldly sophistication—heroic and spirited, no less than a man.

Zu Ye thought to himself: This is no ordinary person! He hurriedly performed a salute, saying, “I pay my respects to Ersao.”

Tian Ersao didn’t recognize Zu Ye. She looked him up and down and asked, “You are…?”

Zu Ye said, “I am under Jiu Ye’s command. People in the martial world honor me by calling me Zu Ye. Today I’ve come especially to pay a visit to Ersao.”

When Tian Ersao heard this, she couldn’t help but shudder. She didn’t know who Zu Ye was, but the name Jiu Ye was too renowned—no Chinese or Japanese person didn’t know it. That was Wang Yaqiao, who assassinated the Japanese Army General Shirakawa Yoshinori in Shanghai!

Zu Ye deliberately said he was under Wang Yaqiao’s command to test this person’s background using Jiu Ye’s name. If this Tian Ersao was truly from the Green and Red Gang, she would certainly know Jiu Ye and would be very respectful. Back then, Jiu Ye’s hundred axes chopped their way across Shanghai Bund. Known as “the barefoot aren’t afraid of the shod,” even the Green and Red Gang leaders Huang Jinrong and Du Yuesheng yielded three parts to him, let alone this Tian Ersao!

Tian Ersao hesitated and said, “Zu Ye says he’s under Jiu Ye’s command…”

Seeing her doubts, Zu Ye quickly took out a folding fan from his sleeve: “Please look, Ersao. This is a folding fan with Jiu Ye’s personal inscription.”

In the eleventh year of the Republic, when Zhang Dancheng was on his deathbed, he requested that Wang Yaqiao help support Zu Ye. But Wang Yaqiao couldn’t accompany Zu Ye every day, so he gave Zu Ye a folding fan with his personal inscription: “Courage and Righteousness,” signed with his own name, saying, “If people in the underworld give you trouble in the future, you can give them this fan—it might be useful.”

Over the years, every time Zu Ye traveled, he kept this fan hidden in his sleeve for emergencies.

Tian Ersao opened the white paper fan. Wang Yaqiao’s vigorous calligraphy leaped onto the paper. Tian Ersao’s eyebrows trembled slightly, and a trace of strange smile appeared at the corners of her mouth. Zu Ye felt a chill—this cold, alluring smile revealed a murderous aura.

Zu Ye said, “I came to Southern Guangdong this time on Jiu Ye’s orders to pay condolences to Fifth Mother Qiao. Just now at the hall, I saw many people provoking trouble. Upon inquiry, I learned they were under Ersao’s command. This isn’t right—we’re all people of the same path. Fifth Mother had much friendship with Jiu Ye while alive. I don’t know why Ersao is conducting this hostile action?”

When Tian Ersao heard this, she understood. Immediately she said coldly, “When Qiao Wumei was alive, her schemes were too excessive, making it impossible for us to operate.”

Zu Ye said, “We’re all people of the same path. Grievances should be resolved, not created. Why not give Jiu Ye face and let them go?”

Tian Ersao’s eyebrows furrowed. She replied perfunctorily, “What Zu Ye says is quite right, but I’ve already issued orders and the brothers have all mobilized. Everyone hates Qiao Wumei to the bone. I’m the leader of a hall—if I call it off now, how can I explain to the brothers!”

Zu Ye smiled and said, “No need to call it off. I have a plan that can both resolve this crisis and not lose Ersao’s face before the brothers!”

Zu Ye leaned forward and whispered. Tian Ersao listened while nodding.

Thus, according to Zu Ye’s arrangement, Tian Ersao, Zu Ye, and Er Batou left the door, got into rickshaws, and went to a teahouse. Before leaving, Tian Ersao said to her subordinate brothers, “Watch the hall well. Zu Ye and I have important matters to discuss.”

A subordinate asked, “Where are you going? Should we bring a few brothers?”

Tian Ersao said, “No need to worry.”

The three of them went around and around until they reached a teahouse. They found a secluded corner, sat down, and ordered tea. After three rounds of tea, Zu Ye instructed Er Batou to go to Yue Hai Tang.

At this time, Jiang Feiyan at Yue Hai Tang was waiting anxiously. Suddenly seeing Er Batou running back, she hurriedly asked, “How is the situation? Where’s Zu Ye?”

Er Batou ran until he was covered in sweat. He wiped his forehead, handed a jade pendant and a letter to Jiang Feiyan, and whispered a few sentences in her ear.

Jiang Feiyan looked at Er Batou with confusion.

Er Batou said breathlessly, “Don’t… don’t worry. Zu Ye has arranged everything properly.”

Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao

Jiang Feiyan moved her graceful figure and walked out. She was already a person of stunning beauty. Now dressed in mourning clothes with tears in her eyes, she added several traces of sorrowful beauty.

Jiang Feiyan faced the over two hundred thugs at the entrance and asked, “Which one is the leader?”

A punk carrying a gun walked over: “Sister Feiyan, what are your orders?”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Come forward to speak.”

That punk tilted his hat brim with his gun and looked at the surrounding brothers, feeling somewhat uncertain. Jiang Feiyan was a person with a very strong presence—noble, elegant, generous, and poised. The physiognomy book says: “Those of lowly and base character find it hard to look upon noble and elegant people. Seeing them, they feel ashamed of their own inferiority and wretchedness spontaneously arises.”

This means people are different from one another. Noble people possess a powerful presence, while base people reveal their wretchedness completely. When wretchedness meets great elegance, shame immediately arises. Therefore, the ancients admonished people that if your presence is insufficient, don’t go to wealthy and noble occasions to meet wealthy and noble people—that will only make you appear even more wretched and inferior.

Before Jiang Feiyan, that punk appeared very wretched.

Jiang Feiyan said in a low voice, “You take your brothers and get lost right now! Otherwise Tian Ersao’s head will immediately relocate!”

That punk was stunned, then burst into loud laughter, blinking his lecherous little eyes and saying, “Sister Feiyan, did I hear wrong, or did you speak wrong? The one losing their life today is probably you!”

Jiang Feiyan smiled coldly and said, “Look at what this is.” As she spoke, she handed the letter and jade pendant to that punk.

That punk took them and looked—he was so frightened he stumbled back two steps, his face turning green. This jade pendant was exactly what Tian Ersao wore on her wrist daily, carved from Hetian seed jade, with dragons and phoenixes dancing together, bright and lustrous. All the brothers recognized it!

“How did it end up in her hands? Could Ersao’s hand have been chopped off?” That punk’s heart was pounding. Underworld people’s way of thinking is different from normal people. Looking again at that letter paper, it clearly displayed Tian Ersao’s handwriting: “Do not act rashly!” “Bad news—Ersao’s been kidnapped!” the punk thought.

Thinking this, that punk’s face revealed terror: “You…”

Jiang Feiyan said, “We’re holding the funeral now. If you dare cause trouble, Tian Ersao will definitely die!”

That punk didn’t know what to do. Without receiving orders, he didn’t dare withdraw either. He quickly called over a thug and had him return to the hall to see if Tian Ersao was still there. He himself led the brothers to stay here, not daring to advance or retreat.

Jiang Feiyan transmitted orders to the hall: Hold the funeral!

Jiang Feiyan and several bosses carried mourning banners walking in front. The operatives carried the coffin slowly walking out from the main gate. Those two hundred-some gang members lined up in two rows, watching coldly but not daring to act rashly.

The funeral procession passed through several streets and arrived at the burial ground, where they buried Qiao Wumei with great ceremony. A generation’s female hero thus rested eternally.

During this time, that lead punk also received news that Tian Ersao indeed was not at the hall. Thus, he could only watch helplessly as Qiao Wumei was buried.

After the funeral ended, Jiang Feiyan said to that lead punk, “Take the things back. Tian Ersao has also safely returned home.”

That punk had already been thoroughly confused. Cursing all the way, he led his subordinates back. Upon reaching the hall and looking, Tian Ersao had indeed returned. He hurriedly asked what happened.

Tian Ersao feigned a worried expression: “People came from Wang Yaqiao’s side and set up a Hongmen Feast, saying they were inviting me for tea to discuss important matters, but it was besieging Wei to rescue Zhao. Qiao Wumei and Wang Yaqiao’s relationship is not ordinary. This matter requires long-term planning. Without my orders, no one should act rashly!” Actually, Tian Ersao understood in her heart—she had her own scheme.

While drinking tea at the teahouse, Tian Ersao had repeatedly inquired of Zu Ye about Wang Yaqiao’s information, saying, “Jiu Ye has a heroic character and tender heart. I’ve long heard his name but never met him. I hope Zu Ye will introduce us.”

Zu Ye nodded in agreement: “The situation is too tense recently. After some time, I’ll take Ersao to visit Jiu Ye’s residence!”

How could Tian Ersao know Zu Ye was lying? Zu Ye had no idea where Wang Yaqiao was. During that period, after Wang Yaqiao bombed Shirakawa Yoshinori to death, he went into hiding. In this kind of situation, generally they would wait until the situation calmed down, then Wang Yaqiao would contact Zu Ye through a single line of communication. Zu Ye was just waiting for news. Zu Ye only wanted to stall Tian Ersao. After Qiao Wumei was buried, everything would be fine.

Not long after, the Nationalist Party’s “Revival Society” internally organized the “Blue Shirts Society.” Blue Shirts Society agents intercepted radio signals sent by Japanese agents in Guangzhou and immediately raided the spy den. After newspapers published the news, the whole world was shocked. It turned out this so-called Tian Ersao was actually a spy planted in Guangzhou by the Japanese military. Her real name was Nishida Yoshiko, directly under the Japanese right-wing leader Kodama Yoshio.

Kodama Yoshio was the founding father of Japanese espionage during World War II. Early on, he joined Japan’s right-wing organization “Nation-Building Society,” later infiltrated China, and while operating in the Northeast, carefully cultivated large numbers of spies who infiltrated Shanghai, Guangzhou, and other places, establishing a three-point, one-line spy communication system. Nishida Yoshiko was one chess piece he had placed. The newspapers reported that after Nishida Yoshiko’s identity was exposed, she committed suicide by bullet.

Only then did Zu Ye suddenly understand. No wonder when he initially mentioned Wang Yaqiao’s name, the other side immediately stopped attacking Yue Hai Tang and repeatedly inquired about Wang Yaqiao’s information. After Shirakawa Yoshinori was bombed to death, the Japanese had frantically pursued Wang Yaqiao. As a core spy, Nishida Yoshiko naturally bore inescapable responsibility, but Wang Yaqiao had vanished from the human world like a ghost. Unexpectedly, a Zu Ye suddenly appeared, even possessing a white paper fan with Wang Yaqiao’s personal inscription. This made Nishida Yoshiko overjoyed. Compared to tracking down Wang Yaqiao, Qiao Wumei’s matter was as small as a sesame seed.

Thinking of all this, Zu Ye broke out in a cold sweat! What Zu Ye couldn’t have imagined was that from this point on, he had entered the Japanese people’s sights…

Master of the Flying Spirits Technique

This Southern Guangdong journey was filled with danger but no mishaps. Zu Ye felt an additional trace of melancholy. Qiao Wumei truly deserved to be the leader of Yue Hai Tang—she could even obtain this kind of fish-luring magic, innovate techniques, use deception at the right time, and make a huge haul. The Eastern faction had always been renowned for superior “flying spirits” methods, but in the years Zu Ye managed the hall, he had never executed any major “flying spirits” schemes. He always felt the “flying spirits techniques” in the Secret Book of Flying Spirits were somewhat outdated. Without absolute certainty, he didn’t dare execute major schemes.

At this critical juncture, the baton of fate drew Si Batou onto the stage.

Si Batou was born in the fifth year of the Republic, surnamed Zhang, given name Zizhan, from Baoding in Zhili. At age five his mother died, and later the whole family moved to Jianghuai.

Zhang Zizhan loved Daoist studies from childhood and was passionate about alchemy. After the enlightenment thinker Yan Fu translated the British scholar Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics into Chinese, Zhang Zizhan learned of Darwin’s theory of evolution and developed a strong interest in species studies and biological evolution. For this, he specifically crouched under a mule’s rear end to observe the differences between horse mules and donkey mules. As a result, the mule kicked him in the forehead, leaving an eternal scar.

Zhang Zizhan was naturally intelligent. Much knowledge he understood at a glance and learned immediately. By fifteen, his name spread throughout the foreign settlements. At that time, the Battle of Shanghai was ongoing. Zhang Zizhan’s eldest and second brothers were both military men. During the Battle of Shanghai, his eldest brother died on the battlefield, while his second brother survived by luck. After the war, bearing national and family hatred, Zhang Zizhan published “Comparison of Enemy and Our Weapons and Current State of Westernization Reform” in a newspaper. Through analysis of the Battle of Shanghai’s failure, he summarized the reasons and lessons of China’s lagging technological development since the Self-Strengthening Movement.

Heroes emerge young. The teenaged Zhang Zizhan could actually write such a meticulously reasoned article—eloquent and magnificent in scope. The text directly pointed out China’s ills while also citing classics and reasoning that Japanese people were the product of incest. Shanghai Bund was in an uproar!

After the Japanese read this article, they screamed in fury, “Eliminate this person!”

When Zu Ye learned of it, he slammed the table in admiration: “This person is extraordinary. I must meet him!”

At that time, Zu Ye’s hall was not yet in Shanghai. For this purpose, he made a special trip to Zhabei and visited this prodigy under the identity of “Successor of the Iron Divination Daoist Sect.”

Zhang Zizhan at that time was young and spirited, revered Western learning, and had no regard for so-called fortune-tellers like Zu Ye. Zu Ye talked to him about feng shui—he ignored it. Later Zu Ye talked to him about Daoist studies and alchemy, and only then did he respond. So the two talked from alchemy to emperors who died from eating immortality pills, then to the relationship between alchemy and gunpowder and the Self-Strengthening Movement, and further to Western physics and chemistry.

Zu Ye asked about his future plans. He said, “To become a scientist.”

Zu Ye couldn’t help but laugh inwardly: The Japanese are about to find you, and your head is still full of fantasies—this is youth! But through the physics and chemistry knowledge Zhang Zizhan discussed, Zu Ye vaguely felt that if this knowledge were applied to “flying spirits,” the “flying spirits technique” would surely advance a great step forward!

Zu Ye was eager to recruit this kid. But Zu Ye understood that directly recruiting definitely wouldn’t work. This was a scholarly and military family. Forget about Zhang Zizhan himself being unwilling—even Zhang Zizhan’s father looked down on Zu Ye somewhat.

Zu Ye had to wait for an opportunity.

When conversation doesn’t click, even half a sentence is too much. When leaving, Zu Ye said to Zhang Zizhan’s father, “Your son is extraordinarily talented, but his talent leaks out too much, showing off excessively. In time, this may bring calamity.”

Zhang Zizhan’s father said, “I know, I know. We’ll be careful.”

Zu Ye knew this family still couldn’t see the situation clearly—they were like bricks in a latrine pit, smelly and hard. So he reminded them again: “Recently your son published an article in the newspaper, which will surely bring disaster. You must guard against it.”

Zhang Zizhan interrupted, “Not afraid. If I was afraid, I wouldn’t have published it.”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly, shook his head, performed a salute, and departed.

After returning to the hall, Zu Ye ordered Da Batou to take several brothers to monitor the area around Zhang Zizhan’s residence day and night, issuing this oral decree: “If outsiders invade, you must rescue that kid!”

Da Batou asked, “Do we rescue the others?”

Zu Ye lowered his head without speaking.

Da Batou nodded: “Understood.”

Sure enough, three days later on a rainy night, Da Batou was wearing a rain poncho, holding a gun, crouching with brothers behind a tree when he suddenly saw several people sneaking over from deep in the alley.

Da Batou saw the situation was bad. He leaped over the wall into Zhang Zizhan’s home, burst into the room, and shouted, “Run quickly! Someone’s come to kill you!”

Before his words finished, gunshots already rang out in the alley. Several operatives had already engaged in combat with the Japanese assassins.

Hearing the gunshots, Zhang Zizhan’s family stood there stupefied. Da Batou reached out and grabbed Zhang Zizhan, shouting, “Run! What are you standing there for!”

The family hurriedly ran out the back door. Just as they slipped into the alley, unexpectedly the Japanese also had an ambush on this side. Bang, bang—a few shots, and Zhang Zizhan’s father fell to the ground.

Da Batou fired back. Both sides exchanged fire. Bang! Bang! Bang! Sparks flew in the rain, flashing on and off.

Zhang Zizhan shouted, “Father!”

Da Batou pulled Zhang Zizhan, saying, “What the hell are you yelling about? He’s already dead! Let’s go!”

Zhang Zizhan gripped his father’s hand tightly and refused to leave. Da Batou became anxious. He pulled hard, dragging him to an alley corner. “You want to die here?! Go! Only by leaving can you get revenge!” As he spoke, he fired several more shots into the alley, then turned and shouted, “Quick! Step on my shoulder and climb over this wall!”

Zhang Zizhan just kept crying. Da Batou was truly anxious. “You fucking want to get me killed too?!” After speaking, ignoring Zhang Zizhan’s wailing, he bent down and actually lifted Zhang Zizhan up. Using all his strength, he exerted himself mightily and threw Zhang Zizhan over the wall, then leaped over himself.

Behind the wall was a residential courtyard. At the base of the wall was a chicken coop. Zhang Zizhan was thrown onto the chicken coop.

“Not dead, are you?” Da Batou looked at Zhang Zizhan lying on the chicken coop, still in shock. “If you’re not dead, follow me quickly!” As he spoke, he grabbed Zhang Zizhan and they fled.

Zhang Zizhan was finally rescued. Of the several operatives who acted together with Da Batou, one died.

Da Batou was very displeased, pointing at Zhang Zizhan’s nose and saying, “Just to save you, I lost one brother!”

Zu Ye glanced at Da Batou. Da Batou fell silent and sullenly withdrew.

Zu Ye wiped away Zhang Zizhan’s tears and said, “Last time I visited your residence, I told you to be careful. Your father ignored my faithful advice, and now it’s come to this result. Alas… What are your plans for the future?”

Zhang Zizhan said, “Father is dead. I want to find my second brother. My second brother is a soldier in the Nineteenth Route Army. I’ll join the military too and fight the little Japanese!”

Zu Ye sighed and said, “That’s a good idea… But you must think it through. Your father is already gone. Your eldest brother just died in battle recently. If you also join the military and something happens, your family won’t even have anyone to continue the incense…”

Zhang Zizhan said choking back tears, “Everyone’s dead—what incense is there to continue!”

Zu Ye nodded and said, “Even if you don’t think of yourself, you must think of your family clan. Your father loved you so much, having you study both Eastern and Western learning—wasn’t it so you could glorify the family name in the future and benefit the nation’s people? If you just die, how could your father close his eyes in the underworld?”

Zhang Zizhan stopped talking. Thinking of his father, he began crying again.

Zu Ye saw the opportunity had arrived and said, “Follow me to act on heaven’s behalf!”

Zhang Zizhan was startled: “Act… on heaven’s behalf?”

Zu Ye said, “We’re not fortune-tellers. We are the Jiang Xiang Sect!”

Zhang Zizhan said, “The Jiang Xiang Sect?”

Zu Ye told him about the Jiang Xiang Sect’s origins.

After listening, Zhang Zizhan finally understood, scratching his head: “A fraud gang?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Even frauds have good and bad. We only defraud evil people, not good people.”

Zhang Zizhan said, “That’s still fraud!”

Before Zu Ye could speak, Da Batou and Er Batou rushed in from outside: “You little bastard! Zu Ye racked his brains to save you. We even lost one brother, and you dare call us frauds? So what if we’re frauds? Frauds saved you! Who among those who aren’t frauds could protect you! Can the Nationalists? Can ordinary people?”

Zhang Zizhan fell silent.

Zu Ye looked at Zhang Zizhan and said, “Little brother, I also cherish talent like my own life. At such a young age, you’re versed in Eastern and Western learning—I greatly admire you. If you could join the hall, we could help each other, punish evil and promote good—wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

Zhang Zizhan was still hesitating. Zu Ye continued, “Right now the Japanese are looking for you everywhere. Stay here for now. Think it over carefully these few days. Coming and going is no obstacle. If you insist on leaving, I’ll send people to escort you out of Jianghuai!”

This was Zu Ye’s retreat-to-advance strategy. Over the next few days, Da Batou, Er Batou, and San Batou took turns bombarding him with arguments, especially San Batou—full of knowledge, first-rate eloquence, deeply versed in psychological persuasion techniques—several times reducing Zhang Zizhan to tears.

Finally, Zhang Zizhan came around. He silently walked to Zu Ye’s study, knelt before Zu Ye, and said, “Zu Ye’s life-saving grace is like being reborn from my parents. Zizhan is willing to submit to your tutelage!”

Zu Ye truly was thirsty for talent. He hurriedly helped Zhang Zizhan up. This was the ninth year of his leadership of the hall. In nine years, aside from Da Batou and Er Batou, and San Batou recruited just two years ago, the rest were all remnant soldiers and old generals from under Zhang Dancheng’s command.

From then on, Zhang Zizhan followed Zu Ye. From this time forward, Zu Ye truly gained wings, and the hall’s days truly became prosperous. Zhang Zizhan was too formidable! After reading through the Secret Book of Flying Spirits, he immediately pointed out to Zu Ye the various deficiencies in the book, saying, “Everything valuable requires innovation! The ‘flying spirits’ technique has been passed down for so many years—much of it is outdated!”

Zu Ye had him create some new “flying spirits” methods. After pondering for several days, he immediately wrote a ten-thousand-word New Methods of Flying Spirits, divided into chapters on Daoist methods, celestial numbers, meteorology, Western learning (physics and chemistry), talismans and incantations, and more. He compiled both old and new “flying spirits” techniques into a comprehensive masterwork. After Zu Ye read it, he exclaimed in wonder repeatedly, full of admiration!

Chapter 2: Toad Powder That Induces Urination
Farce at the Wedding

Zhang Zizhan’s research on “flying spirits” had reached the peak of perfection. Before Zhang Zizhan, Er Batou felt very inferior, because aside from his boldness and daring to dig up graves and extract corpses, his other tricks were worth nothing compared to Zhang Zizhan.

Even the normally arrogant San Batou felt he was no match. San Batou had entered the profession two years earlier than Zhang Zizhan and was well-versed in the Four Books and Five Classics, with considerable research into the Five Elements and numerology. But after Zhang Zizhan arrived, he finally understood that in this world, besides the Four Books and Five Classics and yin-yang Five Elements, there was something else called Western learning.

For a long time, Western learning had been looked down upon by the Chinese people, who considered it “clever tricks and lewd skills.” China missed both industrial revolutions. When Westerners were carrying out technical revolutions, the Chinese were still reciting classical texts.

Zhang Zizhan’s arrival opened a window for the hall to view the world. He understood physics, chemistry, and biology, often leaving even Zu Ye confused. Zu Ye was grateful for his own good judgment in recruiting Zhang Zizhan at all costs. Otherwise, wouldn’t he have painfully lost a great talent!

Several months later, Zu Ye moved the hall from the suburbs into Shanghai proper.

Shanghai in 1932 was a world of intoxicating luxury.

The city’s large and small theaters showing films had increased to more than ten, and the competition among various theaters was becoming increasingly fierce. One of the shareholders of the most powerful theater was surnamed Huang, known as Huang Wuye. Huang Wuye placed great importance on feng shui. Every time he selected locations and decorated new theaters, he would hire specialized feng shui masters to consult.

At that time, the most famous fortune-teller in the Jianghuai region was Wei Qianli, known as “Yuan in the South, Wei in the North.” Yuan referred to Yuan Shushan, Wei referred to Wei Qianli. Later, during the Xi’an Incident, when Chiang Kai-shek’s life hung in the balance, Song Meiling specifically sought out Wei Qianli for divination. It was said to be very accurate, and Song Meiling gave him dozens of silver dollars at once.

Zu Ye understood that those people had real skills, while his own were false. To make his own name resound, he could only buy off newspaper companies and make a big fuss in the papers. The publicity gimmick was: “Masters each have their strengths. Wei Qianli excels at Liuren Divine Course, while Zu Ye excels at Iron Plate Divine Numbers and feng shui.” This both praised himself and didn’t belittle others, avoiding criticism.

Actually, over the years Zu Ye had also always wanted to find more masters to learn more genuine I Ching and divination techniques, but unfortunately he was entangled in hall affairs and never had the opportunity.

After several consecutive reports in newspapers, Zu Ye became famous. People who came to pay their respects in admiration formed an endless stream. Zu Ye generally didn’t go out personally. A master had to have a master’s manner. Unless it was an extremely fat mark, he wouldn’t personally act, but if it was a fat mark, even if they didn’t seek Zu Ye, Zu Ye would set his sights on them!

Huang Wuye was a fat mark that Zu Ye had been eyeing for a long time.

Huang Wuye had always wanted Zu Ye to read his fate and feng shui, but Zu Ye always smiled without responding. Zu Ye said, “Huang Siye is an auspicious person with heaven’s protection! Whether you have your fortune told or not, you have the fate of great wealth and nobility!”

Zu Ye understood that this kind of person operated in both legal and illegal worlds. Once he made a mistake, it would cause great trouble, so Zu Ye was waiting for the right opportunity.

In the winter of 1932, the opportunity finally came. Huang Wuye’s youngest daughter was getting married, and an invitation was sent to Zu Ye as well.

Zu Ye accepted the invitation to attend the wedding banquet and brought Er Batou along.

Huang Wuye was arranging an uxorilocal marriage for his daughter—that is, the man would move into the woman’s home, commonly called “marrying in reversed.”

When Huang Wuye saw Zu Ye arrive, he was very pleased. He courteously led Zu Ye into the room and told servants to serve tea. Zu Ye drank a few sips of tea, his expression grave, head lowered, saying nothing.

Seeing this, Huang Wuye quickly asked, “Does Zu Ye have something on his mind?”

Zu Ye hastily said, “Nothing, nothing… Today is a great joyous occasion for Wuye’s household. There are many matters requiring your attention. Wuye, please go about your business. I’ll just drink tea here…”

Seeing that Zu Ye found it inconvenient to speak, Huang Wuye didn’t ask further. He said to the servant, “Take good care of Zu Ye for me.” After speaking, he went out to greet other guests.

After Huang Wuye left, Zu Ye gave Er Batou a meaningful look. “Disciple, see if there’s anything at the residence that needs help and lend a hand.”

Er Batou nodded: “Yes, Zu Ye.”

Hearing this, the servant quickly said, “No need, no need. Zu Ye and his party are honored guests. How could we trouble honored guests to work?”

Zu Ye smiled and waved his hand: “Wuye and I are close friends of many years. His affairs are like my affairs. No need to be polite.”

Er Batou turned and left the room.

An hour later, the groom and bride got into a car. Friends and relatives also boarded cars afterward, and the convoy drove to a church. The wedding was smoothly completed under the supervision of a big-nosed priest. Afterward, everyone rode in cars to the Huang Family Grand Hotel, where Huang Wuye held major shares, and the wedding banquet began.

Huang Wuye was wealthy and powerful, serving Western liquor and premium dishes. Zu Ye, as Huang Wuye’s honored guest, sat at the same table as Huang Wuye.

Soon the newlyweds came over to toast Huang Wuye. Only then did Zu Ye get a close look at the groom—a pretty boy who had previously been an actor. After films were introduced to China, he was discovered by a film company and became an actor. Huang Wuye’s daughter had seen one of his performances in a film and became infatuated with him.

The toast attendant held a tray and filled the newlyweds’ glasses with Western liquor. The pretty boy raised his glass and said emotionally, “Father-in-law, may pines and cranes never age, may your longevity compare to the Southern Mountain. Please father-in-law, drink this cup fully.”

People around gave thumbs up, flattering excessively: “Truly a talented and handsome man! Wuye’s daughter has such good judgment to land such a golden son-in-law!”

Huang Wuye was naturally so pleased his mouth couldn’t close. What he didn’t notice was that Zu Ye was also smiling, and even more happily than him.

After the newlyweds drank a few cups of wine, they went to toast at other tables.

Zu Ye ate slowly, glancing sideways at Er Batou at the neighboring table. Er Batou nodded.

After drinking for another half hour, many people were drunk. Zu Ye noticed the newlyweds had disappeared. After a while, the two returned. They had just sat down for a short time when the woman went out again. When the woman returned, the man went out. This repeated many times. Finally, the two simply came before Huang Wuye and whispered a few sentences. Huang Wuye smiled and said, “If you’re not feeling well, go back first. Go back and rest early.”

Everyone asked, “What’s the matter?”

Huang Wuye smiled and said, “Young people’s affairs—let them do as they please.”

At this moment, a drunk old man, thinking himself clever, said, “Wedding night, achieving success in imperial examinations. In this moment and scene, every moment is worth a thousand gold pieces! Wuye! You should have let your fine son-in-law lead your daughter to withdraw long ago. Haha!”

Everyone roared with laughter. Huang Wuye laughed until tears came out.

After the wedding banquet dispersed, Huang Wuye returned to his residence and asked his daughter and son-in-law what was wrong. His daughter’s cheeks were flushed red, too embarrassed to speak. Finally, it was the son-in-law who stammered and revealed the matter: “Urgent need—can’t stop urinating.”

When Huang Wuye heard, he laughed: “People have three urgent needs. What’s so embarrassing about saying it?”

The son-in-law quickly said, “Can’t stop it.”

Huang Wuye smiled and said, “No harm. Perhaps it’s due to nervousness.”

In the latter half of the night, the lamp in his daughter’s room was still on. The sound of the two newlyweds pacing back and forth on the floor prevented Huang Wuye from sleeping. Huang Wuye felt the matter was serious. He put on his clothes and came out to look. His daughter and son-in-law’s faces were wax yellow, already unable to straighten their backs. Only then did he feel something was wrong. He hurriedly ordered servants to find a Chinese doctor overnight. After the doctor examined them, he looked completely bewildered. He took their pulses and wrote a prescription. The next day, after getting the medicine and drinking it, it still had no effect.

Later, with no other options, they sought Western medicine.

Western medicine arrived in China accompanying the churches. At that time, Chinese people’s suspicion of Western medicine was like current foreigners’ suspicion of Chinese medicine. Chinese herbal medicine had been consumed for thousands of years. Suddenly taking Western pills—ordinary people didn’t have that courage. So the first to encounter Western medicine were lower-class society members. Poor common people considered their lives cheap and had fewer qualms. When they got sick, they went to church hospitals—both cheap and fast. Upper-class figures were different. They had famous doctors serving them, monopolizing the best Chinese medical resources. They disdained the incoming “barbarian medical arts” and were even less willing to use their family members as experiments.

Huang Wuye truly had no other options before steeling himself to find a Western doctor. After examining them, the doctor shrugged his shoulders, at a complete loss. During this time, he even indicated the newlyweds should take off their pants to examine the urinary system. Huang Wuye nearly died of anger—have his daughter strip naked to examine her lower body? Had this doctor’s brain been flooded with water? Finally, with an angry shout, he drove the doctor away.

Stealing a Day from the Immortals

At a complete loss, Huang Wuye suddenly remembered something: when Zu Ye came to the residence to attend the wedding banquet that day, his expression had been grave throughout, as if he had something to say.

Huang Wuye began thinking in the direction of evil portents and crooked ways. Was there something inauspicious on the wedding day? After thinking left and right, he sent people to invite Zu Ye.

After Zu Ye entered and sat down, before Huang Wuye could speak, he spoke first: “Wuye, did the newlyweds develop problems?”

Huang Wuye was startled: “How does Zu Ye know?”

Zu Ye gave a bitter laugh: “Actually, ever since receiving Wuye’s invitation, I’ve been hesitating whether I should tell you.”

Huang Wuye pressed: “Tell me what?”

Zu Ye shook his head: “Alas, your daughter’s joyous day was not a good day. It was bound to bring disease demons and entanglement.”

Huang Wuye was shocked: “Indeed so! That day both newlyweds contracted a strange illness! But… but… the wedding day was also specifically chosen by a fortune-teller. They all selected auspicious days on the almanac. Many people got married on the same day, and no one else had problems!”

Zu Ye said seriously, “The problem lies right here! Pedantic fortune-tellers only know how to copy from texts, misleading people! So-called auspicious almanac days are just common patterns. Applied to each individual person, circumstances differ. People have different birthdays, so their eight characters differ, and the star fates they face and conflicting spirit demons also differ. The same auspicious day, for some people it’s an auspicious day, but for another group of people, it’s an inauspicious day! For example, today is an auspicious almanac day—does that mean everyone in the world has good fortune today? Those who should die still die, those who should fall ill still fall ill. Sun rises in the east, rain in the west—some families rejoice, some families worry. Therefore, superior fortune-tellers all choose to ‘steal days’!”

Huang Wuye asked in confusion, “What does ‘stealing days’ mean?”

Zu Ye said, “‘Stealing days’ is fortune-telling terminology, used most by the blind master lineage. It means selecting a day when conflicting spirit demons are not at home, and secretly holding the wedding. Heavenly gods and earthly ghosts are like human officials—they all have duty hours. If on the wedding day you happen to encounter spirit demons on duty, and they conflict with the star fate of the marrying person, that’s great misfortune. Therefore, masters all choose ‘stolen days’ on the basis of auspicious almanac days. Only this way is it safe. On your daughter’s joyous day, it happened to be the day the Tianpeng Inauspicious Star was on duty. The Tianpeng Star governs the waters of the Heavenly River. If I’m not mistaken, your daughter and her husband must have contracted water calamity!”

Choosing “stolen days” was Zu Ye’s special skill, learned at great cost from a folk blind master. Whenever the hall undertook major business, they always chose “stolen days.” Blind master fortune-telling formed its own school. Their formulas were only transmitted to blind people. These formulas seemed to carry a curse—if sighted people stole and learned this skill, disasters would continuously arise. So in ancient times, some people deliberately used incense smoke to blind their own eyes in order to learn this skill.

These few sentences frightened Huang Wuye until sweat poured from his forehead. He said, “It truly is water calamity, and flowing water at that… Zu Ye should have told me earlier!”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly: “Wuye, it’s not that I deliberately didn’t say anything. When I received your invitation, there were still four days until your daughter’s joyous day. You had already sent out hundreds of invitations. The common saying goes ‘funerals don’t choose time, joyous occasions don’t change dates’—how could it be changed again? Moreover, on the joyous day, if I rashly revealed this matter, wouldn’t I be adding trouble for you?”

Huang Wuye quickly performed a salute and said, “What Zu Ye says is absolutely right.”

Zu Ye said, “Let me examine them first.”

Huang Wuye quickly led Zu Ye to his daughter and son-in-law’s room. When Zu Ye looked, where was there any appearance of newlyweds? Both had been tormented until weak and powerless, curled up on the bed, shivering.

Zu Ye pretended to take their pulses, then kept sighing.

Huang Wuye quickly asked, “How is it?”

Zu Ye stood up and said, “Wuye, let’s talk privately.”

The two returned to the reception room.

Zu Ye said, “They indeed offended spirit demons, and it’s a direct offense. The injury is very severe.”

Huang Wuye was shocked: “Can they still be saved?”

Zu Ye looked at Huang Wuye and lowered his head with a sigh.

Huang Wuye became somewhat anxious: “Zu Ye, speak frankly!”

Zu Ye raised his head and said, “Does Wuye know the story from the Three Kingdoms period of Zhuge Kongming capturing Meng Huo seven times?”

Huang Wuye was stunned: “I know… what about it?”

Zu Ye said, “When Kongming captured Meng Huo seven times, he used fire attack methods, burning to death the Rattan Armor Clan. After the war ended, Kongming lamented ‘this plan greatly damages yin virtue and reduces my yang lifespan.’ Kongming obtained the arts of heaven and earth creation, deeply understanding miraculous methods. Throughout his life, summoning wind and rain, dealing with heaven, earth, gods, and ghosts, caused his yang lifespan to greatly decrease. He died at only fifty-four. Now, your daughter has offended heavenly gods. If I rescue her, I must employ miraculous methods. I must clash with gods and ghosts, reducing my yang lifespan!”

After hearing this, Huang Wuye was sorrowfully moved. After a long while, tears flowed: “Zu Ye has a compassionate heart and universally saves all living beings. Please save my daughter and son-in-law.”

Zu Ye thought for a long time, sighed deeply, and said, “Very well. Since I’ve come, I’ve already placed my own safety aside. Quickly fetch two pieces of red cloth, two bowls of white water, set up an incense table, arrange pig head as the main offering, accompanied by chicken, duck, and fish as the three meats. Surround it with one bowl each of coriander, tofu, peanuts, rice, and tea water. Hurry and bring them!”

Huang Wuye hurriedly stood up, expressing endless gratitude, and immediately ordered servants to arrange according to Zu Ye’s instructions.

After everything was properly arranged, Zu Ye said to Huang Wuye, “Everyone withdraw. Without my command, no one is permitted to enter! No one is permitted to speak loudly, exchange whispers, discuss gods and ghosts presumptuously, or walk around!”

Huang Wuye received the command and withdrew. Only Zu Ye remained in the hall with a table of offerings.

Zu Ye recited loudly in the room: “Heavenly stars are my fate, my fate is heavenly stars, Liujia nine chapters, heaven round earth square, four seasons five elements, blue red white yellow…” During the chanting process, Zu Ye quietly took out some medicinal powder from his pocket and sprinkled it into those two cups of white water.

Setting Up Altar Rituals Only as a Blind

An hour later, Zu Ye wearily pushed open the room door and said, “Wuye, you may come in now.”

Huang Wuye quickly ran inside.

“Zu Ye, is your health all right?”

Zu Ye waved his hand while coughing weakly: “No major problem, no major problem. Quickly send these two cups of white water to the newlyweds to drink. Quick, quick!”

Huang Wuye quickly had servants carry the white water to his daughter and son-in-law.

Zu Ye said, “Within three days, your daughter and son-in-law’s illness will certainly improve.”

Huang Wuye expressed endless gratitude: “Zu Ye, how should I repay such great kindness! Someone…”

Zu Ye waved his hand: “Huang Wuye is too polite. Please quickly send someone to take me home. My vital energy is greatly damaged and I urgently need recuperation! Other matters, we’ll discuss later!”

Zu Ye understood that if he accepted money at this time, Huang Wuye’s heart would definitely not be at ease, because there were no results yet. Once results were seen, Huang Wuye would naturally visit to express thanks.

Two days later, Huang Wuye came to visit Zu Ye. Zu Ye was naturally covered with blankets, lying on the bed, appearing very weak. Er Batou was keeping watch by the bed, appearing to carefully attend to him.

Huang Wuye asked with concern, “Is Zu Ye’s health all right? My daughter and son-in-law’s illness has greatly improved.”

Zu Ye smiled benevolently: “As long as it’s improved, as long as it’s improved.”

Huang Wuye then had servants bring up a chest. Grasping Zu Ye’s hand, he said, “This small gift, please accept it, Zu Ye. Zu Ye, to save my beloved daughter, you injured your body and reduced your lifespan. Such great kindness will never be forgotten for as long as I live!”

Zu Ye smiled and said, “Wuye speaks too seriously! Those of us who eat this bowl of rice are destined to be this way. Wuye need not be too concerned.”

After Huang Wuye left, Er Batou opened the chest: fifty silver dollars, five gold bars. Er Batou was delighted, and Zu Ye was delighted too. That evening, the bosses of the hall all gathered at Zu Ye’s residence, drinking heartily.

Zu Ye stroked Zhang Zizhan’s head and said to everyone, “Being able to execute this scheme depended entirely on brother Zizhan.”

It turned out that day, when Er Batou was pretending to help at Huang Wuye’s residence, he took advantage of people’s inattention and put something in the newlyweds’ toast wine. This substance wouldn’t kill anyone, but once consumed, it would strongly stimulate the bladder, constantly making one want to urinate!

This method of tormenting people came from Yan and Zhao regions. Since ancient times, Yan and Zhao had the old custom of teasing the bridal chamber. On the wedding day, villagers could think of every method to torment the newlyweds: blocking the bride from entering the room, lying on the bed flirting with the bride, crouching under the bed to eavesdrop on the bride and groom consummating their marriage, and so on.

These methods of tormenting people were innovated every year, but villagers still felt unsatisfied. Later, someone finally invented an unprecedented method of tormenting people.

This method greatly damaged yin virtue and could make the bride expose herself to complete humiliation. The specific method was to prepare a kind of medicinal powder. During the bridal chamber teasing, secretly sprinkle this powder into the bride’s wine cup or tea cup, then persuade the bride to drink it. Within half an hour, the bride would experience frequent urination symptoms. On the day a young woman marries, she’s shy and bashful. Unless holding it to the extreme, she tries not to use the toilet to avoid embarrassment. But once she drinks this medicinal powder, there’s trouble. Her whole body feels cold with strong urge to urinate. The more she tries to hold it, the less she can hold it, constantly running to the toilet, making a complete fool of herself!

This was actually an acute urinary tract infection. Even after draining all urine from the body, one still felt the urge to urinate, constantly squatting to squeeze it out.

The raw material for making this medicinal powder was very simple—just toads. Toads, scientific name Bufo, contain poison in their bodies, and some are quite toxic. Old Chinese doctors could tell which toads could be used as medicine and which couldn’t. Modern medicine proves that toxins in toads indeed have diuretic effects.

Villagers, hearing the terrible advice of a quack doctor, dug for toads all over the mountains during the coldest days of winter, extracting large toads hibernating in the soil, killing them, placing them on stones to dry, then grinding the dried toad corpses into powder. During bridal chamber teasing, when the bride wasn’t paying attention, they’d add a little to the bride’s wine, then quietly watch the bride challenge her physiological limits.

Later, because one bride ingested too much toad powder and happened to be too shy, constantly holding it without going to the toilet, just as people continued teasing the bride, with a bang, the bride’s bladder burst and she died suddenly in the bridal chamber. The groom, angry and ashamed, stabbed to death the person who put in the powder with one knife. From then on, no one dared use this method again.

Zhang Zizhan had been interested in such things since childhood. He looked up relevant information about toads in medical texts and found the pathogenic mechanism of the toxins in their bodies. Later, based on Western pharmacology analysis, he found the detoxification method.

For Zu Ye to execute this scheme, he needed exactly this kind of drug: causing illness but not death, treatable afterward without harming the body. At that time, the hall had poison and knockout drugs, but this kind of controlled, perfectly measured poison truly didn’t exist.

Thus, Zhang Zizhan revealed this method. Zhang Zizhan had conditions—it must be “acting on heaven’s behalf.”

Zu Ye told him this Huang Wuye was a thorough underworld boss who had oppressed common people for many years. During the April 12th coup, he even directed subordinates to disguise themselves as workers and attack the “Workers’ Picket Corps,” killing many revolutionary martyrs.

Only then did Zhang Zizhan agree.

At the celebration, Zu Ye happily praised him repeatedly: “Zizhan, great merit!”

Zhang Zizhan smiled embarrassedly: “I still feel somewhat… somewhat uneasy inside…”

Zu Ye understood—people just entering the profession didn’t have black enough hearts or ruthless enough hands. Their consciences hadn’t yet been blinded by money. Zu Ye said, “Acting on heaven’s behalf, there’s nothing to feel guilty about. This money will soon have a portion used to help poor people. Recently cold has been raging. Tomorrow you personally go to the pharmacy, get some herbs, and distribute them to surrounding poor people.”

Only then did Zhang Zizhan smile knowingly.

Chapter 3: Black-Haired Coffin – A Scheme Fortune Tellers Dare Not Attempt
Zu Ye’s Concerns

I’ve always believed Zhang Zizhan was born in the wrong era. If it had been a time of peace and prosperity, he would surely have been a top scholar candidate. Born at an inopportune time, his family’s misfortune led him down the path of becoming an A’Bao. From that point on, his fate, his fortune, his love, his everything—all became entangled in the world of A’Bao.

Zhang Zizhan was the only one among all the Batou who had married twice.

China’s marriage system is quite interesting: during the Tang and Song dynasties, the legal marriage age was 15 for men and 13 for women; during the Ming and Qing periods it was 16 for men and 14 for women; during the Republican era, legislators established new marriage ages of 18 for men and 16 for women. Although regulations existed, no one followed them, especially children from poor families. If any man reached 18 without marrying, he was basically cut off from women forever.

The A’Bao never lacked money, but due to their special status, they generally married late.

Zu Ye didn’t marry because he had his own thoughts; Da Batou had married, but later his wife was devoured by pigs, and he never planned to find another wife; Er Batou never intended to marry at all—he worshipped Zu Ye and said he would only marry when Zu Ye did, and until marriage, he temporarily resided in brothels; San Batou had married, and his wife was a female A’Bao, but he still went to brothels every day, and his wife couldn’t do anything about it.

In Zhang Zizhan’s second year in the trade, he was 17 years old. One day, after the Council Meeting dispersed, Zu Ye had Er Batou summon Zhang Zizhan. At that time, Zhang Zizhan hadn’t yet assumed the position of Fourth, he was merely a Xiao Jiao under Er Batou’s command.

Normally, Er Batou always wanted to take Zhang Zizhan along when visiting brothels, wanting to help him transform from boy to man, but Zu Ye didn’t allow it. He told Er Batou: “Zizhan is a very pure child. He’s always been different from us. Don’t corrupt him, otherwise I’ll have failed him.”

When Zhang Zizhan arrived at Zu Ye’s residence, he didn’t know why Zu Ye had summoned him.

Zu Ye had him sit down and said with a smile: “Zizhan, you’re 17 this year. It’s time you started a family.”

Zhang Zizhan tensed up, silently lowering his head without speaking.

Zu Ye continued: “You’ve read so many books, including plenty about romance and love. You understand matters between men and women no less than anyone else…”

Zhang Zizhan’s face reddened: “Zu Ye, I’m still young…”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Not young anymore. If you hadn’t followed me, at this age people would already be coming to arrange marriages.”

Zhang Zizhan’s face turned completely red.

Zu Ye laughed heartily: “You’re a young man of both talent and good looks. Though we’re from the Jiang Xiang Sect, we’re absolutely not people who engage in casual liaisons. Zu Ye wants to find you someone well-matched. I won’t agree to just any ordinary woman.”

Zhang Zizhan lowered his head and smiled secretly.

When I entered the trade in 1948, Er Batou told me that Zu Ye initially cultivated Zhang Zizhan as his successor. Zhang Zizhan had sharp features, fair skin, a natural military bearing, mastery of both Eastern and Western learning, and brilliant writing skills. Zu Ye protected and cultivated him like his own child. But man’s calculations cannot match heaven’s will. Several years later, just when Zhang Zizhan was riding high on spring breezes of success, a sudden catastrophic blow completely destroyed Zhang Zizhan and broke Zu Ye’s heart as well.

Zhang Zizhan went mad.

Zhang Zizhan’s madness wasn’t the usual kind of raving lunacy or loss of human awareness, but depression—severe depression! At that time the term “depression patient” didn’t exist yet. People called anyone with abnormal mental state “mad.”

Perhaps supremely intelligent people all carry the seeds of depression. Darwin, Hemingway, Van Gogh, Churchill all suffered from depression, and some even ended their lives because of it. Geniuses are often the most fragile. Their mental realm’s unmatched free-ranging brilliance cannot resist even the slightest external trauma. Once hurt by some aspect of life, they collapse faster than normal people. Genius belongs only to a certain domain, not to an entire life.

Zhang Zizhan was this type of person. Though normally cheerful and conversing freely, if he made a mistake, he would start trembling even before Zu Ye criticized him. He demanded too much of himself, not allowing himself the slightest error. So even when Zu Ye needed to criticize him, he had to be very particular about the method—patiently guiding, gently explaining, until he was thoroughly convinced, only then could Zu Ye breathe a sigh of relief.

I felt that Zu Ye treated Zhang Zizhan so well not only because he intentionally cultivated him, but more because Zu Ye felt guilty inside. When Zu Ye saved Zhang Zizhan, he carried selfish motives. He could have rescued Zhang Zizhan’s father as well, but he didn’t. Instead, he forcibly tore the father and son apart, separating them forever between heaven and earth, so that Zhang Zizhan could be completely at Zu Ye’s disposal. This shows that when Zu Ye became ruthless, his heart was harder than stone.

Returning to the matter of arranging the marriage, two months later, Zu Ye took Zhang Zizhan to Southern Yue.

Zhang Zizhan’s Matchmaking Visit

“Yue Haitang” was full of female A’Bao. Zu Ye’s so-called well-matched marriage had two meanings: first, both parties must be disciples of the Jiang Xiang Sect, otherwise disputes would easily arise; second, the woman must also possess both talent and beauty—no ugly or dull-witted ones would do. Thinking it over, Zu Ye felt this person could only be found from “Yue Haitang.”

At that time, Jiang Feiyan hadn’t yet established the hall rule that “female A’Bao never marry for life,” and her thinking coincided with Zu Ye’s. Zu Ye’s arrival delighted Jiang Feiyan tremendously. She hadn’t yet had the chance to thank him for how Zu Ye had outwitted Nishida Yoshiko last time to rescue the hall from crisis.

During Zu Ye’s years presiding over “Muzi Lian,” he had visited “Yue Haitang” a few times, but unfortunately Jiang Feiyan was never at the hall. When the four great halls gathered annually, those who stayed home to guard were often the hall’s Da Batou, so the two had never met at the great gatherings either. Jiang Feiyan had only heard that the Eastern faction had produced a rising star, but never had the chance to meet. Finally, after her master Qiao Wumei’s death, Jiang Feiyan met this enigmatic yet extremely legendary figure.

Jiang Feiyan said with a smile: “Zu Ye honors us with your presence. What instructions do you have?”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Sister Yan is too polite. I’ve come to arrange a marriage.”

Jiang Feiyan’s face reddened: “Arrange a marriage?”

Zu Ye said: “I have a brother in my hall, over sixteen years old, supremely intelligent, handsome and talented. I’ve been thinking of finding him a well-matched young lady. Thinking it over, I still feel the people under Sister Yan are reliable, so I’ve come uninvited this time, ha ha…”

Hearing this, Jiang Feiyan laughed: “Zu Ye is truly righteous, even taking such care of your brothers’ marriages.”

Zu Ye said: “Not at all, not at all. Please give it much thought, Sister Yan.” He turned and called Zhang Zizhan over. “Zizhan, come pay respects to Grand Master.”

Zhang Zizhan quickly walked before Jiang Feiyan and bowed: “Grand Master, please accept this humble one’s bow.”

Jiang Feiyan said with a smile: “Rise quickly, rise quickly.”

Looking at the handsome and talented Zhang Zizhan, Jiang Feiyan thought for a while and remembered a disciple in her hall named Huang Farong. This person would match well with the young man before her.

Huang Farong—another legendary figure. She was born in the fourth year of the Republic, ancestral home in Jiaozhou, Shandong, one year older than Zhang Zizhan. Four years ago she encountered Jiang Feiyan in Fujian and was taken into the hall. Later, almost all the major “flying operations” were related to her. She challenged the “Plum Blossom Society,” settled the “Taiji Gang,” eliminated the “Five Tigers of the Central Plains,” destroyed “Zheng the Half-Immortal of Jiaodong”—summoning wind and rain, reaching the pinnacle. She was skilled at scheming, even repeatedly testing Zu Ye’s limits. She was too clever, but since ancient times cleverness and wisdom have never been the same thing. History’s experience repeatedly proves that the cleverer people are, the more tragic their endings often are—too clever by half!

Huang Farong always played the role of “spirit medium” in Jiang Feiyan’s hall. Supernatural people must have supernatural features. This woman had large, bright eyes, and her deep gaze always revealed a hint of the supernatural and mysterious. Some said she could see ghosts, others said she could see through people’s internal organs. “Yue Haitang” had a saying: “Heaven’s secrets all calculated by Ghost Sister; King Yama’s investigations ask Farong”—showing Huang Farong’s status and ability in the hall. Ultimately, this Huang Farong was a genuine “Drill.” “Drill” was trade jargon in the A’Bao circle, contrasting with “Pull.” Some who mixed in A’Bao circles had real skills, understood yin-yang and the five elements, and had a certain foundation in divination studies—these were called “Drills”; some relied entirely on deception and were called “Pulls.” Of course, most people in A’Bao circles were “Pulls.”

Huang Farong’s “Drill” skills were all taught by her grandfather. Huang Farong’s grandfather, Huang Daocheng, was a famous fortune-telling master in Jiaozhou. When Huang Farong was born, Huang Daocheng proudly said: “My granddaughter’s birth date is excellent! Her fate carries the Three Wonders, her Canopy is not empty, the General Star is in her month, Wenchang enters her destiny—she will surely be a genius of her generation!” So from when Huang Farong was small, Huang Daocheng continuously transmitted mystical arts and techniques to her.

The Eight Characters Determine Fate

Those who practice fate calculation all believe that what profession a person should pursue, what occupation they’re suited for—all have specific symbols in the eight characters. Everyone wants success, everyone envies those glamorous professions, but when fortune tellers spread out your eight characters and look, they know you’re not cut out for it. The eight characters theory holds: those who become officials must have strong Official Stars that are favorable gods or useful gods; those who do business must have high-shining Wealth Stars; those who pursue scholarship must have strong Seal Stars serving as useful elements…

The “Canopy,” “General Star,” and “Wenchang” that Huang Daocheng mentioned are all spirit-evil terminology in the four pillars. “Canopy” originally referred to the umbrella cover over the Jade Emperor’s head, representing aloofness—it cannot encounter the “Empty Death” spirit, for meeting emptiness breaks it, becoming the “Heavenly Evil Lone Star.” The legendary martial heroes who suffered from the “Heavenly Evil Lone Star” fate came from here. Even Mr. Lu Xun had the lament: “Fate intersects with Canopy, what can I seek? Before I dare turn over, I’ve already bumped my head.” “General Star” represents the power of generals and commanders; anyone with this star in their fate has leadership and organizational ability. “Wenchang” represents imperial examinations and learning, similar to the “Literary Star”—top scholars often had this star in their destiny.

Although these superstitious theories had long been thoroughly criticized by countless sages, Huang Daocheng still stubbornly held onto and savored them. Huang Farong was naturally intelligent with exceptional memory. She quickly memorized the five elements, eight trigrams, and heavenly stems and earthly branches perfectly, then delved into techniques like the four pillars, six lines, Qimen, Liuren divine lessons, Ziwei astrology and more. By her teens she could already use simple techniques to predict fortunes for people, gaining some local fame.

But Huang Farong had four siblings, and she was the eldest. In the countryside, if there were many brothers and sisters, the eldest definitely suffered most, doing all the work. Cooking, feeding pigs, watching younger siblings—needless to say, and any carelessness would bring her volatile father’s curses and beatings. Moreover, her parents disapproved of her studying these things. They said: “A girl just needs to learn some needlework. When she grows up it’ll be easier to marry her off! Learning all this nonsense—let’s see how you manage after you’re married!”

The turning point in fate occurred when Huang Farong was 14. That summer, her father proposed a marriage for her, saying she and her second aunt’s son were “betrothed in the womb”—this marriage had been arranged before she was even born.

Hearing this, Huang Farong exploded with anger. She knew this cousin—he was honest enough, but too honest to the point of stupidity. Huang Farong considered herself supremely intelligent with aspirations higher than heaven. The man in her mind must be exceptionally talented and learned, so she refused no matter what.

As the wedding day approached, her second aunt frequently visited. The old lady sensed something amiss—this niece seemed unwilling. Seeing the cooked duck about to fly away, each visit she brought generous gifts, first proposing marriage with beaming smiles, then wiping tears and pretending grievance.

In feudal times, women had low status, and marriage contracts were equivalent to contracts. If the woman broke the agreement, she would face severe punishment. Huang Farong’s parents decided: even if they had to tie her up, they would send this girl to the other party!

Huang Farong ran to her grandfather’s room, tears streaming: “Grandfather, Grandfather, what should I do?”

The old man wept: “Rong’er, Grandfather can’t help you this time either. This is all fate!”

If it were an ordinary girl, she would have submitted, but this was Huang Farong. At 14 she had heavenly courage. She ran away, fled the marriage, grabbed a bundle, stuffed a few flatbreads inside, and escaped home in the dead of night. She ran south all the way—hungry, she’d gnaw a flatbread; thirsty, she’d find a household, enter and kowtow to beg for water. Later she climbed onto a train, passing through Jiangsu, Anhui, Zhejiang, straight to Fujian.

Arriving in Fujian, Huang Farong stopped running. She felt it was far enough—her family wouldn’t find her. She breathed out a long sigh, feeling incomparably relaxed and happy. She thought she was free, the road ahead bright and smooth. If she had known her future years would be entangled with a criminal organization and she would pay a terrible price for it, she would never have been so happy at this moment, might even have regretted fleeing home.

In Fujian, Huang Farong first had to solve survival problems. Though she ate sparingly, those few flatbreads still weren’t enough. She could tell fortunes, but was too young—surely no one would believe her. At home she borrowed her grandfather’s reputation. Sometimes when fortune seekers came, grandfather would have her divine first. Now alone and away, who would believe a 14-year-old yellow-haired girl?

She could only beg. Begging wasn’t so easy either. Beggars all had territories—outsiders begging would be driven away. Sometimes she’d just beg two copper coins and immediately a group of beggars would snatch them away. A small girl, weak and frail, couldn’t fight those wild boys. Finally she could only pick rotting food from garbage heaps to fill her stomach.

Living in hunger and cold like this for many days, that rotten food began churning in her stomach. Within days, Huang Farong fell ill, burning with fever in a daze, lying roadside, quietly waiting for death.

In her delirium, she felt someone lift her up. She tried hard to open her eyes but couldn’t. In confusion she fainted again. When she woke next, she found herself lying in a warm room. She blinked, thinking she’d died, thinking this was heaven. While foolishly pondering, a warm face leaned close.

“Child, you’re awake?”

It was Jiang Feiyan. That day, Jiang Feiyan happened to be bringing several A’Bao to Fujian to negotiate with local “secret societies.” At dusk returning to the inn, passing through a small alley, she saw Huang Farong on death’s doorstep. The Jiang Xiang Sect was a group that robbed the rich to help the poor, and Jiang Feiyan was especially kind-hearted. Seeing this scene, she unhesitatingly ordered Xiao Jiao to carry Huang Farong back to the inn.

Huang Farong stared blankly at this elegant and noble woman before her, not knowing what to say. Huang Farong came from the countryside, had seen little of the world to begin with. For 14 years she’d only dealt with country folk in tattered clothes, living in dark, damp earthen houses. Now lying in this clean, warm room with such a noble lady standing before her, she thought she truly was in heaven.

Seeing her silence, Jiang Feiyan softly said: “Child, it’s all right now.”

Huang Farong still stared blankly at Jiang Feiyan, quietly, not speaking, lips tightly closed.

After a long while, finally understanding she was still alive, tears immediately filled her eyes, rolling down her cheeks.

Jiang Feiyan bent down, wiping away the tears at the corners of her eyes.

“Child, don’t cry, don’t cry.”

“Mother—” Huang Farong softly called.

“Child… you…” Jiang Feiyan’s body shook.

“Mother—” Huang Farong stretched out her small hand, tightly embracing Jiang Feiyan, tears flowing freely.

These two calls of “Mother” made Jiang Feiyan’s heart ache. She knew this girl before her had suffered too much trauma and hardship. Calling a stranger “Mother”—that was a long-standing thirst for affection and maternal love.

Jiang Feiyan thought of her own past—she too had been abandoned by her parents. Women who became A’Bao were either brothel girls sold there by parents, or orphaned beggars, or murderers who took desperate risks unable to bear their husbands’ abuse, or resentful women whose husbands “loaned them out” for survival… In short, they’d all been hurt.

Some died, some got up and continued being human, became strong people.

“Child, don’t cry.” Jiang Feiyan held Huang Farong tightly in her arms.

Huang Farong cried harder: “Mother, please take me in… I’ll be your ox and horse, serve you for life! Just let me be your goddaughter…”

“Child, don’t be afraid. I won’t abandon you.” Looking at this pitiful little thing, Jiang Feiyan’s nose stung, tears falling.

Even at that moment Huang Farong displayed supreme intelligence. When she discovered she hadn’t died, she knew she must grasp this woman before her—the days of escaping suffering had come. Cleverness, once again cleverness was at work.

The Mystery of Praying for Rain

Entering the hall required the Grand Master’s approval. Though Jiang Feiyan agreed verbally, she understood whether this child could remain in the hall still depended on Qiao Wumei’s word. Several days later, Jiang Feiyan took Huang Farong back to Southern Yue.

This world is always thus: some people, though far apart, can always bond at first sight; some people, though close at hand, pass each other daily as strangers.

Huang Farong was someone who bonded at first sight with both Jiang Feiyan and Qiao Wumei. This girl was born clever and strange, with large sparkling eyes. Besides being thin, there was nothing to criticize. Upon first meeting Qiao Wumei she knew to actively kneel and kowtow calling her grandmother, delighting Qiao Wumei beyond words.

In the days that followed, Qiao Wumei and Jiang Feiyan gradually discovered they’d found a great treasure! This girl with large eyes was a genuine fortune-telling prodigy! This was fate—if Huang Farong hadn’t fled the marriage, she wouldn’t have come to Fujian; if Jiang Feiyan hadn’t passed that small alley, she wouldn’t have rescued her.

In fate’s vast woven net, encounters between people are always necessity within coincidence.

After Huang Farong joined the hall, Jiang Feiyan according to custom should teach her yin-yang, five elements, and basic knowledge, but she actually didn’t need to study—she knew more than anyone in the hall. Even Qiao Wumei couldn’t stump her!

During that period, Qiao Wumei was invited to Liuzhou, Guangxi to pray for rain for local people. Thinking it over, she brought Huang Farong.

When Qiao Wumei prayed for rain, the spectacle was grand: setting up cloud platforms, performing great rituals, sprinkling purified water on streets, paving roads with yellow earth, wrapping trees with white silk, hanging yellow banners on bamboo—hundreds of people calling out before and behind, an immortal’s array displayed to all.

The cloud platform stood three zhang and three chi high. Qiao Wumei ascended by ladder, holding a whisk, moving her golden lotus feet. Two rows of Daoist priests played drums and chimes, bells and cymbals ringing together. Atop the platform, incense table, candle stands, incense burner, yellow paper all complete, Qiao Wumei first worshipped the Queen Mother, then the Thunder Duke, then the Lightning Mother, then loudly recited prayer texts. Below the platform the county magistrate, clerks and others watched reverently, the masses bowed in admiration.

When the ritual ended, Qiao Wumei would shout: “Thunder Duke assists, Lightning Mother sustains—within half a month, rain must come!”

Actually, Qiao Wumei’s rain prayers relied on observing celestial phenomena. As for setting up altars and performing rituals—that was all to deceive observers. Just like Zhuge Liang borrowing the eastern wind from the Seven Star Platform—gesturing above, all for surrounding people to see. In reality Zhuge Liang mastered astronomy and geography, observed celestial signs, examined earthly conditions, relied on Qimen techniques to divine, and long ago calculated that day would definitely bring wind, so finally could “borrow” the wind.

Ancient times had no weather forecasts. Laboring people summarized much experience in long-term struggle with nature, and some dedicated practitioners explored patterns between the five elements and solar phenomena, stellar phenomena, lunar phenomena, meteorological phenomena and other natural occurrences, summarizing a uniquely Eastern ancient predictive science system.

Qiao Wumei mastered this technology. In “Yue Haitang Wind Observation Notes” there’s this brilliant passage:

Where is Thunder Duke? Where is Lightning Mother?

Jiang Xiang School, A’Bao self-comprehend.

Moon halo brings wind in three days, sun halo brings rain at third watch;

Morning glow don’t go out, evening glow travel thousand miles.

Clouds go east, a gust of wind;

Clouds go south, heavy rain floods boats;

Clouds go north, heaven and earth pitch black;

Clouds go west, fish don rain capes.

Foundation dry magpies call, month stays dry and parched;

Morning call wealth arrives, evening call mourning news.

…

The first four lines are the opening, meaning: “Where is Thunder Duke? Where is Lightning Mother? Jiang Xiang Sect disciples can deduce themselves.” Ancients believed thunder and lightning were caused by heavenly Thunder Duke and Lightning Mother, hence this opening.

What follows are specific event patterns. “Moon halo brings wind in three days” means if a halo appears around the moon—what common folk call “moon warming by fire”—then within three days wind will surely rise. Similarly, “sun halo brings rain at third watch”—if a sun halo appears, that very day at third watch rain will surely come.

“Morning glow don’t go out” means if at dawn when the sun just appears clouds already blaze across the sky, definitely don’t go out—heavy rain arrives immediately. Conversely, if at sunset evening glow spreads gloriously with radiant light, feel free to travel—there won’t be rain soon, hence “evening glow travel thousand miles.”

The next four lines are masterful cloud observation techniques. This method is recorded not only in “Yue Haitang Wind Observation Notes” but widely circulated among common folk, with slight variations in different regions. Some say this method isn’t accurate—that’s because they haven’t grasped its essence. The clouds in these four lines don’t refer to ordinary floating clouds, but overwhelming dark clouds, thick clouds.

China’s overall territory lies north of the equator, terrain high in west low in east, temperature hot in south cold in north. The Notes state: Clouds are rain—ground water rises meeting cold and forms; clouds rise west move east, following terrain downward, cold-hot convection creates fierce wind, thus “clouds go east, a gust of wind”—but will rain follow wind? This depends on cloud phenomena. Clouds emerge north move south, cold clouds ride above, heat waves tread below, cold-hot meet, clouds thicken, too thick to bear, torrential rain pours, thus “clouds go south, heavy rain floods boats.” Clouds rise south move north, heat waves above, cold air flees below, Kan joins Kun gathers, heaven and earth darken, thus “clouds go north, heaven and earth pitch black.” Clouds rise east move west, circulating upward, wind blows but won’t scatter, thunder strikes but won’t move, thick accumulation thick release, finally thunderbolt’s shock, pouring down, fish can’t bear it, seeking shelter, thus “clouds go west, fish don rain capes.”

This is the “Yue Haitang” ancestor’s scientific explanation for these oral formulas. But fundamentally, all methods lie in adaptation. Moreover cloud types are many: dark clouds, thick clouds, dense clouds, thin clouds, broken clouds, light clouds, bald clouds, castle clouds, fish-scale clouds, hook cirrus clouds and more. Without three to five years’ effort, observing cloud phenomena to predict rain timing is mere jest.

The last two lines: “Foundation dry magpies call, month stays dry and parched.” “Foundation” refers to building foundation. “Foundation dry” means foundation is dry—this shows clear weather. Magpies and weather have a necessary relationship. The clearer the sky, the more happily magpies call. The more happily magpies call, the longer clear weather persists.

Regarding magpies, they’re always mentioned with crows. The saying goes: magpies report joy, crows report mourning. Actually, magpies don’t always report joy—sometimes they also transmit bad information, called “morning reports joy, evening reports mourning.” If at dawn magpies chatter on branches at your home, good fortune arrives immediately. If at dusk they stand on branches calling back and forth, great trouble looms, hence the conclusion “morning call wealth arrives, evening call mourning news.”

These secrets are all experience summarized over hundreds of years by countless A’Bao of “Yue Haitang.” Now some can be scientifically explained, but some still cannot.

Among all ancient techniques for predicting weather, the most masterful move is “smelling foundation to know heaven’s timing”—accurately predicting wind and rain timing based on foundation moisture and smell. The person who invented this method was the Tang Dynasty feng shui master Yuan Tiangang. Yuan Tiangang excelled at distinguishing soil smell and moisture—naturally essential for feng shui masters—but Yuan Tiangang could reverse-apply earthly conditions to heavenly timing, which ordinary people couldn’t achieve. In fertile fields, pinching a handful of soil, smelling with the nose, one could predict future weather.

Huang Farong unintentionally mastered this skill of “smelling foundation to know heaven’s timing.” As a child at home, her parents wouldn’t hold her, neighbors wouldn’t acknowledge her. When bored, she would squat by wall corners fighting cockroaches. Inadvertently she discovered the relationship between the weight of moisture emanating from the foundation and the amount of rainfall. Over time she figured out a set of patterns.

That day in Guangxi, after Qiao Wumei observed the stellar and cloud phenomena, she learned that rain would surely come within fifteen days, then put on an act of performing rituals, finally informing the local magistrate: “Within half a month, rain must come!”

After the ritual ended, Huang Farong quietly tugged at Qiao Wumei’s sleeve and said: “Grandmother, I don’t think it’ll take half a month. Within ten days rain will surely fall.”

Qiao Wumei’s heart jumped: Could this child be even more capable than herself?

Sure enough, at noon on the tenth day, dark clouds like ink covered the entire sky, then torrential rain poured down. Qiao Wumei happily held Huang Farong in her arms.

“My granddaughter is remarkable.” This woman over fifty finally found in Huang Farong the long-absent joy of family relations, also compensating for the emptiness of her long-lost maternal nature.

Jiang Feiyan once said sadly to Qiao Wumei: “This child Farong, even if she didn’t become an A’Bao, would be someone living in plenty in the future. With her real skills, she could completely walk the proper path, safely and steadily pursue divination studies, and surely become a generation’s great master.”

Qiao Wumei said: “Mixing in the A’Bao ranks, she’s indeed gone astray, but this is also her fate. Once you’re in, it’s impossible to wash your hands of it until death—this is our rule.” Qiao Wumei feared Jiang Feiyan might one day show mercy and release Huang Farong, so she had to give Jiang Feiyan this preventive warning.

When Zu Ye came to arrange the marriage, Jiang Feiyan decided to part with what she loved, also to repay last year’s favor when Zu Ye rescued them during Qiao Wumei’s funeral procession. Jiang Feiyan cared deeply for this goddaughter. If it weren’t Zu Ye coming to propose, she wouldn’t let her go.

Huang Farong was already 18 years old, also of marriage age. Jiang Feiyan trusted Zu Ye, so she let Huang Farong and Zhang Zizhan meet.

In matters of courtship and marriage, the Jiang Xiang Sect was quite open-minded. They never arranged marriages—only when both parties found each other pleasing could things work out.

Ancient courtship wasn’t like now. On first meetings they dared to eat and drink together, even hold hands and kiss. In ancient times they emphasized side viewing and front viewing.

Side viewing was the first step—a pair of new people, one outside the window, one inside, would first steal a glance at each other to see if there was immediate chemistry. If at first sight they weren’t each other’s ideal type, there was no need for further interaction.

After Zhang Zizhan and Huang Farong’s side viewing, they felt mutually pleased.

So Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan arranged their front viewing.

During front viewing, others couldn’t be present, because the new people were both shy. If others were present, it would be very awkward, inconvenient for communication.

Jiang Feiyan gathered the two in the room, then left with Zu Ye.

These two truly fell in love at first sight, as if they’d known each other in a past life and came together in this one. The two chattered in the room for two hours. Seeing the sky about to darken, Jiang Feiyan and Zu Ye exchanged glances, knowing this marriage was settled.

That evening, Jiang Feiyan hosted a banquet for Zu Ye. During the meal Jiang Feiyan half-jokingly said: “Zu Ye has already passed thirty. Haven’t you thought about arranging a marriage for yourself?”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly and shook his head, sighing: “The great enterprise hasn’t prospered, no achievements, no fame, wasting away thirty years—what talk of romantic feelings?”

Hearing this, a trace of disappointment flashed in Jiang Feiyan’s eyes.

A month later, Huang Farong married from “Yue Haitang” into “Muzi Lian.” Though not a biological daughter, after four years together, when Huang Farong married out, Jiang Feiyan still hid in her room and secretly cried.

The Eastern and Southern factions joined in marriage, and people from the Western and Northern factions also came to congratulate. This matter became a fine story within the Jiang Xiang Sect.

The Secret of Roosters Not Crowing and Dogs Not Barking

In the 1930s, the Chinese land still struggled bitterly between superstition and new knowledge. At that time there were over a thousand large and small “secret societies” nationwide, several hundred with registered names. They continuously manufactured and spread various superstitious heresies, spreading fallacies to confuse the masses and take advantage to amass wealth.

The Jiang Xiang Sect was just one branch. Sometimes multiple secret societies gathered in one territory. Neighboring secret societies would cross boundaries, creating conflicts—sometimes very intense, life-and-death struggles. If gangs got involved too, it became even more lively.

At that time, the three most famous secret societies in the Jianghuai region were “Muzi Lian,” “Plum Blossom Society,” and “Tiansheng Dao.”

“Muzi Lian” had the firmest foundation—three hundred years of inheritance, unbent by wind, unmoved by thunder. Despite tremendous changes, it stood majestically.

“Plum Blossom Society” had the shortest establishment time, founded during the Second Zhili-Fengtian War by Daoist Mei Xuanzi from “Plum Blossom Daoist Temple.” This gang had less than a hundred members, but each was an elite soldier and strong general, claiming to match a hundred.

“Tiansheng Dao” was established during the Boxer Rebellion period. This gang developed rapidly. Over several decades believers numbered in the tens of thousands, disciples spread throughout the nation, with the momentum to overwhelm the Jiang Xiang Sect. Moreover, this organization was very tightly structured, its sophistication even surpassing the Jiang Xiang Sect. Tiansheng Dao’s organizational framework consisted of: Sect Leader, Staffs, Canes, Fans, and Green Robes. The Sect Leader was the organization’s supreme head, with ten Staffs below, each Staff having ten Canes, each Cane having twelve Fans, and below Fans were all Green Robes—Green Robes equivalent to the Jiang Xiang Sect’s Xiao Jiao.

Though all three played deceptive tricks, their emphases differed. “Muzi Lian” took the elegant route—A’Bao all styled themselves as fortune tellers, refined and cultured with scholarly charm. “Tiansheng Dao” played big—constantly conjuring up world’s end scenarios, making people panic day and night. “Plum Blossom Society” liked the superman route, as if everyone were immortals who could reach the ninth heaven to grab the moon or dive five oceans to catch turtles.

“Muzi Lian’s” “Secret Flying Operations Manual,” “Tiansheng Dao’s” “Pure Yang Success Methods,” “Plum Blossom Society’s” “Three Divination Methods”—all were secret society manuals familiar to insiders. For years, each organization’s successive leaders firmly controlled their inherited secret manuals, guarding against both external enemies and internal thieves.

Normally everyone minded their own business, all doing similar things, understanding in their hearts that unless contradictions became extremely intense, conflicts generally wouldn’t arise. Moreover, most of the time everyone tacitly helped and protected each other, because protecting others meant protecting oneself. Otherwise, mutual exposure would ultimately doom everyone.

The second year after Zhang Zizhan and Huang Farong married, a major incident occurred in the Jianghuai region: the hall master of “Plum Blossom Society” claimed he’d become an immortal! He could ascend to heaven, enter the earth, summon heaven and earth’s ghosts and spirits. He made roosters not crow and they dared not crow; he made dogs shut up and they made no sound. Every few days he gathered with heavenly immortals and earthly ghosts for meals—many people witnessed this with their own eyes. This was undoubtedly a bombshell. For a time “Plum Blossom Society’s” fame soared!

Initially, Zu Ye didn’t pay much attention to this matter, thinking it was just “Plum Blossom Society” playing flying operations, figuring after making some noise and money they’d quiet down. Who knew this matter intensified, the other side having momentum to eliminate dissidents and unify the underworld! Social resources in the same region during the same period were limited. If this group swindled it all, that group would starve. Zu Ye couldn’t sit still.

“Tiansheng Dao” also felt “Plum Blossom Society” went too far this time, acting as if they were the only immortals in the Jianghuai region. If common folk all believed them, what would others do?

On Qingming Festival, “Tiansheng Dao’s” sect leader Zhang Jiyao suddenly visited Zu Ye.

“Zu Ye, have you heard?” Zhang Jiyao asked Zu Ye.

Zu Ye nodded: “Yes, I’ve heard something.”

Zhang Jiyao said: “This fire burns hotter and hotter, not the slightest sign of extinguishing. My disciples secretly investigated—some matters are truly puzzling.”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Just flying operations.”

Zhang Jiyao said: “Flying operations aren’t scary. What’s scary is not seeing through them.”

Zu Ye said: “Elder Zhang refers to the rooster crowing and dog barking matter?”

Zhang Jiyao chuckled: “Zu Ye underestimates your foolish brother. Such tricks can’t escape my eyes. I refer to his street performance of the Three Gathering Immortals and Immortals Eating Noodles matters.”

Zu Ye laughed, smiling without words. Though his face smiled, his heart was uncertain too. These days he’d frequently sent Er Batou and Zhang Zizhan disguised as common folk to observe “Plum Blossom Society” hall master Mei Xuanzi’s magical performances. Result: after returning, Zhang Zizhan and Huang Farong only cracked the roosters not crowing, dogs not barking technique—everything else left them completely baffled.

Roosters not crowing, dogs not barking—both mentioned in “Secret Flying Operations Manual” and “Yue Haitang Wind Observation Notes.”

Regarding roosters not crowing: The rooster, ancients called it the god of darkness and obscurity. In the twelve zodiac animals called “You Rooster,” five elements attribute metal. Metal governs lungs, lungs govern breathing. Rooster respiratory systems are very sensitive. European and American military strategists claim: “In modern biochemical warfare integrating weaponry equipment and high-tech, roosters are sentries preventing people from chemical weapon harm.” During the Gulf War, to prevent Saddam’s poison gas attacks, American forces often drove thousands of roosters ahead to avoid poisoning.

Roosters have a large tendon under each wing—places where the rooster’s vital energy and blood must pass. When grabbing a rooster, it struggles desperately and crows loudly. At this moment, if both hands press hard on the tendons under the wings with steady technique and sufficient force, repeating several times, then releasing the rooster, it will just stare wide-eyed without making sound.

Those performing magic tricks simply pressed hard while grabbing roosters, simultaneously pretending to shake heads and recite incantations. Common folk were deceived by these performances, never seeing the trickery beneath hands, thus creating the strange phenomenon of roosters not crowing.

As for dogs not barking, actually they fed dogs a medicine causing hoarseness in the dog’s throat. If the dosage was large, it would make dogs mute.

This medicine greatly harming moral virtue surprisingly originated from the elegant opera world. Opera troupes were ancient names for theatrical companies; those who sang opera were called opera disciples. In ancient times, opera people competed jealously. To compete for roles and stage time, sometimes they’d ruthlessly poison each other.

This medicine wouldn’t kill people, but once eaten, vocal cords would suffer violent irritation and within days become hoarse. Opera performers lived by their voices. If the voice broke, that opera career ended.

The ingredients for making this poison were very simple—human earwax. Of course, simply extracting earwax for people to eat wouldn’t work. “Secret Flying Operations Manual” records that earwax must be mixed with other Chinese medicines, then dissolved in appropriately temperatured water. This temperature control was very difficult to master—only those skilled in this art like Zhang Zizhan could prepare it properly.

Now “Plum Blossom Society” people used this method on dogs. Except for insiders, no one could understand what was really happening.

But the “Plum Blossom Society’s” Three Gathering Immortals and Immortals Eating Noodles matters left both “Muzi Lian” and “Tiansheng Dao” utterly perplexed.

Eating Noodles with “Immortals”

The highest realm of cultivating immortality was being able to gather various immortals together, sitting at one table eating together. First, it represented good relations with immortals; second, it represented one’s own profound cultivation, able to sit as equals with immortal families. After New China’s establishment, in the mid-to-late 1980s a Zhouyi fever arose nationwide. Some Hebei “master” researching “Qimen Dunjia” also claimed he could summon immortals. Often while eating he’d say something came under the table, then his feet would make fighting motions as if already “engaging hands” with ghosts and monsters. The masses believed it was true, those seeking apprenticeship came in endless streams. Later this immortal-summoning master finally summoned the police, was detained in the station for half a month. After coming out he never again discussed summoning immortals.

At that time, “Plum Blossom Society’s” hall master Mei Xuanzi claimed he could use “Time Qimen” to summon immortals. He set up a large ritual ground in the street, piled up a three-chi ritual platform, supported an Eight Immortals table on top. At the platform’s four corners stood a banner-holding disciple each. On the table sat a circle of spirit tablets including: Fox Immortal (fox), White Immortal (hedgehog), Long Immortal (snake), Yellow Immortal (weasel), etc. In the center were incense burner, candle stands, three offerings, yellow paper. Before each spirit tablet sat a large bowl—the bowls were empty.

Mei Xuanzi sat upright at the Eight Immortals table’s main position, first wielding talismans chanting incantations, shaking head swaying, muttering words, sometimes humming low, sometimes looking up at the firmament. Finally he shouted loudly: “All immortals take your places!”

At this moment, his disciples would carry up a pot of cooked dragon whisker noodles. Mei Xuanzi personally picked noodles for each great immortal, ladled noodle soup, then also filled a bowl for himself, loudly saying: “I today gather and feast with you immortal families. Xuanzi specially respectfully offers dragon whisker longevity noodles. Please immortal families bless our common people with prosperity and peace in all matters!”

This kind of ritual ground eating together with immortals, only Daoism’s founding master—Eastern Han’s Master Zhang Daoling had done, but that was only legend. Now Mei Xuanzi actually dared imitate it in the street!

After Mei Xuanzi finished speaking, he made an inviting gesture, then ate with relish himself while surrounding common folk quietly watched.

About one quarter hour later, Mei Xuanzi ate the noodles in his bowl completely clean, then rose and bowed to the spirit tablets on the table saying: “Thank you immortal families for honoring us.”

The next scene was the moment witnessing miracles. Mei Xuanzi successively lifted the large bowls before each immortal on the table, loudly saying: “Immortals ate noodles, bestow upon me sacred water. Sacred water scattered on earth, blessings reach posterity!” Then vigorously splashed—soup water splashed down on the ground. People discovered with amazement that on the ground was all water—not a single noodle! The immortals really ate the noodles?!

Hearing is believing, seeing is truth. Zhang Zizhan witnessed this with his own eyes—clearly picked noodles into the bowls, how after a while were they gone? During that time, only Mei Xuanzi was on the platform, others couldn’t play tricks. Eyes clearly saw noodles enter bowls, eyes clearly saw them vanish into nothing.

Mei Xuanzi concluded the ritual and bowed, smiling slightly, saying: “Fate ties to heaven, heaven ties to spirits, spirits tie to me. I can converse with immortals. What do you still fear? Don’t go calculate fortunes or read faces anymore—those are all too superficial!”

Er Batou was so angry he gnashed his teeth, cursing in his heart: “You showing off arrogantly up there is one thing, but telling common folk not to have fortunes told—isn’t this cutting off our Jiang Xiang Sect’s livelihood?”

On the way back, Zhang Zizhan thought bitterly. Er Batou cursed: “What sorcery! If you push me too far, I’ll smash his pots and bowls along with those spirit tablets—let’s see if he still eats!”

Hearing Er Batou’s description, Zu Ye also fell into contemplation. Did Mei Xuanzi take the wrong medicine, or what? This gang with unstable foundation usually treated the Jiang Xiang Sect with utmost respect. Today daring to brazenly spout such nonsense! Tired of living?

The disciples Zhang Jiyao sent likewise couldn’t crack it, hence coming to consult with Zu Ye.

Zu Ye said: “I heard those deeply versed in Qimen Dunjia can summon heavenly immortals. Could Mei Xuanzi really have penetrated this Qimen technique?”

Zhang Jiyao laughed heartily: “Zu Ye wise all your life, confused for a moment. This foolish brother still claims to understand ‘Plum Blossom Numerology.'”

Zu Ye also smiled: “Elder Zhang, don’t forget, Mei Xuanzi is the successor of ‘Plum Blossom Daoist Temple’ abbot Mei Fuzu. Though old Master Mei Fuzu has passed to immortality, Master Mei Fuzu inherited from Maoshan Shangqing sect. His ‘Time Qimen’ is very formidable. His mystical Daoist techniques cannot be underestimated!”

Zhang Jiyao restrained his smile: “Zu Ye, foolish brother didn’t come seeking amusement. Mei Xuanzi doing this concerns both our families’ livelihoods. If Zu Ye continues jesting words, foolish brother takes his leave.”

Zu Ye hurriedly said: “Mei Xuanzi is a very cautious person. This time making such a great display, doesn’t Elder Zhang find it strange?”

Zhang Jiyao’s brows jumped.

Zu Ye continued: “Those in our trade never fight unprepared battles. Doesn’t Elder Zhang always make arrangements above and below before daring to act each time you set up operations?”

Zhang Jiyao said: “Zu Ye means Mei Xuanzi has expert guidance behind him?”

Zu Ye said: “Mei Xuanzi has always been meticulous and cautious. In the past he also impersonated immortals, but each time stopped at the right point, wouldn’t let matters expand. If his disciples dared make great displays swindling and cheating, they’d receive his punishment.”

Zhang Jiyao said: “Mei Xuanzi also has people in official circles. Could it be…”

Zu Ye shook his head: “No. Those few adjutants can’t support such a grand scheme.”

Zhang Jiyao nodded: “Zu Ye means…”

Zu Ye looked at Zhang Jiyao, squeezing one word through his teeth: “Wait.”

The Fallacy of “Rooster-Monkey Don’t Reach the End”

Zu Ye didn’t dare analyze too much with Zhang Jiyao because he guarded against Zhang Jiyao. Now the situation wasn’t clear. Zu Ye didn’t know what medicine Mei Xuanzi sold in his gourd, much less whether Zhang Jiyao and Mei Xuanzi wore the same pants. The Jianghuai region was divided three ways. If slightly careless, two families jointly scheming to eliminate one wasn’t impossible.

Zu Ye always thought of matters in the worst way, then slowly sorted through, preparing various countermeasures.

Simultaneously, Zu Ye also issued a death order to Er Batou and Zhang Zizhan: must crack the other side’s immortal-summoning scheme as soon as possible!

Er Batou and Zhang Zizhan were very anxious, but Er Batou was broad-minded, eating and drinking uninterrupted. Zhang Zizhan couldn’t—couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. Huang Farong saw this and worried in her heart. Actually, ever since that day Zhang Zizhan returned describing the other side’s scheme situation, Huang Farong had been analyzing what was really happening.

Zhang Zizhan had followed Zu Ye for two years—first time encountering such a difficult problem. Though at that time he was still a Xiao Jiao under Er Batou’s command, he was indeed an outstanding Xiao Jiao. He’d always wanted to earn a Batou position, and Zu Ye had hinted as much. Especially after he married Huang Farong, Huang Farong went to great lengths helping her husband set up schemes to make him famous and establish reputation.

At that time the hall’s fourth chair was controlled by someone called Qi Chunfu. He was Zhang Dancheng’s old subordinate. Years ago when several Batou under Zhang Dancheng rebelled, he as a senior “Provincial Graduate” stood on Zhang Dancheng’s side. After the rebellion was quelled, he was promoted by Zhang Dancheng to the hall’s Si Batou.

After Zu Ye took the main position, to consolidate his own status, he successively removed the Da Batou and Er Batou that Zhang Dancheng preserved before death, replacing them with his own Da Batou and Er Batou. Later he recruited Xue Jiaren and supported him onto the third chair. Thus, of the five Batou Zhang Dancheng left before death, only Fourth Qi Chunfu and Fifth Liang Wenqiu remained.

Did those old Batou not respect Zu Ye? Not really. One emperor one set of ministers. The old fellows were deeply entrenched, spoke with great weight. Who knows when they’d get unhappy and give you a few words—Zu Ye couldn’t take that. Zu Ye’s power-seizing methods were very elegant, similar to “releasing military power over wine.” Zu Ye said the old folks labored most of their lives for “Muzi Lian,” should enjoy their twilight years. Hall matters could be handled by the young ones.

Several old fellows were very tactful, took the silver and retired to second line for retirement. Some were tactless, like Qi Chunfu and Liang Wenqiu. They felt they could still work, could still fight alongside Zu Ye to conquer the world.

What Zu Ye wanted was a power balance. At that time the hall had five Batou total—three new, two old. This was a balance, basically acceptable.

Since ancient times the Jiang Xiang Sect’s promotion mechanism heavily emphasized performance assessment. It wasn’t that being older or longer in the hall made you Batou, nor that when Er Batou died, San Batou naturally got promoted to Er Batou. The Jiang Xiang Sect looked at ability and achievements. No matter who, as long as ability was strong and could earn greater benefits for the hall, they could stand out. Before the reform, some could in less than a year progress layer by layer from Xiao Jiao through Provincial Graduate, Metropolitan Graduate, Hanlin, straight to Third Place Scholar position. After Zu Ye’s reform, promotion channels were even smoother. As long as ability was sufficient, Xiao Jiao could directly become Batou.

The young couple Zhang Zizhan and Huang Farong really had a headache this time. They carefully studied every detail, studying until dawn roosters crowed, still without results.

At this critical juncture, “Special Merchant” Jia Siye arrived.

Jia Siye smuggled opium and weapons—a complete scoundrel, but a scoundrel who kept his word. Generally those who accomplished things, whether black or white path, couldn’t discard the word loyalty, otherwise sooner or later they’d be eliminated.

Underworld courtesy—coming and going is propriety. Zu Ye helped Jia Siye smuggle opium through “corpse driving.” Afterward, Jia Siye according to their prior agreement sent over half the silver, but Zu Ye only accepted twenty percent, because Er Batou privately cut off the corpse’s head, nearly exposing the scheme.

Zu Ye conducted business fastidiously, Jia Siye even more so. He told Zu Ye: “Zu Ye is righteous. We have long days ahead.” Meaning he acknowledged this favor and would definitely repay it later.

This time what Jia Siye introduced to Zu Ye was a lucrative job, also a very thorny job. Otherwise he wouldn’t request Zu Ye’s involvement—killing chickens doesn’t need ox knives; ox knives necessarily slaughter oxen.

An Anhui salt company owner, surname He, given name Fan, courtesy name Liao Yi. Boss He’s daughter died two years ago. The daughter was then studying at Republic Vocational Women’s School. One day during heavy rain, she and several classmates waited at the ferry crossing. Suddenly lightning flashed in the sky with a boom. This girl was struck by lightning, entire body emitting black smoke. Surrounding classmates were terrified. In the chaos a male classmate picked her up and sent her to a nearby church hospital, but it was too late—her back was already scorched by lightning.

Boss He and his wife faced this sudden disaster, nearly crying themselves blind. Because their daughter hadn’t yet married, afterward Boss He wanted to arrange a ghost marriage for his daughter.

Arranging ghost marriages and yang marriages followed the same principles—both looked at birth date and time eight characters, especially examining zodiac animals. Ancients left behind a set of marriage compatibility verses commonly used by fortune tellers. The verses say:

Since ancient times white horse fears green ox,

Sheep rat meeting once then rest.

Snake sees fierce tiger like knife cuts,

Pig meets monkey don’t reach the end.

Dragon meets rabbit goes to cloud’s edge,

Golden rooster sees dog tears intermingle.

Even now, when parents go to have children’s marriage prospects calculated, fortune tellers often say certain zodiac animals don’t match certain others, clash or overcome—actually all derives from these verses. From the literal meaning one can know: horse and ox don’t match, sheep and rat don’t match, and so on.

What’s the principle behind these verses?

It lies in the twelve earthly branches’ punishment, clash, overcoming, and harm. The twelve zodiac animals and twelve earthly branches correspond. The twelve earthly branches and five elements also correspond. So-called: Zi Rat, Chou Ox, Yin Tiger, Mao Rabbit, Chen Dragon, Si Snake, Wu Horse, Wei Sheep, Shen Monkey, You Rooster, Xu Dog, Hai Pig. Among these, Zi and Hai belong to water, Yin and Mao belong to wood, Si and Wu belong to fire, Shen and You belong to metal, Chen, Xu, Chou, and Wei belong to earth. The twelve earthly branches mutually generate, overcome, combine, clash, and harm. Ancients believed those branches that combined were all good, predicting hundred years of harmony, while those that clashed were all bad, representing separation, representing inability to grow old together.

Among the twelve earthly branches, the six combining groups are:

Chen-You combine (Dragon and Rooster combine)

Zi-Chou combine (Rat and Ox combine)

Hai-Yin combine (Pig and Tiger combine)

Mao-Xu combine (Rabbit and Dog combine)

Shen-Si combine (Monkey and Snake combine)

Wu-Wei combine (Horse and Sheep combine)

The six clashing groups are:

Chen-Xu clash (Dragon and Dog clash)

Zi-Wu clash (Rat and Horse clash)

Chou-Wei clash (Ox and Sheep clash)

Shen-Yin clash (Monkey and Tiger clash)

Mao-You clash (Rabbit and Rooster clash)

Si-Hai clash (Snake and Pig clash)

According to the patterns of the Six Combinations and Six Clashes, that set of marriage compatibility verses was derived. Because Zi-Chou combine (Rat and Ox combine), but Zi-Wu clash (Horse clashes Rat), the Wu Horse chases away the Zi Rat, so the Zi Rat cannot grow old together with the Chou Ox. The Chou Ox will naturally become furious with shame and want to kill the Wu Horse, hence the line “Since ancient times white horse fears green ox.” The other verses follow the same principle.

In historical evolution, as people transmitted these verses orally, many errors appeared. For example, “Golden rooster sees dog tears intermingle” means those born in the year of Rooster and Dog don’t match, will frequently quarrel, wash their faces with tears daily, ultimately leading to separation. Common folk jokingly say “rooster-dog don’t reach the end.” But due to pronunciation and dialect errors, through transmission it actually became “rooster-monkey don’t reach the end,” saying those born in the year of Rooster and Monkey cannot marry—this is truly a tremendous fallacy! Shen Monkey and You Rooster, Shen and You both belong to metal in the five elements, don’t clash, don’t overcome, don’t punish, don’t harm—how could they “not reach the end”!

Moreover, this marriage compatibility method only considered zodiac animals, didn’t involve other heavenly stems and earthly branches. Throughout history many divination sages have questioned this method. But common folk always prefer to believe it exists rather than believe it doesn’t.

The Hair-Filled Coffin

At the time, Boss He couldn’t find a suitable newly deceased person, so reluctantly he first buried his daughter. After burial, he waited two years. Finally hearing that a neighboring town had a newly deceased man with comparable family circumstances and age, he quickly sent people to propose marriage. Through the ghost matchmaker’s mediation, both sides matched the eight characters, and this marriage was settled.

According to ghost marriage customs, Boss He had to first dig up his daughter’s remains, select an auspicious date and time, carry them to the groom’s family, place them with the newly deceased man in the same coffin, perform the consummation ritual, then bury together.

So Boss He hired a blind fortune teller to calculate. According to the auspicious day on the old almanac, he found a date for exhuming the grave and hired several laborers to pry open the tombstone and dig out the coffin. When buried two years ago, the coffin was coated with anti-decay agents and insect repellent potions, but after two years, the coffin boards had still aged somewhat.

Before opening the coffin, looking at the weathered large coffin, Boss He hesitated. He didn’t know what his daughter would have decayed into after two years. He wanted to see his daughter yet couldn’t bear to look. So he remained silent, holding his pipe, continuously smoking.

“Boss, open it or not?” a laborer asked.

After a long while, Boss He gritted his teeth: “Open it!”

Near noon, the sun blazed directly overhead. The laborers’ foreheads gushed with sweat—whether from fear or heat, unclear.

Several people took axes and iron chisels, clanging as they pried up the rivets on the coffin.

After working a while, all the nails on the coffin came off. Several laborers exerted force to lift—with a creak, the coffin lid was raised. A wave of yin energy rushed at their faces, the smell of the dead also wafted out. Just as the coffin lid shifted, several laborers unanimously screamed loudly: “Ah?!” Their hands trembled, the coffin lid slid to the ground.

Boss He was startled: “What happened?”

The laborers’ faces turned ashen. One of them pointed at the coffin, trembling: “Boss… look…”

Boss He hesitated a moment, slowly approached the coffin, lowered his head to look, couldn’t help but gasp: jet-black hair, densely packed filling the coffin!

They say after death, hair continues to grow, but it’s just a little bit more than when buried. This situation of thick hair filling the coffin had never been seen before!

Boss He’s vision spun, but after all it was his own daughter. He bent down, slowly parted layers of black hair, finally seeing his daughter’s skull. The face had no flesh left, the belly was sunken, parts around the navel had rotted. Perhaps because the coffin’s seal was quite good, the corpse hadn’t completely decayed. Hair on the skull stood up strand by strand, as if all the body’s energy had been supplied to the hair.

Folk legend says after death, if resentment is strong, it rushes to the head, continuing to support hair growth. Boss He didn’t know what resentment his daughter had to rush out this coffin of black hair!

When the groom’s family who came to exhume the grave saw this scene, they immediately ran back to inform the other parents. Upon hearing, the other side immediately began regretting, saying this woman was a fierce ghost, didn’t match their son!

Boss He fell into a dilemma. The other side wouldn’t agree to the marriage, but he’d already dug up his daughter. Couldn’t just bury her back like this. Moreover, in two years his daughter had grown a coffin of hair—clearly full of resentment. Just muddling through and burying his daughter like this, he couldn’t bear it.

Thinking it over, Boss He prepared to find a master with profound Daoist techniques to look.

Jia Siye was Boss He’s old acquaintance. The two met in Qingdao. In the twenty-ninth year of Guangxu, at the founding ceremony of the Qingdao Anglo-German Brewery Company (predecessor of today’s Tsingtao Beer), the two became acquainted. Later when the Nationalist government conducted salt industry reorganization, Boss He’s days became difficult, so Jia Siye mobilized official friends to help. In that era, interests were all mutually linked. Jia Siye helped Boss He secure salt business, actually wanting to use Boss He’s dock salt warehouses to smuggle opium and weapons. Thus, back and forth, the two became so-called friends.

Unlike his relationship with Boss He, Jia Siye and Zu Ye had a life-and-death friendship. The two had collaborated on life-threatening matters countless times. After Boss He lost his daughter, Jia Siye kept thinking about this matter, planning to introduce this fat job to Zu Ye. Unfortunately war was continuous then, Jia Siye’s opium business suffered setbacks, too busy taking care of himself, so had no mind for Boss He’s matter.

Unexpectedly two years later, Boss He wanted to arrange a ghost marriage, and before arranging it such a matter occurred. Jia Siye immediately informed Zu Ye of this news.

Soon this matter also made the newspapers—special edition—all of Shanghai knew that the Jianghuai region produced a coffin filled with black hair!

After hearing, Zu Ye felt this matter was not good. If this coffin of hair was real, that would be troublesome. “Secret Flying Operations Manual” recorded this kind of thing once.

In the sixth year of Jiaqing, an old landlord’s concubine died. Years later descendants exhumed the grave, discovering that concubine after death grew much more hair. The family was so frightened they immediately reported to officials. After officials came, they also couldn’t figure out what was happening.

Afterward, this family had strange incidents one after another. First at midnight they saw white-clothed women carrying lanterns walking in the courtyard. Then on rainy days they saw a small boy on a tree holding a carp laughing. Later, this family all successively got strange illnesses and died.

People all said that concubine was pregnant when poisoned to death by the landlord’s first wife. After death her resentment didn’t disperse. Mother and child both became fierce ghosts, claiming all the family’s lives.

Therefore, the Jiang Xiang Sect ancestors left this line in “Secret Flying Operations Manual”: “Black hair covering coffin cannot be flown, resentment and evil energy chaotic as hemp. Dou E’s blood splashed three feet of white, A’Bao don’t struggle with ghosts.” Meaning to tell A’Bao, encountering this situation of black hair filling coffins, don’t set up operations. The deceased’s resentment hasn’t dispersed—whoever moves the coffin meets misfortune.

So for this kind of operation, A’Bao always felt very taboo, generally didn’t do it.

After Jia Siye left, Zu Ye specially convened a Council Meeting for this, wanting to hear each Batou’s opinion. Result: except for Er Batou, other Batou all said don’t do this operation.

Zu Ye looked at everyone, didn’t speak, waved his hand: “Meeting adjourned.” The Batou looked at each other, not knowing what Zu Ye planned.

That night, Zu Ye tasted tea in his study. At this moment, knocking sounds arose. Zu Ye smiled.

Soon the butler led Zhang Zizhan and Huang Farong in. Zu Ye anticipated they would come. They weren’t Batou, couldn’t participate in high-level secret Council Meetings, but after Er Batou returned he’d definitely disclose this matter, and after Huang Farong heard she’d definitely come!

“Zu Ye, this operation must be done,” Huang Farong said.

Zu Ye’s eyes slightly closed: “Speak.”

Zhang Zizhan spoke: “Zu Ye, black hair coffins cannot be flown—that’s just the ancestors’ view. There are no ghosts in this world. Zu Ye must not stick to old conventions!”

Zu Ye knew these words were all taught by Huang Farong. Zhang Zizhan had always been meticulous and cautious. For matters the hall hadn’t determined, he never spoke. Since Huang Farong married into “Muzi Lian” the situation became very different. Supporting her husband and teaching children—this matter of supporting her husband Huang Farong did quite well.

Zu Ye smiled: “Just this?”

Zhang Zizhan paused, looking at Huang Farong.

Huang Farong said: “Zu Ye, arranging marriages and moving graves has always been the Jiang Xiang Sect’s specialty. Whether common folk or underworld friends all know—if black hair coffins appeared and we didn’t do it, wouldn’t we leave a laughingstock?”

Zu Ye opened his eyes, drank a sip of tea and said: “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.”

Huang Farong looked at Zhang Zizhan. Both smiled.

Zu Ye continued: “Zizhan has read extensively. First analyze what’s happening with the hair in this coffin!”

Zhang Zizhan immediately said: “When I first came to Shanghai, I read some Western biology texts at the church academy. After death, hair relying on nutrients in the scalp indeed still grows for a period, but to say it fills a coffin—impossible! The only possibility is…”

Zu Ye fell into contemplation. This was what Zu Ye worried about most! Setting up operations most fears operations within operations. If the grave site was tampered with, it meant someone already preempted. Who were they? What did they want to do? Should he still wade into this muddy water?

Thinking it over, Zu Ye still couldn’t sort it out. Jia Siye suddenly providing such a good job—could he be a “double agent”?

“Double agent” was underworld slang, meaning double spy. Spies in ancient times were called “secret operatives.” In A’Bao circles, if an informant was turned by the other side, becoming the other side’s informant, then they played the double spy role, commonly called “double agent.” During operations, most feared appearing “double agents.” When Zhang Dancheng set up operations for Qing palace Beilei years ago, it was because a “double agent” appeared, resulting in crushing defeat, losing a testicle.

But Zu Ye quickly eliminated this thought. Jia Siye had no reason to be a “double agent.” So many years of relationship, and every operation everyone’s interests were distributed appropriately. Moreover, the other party was just a salt-selling boss, not some government official. Even if exposed, no big deal. Jia Siye had no need to be a “double agent” for this.

Zu Ye began considering whether to still accept this job. As hall master, safety was always first.

At this moment Zu Ye recalled what Er Batou said during the daytime Council Meeting: “Do it, why not do it? Isn’t it just several feet of hair? I’ll go cut it off and burn it!”

Zu Ye felt these words made sense. If he could personally examine the coffin’s situation, perhaps everything would become clear. Ultimately, Zu Ye had two concerns: if the hair in that coffin was tampered with by people, then next wouldn’t be fighting ghosts but fighting people; but if that hair showed no flaws, truly was natural growth, that was even more terrifying. After all, that era’s technology wasn’t as developed as now. Even those playing flying operations revered ghosts and spirits. If it provoked heaven’s wrath and public anger, ghosts emerging to settle accounts, he himself couldn’t resolve it.

People in the underworld, bodies not autonomous. Since this matter occurred in the Jianghuai region, then as the Jiang Xiang Sect of this place, they necessarily must manage it. If they shrank back now, the entire hall’s reputation locally would decline. Moreover, recently Mei Xuanzi’s side created great momentum. “Muzi Lian’s” business declined daily. If they didn’t make some money, the hall’s livelihood would truly become problematic. Finally, Zu Ye decided to first send Er Batou and Zhang Zizhan to scout the way.

With Jia Siye’s introduction, Er Batou stuck on a beard, bringing Zhang Zizhan and several Xiao Jiao to Boss He’s home.

Jia Siye introduced: “These people are all disciples of the Daoist Mr. Tieban mentioned in newspapers. Daoist Mr. Tieban is meeting government dignitaries, cannot get away, so first sent several disciples to examine the situation.”

Boss He quickly thanked them, then recounted the entire matter’s ins and outs.

Er Batou was very calm, presenting a master’s demeanor. He stroked his beard, loudly chanting: “Immeasurable Celestial Worthy! Such matters, we’ve seen before. This is caused by your beloved daughter’s resentment during life. Don’t know what resentment she had?”

Boss He looked confused, carefully recalled then said: “No, my daughter during life was dearly loved by us old couple, cheerful personality, progressive and studious, had no resentment.”

Er Batou said: “Perhaps she never mentioned it to you. Never mind, let me go see.”

The coffin was placed in the east wing room, the door locked. To arrange the ghost marriage, Boss He dug up his daughter buried for two years.

The corpse was already partially dried, lying hideously like cured meat. Also had a thick layer of hair—whoever saw it would fear. Boss He further feared this corpse would provoke cats and dogs to cause trouble. If they drilled into the coffin, scattering the remains, that would be even more sorry to his daughter, so he locked it.

Er Batou had flown countless operations in his life, wasn’t afraid of the dead, but this time still felt somewhat timid. That coffin of jet-black hair, the skeleton sleeping under thick hair, the strange smell emanating through the hair made people shudder.

Er Batou while pretending to recite incantations, lowered his head to examine. Zhang Zizhan also followed behind Er Batou, carefully scrutinizing everything in the coffin.

After looking a while, Er Batou joined palms contemplating, muttering: “Resentment too heavy.” Then said: “Still need to perform a ritual, otherwise the whole family will meet disaster!”

Boss He was shocked: “Meet disaster?”

Er Batou said: “Of course! After death, those with resentment cannot ascend to heaven, cannot descend to the underworld, cannot reincarnate as humans in between, can only become lonely wandering ghosts, roaming everywhere. The coffin is her only resting place. Wild ghosts most fear seeing light. You opened the coffin, causing her yin energy great damage. Your whole family will pay the price for this.”

Boss He paused, said: “This is my daughter. Could she harm her old father and mother?”

Er Batou smiled bitterly: “Living in the yang world with resentment, after death becoming ghost even more miserable! This life you’re her father, next life she’ll be your mother! Once a person enters the ghost path, evil energy multiplies, disowns all relatives. Has Boss He not heard of people casually relocating ancestral graves, ruining feng shui, causing the whole family to die?”

Boss He was sprayed by Er Batou until his head dripped sweat.

“Yes, I’ve heard of such.” Saying this, Boss He looked at the coffin, became somewhat afraid. “Master, let’s return to the parlor to talk.”

Er Batou gave Zhang Zizhan a look, followed Boss He out.

Zhang Zizhan helped several servants lift the coffin lid, slowly covering it. At the instant of covering, Zhang Zizhan used the coffin board as cover, quickly extended his hand, quietly pulled out several strands of hair, balled them up, hid them in his sleeve.

Playing with Fire and Self-Immolation

Zhang Zizhan had studied human biology, knew that after death, the skull would become osteoporotic due to calcium loss. After a long time, hair would fall off with one touch. Stealing several strands back for careful study, he’d know what was happening.

After returning to the hall, Zhang Zizhan carefully observed those several hair strands, discovering that starting from the hair root, about one foot away, there was a splice, stuck together with some kind of medicinal liquid. Without careful examination, couldn’t see it at all.

Thus, matters became clear—someone was tampering!

Zu Ye immediately fell into a puzzle.

Zu Ye went to Jia Siye’s residence, informing Jia Siye of this matter.

Upon hearing, Jia Siye was also shocked.

“Someone’s playing tricks?”

Zu Ye said: “Fourth Master, carefully recall—is there anything wrong?”

Jia Siye lowered his head thinking, then said: “No. Boss He is a merchant. Though cunning as a person, he’s meticulous and cautious in everything, never makes enemies with underworld people. Sometimes when conflicts arose with black path people, he’d take big sums of silver asking me to resolve disasters. So this operation, definitely not set up by himself. Moreover, there are no fathers who’d set up operations using their own daughter’s remains!”

After hearing, Zu Ye fell into contemplation. After a long while said: “Then this problem is big. Meaning the operation setter knew in advance Boss He would arrange a ghost marriage. Within a few short days, could find Boss He’s daughter’s grave site, infiltrate the coffin, attach the hair, then restore the scene as if never touched—this is an expert.”

Jia Siye quickly asked: “This kind of thing, easy to do?”

Zu Ye said: “Ordinary people can’t do it. Only very experienced people can. First, manpower must be appropriate. Those doing it must be people who frequently play flying operations, must be familiar with coffin structure and nail positions. Second, tools must be appropriate, cannot damage the coffin surface, cannot leave traces. Third, after re-placing the coffin, the soil surface and tombstone must be restored to original condition. This is delicate work, must prepare coarse skin and dry soil beforehand. Even if all this is done well, without five or six days of wind blowing and sun exposure, still inevitably shows artificial aging traces.”

After hearing, Jia Siye said: “This isn’t completable by one or two people, must be a group.”

Zu Ye said: “Right! If time is tight, at least need to mobilize over ten people. Everyone wears small-holed coarse shoes, leaving no traces at the scene.”

Jia Siye said: “The other side comes with ill intentions. In the Jianghuai region, able to raise such great waves are just these few groups. Zu Ye’s group, ‘Tiansheng Dao’ Zhang Jiyao’s group, ‘Plum Blossom Society’ Mei Xuanzi’s group. Could it be…”

Zu Ye murmured: “Zhang Jiyao… Mei Xuanzi…”

Jia Siye said: “Recently old Mei has been making quite a racket, with momentum to rewrite Jianghuai history. However, something’s still wrong. Since the other side already made a move, why give this good job to us to do?”

Zu Ye contemplated a moment and said: “This is the key to the problem! In the past there were also situations where various halls’ information didn’t circulate, causing one family to set up operations for a mark while another family unknowingly went to resolve disasters. But in such situations once both sides spoke openly, one side would immediately call it off, at most just split some silver at the end. But this time, no one called off this matter…”

While the two were discussing, San Batou suddenly entered, whispered in Zu Ye’s ear. Upon hearing, Zu Ye’s brows furrowed tightly.

Jia Siye saw Zu Ye’s expression was wrong, asked: “What happened?”

Zu Ye didn’t answer, continued asking San Batou: “The information reliable?”

San Batou said quietly: “Absolutely true!”

Zu Ye stopped speaking, expression grave. Jia Siye became even more anxious, quickly asked: “Zu Ye, what happened?”

Zu Ye glanced at Jia Siye, said: “Zhang Jiyao is dead.”

Upon hearing, Jia Siye nearly jumped up. “Dead? How did he die!”

Zu Ye said: “Don’t know yet. Publicly saying he ‘ascended to immortality.’ Informant says he burned to death in a self-made Eight Trigrams Furnace.”

This Eight Trigrams Furnace thing also once shocked the Jianghuai region. Zhang Jiyao’s “Tiansheng Dao” from time to time propagated world’s end. He packaged himself as savior, vigorously developed believers, and put faithful believers into his designed Eight Trigrams Furnace for tempering.

That large furnace was fully eight chi wide, over five zhang high. Following Qian, Kun, Kan, Li, Zhen, Dui, Xun, Gen—the eight trigrams’ form—built into the mountain, piled up with large blue bricks. In the middle was a large furnace chamber, underneath was a furnace grate made of thick iron wire. The entire fire furnace had one entrance, no exit. After people entered, the furnace door was locked, then from the furnace’s lower large chamber dry firewood was piled, diesel poured, fierce fire would blaze.

Zhang Jiyao brought disciples into the furnace for cultivation, generally selecting winter. Common folk plowed in spring, worked in summer, harvested in autumn—only winter was relatively leisurely, many people watched excitement, convenient for creating momentum. When heavy snow fell, a vast whiteness between mountains and fields, after Zhang Jiyao worshipped heaven gods and earth ghosts, he led disciples into the Eight Trigrams Furnace. Great fire blazed, thick smoke soared to the sky. Smoke mixed with snowflakes, churning in the dim sky.

Forty-nine days, great fire continuous. After forty-nine days, opening the furnace to emerge, Zhang Jiyao and disciples walked out with oily shining bodies, claiming to have obtained indestructible vajra bodies. He’d already put over twenty disciples into the Eight Trigrams Furnace for tempering. After these disciples emerged, they all became “vajras,” dispatched to major cities like Tianjin, Beiping, Baoding as missionaries for each province.

Jia Siye said: “Zhang Jiyao’s Eight Trigrams Furnace matter, generally performed in winter. Now is summer, why so impatient? Could it be Zhang Jiyao setting up an operation, in a few days staging a physical return, performing some farce like immortal descending to the mortal world?”

Zu Ye didn’t speak, thinking bitterly. If Zhang Jiyao truly died, then matters became serious. Zhang Jiyao came to the hall just days ago, died within days? If Zhang Jiyao faked death, then what was his purpose? Were he and Mei Xuanzi jointly setting up operations?

After a long while, Zu Ye said: “First observe for a period then discuss, see ‘Tiansheng Dao’s’ reaction. If faking death, then ‘Tiansheng Dao’ won’t fall into great chaos, everything in Zhang Jiyao’s control; if truly dead, then ‘Tiansheng Dao’ will show chaotic situation.”

Several days later, Zu Ye’s planted agent in “Tiansheng Dao” transmitted reliable news—Zhang Jiyao indeed died, body already charred. Reportedly Zhang Jiyao also wanted to imitate Mei Xuanzi becoming immortal, wanted to create an even more mysterious legend for himself, wanted to fake “ascending to immortality.” Result: after entering the Eight Trigrams Furnace he never came out. Finally the chimney mouth spewed a pile of goose feathers and duck feathers. Disciples guarding around the furnace all kneeled down, congratulating the sect leader on ascending to immortality.

Zhang Jiyao’s first disciple Zuo Yongchan using Zhang Jiyao’s becoming immortal as excuse, hastily buried him.

Zu Ye thought this time “Tiansheng Dao” would definitely fall into great chaos. The hall’s boss died. Outsiders didn’t know the truth, but those “vajras” in their hearts were clear as mirrors—wouldn’t they cause an uproar?

Chapter 4: Ghost General Technique: The Eerie Trick of Controlling Animals
The Uninvited Hedgehogs

Zu Ye experienced a rare lapse in judgment—the “Tiansheng Dao” was unusually calm. A few days later, Zhang Jiyao’s eldest disciple, Zuo Yongchan, ascended to the throne and became the seventh-generation master of “Tiansheng Dao.” He continued to preach about the end of the world, but this time the slogan was somewhat different from before. Previously it was: “Heaven and earth face great calamity, the end times are upon us, Tiansheng saves all beings, each shall obtain an immortal body.” Now it was: “Heaven and earth face great calamity, the end times are upon us, blessings come from the East, Manxin saves all beings.”

Zu Ye fell into deep contemplation. Such an important figure had died just like that, died without any clarity—who had such great power to cover up the death of a generation’s grandmaster so quietly?

Mei Xuanzi’s ascension to immortality, Zhang Jiyao’s sudden death, the coffin covered with hair, the uninvited Jia Si Ye—all of this seemed to connect into a single thread. Thinking of this, Zu Ye felt cold all over.

The scheme with Boss He’s daughter still had to continue. Zu Ye knew that there was no turning back now; only by continuing forward would the truth reveal itself. But how to proceed required careful consideration.

According to the plan, they would definitely have to perform a soul-summoning ritual first, appease the departed spirit, conduct some ceremonies, then declare that the girl’s resentment had dissipated, and persuade the groom’s family to marry the girl according to the previously agreed arrangement for a ghost marriage. If the groom’s family disagreed, it didn’t matter—Er Batou could casually use some sleight-of-hand techniques to create ghostly shadows and fox spirits in their house at night, claiming the girl had come looking for them, and if they didn’t agree, the entire family would die—things like that would work.

None of this was important. What was important was that Zu Ye always felt there was a pair of eyes watching him from behind it all, as greedy as a wolf, ready to pounce and bite him at any moment!

Zu Ye spent the entire night pondering bitterly.

The next day after dawn, Zu Ye arranged for Er Batou to lead the way to Boss He’s house. Zu Ye would personally perform the soul-summoning ritual!

Zu Ye had Boss He tear up lots of white cloth and hang it from the roof beams—the main room, south room, east wing, west wing—the entire courtyard was hung with a circle of it. In the middle of the courtyard, they placed a table with an incense burner, candlesticks, three offerings, and yellow paper all complete.

Zu Ye took a handful of millet and a narrow-mouthed jar, placed the millet into the jar, sealed the jar’s mouth with red paper, picked up yellow paper with his sword, burned talismans and recited incantations, paid respects to the Three Pure Ones above and made offerings to the underworld judges below, then pierced a hole in the red paper covering the jar. Following a loud shout, the ghost spirit drilled into the jar.

Then Zu Ye ordered Er Batou to take out the millet from the jar and place it into the deceased’s mouth. The corpse’s mouth no longer had any flesh, it was all skeletal. Er Batou directly poured the millet into the skull’s crevices.

Zu Ye then pasted a soul-settling talisman on the female corpse’s head, thus anchoring the girl’s spirit and soul.

Afterward, according to plan, they persuaded the groom’s family to bury the two together.

Everything seemed to go so smoothly—so smoothly that it terrified Zu Ye. In the dark recesses of his mind, Zu Ye always felt something was wrong, but he couldn’t articulate it.

The date for the joint burial was chosen by Huang Farong. Even swindlers pay attention to auspicious days—Huang Farong used the Mysterious Gate Escape Armor technique to divine and set a good date.

On that day, Zu Ye personally came to the scene, directing a group of people to carry the big red coffin into the pit.

Suddenly, a rustling sound came from the grass, like rain hitting lotus leaves, approaching from afar. Everyone froze, turned their ears to listen, and wondered where this sound came from. Abruptly, a group of whitish things emerged from the grass nest—no one knew when they had mobilized, a whole pile came rushing out. Everyone looked carefully and saw they were hedgehogs! These little creatures, supporting their bodies with white quills, their bellies bulging, charged directly toward the coffin, as if something in the coffin was attracting them. Hundreds of hedgehogs quickly surrounded the coffin, squealing eerily like phantoms.

The laborers were all terrified. A few of the bolder ones used wooden sticks and pickaxes to drive them away, but unexpectedly these hedgehogs seemed cursed and weren’t afraid of people at all. One by one they stared with scarlet eyes, leaping up and down, their little mouths bright red, ready at any moment to launch an attack. This frightened those men so much they threw down their tools and ran far away.

Then the hedgehogs launched an attack on the coffin. Hundreds of hedgehogs instantly submerged the coffin, their teeth chattering as they gnawed at the coffin boards. The red lacquer on the coffin was quickly gnawed off, revealing fresh wood. From the looks of it, even if they had buried the coffin before the hedgehogs arrived, these hedgehogs would have dug holes to unearth it and would have continued gnawing until they opened the coffin.

The White Immortal’s “Possession”

Zu Ye’s face broke out in cold sweat, his brows tightly furrowed. The old ancestor’s saying suddenly floated before his eyes: “When dark hair covers the coffin, do not meddle, resentment and malevolent energy tangled like hemp…”

Boss He asked tremblingly, “Zu Ye, what’s happening?”

Zu Ye said with feigned composure, “…It may be that the yin energy is too heavy, attracting the White Immortal. Let me perform a ritual…”

At this moment, Huang Farong, standing behind Zu Ye disguised as a Daoist priestess, quietly walked to his side and whispered, “Zu Ye, this is ‘Little Ghost General’! This place is not suitable for staying long—we should leave first!”

Zu Ye glared at her: “In this situation, how can we leave?”

Huang Farong saw through Zu Ye’s thoughts and also lowered her head, nervously thinking of a solution.

At this critical moment, a slight breeze passed by and the tree branches began to sway. Immediately after, a muffled thunder sounded in the sky. During the dog days of summer, wind and thunder were common occurrences, but Huang Farong seemed stimulated by something. Her eyes rolled back white and she collapsed.

Zu Ye was stunned, and everyone present was shocked.

Zhang Zizhan was standing right behind Huang Farong and hurriedly supported her.

Huang Farong’s eyes were tightly closed, her whole body convulsing, making groaning sounds from her mouth. Then her tightly shut eyes suddenly opened, releasing two fierce beams of light as she shouted loudly, “The White Immortal has arrived—why aren’t you all kneeling?”

Zhang Zizhan didn’t know what was happening and anxiously shouted, “Farong! Farong!”

Huang Farong pushed Zhang Zizhan away forcefully and continued shouting, “I am the White Immortal! I am the White Immortal!”

Her voice trembled eerily, making everyone around shudder. At this time, dark clouds slowly rolled in, the sky gradually darkened, and the wind blew even more fiercely, as if it wanted to shake off the trees’ heads. Huang Farong stood in the wind, continuing to emit trembling “eh… eh” sounds from her mouth.

Zu Ye saw through the situation and said to those around, “The White Immortal has possessed her body!”

In feudal society, there was always hearsay—immortals and ghosts could possess people’s bodies, even dead people could possess the living. Such things happened frequently, and common people deeply believed in them.

With Huang Farong’s commotion, plus Zu Ye’s reminder, everyone believed it.

Zu Ye lifted his long robe and knelt down, saying, “White Immortal above, this disciple is performing a ritual today to jointly bury a new couple. I didn’t know the White Immortal would grace us with your presence—my apologies, my apologies!”

Huang Farong said, “I am a white spirit from the foot of Huang Mountain. Five hundred years ago, I was almost cooked by an evil person, but fortunately the young lady saved me, which is why I have my Dao body today. Now that I have achieved righteous fruition, I came here to repay the young lady’s life-saving grace from years ago. I didn’t expect the young lady had already departed this world. You people—before I even arrived, you were about to bury the young lady. Fortunately I came quickly and can see the young lady one last time…” As she spoke, she glanced at those around, “Why aren’t you all kneeling? Are you showing contempt for this immortal?”

The people around finally came to their senses and hurriedly knelt down.

Boss He was the most sincere, prostrating on the ground saying, “I didn’t know the White Immortal was arriving—my apologies, my apologies!”

Zu Ye laughed inwardly: This Huang Farong is resolving an urgent crisis—let’s hear what she says next.

Huang Farong said to everyone, “You all listen to my command—quickly fetch a basket of mugwort. I want to perform an evil-dispelling ritual for the young lady to ensure that she and her husband won’t be entangled by little ghosts on the Yellow Springs Road.”

Zu Ye glanced at Boss He, signaling him to hurry and fetch it.

Boss He hurriedly ordered his servants to drive to a nearby medicine shop and bought several packages of mugwort to bring back.

Huang Farong took the mugwort and scattered it around the coffin, then lit it with incense fire. The mugwort burned, thick medicinal fragrance dispersing into the air. Huang Farong took the opportunity to sing loudly: “A thousand kinds of suffering, ten thousand kinds of suffering, the six paths of reincarnation are the most bitter; why grieve in life, why fear in death, in life and death there’s nowhere to go; today I bring my child to send you off, in the next life we’ll gather with the young lady again; gather then scatter, scatter then gather, five hundred years of cultivation to achieve myself; young lady, one cry decides yin and yang, this immortal repays your grace with mutual promises…”

The hedgehogs around the coffin, upon smelling the mugwort, immediately scattered. Some ran toward the depths of the grass; some ran toward the distant pond.

Seeing that the hedgehogs had all dispersed, Huang Farong’s eyes flowed with two lines of tears. “My benefactor has already taken the Yellow Springs Road, this immortal should also return. I go! I go!” As she spoke, her body stiffened and with a thud, she fell straight to the ground.

When everyone helped her up, she looked at everyone with a dazed expression: “What happened? What just occurred?”

Zu Ye said, “Just now the White Immortal possessed your body.”

Huang Farong wiped the sweat from her forehead, looking very weak. When the wind blew, she nearly fell again, fortunately Zhang Zizhan was behind her for support.

Zu Ye gave the order: “Cover the grave!”

The suona horns sounded in unison. Everyone lifted the coffin into the grave pit and erected the burial mound.

Ghost General Technique

That evening, returning to the headquarters, Zu Ye convened an emergency Council Meeting to specifically analyze the day’s events.

Zu Ye said, “This scheme had its dangers but no mishaps, entirely thanks to Farong’s quick thinking. All brothers of the headquarters should carefully consider this and study it earnestly.”

Huang Farong was ice-snow clever and quickly stood up saying, “It’s all due to Zu Ye’s excellent guidance in ordinary times.”

Zhang Zizhan on the side chuckled continuously.

Zu Ye had heard of “Ghost General Technique” before, but had never studied it closely. Today when Huang Farong suddenly mentioned at the scene that this was “Ghost General Technique,” it still made Zu Ye’s whole body tremble.

“Ghost General Technique” was witchcraft from some Southeast Asian countries, divided into “Little Ghost General” and “Great Ghost General.” The saying goes: Little Ghost General controls things, Great Ghost General controls people. This means “Little Ghost General” controls animals, while “Great Ghost General” controls people.

According to the “Miao-Xiang Gu Technique” records, “Ghost General Technique” was a type of gu witchcraft. Gu witchcraft originated in China—during the Spring and Autumn period there was already the saying: “When grain accumulates for a long time, it transforms into flying gu, called gu.” This “Ghost General Technique” was invented by the Miao tribe’s gu goddess Miss Alei during the late Ming Dynasty.

During the late Ming Chongzhen years, Li Chuangwang led the masses in uprising. The Miao people responded strongly, and for a time there appeared the phenomenon of “Hunan Miao tribes all belong to Chuangwang.” To help Li Chuangwang deal with the imperial court’s troops, Alei used ground dragons from the Tianshan snow peaks as host bodies, implanted extremely fierce horsefly gu into the ground dragons’ bodies, and after several months, perfected the “Ghost General Nether Gu.” This type of gu insect could lurk in people’s and animals’ bodies, capture souls, and control minds.

In the seventeenth year of Chongzhen, Li Zicheng bloodily battled Ningwu Pass. Alei placed this gu in the government army’s drinking water. After the imperial troops drank it, the entire army became mentally confused with no fighting spirit. Li Chuangwang captured Taiyuan in one stroke and embarked on his eastern campaign.

On March nineteenth, Li Zicheng entered Beijing through Zhengyang Gate. Chongzhen hanged himself, and the great Ming Dynasty fell. Li Zicheng awarded merits, and Miss Alei, considering her contributions great, was smugly proud. Unexpectedly, Li Zicheng issued an execution order for Alei—this was called “killing the hounds after the rabbits are caught.” When he needed you, you could shine brilliantly, but now that the realm was settled, who would dare keep such a dangerous gu goddess by their side?

Huang Farong said, “Capturing souls and controlling minds are all deceptive claims. ‘Ghost General Technique’ is nothing more than using the principle of yin-yang combination. All things are divided into yin and yang, and gu insects are no exception. First, yang-natured gu insects are placed in food or water. The gu insects are extremely small, invisible to the naked eye. After people or animals eat them, the gu insects lurk inside the body and reproduce in large numbers, entering the brain through the bloodstream. Yang governs movement, yin governs stillness. Once people and animals have these yang-natured gu insects in their bodies, they become restless and agitated. At this time, the gu master releases another portion of yin-natured gu insects onto the target object. The yang-natured gu insects smell the opposite sex’s scent and become even more restless, drawing the people and animals to rush toward the opposite-sex gu insects to achieve the purpose of yin-yang union. Once people or animals are subjected to ‘Ghost General Technique,’ they lose control of themselves and are at the mercy of others. Later, some Miao-Xiang women, to deal with heartless men, would put gu on their husbands—if they couldn’t keep his heart, they would at least keep his person. This is the legend of Miao-Xiang demon women that appeared in history.

“When I saw a group of hedgehogs rush out and discovered they weren’t afraid of people at all, I knew someone had applied ‘Ghost General Technique.’ Years ago when I accompanied Fifth Mistress (Qiao Wumei) to visit a gu master in Hunan, I had seen this kind of ‘Ghost General Technique.’ Some were applied to hedgehogs, some to locusts, some to rats… After these animals were controlled, they became abnormally excited. Skilled gu masters could mobilize them to do anything.”

What Huang Farong said was true. After Japan launched its full-scale war of aggression against China, Japanese military shamans widely collected “Ghost General Technique” in Southeast Asia. During the construction of the anti-Japanese lifeline “Yunnan-Burma Road” in 1938, Japanese ground forces couldn’t enter Yunnan’s rear area to sabotage, so they dropped bombs from airplanes. Besides conventional bombs, they also dropped many bacterial bombs with gu insects hidden inside. After exploding, the gu insects scattered into the local forests. Some pangolins ingested the gu insects and were manipulated by Japanese shamans to attack the road under construction. These pangolins frantically burrowed into the roadbed, riddling the road with holes. The Nationalist authorities urgently mobilized local gu masters to burn large amounts of mugwort at the construction site to drive away these small animals, ensuring the smooth completion of the Yunnan-Burma Road.

Gu insects most feared mugwort—mugwort had been an excellent evil-dispelling medicine since ancient times. When mugwort burned, it emitted smoke that entered animals’ bodies through their respiratory tracts. The medicinal properties dispersed, permeating the heart and spleen, and the gu insects in the animals’ bodies would dissolve upon smelling it. Of course, this was for not-so-powerful gu masters and gu insects. If encountering a shaman with profound Dao cultivation who applied “Great Ghost General” on you, relying on mugwort alone would be far from enough—certain Buddhist mantras would be necessary to cleanse the victim’s mind.

After hearing Huang Farong explain the origins of “Ghost General Technique,” everyone deeply felt the magic of gu witchcraft and began discussing it with great animation.

Zu Ye fell into contemplation. Who had applied the “Little Ghost General,” first sneaking into the coffin to tamper with it, creating the false appearance of a hair-filled coffin, then applying “Little Ghost General” again to sabotage the ghost marriage scene?

While deep in thought, Xiao Jiao came to report that a friend from Shanghai’s newspaper industry had come to visit. Zu Ye took out his pocket watch and saw it was already midnight at the zi hour—there must be something urgent. He quickly said, “Please show him in! Have him wait for me in the study!”

The visitor was a deputy editor from the newspaper, surnamed Wu, given name Junran. He was an inside contact at the newspaper that Zu Ye had bought with heavy money. Zu Ye’s major newspaper manipulations were all done with Wu Junran’s help.

Wu Junran dispensed with pleasantries and directly took out a piece of paper. “Zu Ye, look at this!”

Zu Ye took it and was greatly shocked! It was a news article with the headline “Ghost Marriage Fraud Exposed, Iron Fortune-Teller’s Successor Meets Waterloo.” The content roughly said that Zu Ye and his group had been swindling in the Jianghuai region for many years. Recently they had been playing ghost tricks to arrange ghost marriages for people, which angered heaven and man. On the burial day, the White Immortal came to disrupt the scheme—the coffin was bitten through and the skeletal remains were scattered all over the ground.

“When was this news piece made?” Zu Ye asked Wu Junran.

“It was originally supposed to be published tomorrow, but tonight before printing it was suddenly pulled. This matter was personally arranged by the editor-in-chief—even I didn’t know about it. The newspaper’s rule is to prepare the next day’s news the day before, then print it overnight and distribute it to the streets the next day. The editor of each section is responsible for collecting and supplying articles for their own section. Articles that are pulled at the last minute must all be recalled and destroyed. Fortunately I have someone in the recall department who passed this article to me. I felt there was something fishy about this and specially rushed over to tell Zu Ye,” Wu Junran said.

After hearing this, Zu Ye let out a long sigh: “It seems this was premeditated.”

Wu Junran said, “Premeditated?”

Zu Ye said, “Today I performed a ghost marriage for someone, and indeed a bunch of hedgehogs came to disrupt the scene, but I resolved it. So this report was pulled. Who submitted this article to the newspaper? Can you find out who this person is?”

Wu Junran said, “I asked—supposedly the editor-in-chief personally submitted the article!”

“Submitted it personally?” Zu Ye felt the matter was becoming even more serious.

After giving Wu Junran several dozen silver dollars, Zu Ye whispered a few words in his ear. Wu Junran quietly returned to the newspaper.

The Three Divination Methods

After calming his mind, Zu Ye returned to the Council Meeting and said, “Everyone be extra careful lately—someone is making trouble behind our backs.”

Er Batou said angrily, “Damn it, if they have the guts, they should fight us openly!”

Zu Ye said nothing. Looking at the batou leaders seated there, he thought: guard against everything, but family thieves are hard to prevent. Something like the hair-covered coffin was clearly someone leaking headquarters secrets, which allowed the opponent to set up this coordinated internal-external trap. Now the batou leaders were still sitting here looking dignified—each one looked human, yet each one wasn’t human!

The “Jiang Xiang Sect” had many taboos, all recorded in the “Zha Fei Secret Manual”—these were the headquarters’ top secrets. There were three major prohibitions and five minor prohibitions. The “major prohibitions” were things that would cost you your head if you did them. The “minor prohibitions” were things you absolutely couldn’t do unless the headquarters was so poor it couldn’t make ends meet, but even when doing them you had to be extremely cautious and afterward do many good deeds to seek disaster relief.

The three major prohibitions were: coffins covered with dark hair must not be touched, thousand-year-old trees must not be moved, temples and Daoist platforms must not be destroyed.

Dark hair covering coffins was the situation Zu Ye was encountering now. After a person dies, their hair continues to grow—this was a manifestation of the deceased having great injustice or great resentment. Such coffins absolutely must not be touched, or else unexpected disasters would be invited.

Thousand-year-old trees—generally trees that had reached a certain age all had spiritual nature and were often occupied by certain things. Such trees absolutely must not be touched. This was also why sometimes the authorities, when building roads, would rather go around than cut down ancient trees. Back in the day, the awe-inspiring Cao Mengde didn’t believe in such things and swung his sword to chop down a century-old pear tree, but ended up sprayed with a forehead full of blood and later died of stroke.

Temples and Daoist platforms must not be destroyed—temples and Daoist monasteries were all places of pure cultivation. Those who left home to become monks or priests revered the Three Treasures, worshipped the Three Pure Ones, and regarded all beings under heaven as parents—this was great goodness. If you dared to trample such places, you were truly courting death. So the “Jiang Xiang Sect” never destroyed religious buildings and even less dared to destroy Buddha statues or spirit shrines.

The five minor prohibitions were:

First prohibition: no ghost marriages when dark clouds cover the moon. When dark clouds covered the moon, if cats and dogs came to make trouble, corpse-reanimation phenomena would occur, so A’Baos would pay special attention to this situation.

Second prohibition: no dragon cave pointing when thunder and rain intersect. When A’Baos looked at feng shui for people, they would run all over the mountains holding compasses, called “seeking dragons and pointing caves.” If at this time the weather suddenly turned overcast, they had to stop immediately and not look anymore, because the ancients believed rain was related to the Dragon King. Dragons move and rain falls—the Dragon King has arrived, and you’re still pointing at its cave? Isn’t this courting death?

Third prohibition: no groundbreaking on Tai Sui’s head. The ancients called the current year Tai Sui. The current year was composed of Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches, which combined with the Five Elements, Eight Trigrams, and directions, so in different years Tai Sui belonged to different directions. When A’Baos adjusted feng shui, they must never break ground in Tai Sui’s direction, or else offending Tai Sui would bring catastrophic disasters.

Fourth prohibition: no mass slaughter of living beings in one scheme. When A’Baos set up schemes, sometimes they would kill living things—needless to say killing chickens and slaughtering dogs, but sometimes for major schemes they would kill many animals at once, such as “blood sacrifice” schemes. This was a very taboo matter because those who killed lived short lives, and A’Baos also feared they wouldn’t live long. Qiao Wumei’s fish-summoning grand scheme had the suspicion of violating this taboo.

Fifth prohibition: no action the next day if lamp flowers extinguish themselves. In ancient times there were no electric lights—people used oil lamps or candles for illumination. When A’Baos plotted schemes, if on the evening before taking action the oil lamp on the table suddenly went out, or the lantern at the door extinguished for no reason, these were all inauspicious omens. The ancients had the saying “lamp flowers extinguishing themselves foretells loss and death.” At such times, no matter how important the scheme was or how much money could be made, it would no longer be pursued.

The “Zha Fei Secret Manual” was the headquarters’ treasure of the house. A’Baos of different levels obtained different content. Xiao Jiaos only knew some superficial knowledge. Batou leaders could access taboo-level content and some superior sleight-of-hand methods. Only Zu Ye and Zhang Zizhan had read through the entire manual. Huang Farong was a special case—because when she was at “Yue Haitang” she was already the headquarters’ “spirit medium,” specifically responsible for matters of spirits and ghosts. So after marrying into “Mu Zilian,” these matters couldn’t be hidden from her. Zu Ye let her and Zhang Zizhan jointly be responsible for the improvement and revision work of the “Zha Fei Secret Manual.”

Looking at these batou leaders, Zu Ye thought again of Zhang Jiyao’s death and couldn’t help but shudder. He had to consider his own safety now.

Zu Ye glanced at Er Batou, then turned to Qi Chunfu and said, “Old Four, what’s your opinion?”

Qi Chunfu said, “Zu Ye, according to the information we currently have, Mei Xuanzi’s ascension to immortality is false, Zhang Jiyao’s death is real. In the Jianghuai region, the realm is divided into three parts. Zhang Jiyao is dead—Mei Xuanzi’s suspicion is greatest.”

Huang Farong raised her head wanting to speak. But she was a Xiao Jiao—without Zu Ye’s command she couldn’t speak casually. Zu Ye observed in all six directions and of course saw this detail, but he just wouldn’t let her speak.

San Batou spoke up: “If Mei Xuanzi wanted to unify the realm, that doesn’t make sense. The hall master of ‘Tiansheng Dao,’ Zhang Jiyao, died but it didn’t cause great chaos in ‘Tiansheng Dao.’ Mei Xuanzi didn’t take advantage of the opportunity, and Zhang Jiyao’s eldest disciple Zuo Yongchan naturally succeeded to the great position. The two families seem to have some kind of tacit understanding.”

Zu Ye smiled: “You’re never confused.”

Da Batou interjected, “That is to say, Zhang Jiyao himself died without any clarity, but his disciple Zuo Yongchan is the one who understands most clearly.”

Huang Farong wanted to speak again, but Zu Ye still didn’t give her the opportunity.

Zu Ye looked at Wu Batou: “Old Five, what do you think?”

Old Five was Liang Wenqiu, like Qi Chunfu, an old subordinate of Zhang Dancheng. Liang Wenqiu shook his head: “Zu Ye, it’s confusing and complex. Forgive my poor eyesight—I can’t see through it.”

Just when things were confusing and complex, the “Meihua Hui” launched a new round of publicity campaigns. Mei Xuanzi claimed he had completely mastered the “Three Divination Methods.”

The Three Divination Methods referred to “retrieving objects through space,” “passing through walls and traveling underground,” and “the method of avoiding grains.” Since ancient times, these had been the highest level techniques in the mystical arts field and were essential studies for Daoists. Throughout history, countless cultivators seeking immortality and enlightenment pursued these techniques, but those who truly achieved mastery were very few.

According to Daoist historical records, the most complete demonstration of the “Three Divination Methods” occurred during the Three Kingdoms period.

At the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty, there was a cultivator from Lujiang named Zuo Ci. Cao Cao heard this person was very formidable but didn’t believe it. One day he held a banquet for civil and military officials and sent someone to summon Zuo Ci.

During the banquet, Cao Cao deliberately wanted to test Zuo Ci’s techniques and said to him, “Today I’m hosting a great gathering of guests. All the world’s delicacies are here, but we’re only missing perch from the Wusong River. Sir, do you have a way to obtain it?”

Zuo Ci laughed heartily: “Prime Minister, what’s so difficult about this? Let me perform the method of retrieving objects through space—with a wave of my hand I can take fish from rivers a thousand li away.”

Cao Cao was stunned.

Zuo Ci took out a copper basin, raised it high, chanted incantations, then flipped it over. A one-chi-long perch leaped out, fresh and lively.

Cao Cao clapped his hands and laughed heartily, then said, “Although the perch is delicious, it lacks ginger seasoning from the land of Shu!”

Cao Cao thought Zuo Ci had just been performing magic tricks and must have hidden the fish in his sleeve beforehand. You conjured up the fish, didn’t you? Well, I also want ginger from Shu as seasoning—let’s see how you conjure that!

Zuo Ci stroked his long beard and said, “Prime Minister, please wait a moment. I’ll go to Shu right away and return shortly.” As soon as he finished speaking, dust and wind suddenly arose. With a whoosh, Zuo Ci escaped underground, passing through mountains and caves, shifting forms and changing shadows. In an instant, he returned from Shu, holding ginger in his hands and presenting it to Cao Cao: “Prime Minister, please!”

Cao Cao was dumbfounded. All the guests were shocked.

Cao Cao immediately ordered someone to tie up Zuo Ci and throw him into prison. Even then he still believed this was all just an illusion Zuo Ci was using to mock him, so he confined Zuo Ci in the dungeon, sending only two cups of water each day. Cao Cao said to his subordinates, “I’ve heard that people who know the method of avoiding grains can live three or five years without eating.” He wanted to see if there truly was such a grain-avoiding method in the world.

Two years later, Cao Cao released Zuo Ci. Zuo Ci’s complexion was ruddy, his physical appearance unchanged, showing no signs of illness or pain whatsoever.

This time Cao Cao was thoroughly convinced. He said to Zuo Ci, “Sir, Aman wishes to learn these skills.” At this moment Cao Cao referred to himself as “Aman”—his cunning nature was truly astonishing.

Zuo Ci laughed heartily: “The Prime Minister is a man of wealth and honor, bound by fame and profit—how could you study the Dao?”

When Cao Cao saw this person could not be used, he could only kill him, so he issued an order to execute Zuo Ci. Zuo Ci had long seen through Cao Cao’s inner malice and escaped using the underground escape technique. He then lived in seclusion in Jiangnan and later took Ge Xuan as his disciple. Ge Xuan became the famous Taiji Immortal Elder in Daoism. Zuo Ci lived to 134 years old and ascended to become an immortal.

This was the most complete historical record of the “Three Divination Methods.” Now Mei Xuanzi was using the “Three Divination Methods” as a gimmick to widely recruit believers—who knew what medicine he was selling in his gourd.

More importantly, the “Meihua Hui” had been causing such repeated disturbances that “Mu Zilian’s” business was increasingly withering. The common people all believed in Mei Xuanzi now—no one came to Zu Ye for fortune-telling anymore. If this continued, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” would have no foothold left in Jianghuai.

Zu Ye knew Mei Xuanzi was a cautious person, but recently he had been too abnormal. Zu Ye needed quiet, needed to reorganize his thoughts. After the Council Meeting dispersed, Zu Ye had everyone withdraw. He entered the study himself. The butler brewed him a pot of Longjing tea, and he drank while contemplating.

At the second night watch, the butler came to report that Huang Farong requested an audience.

Zu Ye expected she would come. The only surprise was that Zhang Zizhan hadn’t come with her.

After greeting him, Huang Farong sat down and said to Zu Ye, “Zu Ye, I have some humble opinions that I didn’t have the opportunity to express during today’s Council Meeting.”

Zu Ye said, “It’s not that you didn’t have the opportunity—I didn’t let you speak.”

Huang Farong smiled: “Zu Ye, I feel the most important thing right now is to clarify the situation on Mei Xuanzi’s side. I wonder what’s happening with the spies we planted there?”

Zu Ye said, “No news has been passed back. We’ve planted informants in their ranks, and they’ve also planted informants in our ranks. Over all these years, everyone has been fighting openly and secretly—this is no longer a secret. What’s important is who first discovers the mole in their own ranks and eliminates or turns them—whoever does this first gets ahead. Over these years, we’ve already lost three informants because of this. I think the fourth one won’t last much longer either.”

Huang Farong said, “Zu Ye, do you mean our spy planted in their organization has already been turned? Become a double agent?”

Zu Ye looked at her: “What do you think?”

Huang Farong looked at Zu Ye and said, “There are two possibilities. One is that our spy has been turned. The other is that we have a mole internally. Otherwise, things wouldn’t be this coincidental. The dark hair coffin matter is taboo for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’—which means they clearly know we’re reluctant to do such a scheme, yet they deliberately poke at our soft spot, forcing us to make a move. Then on our ghost marriage day they use ‘Little Ghost General’ to disrupt the scene, while simultaneously publishing news in the newspaper to completely ruin our reputation in one stroke! This way, the common people of Jianghuai would think Zu Ye has no real ability, greatly reducing ‘Mu Zilian’s’ prestige in people’s hearts. At the same time, the batou leaders within the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ would think Zu Ye violated the taboo rules established by the ancestors, angering heaven and making the headquarters struggle at every step. Looking at it this way, this move really killed two birds with one stone. What they didn’t expect was that we discovered the tricks with the hair and saw through their ‘Ghost General Technique.’ So in the first step, they lost.”

At this instant, Zu Ye suddenly felt this girl before him had grown up—her thinking was so meticulous! Zu Ye couldn’t help but sigh inwardly: by arranging this marriage, he had lived up to Zhang Zizhan’s parents’ spirits in heaven. With Huang Farong taking care of Zhang Zizhan, Zhang Zizhan would surely be happy in this life. Thinking of this, Zu Ye smiled with relief.

Zu Ye said, “What do you think we should do next?”

Huang Farong said, “‘Tiansheng Dao’ and ‘Meihua Hui’ are both widely recruiting believers. We can take this opportunity to arrange some new faces to infiltrate their internal ranks. At the same time, when the headquarters holds important meetings, we need to streamline the participants, because right now we can’t figure out if there’s a mole in our ranks or not.”

Zu Ye smiled again. From the beginning, Zu Ye had looked at this girl who married over from “Yue Haitang” with new eyes. Over the past year or so, she and Zhang Zizhan had given Zu Ye many ideas. Zu Ye had even more intention to promote this couple.

Seeing Zu Ye smile, Huang Farong knew she had spoken to his heart and smiled sweetly as well.

Zu Ye’s tone suddenly shifted: “What is Zizhan busy with?”

Huang Farong said with a smile, “He’s doing moxibustion.”

Zu Ye asked puzzled, “Is he sick?”

Huang Farong said, “No. Just hypochondria. The other day when he went with Second Master to investigate the matter of the female corpse’s body covered with long hair, he secretly took two strands of hair back. Now that we know the other side used ‘Little Ghost General,’ he’s afraid they placed gu insects in the coffin and that touching the hair would infect him.”

Zu Ye said, “Didn’t you explain the other day that ‘Ghost General Technique’ uses the principle of yin-yang opposite-sex attraction? What’s on the hedgehogs is yang-active gu, so what’s in the coffin must be yin-static gu. Yang gu won’t settle without union, yin gu won’t activate without collision. As long as yin-yang union isn’t triggered, the yin gu won’t work.”

Huang Farong smiled with pursed lips: “He’s timid. Even after I explained, he won’t listen. Right now he’s at home using mugwort moxibustion on his Zusanli acupoint.” As she spoke, Huang Farong sighed, “Ah, when will he be as bold as Zu Ye.”

Zu Ye chuckled and said, “If the husband doesn’t teach, it’s the wife’s laziness—this depends on you.”

Huang Farong was about to respond when unexpectedly Zu Ye’s tone shifted again: “You’ve been proficient in mystical arts since childhood. I ask you, do those mystical Daoist techniques truly exist in the world? Like retrieving objects through space, wall-passing technique, underground escape technique, grain-avoiding technique, and so on?”

Huang Farong’s big eyes blinked. Just as she was about to answer, the butler suddenly ran in saying, “Someone outside is requesting an audience, saying he’s Ninth Master’s man!”

Zu Ye was startled and quickly said, “Please invite him in at once!” After speaking, he gave Huang Farong a meaningful look. Huang Farong slipped into the study.

Zuo Yongchan Appears

When the butler respectfully showed the person into the room, Zu Ye looked and saw—this wasn’t Ninth Master’s man at all, but clearly a coach from the “Jingwu Athletic Association.” This coach was surnamed Zeng, given name Jingwu, who had come many times to exchange dart-throwing techniques with Zu Ye.

Zeng Jingwu cupped his fists toward Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, visiting late at night—please forgive the disturbance.”

Zu Ye said with a smile, “Coach Zeng has always been one to ‘visit the temple only when there’s business’—what advice do you bring this time?”

Zeng Jingwu said to Zu Ye with a grave expression, “Zu Ye, the matter is urgent, so I won’t beat around the bush. I’m one of Ninth Master’s (Wang Yaqiao) men. The ‘Jingwu Athletic Association’ coach is just my external identity. My purpose in being undercover at the ‘Jingwu Athletic Association’ is to develop more Jingwu Association members to join the anti-Japanese ranks. Of course, we’ve also selected some hot-blooded patriots to join under Ninth Master’s command. Right now both the Nationalist Party and the Japanese are looking for Ninth Master. Ninth Master’s situation is very difficult—he needs to leave Jianghuai for a period of time. In the future, if Zu Ye has any matters, you can go directly to the Jingwu Athletic Association to contact me.”

As he spoke, Zeng Jingwu took out a letter from his bosom: “Ninth Master instructed me to personally deliver this to you.”

Zu Ye was stunned. So this Coach Zeng who often exchanged martial skills with him was actually Ninth Master’s disciple. It seemed Ninth Master was helping him on one hand while also observing him on the other. Thinking of this, Zu Ye felt a chill at the back of his head.

Zu Ye opened the letter and read it carefully.

This reading was no small matter—Zu Ye immediately broke out in cold sweat! This was a matter of enormous magnitude. If this matter succeeded, it would surely shock the entire world! Wang Yaqiao’s own handwriting:

“My younger brother Guansheng, for your review:

This foolish elder brother was born into a poor family, a mere commoner, yet though my position is low I have never dared forget concern for the country! Since raising the flag at Xinhai, I’ve only seen the Western rivers weep with smoke and rain, the Northern lands have no rivers and mountains, magnificent China cannot hide the wolf-pack of Japanese invaders! Looking across China, tears fall in sorrow. I vow to give my body to the country, with my scholarly weak frame to shoulder the path of vicissitudes and justice. Thus, assassinating Song at the Northern Station, assassinating Chiang at Lushan, the Songhu War of Resistance, crushing Shirakawa’s corpse—sacrificing life and forgetting death, in the blink of an eye twenty years have passed, without resentment or fear! Cowardly people cannot understand a tough man’s bones; those high in the temple halls don’t perceive the situation of national destruction. People all say the world fears ghosts, but ghosts fear Yaqiao. This foolish elder brother spent his life wanting to awaken the blood nature of China’s sons and daughters, but in the end fell to the same rank as ghosts. How painful! How sorrowful!

In the sixth year of the Republic, when I first met you, younger brother, you came from a military family. Falling into the Jiang Xiang school also belongs to heaven’s mandate. Worthy brother carefully follows human ethics, acts on behalf of heaven, knows gratitude and reciprocates—truly a real man! You and I share the same fallen fate, though the horizon is but an inch away, our unwavering friendship is unforgettable!

Today the invaders press urgently, national territory is lost, the authorities are obsessed with civil war. Actions against heaven will surely face nationwide condemnation. Elder brother, not measuring his own strength, wants to carry out a great deed again in Nanjing, to behead the three traitors and vow to wash away national shame, to manifest righteousness clearly throughout China! If this matter doesn’t succeed, I’ll become a martyr. If this foolish elder brother meets with misfortune, younger brother should restrain your grief, carefully inherit my will, only then can you thank the nine springs!

Jingwu, my younger brother, has liver and gallbladder righteousness. All news from the northern front comes from his hands. When war is about to begin, you should maintain regular contact!

Raising chopsticks and lifting the brush, tears fall in sorrow. The affection between brothers, never forgotten day or night! Take good care of yourself!

Your foolish elder brother Yaqiao

Gengzi Day, Hai Hour”

After reading, Zu Ye’s mood was extremely heavy. Zu Ye greatly respected Wang Yaqiao. Now Wang Yaqiao was forced into hiding with nowhere to go, yet he himself was powerless to help. Thinking of this, Zu Ye felt a wave of self-blame. What was even worse was that Wang Yaqiao was going to assassinate Chiang Kai-shek and others again. If he failed, the consequences would be unimaginable—perhaps he would never see this Ninth Master again!

Over all these years, Wang Yaqiao had taken great care of Zu Ye. Whenever Zu Ye encountered difficulties, Wang Yaqiao would extend a helping hand. The magnitude of his kindness was beyond words!

Zu Ye hastily ordered the butler to grind ink. He dipped his brush and wrote a reply. Zu Ye detailed his own predicament and almost in a pleading tone hoped Wang Yaqiao could act cautiously. Finally, he sealed the letter with the line: “Among the world’s countless heroes, Guansheng only recognizes Wang Yaqiao. Ninth Master, take care—fortunate for China!” After writing, tears dripped down. He then handed the letter to Zeng Jingwu. Zeng Jingwu bowed and took his leave.

Zu Ye sat dejectedly in his chair, his mind in chaos. This truly was brothers sharing the same fate—Ninth Master was forced by the Japanese with no way out, and he himself was made to struggle at every step by Jianghuai’s “religious sects”…

Huang Farong walked over carrying a cup of hot tea. Zu Ye hadn’t noticed at all when she came out and hurriedly wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes.

Huang Farong extended her hand and passed over a handkerchief. Zu Ye didn’t think much of it and wiped once, then suddenly felt something was wrong. This handkerchief was fragrant—it was Huang Farong’s. Zu Ye paused for a moment, then waved his hand and said, “You may withdraw.”

Huang Farong said, “Yes.” She turned and left. Just before reaching the door, she turned back and said, “It’s no harm for Farong to see Zu Ye in this state, but don’t let the other brothers see you like this.” After speaking, she quickly left.

Zu Ye watched her retreating figure, his expression becoming grave.

Not long after Huang Farong left, knocking sounds arose again. Zu Ye thought she had returned, but soon the butler came in to announce that “Tiansheng Dao’s” newly appointed master Zuo Yongchan had come to visit. Zu Ye’s heart thumped! How did he come here?!

Zuo Yongchan was a few years younger than Zu Ye, small in stature, with a weasel-like face and rat-like eyes, sporting a long handlebar mustache. From afar, he looked like a big rat. But this fellow was exceptionally clever, with outstanding eloquence. As the “Chief Staff Disciple,” he commanded over a thousand disciples in Jianghuai. Zuo Yongchan was Zhang Jiyao’s eldest disciple, the first among ten staffs, hence called “Chief Staff.” Coming along with him were also two “Blue Robes.”

Zu Ye ordered someone to serve tea. After some pleasantries he asked, “Master Zuo visits late at night—what advice do you bring?”

Zuo Yongchan smiled and said, “My master ascended to become an immortal. Yongchan, though untalented, was honored by the brothers to inherit my master’s mantle. During his lifetime, my master had a deep friendship with Zu Ye. I should carefully follow my master’s command to constantly cultivate good relations between our two houses. This visit is precisely to resolve Zu Ye’s urgent crisis!”

Zu Ye’s heart trembled, but his expression remained unchanged. He chuckled: “Not at all, not at all. Master Zhang cultivated the Dao and became an immortal—everyone rejoices. May Master Zhang not abandon all living beings, and when ascending to heaven fulfill his vows to bless both ‘Tiansheng Dao’ and ‘Mu Zilian’ with prosperous incense offerings! Master Zuo is Master Zhang’s accomplished disciple—being able to take charge of Tiansheng is even more fortunate for the common people of Jianghuai!”

Zu Ye was playing tai chi, avoiding the important and dwelling on the trivial.

Zuo Yongchan laughed heartily, “Everyone says Zu Ye handles matters calmly and fearlessly faces danger. Observing today, your reputation is well-deserved! Does Zu Ye know who set up the dark hair coffin scheme?”

Seeing that Zuo Yongchan had already revealed it, Zu Ye no longer evaded. He put away his smile and said, “There are many Daoist sects in the Jianghuai region. This humble person doesn’t know which deity I’ve offended to have such discourteous things done!”

Zuo Yongchan looked at Zu Ye and said, “It was Mei Xuanzi.”

Zu Ye lowered his head and said, “Please enlighten me, Master Zuo!” The meaning was: you say it’s Mei Xuanzi, so it’s Mei Xuanzi? How do you know, and what’s the whole story?

Zuo Yongchan looked at the people around. Zu Ye waved his hand. Zu Ye’s butler and the Blue Robes beside Zuo Yongchan all withdrew. Zuo Yongchan spoke in a low voice while Zu Ye listened carefully.

Lanterns on the Wall

At the third night watch, Zuo Yongchan’s party left. Zu Ye lay in bed, thinking about Zuo Yongchan’s words, tossing and turning, unable to sleep all night.

The next day, the “Shanghai News” issued an announcement: The fifteenth day of the seventh month Ghost Festival was approaching. Master Mei Xuanzi would light ghost lanterns on the night of the full moon at the Huangpu River to deliver all the wandering spirits of the Jianghuai region. It also claimed: Throughout all history, aside from Master Zhang Daoling of the Eastern Jin Dynasty, only Mei Xuanzi alone has this ability!

“Throughout all history”—what grand words! From Pangu’s creation of heaven and earth to the twenty-third year of the Republic, how many grievances and disputes, rights and wrongs had there been on Chinese soil—wars, killings, assassinations, wrongful killings, suicides, crime of passion killings. If all these ghosts gathered at the Huangpu River’s edge, wouldn’t they squeeze everyone into the river?

Mei Xuanzi, oh Mei Xuanzi, even if someone’s backing you up, you don’t need to be this insane! Zu Ye ground his teeth in hatred.

“He’s gone mad! Gone mad! Truly mad!” San Batou cursed loudly.

Zu Ye’s thoughts were grave. Then he whispered a few words to San Batou, and San Batou left to carry out the orders.

A few days later, on the evening of the fifteenth of the seventh month, after disguising himself, Zu Ye brought four people—Er Batou, San Batou, Zhang Zizhan, and Huang Farong—to Mei Xuanzi’s ritual platform at the Huangpu River’s edge. The riverside was crowded with common people, packed densely. The Garrison Command and the police station had also sent people, along with some government officials. The formation was very grand!

At the xu hour, the sun set and the pale moon rose in the east. The river water reflected the moon—what a beautiful moonlit night scene!

After several drum beats, Mei Xuanzi’s eldest disciple shouted loudly, “The vast heavenly gates have been open since ancient times, how many have returned and how many have come? The Guiyou Taisui pardons the netherworld, Meihua eliminates karma and crosses the sea of suffering. Open the altar—”

The crowd immediately quieted down. The bright moon in the sky silently passed through the clouds. All was silent—only the surging Huangpu River water slowly churned in the moonlight.

Mei Xuanzi slowly walked out from behind the curtain, holding a whisk, wearing Daoist robes, hair disheveled, muttering incantations. He ascended the ritual platform, burned incense and prayed, paid respects to heaven and bowed to earth.

On the ritual platform was built a white lime wall, about three zhang long, one chi wide, and two zhang tall. The wall surface was pure white with nothing else on it. Mei Xuanzi prayed for about one incense stick’s worth of time, then took down a red candle from the incense table, held it in his hand, walked toward the white lime wall, knelt under the wall, raised the candle, and circled it around the wall surface. With a whoosh sound, dozens of lantern-shaped marks actually appeared on the pure white wall surface, glowing bright red, flickering as if burning! The crowd immediately burst out with exclamations!

Immediately after, Mei Xuanzi knelt and chanted the deliverance text:

“The Supreme One commands, deliver your lonely souls;

All ghosts and spirits, the four births receive grace.

Those with heads shall ascend, those without heads shall be reborn;

Shot by guns, killed by knives, drowned in water, hanged by rope.

Died clearly, died darkly, wronged and unjustly deceased;

Vengeful creditors, sons demanding life.

Kneel before my platform, the Eight Trigrams emit light;

Stand at the Kan position and emerge, ascend to rebirth in another place.

Whether male or female, bear it yourself;

Wealth or poverty, you invite it yourself.

Command all these people, urgently ascend to rebirth!

Command all these people, urgently ascend to rebirth!”

After finishing the chant, he rose, took the whisk, swung it a few times at the lanterns on the wall. The lantern light gradually dimmed, then he pointed the whisk at the Huangpu River and shouted loudly, “Rise!”

Instantly, countless lanterns rose from the river surface, one by one, like wandering spirits, flashing red light, ascending into the sky. The crowd erupted. The common people could no longer restrain themselves and knelt down one after another—those bearing grievances, those carrying sorrows, suffering people at this moment let their tears flow freely, constantly kowtowing, constantly bowing. Their wrongfully dead relatives had finally been delivered!

In the crowd, Zu Ye watched with cold air rising from his back. Zhang Zizhan’s brows were even more tightly furrowed.

“Disastrous!” Zu Ye cried out inwardly. With this scheme revealed, there would be no second master in the Jianghuai region! “Mu Zilian’s” three-hundred-year foundation was about to be ruined before his eyes! Sleight-of-hand, sleight-of-hand—”Mu Zilian’s” strong suit, yet now the entire headquarters was squeezed by others until there was no standing room! Zu Ye had always been self-confident in his intelligence, yet he couldn’t compete with this younger generation! Seeing the general situation was lost, what use was there in staying in Jianghuai! Thinking of this, Zu Ye felt a tightness in his chest and with a puff sound, actually spat out a mouthful of fresh blood!

“Zu Ye!” Jiang Feiyan was right behind Zu Ye and immediately supported him.

“Zu Ye!” Er Batou, San Batou, and Zhang Zizhan also crowded over.

Zu Ye looked at his brothers. These people all followed him to make a living, ordinarily calling “Zu Ye” constantly, working before and after, without complaint or regret. Yet he, as the master of the hall, had led everyone to such a miserable state! Zu Ye felt deeply ashamed, only feeling the world spinning, his eyes going black!

During that period of frequent setbacks and unbearable pain, Zu Ye lost his confidence for the first time.

Zhang Zizhan’s brows were even more tightly knitted, while only Huang Farong remained calm and composed.

That night when everyone returned to headquarters, Zu Ye lay weakly in a chair. The batou leaders were all silently speechless. After a long while, Huang Farong said softly, “Zu Ye, eat some nourishing medicine.”

“It’s no matter.” Zu Ye said wearily, “You should all go back and rest early.”

Everyone wanted to speak words of comfort to Zu Ye. Zu Ye waved his hand. Everyone looked at each other and all silently withdrew.

Zu Ye dragged his weary body and lay on the bed. He was too tired. Hazily, he dreamed of his parents, dreamed of his younger brothers and sisters, dreamed of the familiar walls of his home, dreamed of the gardenia flowers in the corner.

Suddenly, the thumping sound of knocking woke him, though it was very light, it still woke him. It was the butler. The butler really didn’t want to wake Zu Ye, but the matter was urgent—he had to knock. San Batou had important matters to report.

Zu Ye asked, “How did things go?”

San Batou looked at Zu Ye and said in a low voice, “The two newly arranged people have already entered the ‘Meihua Hui’… Wuzi is dead.”

Zu Ye froze, his heart pierced as if by a knife. “Wuzi” was a Xiao Jiao from the headquarters, a spy planted in the “Meihua Hui” last year. A few days ago, Zu Ye had issued a secret order to San Batou to notify Wuzi to find out in advance the inside story of Mei Xuanzi’s ritual at the riverside. Whether Wuzi was too hasty and revealed himself, or the other side had discovered Wuzi long ago, in any case, Wuzi was eliminated before the other side performed their scheme and didn’t pass back any information.

The two spies just planted in the “Meihua Hui” were new people from headquarters. San Batou had also changed their appearances, so the other side wouldn’t discover them for a while.

The art of disguise was an ancient secret technique. There were many methods and schools. Since ancient times it had been passed down as miraculous, but the basic techniques were actually just three types.

The first type was human skin masks. This method originated from Zhang Jiao of the Eastern Han. Cut off a person’s facial skin, wash it clean with medicinal water, apply it to the face to create an “immortal body.” But this method could only be used for a relatively short time—after all, human skin would eventually rot.

The second type was needle piercing. The acupuncture method, following meridians and pointing at acupoints. The facial acupoint channels each had their own attributes. One cun below, circulating qi and blood; three cun below, meridians could be reversed. Find the right acupoint channel, with precise technique—one needle insertion could cause the mouth and eyes to become crooked. After the five features were displaced, it would be difficult to recognize. Afterward, find the corresponding relieving acupoint, recuperate for a week, and it could be restored.

The third type was the ruthless method—everyone knew it, which was disfigurement. Give yourself a slash on the face, create a big scar, and ordinary people wouldn’t recognize you. In 1932, when Wang Yaqiao was surrounded by secret agents at Hurd Road Building, he had no choice but to use this method and barely escaped the calamity.

This time, San Batou used the needle-piercing method on the new people. He learned it from the “Zha Fei Secret Manual.” After San Batou entered the profession, Zu Ye saw he was clever and cunning, skilled in scheming, so he transmitted this method to him and had him be responsible for arranging and contacting informants.

There’s an Internal Traitor

Zu Ye had originally wanted to use Wuzi to gather some intelligence, but unexpectedly Wuzi was eliminated by the other side. With Mei Xuanzi’s scheme revealed, his prestige rose greatly—even government officials began to believe in him. The situation was becoming increasingly severe. The “Jiang Xiang Sect” faced an unprecedented survival crisis in the Jianghuai region!

After Zu Ye and San Batou discussed some code words for making contact with informants, he let him go back to rest.

Zu Ye brewed a pot of tea, slowly drank it, and contemplated. Over these past few months, too many things had happened, especially the words Zuo Yongchan spoke that night—just thinking about them was frightening. During those days of intertwined mysteries and utter confusion, Zu Ye felt tired.

Early the next morning, the butler came to report that Huang Farong requested an audience. Zu Ye nodded in approval, and Huang Farong entered.

“Is Zu Ye’s health better?”

“It’s no matter, no matter.” Zu Ye looked up and saw tears hanging on Huang Farong’s face. Not knowing why, he quickly asked, “What happened?”

Huang Farong said in a low voice, “We quarreled.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly: “Hehe, husband and wife quarrel—fight at the head of the bed, make peace at the foot. What was it about?”

Huang Farong lowered her head and said, “After he returned from the riverside yesterday, he hasn’t spoken. He said if he couldn’t break the other side’s scheme he wouldn’t eat. I made soup noodles for him, but he knocked them over onto the floor…”

Zu Ye sighed: “Zizhan is a very strong-willed child. You see, knowing his temperament, I didn’t dare force him either. Mei Xuanzi has an expert guiding him from behind. This kind of grand scheme even alarmed the authorities—if it could be broken just like that, what would that mean? Go back and have a good talk with Zizhan. Tell him Zu Ye doesn’t blame him.”

Huang Farong wiped away her tears and continued, “That’s not the most important thing. What’s important is, I said I know the method to break it. I told him and asked him to come with me to tell Zu Ye. Unexpectedly, after hearing it, not only was he not happy, he cursed himself for being talentless, beat his chest and stomped his feet, saying something about how a dignified seven-foot-tall man couldn’t match a woman! He’s even more ashamed to come see Zu Ye now!”

“Wait…” Hearing this, Zu Ye quickly interrupted Huang Farong’s words. “You said you know the method to break it?”

“Yes.” Huang Farong glanced at Zu Ye and broke into a smile through her tears.

Zu Ye’s eyes stared at her, signaling her to speak quickly.

Huang Farong pursed her lips and squeezed out two words: “Stink balls.”

Zu Ye was stunned: “What stink balls?”

Huang Farong continued, “That wall surface must have been smeared with stink balls!”

“Speak properly!” Zu Ye was confused by what he heard.

Huang Farong paused, finally understanding—Zu Ye didn’t understand her dialect. “Stink balls” was Shandong dialect. She quickly explained, “It’s camphor balls. When I was bored as a child, I would use stink balls to fight insects. I’d draw a circle, put the insects inside, and the insects would frantically turn round and round…”

Zu Ye was getting anxious to death. This girl was rambling on and still hadn’t gotten to the main point. But thinking that he had arranged this marriage and that Zhang Zizhan had a bad temper, making this girl suffer grievances, he could only listen patiently.

Huang Farong finally got to the point: “One time, my parents both went to the fields to work, and I stayed home to watch my two-year-old sister. To coax my constantly crying sister, I used camphor balls to draw a lamp on our earthen wall. After drawing it, I used a match to light it. Originally I just wanted to make my sister laugh, but unexpectedly that lamp actually lit up! When Mei Xuanzi’s wall was built, camphor powder must have been mixed in. They prepared the grass drawings in advance, outlined the lantern shapes on the wall, scraped out the white lime, filled in camphor powder, then manually polished it. As for the lanterns’ flickering brightness, that’s a matter of mixing proportions. Zizhan initially considered that the other side used yellow phosphorus, but immediately negated it—yellow phosphorus ignites instantly and couldn’t last that long. As for the Kongming lanterns rising from the river surface, there must have been people underwater. At that time, people’s attention was all on the ritual platform, the sky was dark, the river was wide—no one noticed the movements in the water…” Huang Farong said.

Zu Ye let out a long breath, his body leaning back as he lay in the chair, relieved. Then he said, “This matter must be kept strictly confidential. Go back and tell Zizhan, after he studies it thoroughly, to record this method in the ‘Zha Fei Secret Manual.'”

Huang Farong walked around to behind Zu Ye, picked up the teapot, filled a cup of tea for Zu Ye, and said, “Zu Ye has been working hard recently and his health is poor. Years ago when Fifth Mistress (Qiao Wumei) was alive, she taught me traditional Chinese medical massage. I know the twelve meridians, and I’m proficient in all the techniques of pressing, compressing, pushing, rubbing, and pecking. Ordinarily when Fifth Mistress was tired, I would massage her. Shall I massage you a few times too?”

Zu Ye froze, turned his head and said, “No need. You may withdraw.”

Huang Farong smiled sweetly and said, “Yes. Zu Ye should rest early. No matter how many matters there are, they must be handled one by one. If Zu Ye exhausts himself, Farong will be distressed.”

After speaking, she moved her body gracefully and slowly withdrew.

Zu Ye watched her retreating figure and fell into contemplation again. Just as Huang Farong was about to walk out of the courtyard, Zu Ye suddenly said, “Farong, come back!”

Huang Farong paused, smiled secretly with pursed lips, and quickly walked back.

Zu Ye pointed to the chair opposite the table: “Sit down and speak.”

Huang Farong sat down lightly, her two big eyes blinking as she looked at Zu Ye.

After contemplating for a moment, Zu Ye said, “I want you to help me eliminate the internal traitor!”

After hearing this, Huang Farong’s body trembled.

“Zu Ye, why do you only trust Farong?”

Zu Ye said, “Are you the internal traitor?”

Huang Farong immediately said, “Of course not!”

Zu Ye said, “Then who else in the headquarters do you think can be trusted?”

Huang Farong said, “Zizhan, and also, uh… also…”

Zu Ye’s thinking was exceptionally clear. Huang Farong came from South Guangdong and had no roots in the Jianghuai region—it would be impossible for the other side to develop her as an informant in such a short time. Aside from her, anyone could be unreliable. In underworld headquarters, loyalty and treachery were hard to distinguish. The closer someone was, the more likely they might stab you in the back. Zhang Dancheng was a precedent. Under Zu Ye’s command were countless brothers, yet in times of crisis, he could only trust one woman. The sorrow of being the boss could be seen at a glance.

Zu Ye said, “What if Zizhan is also an internal traitor?”

Huang Farong’s face turned completely red with anxiety: “This… impossible…”

Zu Ye smiled and said, “I also know it’s impossible. It’s just that having you cooperate with me in this scheme is best. Generally speaking, internal traitors try their utmost to conceal themselves, cautious in every place, careful in every matter. Tomorrow I plan to suddenly issue a ‘Food and Reward’ summons, using the pretext of rewarding you for your merit in breaking ‘Little Ghost General,’ to have all the batou leaders come to eat. During the banquet, you just toast freely—the more the better. Those who decline to drink, or drink but don’t get drunk, must be suspicious!”

Huang Farong was stunned: “How does Zu Ye know the internal traitor is among the batou leaders and not among us Xiao Jiaos? Although on the surface only batou leaders are qualified to know about things like ‘dark hair coffins cannot be touched,’ who can guarantee the batou leaders don’t tell their trusted subordinates?”

Zu Ye said, “Not long ago, ‘Tiansheng Dao’s’ Zuo Yongchan came to visit and revealed everything about the dark hair coffin matter, hinting that the internal traitor is among the batou leaders.”

Huang Farong said, “How does Zu Ye know Zuo Yongchan isn’t using a borrowed knife to kill?”

Zu Ye increasingly felt this girl was formidable—everything he thought of, she had thought of too. Zu Ye smiled and said, “Just do as I say.”

Huang Farong said again, “Why was Zuo Yongchan so kind-hearted to tell Zu Ye these things? How does he know these things?”

Zu Ye smiled without speaking.

Huang Farong pouted, “Zu Ye still doesn’t trust me. But I don’t hold my liquor well. What if others haven’t fallen yet but I fall first?”

Zu Ye laughed heartily, turned around and took out a packet of medicinal powder from the drawer: “Tomorrow, a quarter hour before the meal, take this medicine—a thousand cups won’t make you drunk!”

Huang Farong took it, opened it and looked—it was yellow powder. She wrinkled her brow and said, “This won’t damage the body, will it? Farong still needs to carry on the family line for ‘Mu Zilian’!”

Zu Ye shook his head: “Of course not. Whenever I encounter a major banquet scheme, I must take this medicine—otherwise how could I deal with those Nationalist Party dignitaries and underworld figures? This medicine was obtained by Master Zhang Dancheng from a Qing Dynasty prince. It’s a palace secret method, prepared with kudzu flower—protects the liver and neutralizes alcohol!”

Huang Farong blinked her big eyes and said, “Could this be the ‘Thousand Cups Without Intoxication Powder’ rumored in the martial world?”

Zu Ye nodded.

Huang Farong smiled. Suddenly she said to Zu Ye, “Zu Ye’s scheme is brilliant, but still not stable enough. I have a plan that’s even more stable!”

Zu Ye paused, then leaned to the side. Huang Farong came closer and explained in detail. Zu Ye kept nodding.

Knowing the Person’s Face Also Means Knowing Their Heart

Early the next morning, Zu Ye suddenly issued a “Food and Reward” summons. All the batou leaders came.

Zu Ye said, “Regarding the dark hair coffin matter, fortunately Farong and Zizhan were broadly knowledgeable and quick-witted, preserving our ‘Mu Zilian’s’ reputation. Today’s Food and Reward is to celebrate their achievement!”

Huang Farong and Zhang Zizhan hurriedly stood up and bowed: “It’s all thanks to Zu Ye’s excellent guidance and the generous promotion from all the masters present.”

Er Batou laughed heartily: “Zizhan, work hard—Zu Ye won’t treat his brothers poorly.”

Da Batou also said, “Initially when I risked my life to rescue Zizhan and lost one brother, I felt resentful. Now seeing this young couple is quite capable, I feel much more at peace!”

Zhang Zizhan quickly said, “Your life-saving grace, Da Ye—Zizhan will never forget it for his entire life.”

San Batou said with a smile, “Zizhan is extremely clever—in the future he’ll also be top talent!”

Si Batou Qi Chunfu and Wu Batou Liang Wenqiu exchanged smiles: “The younger generation is formidable! With ‘Mu Zilian’ gaining these two great talents, we old folks have no worries!”

Huang Farong took the opportunity to raise her cup and said, “First I toast Da Ye. Da Ye risked life and death to rescue my husband—otherwise where would Farong go to find such a worthy husband!”

Da Batou laughed heartily: “Thinking of that night makes me so angry. I’ll drink it all!” After speaking, he drank it all in one gulp.

Huang Farong raised her cup again and said to Er Batou, “Er Ye, Zizhan is under your tutelage. Thanks to Er Ye’s care, Zizhan has made progress in many areas. I toast Er Ye a cup on behalf of my husband.”

Er Batou was a crude person. Grinning widely, he said, “Back when I wanted to take Zizhan to visit the flower houses, Zu Ye stopped me. Turns out it was all saved for you—sister-in-law is much prettier than the brothel girls…”

Zu Ye shouted angrily, “Second Brother!”

Er Batou gave a wicked laugh, tilted back his neck, and drank the liquor down.

Huang Farong said to San Batou again, “San Ye is learned and reasonable, full of knowledge, proficient in Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. My husband and I look up but cannot reach you—we hope San Ye will give us much instruction. I’ve long heard San Ye has great capacity—please drink a few more cups.”

San Batou said with a smile, “Zizhan is highly talented, but his alcohol tolerance isn’t good—unexpectedly sister-in-law is so formidable.” After speaking, he drank three cups in succession.

Huang Farong raised her cup again and said to Si Batou and Wu Batou, “Si Ye and Wu Ye are Jiang Xiang predecessors, veteran officials of two reigns. Farong is untalented—when I was at ‘Yue Haitang’ I had long heard the two predecessors’ great names. After marrying into ‘Mu Zilian,’ I feel even more that the two predecessors’ artistic mastery is profound, their swords not dulled by age—Farong truly admires this! Please drink this cup to the full, both masters!”

At this time Zu Ye also spoke up: “I’ll also drink a cup with you! Old Four and Old Five are both Master Zhang’s accomplished disciples—humble and modest, yielding to the worthy. After I took the throne, you two masters assisted from left and right without relying on seniority—truly admirable!”

Qi Chunfu and Liang Wenqiu hurriedly stood up: “Zu Ye, we dare not, we dare not! Zu Ye favors us and doesn’t abandon dead wood—we vow to serve you to the death!”

Both Qi Chunfu and Liang Wenqiu were older than Zu Ye. Qi Chunfu was thirty-five, Liang Wenqiu was already over forty. But this was useless—the “Jiang Xiang Sect” didn’t arrange seating by age, but by ability.

Qi Chunfu’s specialty was making paper figures. The paper figures he made were better crafted than those of paper effigy shop owners. Making paper boys and girls, making ox-headed and horse-faced figures—mixing red and green, painting eyebrows and eyes, placing them in front of coffins, lifelike.

Liang Wenqiu’s specialty was carpentry. People called him “Ink Line King.” The ink line was an ancient carpenter’s tool for hanging lines and drawing lines. Liang Wenqiu’s ancestors for three generations were all carpenters with considerable research into “Lu Ban techniques.” In the thirtieth year of Guangxu, Liang Wenqiu’s father was framed and drawn into palace power struggles for making a “Hundred Treasure Pavilion” for Empress Dowager Cixi, resulting in his entire family being executed. After hearing the news, Zhang Dancheng spent heavy money to appeal to a prince and saved Liang Wenqiu. From then on, Liang Wenqiu followed Zhang Dancheng.

When Zhang Dancheng was young, he was very capable. Of the four great headquarters, his was the most active. He often used sleight-of-hand methods to create grand feng shui schemes, and Liang Wenqiu’s Lu Ban school feng shui techniques naturally came into use.

After Huang Farong finished toasting around the table, her face had already turned flushed red. Although the “Thousand Cups Without Intoxication Powder” had an effect, pouring down this burning yellow liquor one after another inevitably made her somewhat dizzy.

According to etiquette, the batou leaders all had to toast Zu Ye in turn, then the batou leaders would toast each other. After several rounds like this, aside from Zhang Zizhan, everyone at the table had drunk over a dozen cups. The wine cups of that era were all very large—each cup was at least one liang. After a dozen cups, it was equivalent to drinking a jin of liquor.

Taking advantage of the wine’s excitement, Zu Ye said again, “Today there’s another joyous matter!”

All the batou leaders turned their gazes toward Zu Ye.

Zu Ye said, “Mei Xuanzi’s riverside ghost lantern lighting scheme has already been broken!”

Everyone was shocked. Just yesterday Zu Ye had been so angry about this matter that he vomited blood, and today the scheme was already broken?

Huang Farong pretended to ask in confusion, “How was it broken?”

Zhang Zizhan glanced at Huang Farong, thinking to himself, “Just keep acting.”

Zu Ye laughed heartily and said, “Mei Xuanzi, oh Mei Xuanzi—only knows how to deliver ghosts at the riverside, doesn’t know there’s a ghost right beside him!” After speaking, he laughed loudly again. “Old Mei’s next actions are all within my grasp! I’m going to beat Mei Xuanzi back to his original form!”

Er Batou anxiously asked, “Please enlighten us, Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye put away his smile and said, “You all just do as I instruct. ‘Mu Zilian’ will take Shanghai Beach in one stroke and stand firm throughout Jianghuai!”

The batou leaders looked at each other in confusion.

Zu Ye raised his cup: “Drink! ‘Mu Zilian’ will certainly triumph!”

Everyone raised their cups and said in unison, “Zu Ye’s wisdom! We vow to serve to the death!”

After Zu Ye drank, he suddenly changed the topic and said to Zhang Zizhan, “Zizhan, what are the three great taboos of the martial world?”

Zhang Zizhan paused, not knowing what medicine Zu Ye was selling in his gourd. Yesterday after Huang Farong returned home, she told him that today Zu Ye would set up a scheme to force out the internal traitor, telling him not to speak too much on the scene. So although Zhang Zizhan clearly knew it was Huang Farong who broke the ghost lantern lighting scheme, he didn’t reveal it on the spot. Unexpectedly, at this moment Zu Ye suddenly asked this question.

Zhang Zizhan said softly, “Seducing second sister-in-law, colluding with external thieves, selling out brothers.”

Zu Ye asked again, “According to the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ rules, what should be the punishment for committing these three offenses?”

Zhang Zizhan lowered his head and said, “Death by a thousand cuts, kill without mercy.”

Zu Ye gave a cold laugh: “Hmm, death by a thousand cuts. In the next few days I’ll root out the internal traitor. Brothers present should prepare yourselves, lest you can’t bring yourselves to act when the time comes.”

When the batou leaders heard this, they were all frightened. Who was being targeted? Originally they had all been drinking in a daze, but now they were completely sobered up.

Zu Ye looked at everyone and said, “Dismiss!”

Everyone looked at each other, then all silently left.

Zu Ye had a pair of keen eyes. Over the years, Zu Ye was confident in his eyesight. He just wanted to use the “Food and Reward” pretext to have all the batou leaders frantically pour down liquor, then when they were about drunk, suddenly employ the “Yingyao” method—feinting east and striking west, observing words and expressions—perhaps he could find some clues.

“Yingyao” was the culmination of deception psychology. The psychological probing techniques in the “Yingyao Chapter” were all top-level psychological warfare tactics, of course also including some genuine physiognomy knowledge—externally it could conquer marks, internally it could settle family thieves. This method was created by the ancestral heroine of “Yue Haitang,” Tang Yonghe. Later, as the four great headquarters gradually merged and combined, many techniques were shared among all headquarters, becoming common teaching materials for A’Baos. But the top-level techniques remained in the hands of successive “Yue Haitang” masters! Because Zhang Dancheng had a close relationship with Qiao Wumei, Qiao Wumei privately shared this method with Zhang Dancheng. Before Zhang Dancheng died, he transmitted all techniques without reservation, so Zu Ye also mastered the Yingyao absolute learning.

The “He Zhi Chapter” in the “Yingyao Chapter” recorded methods for observing people’s hearts:

“How do you know a person is good?

Their spirit is clear, eyes not chaotic.

How do you know a person is treacherous?

Sidelong glances that suddenly shift.

How do you know a person is foolish?

Dead fish eyes that don’t turn.

How do you know a person is loyal?

Silent, not contending for credit.

Sitting opposite, hands have no peace,

Mouth says yes but heart says no.

Eye contact cannot last long,

Chattering is all false words.

The mountain root with both eyes,

Loyalty and treachery hidden inside.

One shout shakes Li and Kan,

Second shout stretches brow and face,

Third shout decree trembles,

Both cheeks turn red in patches.

Doing physiognomy is doing faces,

Setting schemes should be dangerous,

Seeking victory from danger,

Gold and silver pile up like mountains.”

The entire “He Zhi Chapter” revolves around the human face, collecting many physiognomy essences. Ancient physiognomy particularly emphasized examination of the face, especially the eyes. “Xu Fu’s Physiognomy Record” says: “A seven-chi body is not as good as a one-chi face, a one-chi face is not as good as a three-cun nose, a three-cun nose is not as good as a one-cun eye.” The essence of the entire human body converges in the eyes.

The eyes are the windows to the soul. No matter how one hides, inner thoughts will more or less be expressed through the eyes—it’s just a matter of whether you can capture it. The so-called “joy and anger not showing on the face” only means this person reveals less information, making it less noticeable, but it’s still revealed.

The first line, “How do you know a person is good? Their spirit is clear, eyes not chaotic,” means how to judge whether a person is kind? Look at their demeanor and eyes. The entire person’s demeanor is clear and pleasant, the face has no extraneous energy, the eyes are steady, black and white distinct, the eyes don’t have drunken light, dim light, lewd light, or wandering light—this is the appearance of great goodness, which is consistent with what physiognomy says.

The second line, “How do you know a person is treacherous? Sidelong glances that suddenly shift,” to see whether a person is cunning, also look at the eyes. If a person likes to look sideways, often using peripheral vision to scan back and forth, eyes drifting uncertainly, eyeballs constantly rolling around—this is a manifestation of treachery.

The third line, “How do you know a person is foolish? Dead fish eyes that don’t turn,” how to know if a person is dull? Still look at the eyes. If this person’s eyes are like dead fish, both eyes spiritless, wooden and slow, not moving the eyeballs for a long time, they definitely have a brain problem. Not only that, dead fish eyes are also greatly inauspicious in physiognomy. The “Physiognomy Collection and Investigation” says: “Fish eyes mean short life, sheep eyes mean early death.”

The fourth line, “How do you know a person is loyal? Silent, not contending for credit,” how to know if a person is loyal and devoted? Look at their daily performance. Not contending for merit, not wearing fame, working silently, steadily and practically—this is a loyal and righteous person.

The fifth and sixth lines, “Sitting opposite, hands have no peace, mouth says yes but heart says no. Eye contact cannot last long, chattering is all false words,” talk about how to judge through daily conversation whether the other party is lying. If two people sit face to face talking and the other person’s hands move around, not knowing where to place them, and their eyes don’t dare meet yours, or as soon as they meet they immediately look away—this means this person’s mouth says yes but heart says no, speaking all falsehoods.

Lines seven and eight, “The mountain root with both eyes, loyalty and treachery hidden inside. One shout shakes Li and Kan, second shout stretches brow and face, third shout decree trembles, both cheeks turn red in patches”—these lines are absolute techniques for reading people’s hearts. Those proficient in this way can observe minutely, discerning loyalty and treachery at a glance! These lines have transcended simple physiognomy examination—they encompass the inevitable laws of the human body from surface to interior, including yin-yang, Five Elements, and Chinese medicine. As long as one is human, one inevitably follows these laws.

The starting position of the nose is the mountain root. On both sides of the mountain root are the eyes. The left eye is yang, the right eye is yin. Eyes belong to fire in the Five Elements, connected to the liver. The liver belongs to wood, connected to the kidneys. The kidneys belong to water, in the Eight Trigrams it’s Kan. A person’s seven emotions and six desires are intimately related to the five internal organs and six bowels. The saying goes: “Fear injures the kidneys, anger injures the liver, sadness injures the spleen, joy injures the heart.”

So if a person has done something against their conscience, the five internal organs and six bowels will be restless and uneasy. If they’re an internal traitor, they’ll inevitably be afraid, anxious every day, their kidney water rising and falling. At this time, if an outsider suddenly shouts loudly, “You’re the internal traitor!”, then this person’s kidney water will churn and roar. Water roaring extinguishes fire. Fire governs the heart, and the heart will also pound rapidly, so it’s called “one shout shakes Li and Kan.” At this time, if you shout again, even someone hiding very deeply will, following the Five Elements’ generation and restraint transmission rules, display their inner matter from inside to outside—either revealing fear in their eyes or their eyebrows trembling. Shout a third time, and this person’s decree will tremble. The decree refers to the grooves on both sides of the nose—here referring to facial muscles. Immediately after, blood and qi surge upward, both cheeks will also turn red. At this point, the hidden matters of the heart are already clearly revealed!

The last few lines are summary words: “Doing physiognomy is doing faces, setting schemes should be dangerous, seeking victory from danger, gold and silver pile up like mountains.” The meaning is that when A’Baos commit fraud and “do physiognomy,” in the final analysis they rely on observing words and expressions. Whether dealing with marks or one’s own people, “setting schemes should be dangerous”—the more high-difficulty dangerous schemes, the greater the returns. The so-called “seeking wealth and honor from danger”—once a major scheme is settled, then gold, silver, and treasures will subsequently arrive, piling up like mountains.

Zu Ye had originally wanted to use the drinking opportunity, while the batou leaders were half-drunk and half-awake, to suddenly employ this technique to test their depths! But Huang Farong said, “This method isn’t stable enough. Rather than directly catching the ghost, it’s better to force the ghost out of the palace. Zu Ye might as well set another trap—say that Mei Xuanzi’s riverside ghost delivery scheme has been broken, hint that the news came from someone beside Mei Xuanzi, and hint that there’s a ghost inside ‘Mu Zilian,’ that Zu Ye already knows who it is. This way, if there really is an internal traitor among the batou leaders, they’ll inevitably be anxious and uneasy, and will inevitably send out the message within a few days to seek an escape strategy. The more urgent they are, the easier it is to reveal their fox tail. Zu Ye can send people to strengthen surveillance and capture them alive.”

After Zu Ye heard this, a great net slowly wove itself in his mind.

Tomorrow Behead the Internal Traitor

To prevent internal traitors, Zu Ye had gone to great pains over the years. First, he firmly controlled the headquarters’ secret manual, the “Zha Fei Secret Manual.” Additionally, he didn’t allow batou leaders to raise dogs or pigeons—both dogs and pigeons could transmit information. When batou leaders visited brothels, Zu Ye had them go in groups to prevent any batou from flying solo or leaking information. Besides this, Zu Ye also arranged his own informants around each batou leader. Therefore, to act as a spy right under Zu Ye’s nose was not something an ordinary person could do.

An internal traitor must absolutely display loyalty internally, remaining calm and composed, but at critical moments they must send out messages, so making contact with the enemy was unavoidable—it was just that the methods of contact each had their own tricks.

After the dark hair coffin incident, Zu Ye became even more cautious. But the informants planted around each batou leader hadn’t transmitted any valuable information. It seemed this internal traitor was hiding very deep.

Zu Ye used the drinking opportunity to beat the grass and startle the snake. Seeing Zu Ye so confident, the internal traitor would inevitably become fearful.

After that banquet dispersed, when the batou leaders returned home, they all knew what they had to do next. The more critical the moment, the more they had to maintain their daily unchanged lifestyle and rhythm. Whatever they usually did, they still had to do now—otherwise it would show a guilty conscience and would more easily arouse Zu Ye’s suspicion.

Da Batou liked drinking and often bought several jin of roasted meat and bottles of liquor to drink alone at home. Er Batou liked visiting brothels and frequently went in and out of flower districts. San Batou would go along with Er Batou. Si Batou and Wu Batou liked researching mystical arts—making wooden oxen and flowing horses, making paper figures that could fly—older people had their own pleasures.

Besides this, San Batou had another hobby—he liked fishing. Two li south of the headquarters was a fish pond that drew water from the Huangpu, with dams and embankments. San Batou always compared himself to Jiang Shang and Zhang Liang, calling himself “Old Man of Misty Waters.” When headquarters wasn’t busy, he would go fishing for a few hours, bringing along a Xiao Jiao to help hang fish bait and collect fishing equipment. That Xiao Jiao was actually an informant Zu Ye had arranged.

The batou leaders all knew in their hearts that their attendants were all personally selected by Zu Ye, so whenever they did anything, they would deliberately bring along this attendant to avoid suspicion of being an internal traitor.

That evening, Zu Ye disguised himself and brought two personal Xiao Jiaos to the “Jingwu Heroes Association.”

The “Jingwu Heroes Association” had a very high reputation in the martial world, founded by the great hero Huo Yuanjia. Wang Yaqiao had instructed in his letter: if there’s any matter, you can find Zeng Jingwu.

Zeng Jingwu was Wang Yaqiao’s brother. Not only were his martial arts skills formidable, he was also an expert at being undercover. Over these years, using his identity as a coach for cover, he secretly developed anti-Japanese organizations. His dormancy techniques were supremely masterful, his methods of maneuvering were brilliant beyond what ordinary people could achieve.

That day at the banquet when Zu Ye spoke boastfully, observing in all six directions, he had already locked onto one or two suspects from the batou leaders’ various expressions. This secret meeting with Zeng Jingwu was to ask Zeng Jingwu to help him nail down the internal traitor. Seeing that the informants beside the batou leaders had been unable to send out any information for so long, Zu Ye worried that those Xiao Jiaos had also been turned by the batou leaders. Relying on his own people, he could no longer discover the internal traitor.

Three more days passed. Shanghai Beach was overcast with fine rain weaving slantwise.

San Batou, wearing a straw raincoat and bamboo hat, went to the fish pond. He liked fishing in the rain. He didn’t lack fish to eat—what he enjoyed was the feeling of fish taking the golden hook. Each time he caught a fish, he would remove it from the hook and throw it back into the pond.

The fishing bait was ground dragons—in other words, earthworms. The night before, he would first dig out earthworms, mix them with silkworm pupa powder, and place them in a basket. During fishing, the Xiao Jiao beside San Batou would help him hang the fish bait, then sit on a nearby bluestone smoking while watching San Batou fish. After the bait was eaten by fish, or after too much time had passed and it had been soaked tasteless by the river water, he would change it to new bait for San Batou.

That day San Batou was in an excellent mood, catching big fish from time to time, smiling so widely his mouth couldn’t close.

Another day passed, and the two Xiao Jiaos just planted in the “Meihua Hui” transmitted news saying that Mei Xuanzi urgently convened a Council Meeting, and his several major disciples all had faces ashen as death. When Zu Ye heard this, he smiled. This was “Mu Zilian’s” internal traitor transmitting to the other side what Zu Ye had said during the “Food and Reward” that day. Zu Ye’s heart was clear as a mirror. The riverside ghost lantern lighting scheme was broken by Huang Farong, and he knew nothing of Mei Xuanzi’s plans, yet he deliberately spread the word, showing that he had everything under control, precisely to force the internal traitor to quickly send out messages—this way the internal traitor would reveal their fox tail.

This was also what Huang Farong wanted. Huang Farong had her own calculations—helping Zu Ye set up the scheme to quickly capture the internal traitor so that her husband Zhang Zizhan could stand out.

After several days of intensive scheme-setting and surveillance, Zu Ye already had a clear idea, but he didn’t stop the internal traitor from sending messages, nor was he in a rush to root out the internal traitor. This was where Zu Ye was more brilliant than Huang Farong—he would turn the scheme against the schemer!

This “discord sowing stratagem” really worked. Mei Xuanzi had originally thought that after eliminating Zu Ye’s informant “Wuzi,” the “Meihua Hui” would be peaceful. Unexpectedly, Zu Ye spread the word hinting that there was a ghost beside him. The people around him were nothing more than these several major disciples. Mei Xuanzi began to suspect his own disciples. This disrupted the normal order of Mei Xuanzi’s headquarters and his subsequent plan arrangements. Because of this, the two Xiao Jiaos Zu Ye newly planted in the “Meihua Hui” were relatively safe. This was Zu Ye killing three birds with one arrow.

Zu Ye’s thinking was very meticulous. When Huang Farong came up with the plan, he had already thought several steps ahead, so Huang Farong understood at first but later couldn’t comprehend. She didn’t understand why Zu Ye had remained silent these past few days, so she couldn’t help but come to ask Zu Ye.

“Zu Ye, the internal traitor has already been found—why not act?”

Zu Ye smiled and said, “How do you know he’s been found?”

Huang Farong said with a smile, “The quieter Zu Ye is, the more it shows everything is under control. Moreover, these past few days Zu Ye’s expression hasn’t been as grave as the previous days—Farong could tell at a glance.”

Zu Ye laughed heartily: “Tomorrow behead the internal traitor!”

Huang Farong was stunned: “Ah?”

“Ah what? Are you worried it’s Zizhan?”

Huang Farong lowered her head and smiled: “It won’t be. Will Zu Ye really behead the ghost tomorrow?”

Zu Ye said, “Can’t I?”

Huang Farong contemplated for a while and said, “If Zu Ye really wanted to behead the ghost, he wouldn’t make such a big fanfare. In Farong’s view, Zu Ye beheading the ghost is false…”

Huang Farong was Huang Farong after all—exceptionally clever. These past few days, seeing Zu Ye had no movement, she had been constantly thinking about what was really happening. Today hearing Zu Ye so easily speak of beheading the ghost, she knew Zu Ye was deliberately not killing the internal traitor.

Zu Ye once again carefully examined the girl before him. She was so clever, clever to the point of being frightening. Zu Ye was considering whether to tell Huang Farong more things, especially those things “Tiansheng Dao’s” master Zuo Yongchan had said that night—those things weighing on Zu Ye’s heart, making him unable to breathe.

Earthworm Message Transmission

The next day just past noon, Zu Ye convened a Council Meeting.

This time it was an expanded meeting—besides batou leaders, there were also some prominent Xiao Jiaos.

Zu Ye said with a grave expression, “You can paint a dragon or tiger but not their bones; you can know a person’s face but not their heart. I, Zu Ye, have treated my subordinate disciples well—why would you still act as an internal traitor?”

Everyone looked at each other, hearts pounding.

“San Batou!” Zu Ye shouted loudly, “Why don’t you confess truthfully!”

San Batou was stunned: “Zu Ye, what does this mean?”

Zu Ye roared toward the sky: “I wasted my painstaking efforts cultivating you, never expecting you would eat inside but crawl outside!”

San Batou shouted loudly: “I’m wronged, Zu Ye, wronged!”

Zu Ye gave a cold laugh and took out a thin reed stem from his sleeve. “Such superior technique! Carving imitation Song characters on oiled paper, rolling it up and inserting it into the reed stem, then stuffing the reed stem into an earthworm’s belly. The earthworm flows downstream, at the pond’s outlet a fine net is set, the earthworm carrying the reed stem is intercepted, the informant gets the earthworm, the message can burst out from the belly—oiled paper doesn’t get wet in water, imitation Song characters make handwriting hard to trace. Using fishing as pretext, carrying out internal treachery in reality—seamless, seamless!”

San Batou was greatly shocked: “Zu Ye, I’m wronged! I don’t know about any of these things!”

Zu Ye shouted loudly: “Drag him out and behead him!”

San Batou cried out loudly: “Zu Ye, investigate clearly! Wronged, wronged!”

All the batou leaders were covered in sweat. “Zu Ye, has this matter been investigated clearly?”

Wu Batou Liang Wenqiu stood up and said, “Zu Ye, since San Ye has followed Zu Ye, he’s been loyal and devoted, never acting abnormally. This matter must be thoroughly verified before punishment can be carried out!”

Zu Ye looked at San Batou and said, “First throw him in the dungeon. After I beat Mei Xuanzi back to his original form, I’ll kill you to offer to heaven!”

Several Xiao Jiaos trussed up San Batou and shoved him out.

That night, San Batou curled up in the dungeon, constantly sighing, thinking what was going on? Just as he was hesitating, a Xiao Jiao came to deliver food.

“San Ye, eat!”

San Batou shouted loudly: “I’m not fucking eating!”

The Xiao Jiao pushed the food in and said in a low voice, “Zu Ye instructs that you must eat!”

San Batou looked at the Xiao Jiao with puzzlement, took the food—it was a bowl of rice noodles and several slices of salted fish. After the Xiao Jiao left, San Batou sat on the ground, grabbed a few mouthfuls of rice noodles, and bit into the salted fish. He felt something between his teeth. Inside the salted fish’s belly was an oiled paper packet. San Batou quickly opened the oiled paper. Inside was a note in Zu Ye’s own handwriting: “The bitter meat stratagem births from bitterness; after bitterness comes sweetness, brotherly affection.” After reading, San Batou ate the note, then laughed heartily.

All of this was arranged jointly by Zu Ye and Zeng Jingwu. That day when Zu Ye went to find Zeng Jingwu, he explained the ins and outs of the Food and Reward banquet one by one.

Zu Ye said, “During ‘Food and Reward,’ I employed the ‘Yingyao’ method, observing words and expressions. I felt there were several batou leaders…”

Zeng Jingwu said, “Spies transmitting messages are all very cautious—every action could be a signal, but all signal contacts are ultimately completed by people. The reason the informants Zu Ye planted beside the batou leaders cannot discover anything is because they’ve become accustomed to the batou leaders’ behaviors. Zu Ye need not rush. Since you’ve already beaten the grass and startled the snake, the internal traitor will inevitably send out messages as quickly as possible to seek an escape strategy. I’ll arrange several people to secretly tail them. These people are all carefully cultivated brothers, deeply versed in spy methods. After Master Huo (Huo Yuanjia) was poisoned to death, all our reconnaissance work for assassinating Japanese people was done by these brothers. If the internal traitor sends out messages, they’ll definitely discover it!”

So several veterans from the “Jingwu Association” began setting up defenses at locations San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou frequently appeared. As a result, the person monitoring San Batou, while disguising himself as a boatman fisherman to spy, discovered the mystery in the fish bait.

That day San Batou fished all afternoon. When the sky was getting dark, San Batou got up to go home. After the Xiao Jiao responsible for fish bait looked around in all directions, he dumped all the remaining earthworms in the basket into the fish pond. The earthworms flowed downstream and were intercepted by a fine net at the pond’s outlet. The people from the “Jingwu Association” fished out the earthworms and carefully observed them, only then discovering the secret in the earthworms’ bellies!

Following Zu Ye and Zeng Jingwu’s instructions, the “Jingwu Association” people didn’t intercept the message in the earthworms but returned them to their original position, waiting for the other side to retrieve them. After dark, the other side’s informant disguised as a fisherman retrieved the message. The next afternoon, the other side used the same method to tie Mei Xuanzi’s reply to the fine net. That night, the Xiao Jiao beside San Batou dove underwater and retrieved the reed stem.

At first, Zu Ye really thought San Batou had betrayed them. He thought this was bad—the two new informants planted in the “Meihua Hui” were arranged by San Batou. If San Batou really was an internal traitor, those two brothers wouldn’t live long either.

Fortunately, Zu Ye was deeply calculating and didn’t rush to act. After the Xiao Jiao beside San Batou retrieved the reed stem, he didn’t go directly back to San Batou’s residence but came to Si Batou’s dwelling. After looking around the house, he stuffed the reed stem into the drainage ditch at the corner of Si Batou’s wall, then quietly withdrew.

Only then did Zu Ye understand the truth of the matter. The internal traitor was Old Four Qi Chunfu. This fellow was truly treacherous to the extreme—using San Batou’s hand to send out messages. Once discovered, San Batou would be the scapegoat!

Most hateful was the Xiao Jiao beside San Batou. He was originally an informant Zu Ye had planted beside San Batou—not only did he not serve as eyes for Zu Ye, he had actually colluded with Si Batou to act as a ghost. Zu Ye was grieved and furious to the extreme!

Anger was inevitable, but where did the grief come from? Because Zu Ye had treated this Xiao Jiao like his own son—never in his dreams did he think he would be an internal traitor!

This Xiao Jiao’s name was Sun Yexing. For Zu Ye to make him an informant, there was actually a good story behind it.

Who was Sun Yexing? People didn’t know, but his father was indeed a famous figure. Back when several batou leaders under Zhang Dancheng “climbed the incense,” the leader was Sun Yexing’s father—Old Four under Zhang Dancheng. Sun Yexing’s father was called Sun Kao. This person was ruthless and vicious. The scheme of killing Zu Ye’s younger brother and sister with the upstream flowing corpses was led by him.

Sun Kao and other batou leaders joined forces to “climb the incense.” Zhang Dancheng and Zhou Zhenlong were fortunately saved by Zu Ye and avoided death. Later, Zu Ye helped Zhang Dancheng get reinforcements from Wang Yaqiao, which finally quelled the rebellion.

After the rebellion was quelled, Zhang Dancheng wanted to clean up the remaining evils in the ranks. Sun Kao’s one-year-old son Sun Yexing was also implicated. At this critical moment, Zu Ye came out to plead: “Master Zhang, disaster doesn’t extend to wives and children. Although Sun Kao is unforgivably evil, his son is young and ignorant of worldly matters. Please Master Zhang show mercy!”

The reason Zu Ye pleaded was still based on that trace of kindness at the bottom of his heart. Seeing the child, he thought of his own younger brother and sister. Putting himself in others’ shoes, he didn’t want to see another child killed. Moreover, this child’s father was burned to death by sky lantern by himself. His father was already dead—to kill his son as well, Zu Ye really couldn’t bear it in his heart.

Thus, under Zu Ye’s protection, this child grew up day by day. Zu Ye taught him the Four Books and Five Classics, taught him the way of being human. Gradually he became a close person. Later, after recruiting San Batou, he arranged for him to be beside San Batou as his own informant.

Sun Yexing didn’t know Zu Ye was his father-killing enemy. Everyone at headquarters kept their mouths tightly shut about this matter. Zu Ye had issued a death order—whoever dared reveal this matter would be killed without question!

The turning point came in 1932. That year, Zu Ye personally “did physiognomy,” arranged for Er Batou to drive corpses, helping Jia Si Ye transport opium, leaving headquarters for nearly a month.

It was during this one month that headquarters’ Old Four Qi Chunfu found Sun Yexing and revealed everything.

Why did Qi Chunfu reveal this matter? What was his relationship with Sun Yexing?

After Zu Ye discovered Qi Chunfu and Sun Yexing, he held back from acting, because Zu Ye didn’t know whether Qi Chunfu had any accomplices. Especially whether Liang Wenqiu, who like him was a veteran from Zhang Dancheng’s era, was a fellow conspirator was still unknown. So he turned the scheme against the schemer, imprisoning San Batou—first to paralyze Qi Chunfu, second to delay time and test Liang Wenqiu.

At that time Qi Chunfu was already panicking! He didn’t know how Zu Ye had intercepted the message—was it discovered when Sun Yexing sent the message, or when retrieving the message? Or was it neither, but rather news transmitted from an informant beside Mei Xuanzi? During the “Food and Reward,” Zu Ye had spoken boastfully. Qi Chunfu could no longer distinguish truth from falsehood.

Qi Chunfu nervously analyzed: if it was intercepted when sending the message, then Zu Ye wanting to kill San Batou was logical. However, Sun Yexing couldn’t escape involvement either. But Sun Yexing could protect himself for now—he could just say he only helped San Batou add and hang fish bait, knew nothing of other circumstances. Dumping the remaining earthworms into the pond after fishing was also human nature. Without evidence, Zu Ye couldn’t randomly kill people. Moreover, Sun Yexing was an informant Zu Ye had planted beside San Batou—his credibility was relatively high.

The spy method lay in sending and receiving. Both sending messages and receiving messages had to be safe. If the two couldn’t both be achieved, you must ensure 50% safety, otherwise you were just throwing yourself to death. “Intimate Knowledge of Spies” says: “Equally divide two to protect one makes the matter fifty percent; borrowing a corpse to return the soul adds to sixty percent.”

The meaning was: if you wanted to be a spy, the danger was relatively great, yet you had to do it anyway, then divide the danger of the matter in two. If you could ensure one channel was safe, the matter had 50% feasibility. Borrowing a corpse to return the soul meant pulling outsiders in to disturb hearing and vision. If you could find a scapegoat, the matter had a sixty percent chance.

If the headquarters boss wasn’t Zu Ye but an impulsive type of master, they would very likely intercept the message Sun Yexing sent that very day, then interrogate Sun Yexing and San Batou together—this would fall right into Qi Chunfu’s scheme.

But the actual situation was: Zu Ye only said he would behead San Batou and didn’t interrogate Sun Yexing!

Qi Chunfu’s mind was already in chaos! He guessed Zu Ye already knew everything, but didn’t dare confirm it. The channel for contacting Mei Xuanzi was cut off—he knew nothing of the situation there. He was anxious and uneasy, unable to sleep all night!

Just at this moment, Zu Ye employed another “creating something from nothing” stratagem, creating a fake message. Early the next morning, he had two “Jingwu Association” people disguise themselves as marks to go fortune-telling. One went to Qi Chunfu’s storefront, one went to Liang Wenqiu’s storefront. During the fortune-telling process, when people weren’t paying attention, both took out a note from their sleeves and separately passed them to Qi Chunfu and Liang Wenqiu.

After the two batou leaders received the notes, Qi Chunfu kept it secret, but Liang Wenqiu urgently came to visit, saying that just now when fortune-telling at the storefront, a mark had slipped him a note, hoping Zu Ye would investigate clearly and so on.

The note read: Tonight at the third watch, at the left wing of the fish pond by the riverside there’s a boat. Call the code three times, someone will respond. Flee quickly!

A huge stone in Zu Ye’s heart fell to the ground. He patted the trembling Liang Wenqiu and said, “Master Liang is loyal and righteous—accept my bow!” As he spoke, he wanted to bow in salute.

This frightened Liang Wenqiu who quickly helped Zu Ye up: “What’s this for? I cannot accept this!”

This was Zu Ye’s sincere respect. Liang Wenqiu was fifteen years older than himself. Over these years, working before and after, bearing hardships without complaint, and in this time of internal and external troubles, still unchanging in loyalty and righteousness—Zu Ye performing this grand salute came from his heart.

Zu Ye sighed: “Master Liang, return to rest early. Do not speak to others of today’s matter.”

Liang Wenqiu looked at Zu Ye with puzzlement, said he obeyed the order, and turned to leave.

At the third watch, heaven sent down great fog. The river surface was a mass of chaos.

Qi Chunfu packed up his gold, silver, and valuables, brought Sun Yexing, and cautiously came to the riverside. After looking around in all directions, he called out clearly three times: “Paddle ten characters! Paddle ten characters! Paddle ten characters!” “Paddle ten characters” was underworld slang, meaning chopsticks—here secretly referring to boat oars, meaning to flee.

A white sail was raised on the small boat. Qi Chunfu and Sun Yexing crawled out from the grass pit and jumped onto the small boat. Lifting the curtain to look, they were instantly frightened out of their wits.

“Zu Ye!”

Immediately after, the two were trussed up and brought back to headquarters.

Headquarters was brightly lit. Qi Chunfu and Sun Yexing knelt on the ground as Zu Ye looked at them coldly.

“Why did you betray me?”

Qi Chunfu raised his head toward heaven and wept, crying out: “Enough, enough! Heaven has no eyes, letting my entire family perish at your hands!”

This shout from Qi Chunfu also confused Zu Ye.

Zu Ye felt Qi Chunfu’s words had hidden meaning, so he had everyone withdraw.

Only three people remained in the room. Qi Chunfu tearfully revealed fifteen years of love and hatred.

Back when Sun Yexing’s father Sun Kao rebelled, also killed by Zhang Dancheng was Sun Yexing’s mother—Sun Kao’s wife.

Sun Kao was a lustful and promiscuous person, unrestrained and romantic, constantly seeking flowers and asking willows. His wife advised him many times to no avail and became cold-hearted. But as a female A’Bao, she had unspeakable suffering. This swindler identity—officials dared not be reported to, reason had nowhere to be spoken. She could only swallow the bitter water into her belly. This state was discovered by a small “Juren” under Sun Kao—this person was Qi Chunfu. At that time Qi Chunfu was seventeen or eighteen, clever and handsome. Seeing his master’s wife wiping tears every day, he developed compassionate feelings for this rather attractive master’s wife. He knew paper-making craft. Sometimes when Sun Kao was whoring, he would make paper lanterns and paper mandarin ducks and run to the master’s wife’s place to make her happy.

Women are made of ice, naturally loving to melt; women are also vicious, naturally loving revenge. Coming and going like this, the two developed feelings over time. Finally one day, the two couldn’t restrain themselves and performed the rites of Duke Zhou.

Afterward, the woman feared Sun Kao’s suspicion and hurriedly had intercourse with Sun Kao repeatedly.

Later, the woman’s belly grew large. Sun Kao was very happy, but the woman knew in her heart—this child was Qi Chunfu’s.

After the child was born, the woman feared that when he grew up Sun Kao would discover the truth, so she secretly discussed with Qi Chunfu to flee together. Right at this critical juncture, Sun Kao “climbed the incense,” headquarters was in great chaos. Zhang Dancheng was furious and ashamed. Based on the principle of rather wrongly kill a thousand than let one escape, he killed Sun Kao’s wife too. If not for Zu Ye’s bitter pleading, Sun Yexing would have died in swaddling clothes.

Zu Ye protected Sun Yexing. Qi Chunfu didn’t flee either, because his flesh and blood was here. But he didn’t dare acknowledge him. He hated Zhang Dancheng, hated Zu Ye even more, hated this headquarters. If not for Zu Ye saving Zhang Dancheng, Sun Kao wouldn’t have died, Sun Kao’s wife wouldn’t have died—in his eyes, she was even more his own wife. Now the person he loved was killed, his own son was controlled by Zu Ye. The angry fire in his heart couldn’t help but burn fiercely. He blamed all of this on Zu Ye! So later when Zu Ye “released military power over cups of wine,” he strongly requested to continue assisting Zu Ye. He knew he absolutely couldn’t retire to the second line—he had to control all the movements of headquarters. He bitterly concealed this past, just waiting for an opportunity to eliminate Zu Ye, achieve father-son reunion, and destroy the entire “Mu Zilian”!

During that period in 1932 when Zu Ye went out to South Guangdong, Qi Chunfu found Sun Yexing and revealed this matter. Sun Yexing didn’t believe it at first. Qi Chunfu then took out the blood letter he had treasured for fifteen years to show Sun Yexing. It was Sun Yexing’s mother’s last words. Afterward, Qi Chunfu also pointed out that on Sun Yexing’s back was a triangular brand mark, burned by his mother with a branding iron while alive, to serve as evidence for future father-son recognition. After hearing this, father and son embraced and cried out loud. From then on, father and son began secretly plotting rebellion.

After Mei Xuanzi gained momentum, Qi Chunfu felt the opportunity had come. Qi Chunfu was very clever. He knew that with Mei Xuanzi making such a big show this time, he must have received support from an expert. He felt Jianghuai’s history was going to be rewritten, so he secretly contacted Mei Xuanzi and told the other side about the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” ancestral taboos. Only then did the other side set up the dark hair coffin scheme, intending to completely ruin Zu Ye’s reputation in one stroke!

After hearing all this, Zu Ye felt a wave of desolation in his heart. Two generations of grievances, deep father-son affection—who was right, who was wrong? Zu Ye’s heart was full of confusion.

Zu Ye didn’t want to kill. One was a veteran from Zhang Dancheng’s era, one was a baby he had watched grow up, but these two people had to be killed.

On the execution day, Zu Ye shed tears. Especially seeing Sun Yexing lying under the blade, head tilted, staring with angry eyes—it stirred waves of heartache in Zu Ye.

After the two died, Zu Ye issued an order for lavish burial. The batou leaders all didn’t know why Zu Ye was so good to these two internal traitors. Zu Ye said, “They were also misled by Mei Xuanzi before taking the wrong path! My hatred with Mei Xuanzi is irreconcilable!” Zu Ye’s intention was to divert the conflict, making everyone transfer their hatred toward the Meihua Hui, so the entire headquarters could twist into one rope to battle Mei Xuanzi.

On the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” genealogy, Zu Ye personally added the names of the two: Fifteenth generation descendant Qi Chunfu, Sixteenth generation descendant Sun Yexing. This represented that these two were still people of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” After death they could still enjoy the incense offerings of Jiang Xiang descendants. After writing, he burned three incense sticks, then silently shed tears, sighing endlessly.

Chapter 5: The Shocking Inside Story of the Four Great Fortune-Telling Sects
The Marvelous Use of Honey

The Mid-Autumn Festival arrived in August, and the large round moon shone upon the endlessly flowing Huangpu River.

Mei Xuanzi’s recent series of maneuvers had already stirred the Jianghuai region into chaos, and business at Zu Ye’s establishment had become increasingly deserted. That evening, Zuo Yongchan from the “Heavenly Saint Way” came again.

“How is it? Has the mole been found?” Zuo Yongchan asked.

Zu Ye nodded slightly.

Zuo Yongchan chuckled, “This time Zu Ye trusts this younger brother, yes?”

Zu Ye remained impassive.

Zuo Yongchan continued, “The matter of sworn brotherhood I mentioned last time—how has Zu Ye considered it? This younger brother has been waiting to perform the eight bows of friendship with Zu Ye, but Zu Ye has sent no word. This younger brother doesn’t know what Zu Ye intends?”

This was precisely the question Zu Ye had been pondering. Last time when Zuo Yongchan visited late at night, he requested that “Heavenly Saint Way” and “Wood Seed Lotus” merge into one to jointly combat the “Plum Blossom Society,” saying this move had the support of important figures behind the scenes. When Zu Ye asked him what important figures, Zuo Yongchan said, “As big as you can imagine! Within three years, all the ‘religious societies’ in the nation will undergo a great reshuffling!” After speaking, he smiled mysteriously at Zu Ye.

“Now, I’ve already helped Zu Ye uncover the inner traitor. Zu Ye has been wise all his life, surely he knows there are masters behind Mei Xuanzi. Such great waves have even drawn the government in. If Zu Ye continues to hesitate, I fear ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ will be completely wiped out!” Zuo Yongchan said, looking at Zu Ye.

Zu Ye sighed and said, “Sect Leader Zuo has never revealed who the important figure behind all this is. This humble one dares not act rashly!”

Zuo Yongchan became anxious, “It’s…” The words came to his lips but he swallowed them back. Then he smiled and said, “Zu Ye should just wait quietly for the situation to unfold. Before long, if Zu Ye feels he has no recourse, he can come find me at my residence.” With that, he flicked his sleeves and departed.

Zu Ye watched Zuo Yongchan’s retreating figure, his mood growing heavier. Ever since Mei Xuanzi began his ostentatious campaign, Zu Ye had vaguely sensed an undercurrent surging through Jianghuai, like a giant python weaving between various forces, and what it would bring forth would be a tidal wave throughout all of Jianghuai!

Zu Ye silently pondered his next strategy. What exactly was this nationwide “religious societies” reshuffling that Zuo Yongchan spoke of? After the Xinhai Revolution, under Nationalist Party rule, China was nominally unified but actually divided by warlords. To manipulate a nationwide reshuffling of religious societies wasn’t something one or two forces could accomplish. Was it the Nationalist Party’s upper echelon that wanted the great reshuffling, or were the various warlords planning to join hands for another great undertaking? Since the Xinhai Revolution, the winds of change had shifted dramatically, and suffering China groaned in the vicissitudes of history’s great transformations. Was China about to face great chaos again? Zu Ye pondered bitterly.

“Zu Ye, Second Master, Zhang Zizhan, and Huang Farong request an audience!” the steward announced. Zu Ye nodded and summoned them in.

Er Batou, Zhang Zizhan, and Huang Farong walked in beaming with joy. Zu Ye looked and thought, what’s going on with these three? So happy!

After Er Batou took his seat, he tilted his head back, grinning broadly, and said, “Zu Ye, the scheme has been broken!”

Zu Ye was startled, “What scheme has been broken?”

“Mei Xuanzi’s Three Gathering Immortals and Immortal Eating Noodles scheme!”

Zu Ye’s eyes immediately brightened. Er Batou waved his hand, and Huang Farong and Zhang Zizhan stepped forward. Only then did Zu Ye notice they were both holding things—Zhang Zizhan held a bowl of noodles, and Huang Farong carried a glass jar.

Er Batou looked at Zu Ye, then at Huang Farong and Zhang Zizhan, and said, “Demonstrate for Zu Ye!”

Zhang Zizhan placed the noodle bowl on the tea table. Huang Farong lifted the glass jar and poured the yellowish, viscous substance inside into the noodles. Zu Ye’s eyes fixed on the noodles as the clock ticked away. The room was completely silent. Before long, a miracle appeared—the noodles in the bowl began to dissolve. About the time it takes to burn a stick of incense passed, and they had dissolved completely.

Zu Ye was greatly shocked, “What’s in the jar?”

Huang Farong smiled, blinking her large eyes, “Honey!”

“Honey?”

“Yes!” Zhang Zizhan said excitedly, “I consulted Western biology books. Honey contains amylase, which can hydrolyze starch. When Mei Xuanzi performed his ritual on the street, he must have put honey in the pot beforehand. When first added, the noodles don’t change much, so Mei Xuanzi could lift the noodles into the bowl. By the time he finished eating, exactly a quarter-hour had passed, and the noodles in the other bowls had also dissolved!”

Zu Ye nodded and smiled. Although he didn’t know what “amylase” meant, he said to Zhang Zizhan, “Explain in detail.”

Zhang Zizhan said, “Ever since I saw Mei Xuanzi’s performance, I went home and experimented with various ingredients—Sichuan pepper water, dried tangerine peel soup, seawater, vinegar—anything I could think of. Later I went to St. John’s University’s library, and in a book called ‘Biochemistry Essentials,’ I found some information. It recorded that in 1883, a French biochemist discovered a substance called ‘enzymes.’ There are many types of enzymes, and the amylase in honey is the most stable. Below 40 degrees it won’t undergo any transformation and can rapidly hydrolyze starch…”

Zu Ye listened carefully, marveling at the advancement of Western science and technology! The Jiang Xiang Sect faced unprecedented challenges in this new era. Whether it could continue to flourish—perhaps only heaven knew.

“When did you solve this?” Zu Ye suddenly asked.

Zhang Zizhan said, “Actually early…”

Huang Farong immediately interrupted Zhang Zizhan, “Actually Zizhan went to the academy to consult books long ago, but only discovered the secret this morning.”

Zu Ye glanced at Huang Farong and nodded, saying, “Mm, good.”

Er Batou, seeing the time was ripe, quickly said, “Zu Ye, since Zizhan has followed Zu Ye, he’s been utterly loyal and has repeatedly performed extraordinary service. Now that the position of Si Batou is vacant, why not promote Zizhan to ‘Second Place Scholar’? This is also the wish of all the brothers in the establishment.”

After speaking, all three directed their gazes toward Zu Ye.

Zu Ye squinted his eyes, nodded, then raised his eyes to look at these three people, thinking these three fellows had come after planning this together. Zu Ye understood that all of this must have been Huang Farong’s idea—first having her husband demonstrate the solution technique, while bringing Er Batou along to propose the promotion. This way they avoided the suspicion of bypassing ranks in reporting while also adding weight to their words.

The next day, Zu Ye convened a Council Meeting, lavishly praising Zhang Zizhan for breaking the scheme, then proposed promoting him. The various Batou at the establishment understood in their hearts that Zu Ye had long intended to promote this technical strategist, and everyone spoke up, praising Zu Ye’s wisdom.

San Batou, just released from the dungeon, said loudly, “Brother Zizhan’s promotion to Second Place Scholar is what everyone expects. Zu Ye’s wise cultivation allows brothers to stand out. With Zu Ye at the helm of ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ and all brothers working together, we will surely defeat the ‘Plum Blossom Society’!”

These words were flattering without being excessive, praising without being oily. Zu Ye was quite pleased after hearing them.

Around noon, the establishment slaughtered chickens and geese. Zhang Zizhan performed three kowtows and nine bows, burned incense and took vows, and amid everyone’s congratulations became Si Ye! The establishment then held a banquet, and the Batou and Xiao Jiao drank heartily. A rare festive atmosphere appeared at the establishment.

Amid all the clamor, Zu Ye walked out alone and came to the back courtyard, standing before the gardenia flowers, thoughts surging like tide. Flowers bloom and fall through the years, people come and go leaving buildings empty—he thought again of Qi Chunfu and Sun Yexing. As the establishment’s leader, the greatest sorrow was brothers’ betrayal. Killing inner traitors, severing one’s own limbs, a new generation replacing the old—how lamentable!

While deep in thought, Huang Farong also came over. “Zu Ye, today is a great joy. Why does your venerable self still look so worried?” Her tone revealed slight intoxication.

Zu Ye glanced at her and said, “You’ve waited a long time for this moment, haven’t you?”

“Nothing escapes Zu Ye’s eyes…” Huang Farong’s bright eyes sparkled as she smiled gracefully.

Zu Ye gave a cold laugh and said, “Zizhan surely found the solution method long ago, but kept it secret, just waiting for me to eliminate Qi Chunfu before you revealed it. This way the position of Si Batou would naturally fall to Zizhan.”

Huang Farong pressed her temples, swaying drunkenly, and murmured, “Waiting for the right moment, acting at the appropriate time—this is the principle of conduct Zu Ye has always taught us subordinates. Farong was only… only applying what she learned. Moreover, at that time the inner traitor was unclear, and revealing the solution would have been even less appropriate. Farong… since Farong married into ‘Wood Seed Lotus,’ she has been diligent and conscientious. Whenever there’s a major situation, she thinks day and night, exhausting her mind and energy. Zu Ye knows Farong is an A’Bao, but… Farong is also just a little woman. Her husband Zizhan has a strange temperament, moody and unpredictable. When Farong suffers grievances, has Zu Ye ever seen? Farong’s fate is bitter, far from home, thinking of her adoptive mother to the south, her birth mother to the north, without a single relative, lonely and desolate…” As she spoke, tears streamed down.

The Ownership of Si Batou

These words left Zu Ye feeling desolate. Who willingly becomes an A’Bao from birth? This path was bitter, regardless of gender. Behind the glorious halo lay endless sorrow and confusion. Zu Ye thought of his own parents and younger siblings. Heaven’s mandate was cruel—family destroyed, everyone dead, barely surviving in the vast jianghu. Drinking heartily today, meeting death tomorrow, changes between life and death like strong wind blowing out a candle. When could these insignificant people like grass enjoy peaceful remaining years!

At this moment, a Xiao Jiao came running over, and Huang Farong hastily turned to wipe the tears from the corners of her eyes.

“Zu Ye, the Southern Sect’s Great Master has arrived!”

Zu Ye hurriedly turned around. Jiang Feiyan had come? “Quickly invite her in!”

Huang Farong, hearing that Jiang Feiyan had arrived, ran out frantically.

In moments, Jiang Feiyan’s party had arrived in the courtyard.

“Adoptive mother!” Huang Farong threw herself into Jiang Feiyan’s embrace, tears flowing freely.

Jiang Feiyan didn’t know what had happened. She thought it was because Huang Farong had been away from her adoptive family for so long and missed them dearly. She quickly embraced her adopted daughter and said, “Daughter, don’t cry. Hasn’t your adoptive mother come to see you?” Though she said this, her eyes also reddened.

The establishment’s Batou came over one after another to pay their respects. Zhang Zizhan, who couldn’t hold his liquor well, also hurried over to bow, “Not knowing adoptive mother was arriving, we failed to welcome you properly!”

Zu Ye also didn’t know why Jiang Feiyan had suddenly visited. After an exchange of pleasantries, Zu Ye invited Jiang Feiyan into the main hall for tea and detailed conversation.

Jiang Feiyan said, “Feiyan came uninvited. Zu Ye, please don’t take offense.”

Zu Ye bowed and smiled in reply, “Sister Yan’s arrival makes my humble dwelling shine with splendor.”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Recently the waves in the Jianghuai region have been very large. All five southern provinces have heard about it. The agent I planted in Fujian’s ‘Taiji Gang’ sent word that the ‘Plum Blossom Society’s’ Mei Xuanzi recently appeared in Fujian and has been closely associating with ‘Taiji Gang’s’ Master Ruolan. The ‘Taiji Gang’ also seems inclined to distance itself from us.”

The “Taiji Gang” that Jiang Feiyan mentioned was the largest religious society in the Fujian region. The establishment’s leader was an old Daoist nun, secular name Li Meihe, Daoist name Ruolan, called Master Ruolan. For many years, due to geographical proximity, the “Taiji Gang” and “Yue Haitang” had maintained close relations. In 1929, Jiang Feiyan went to the “Taiji Gang” to celebrate Master Ruolan’s birthday and discuss business, and on her way out encountered the dying Huang Farong by the roadside.

Jiang Feiyan took a sip of tea and continued, “The Nationalist Party’s Investigation Group has also noticed this development. Mei Xuanzi’s lighting of ghost lanterns by the river shook Jianghuai, and even the leaders of ‘religious societies’ from Tianjin, Beiping, and Jiaodong came to offer congratulations. For giants in the circle like the Five Tigers of the Central Plains and Jiaodong’s ‘Immortal Zheng’ to condescend to pay respects to Mei Xuanzi is also a rare occurrence.”

Only then did Zu Ye discover that this Southern Sect’s sect leader seemed more familiar with the Jianghuai situation than he was.

This was precisely the cleverness of the Southern Sect “Yue Haitang’s” female A’Baos.

Years ago, one of the Five Ancestors of the Hong Gate, Fang Zhaoyu, established the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” which had four major divisions: Qian, Kun, Kan, and Li. The Li division later became “Yue Haitang.” The first sect leader of the Li division, Tang Yonghe, was a famous talented woman during the Kangxi era. Her father, Tang Guoyong, was a major silk merchant in Jiangnan. Because the silk tribute he presented to the imperial court was embroidered with the phrase “Imperial grace magnificently endures through a thousand ages, China and the barbarians at peace across the four seas,” he became entangled in a literary inquisition. Kangxi believed the words “barbarians” referred to the Manchu people and ordered Tang Guoyong executed with his entire clan of nine generations implicated.

On the day of execution, fierce winds rose, flying sand and rolling stones. A figure from the greenwood forest whom Tang Guoyong had helped years ago led men to raid the execution ground and rescued Tang Yonghe. This person was Fang Zhaoyu. After joining the Tiandihui, Tang Yonghe never forgot her revenge. Later, under the unified deployment of the Tiandihui, Tang Yonghe assisted the heroine Lü Siniang in using a blood-dripping device to take off the head of Kangxi’s son Yongzheng.

That Lü Siniang could infiltrate the Forbidden Palace and kill Yongzheng was thanks to the agents Tang Yonghe had planted inside the imperial palace. From this, Tang Yonghe understood a truth: to accomplish great things, one must have people in the court. And women naturally had the advantage of beauty, so using honey traps to infiltrate high officials became the ancestral teaching of Tang Yonghe’s establishment.

Over three hundred years, “Yue Haitang” produced beauties generation after generation, historically developing agents within the government and planting informants, making “Yue Haitang” the division among the four major establishments with the deepest roots inside the government. Until the Republic, when the Western Sect’s “Dragon Whisker Sprout” produced Liu Congyun who dedicated himself to military and political affairs, this situation was finally broken, but it didn’t last long before Liu Congyun was quickly eliminated by his disciple Qin Baichuan.

The reason Jiang Feiyan knew the Jianghuai region’s situation so thoroughly was because she inherited the network of connections Qiao Wumei had in the Nationalist Party’s Investigation Group.

Actually, at that time with warlords dividing territory and foreign powers invading, the Nationalist government had no time to concern itself with matters of “religious societies.” It was just that “religious societies” were closely tied to the underworld, and the underworld had deep blood connections with the Nationalist special agent system. Moreover, “religious societies” had existed in China for a long time, and from top Nationalist officials to minor spies, they were all very superstitious, which allowed various “religious societies” to flourish brilliantly during the Republican era.

After listening to Jiang Feiyan’s analysis, Zu Ye said, “It seems what Zuo Yongchan said wasn’t false. China’s ‘religious societies’ history is about to be rewritten!”

Jiang Feiyan was startled, “Rewritten?”

Zu Ye nodded, “Zuo Yongchan visited not long ago and said the recent series of events in Jianghuai all have important figures supporting them behind the scenes. Now it appears not only Jianghuai—all of China is about to undergo great changes.”

While speaking, the steward entered and handed over a letter.

Zu Ye opened it and was greatly shocked. It was a secret letter from Mei Xuanzi. The letter roughly said, “Enmity should be resolved rather than prolonged. I hope Zu Ye will not hold grudges and restore friendly relations between our two families.” Mei Xuanzi wanted to host a banquet at the “Xiya Hotel” in the Luwan District to apologize and hoped Zu Ye would attend.

Mei Xuanzi had set up the black-haired coffin scheme, disturbing Zu Ye’s peace of mind, and then staged the “lighting ghost lanterns by the river” grand scheme, intending to utterly destroy Zu Ye. Zu Ye was gnashing his teeth in hatred, yet Mei Xuanzi suddenly showed goodwill. Zu Ye was deeply surprised.

Over the years, “Wood Seed Lotus” and “Plum Blossom Society” had always minded their own business without interfering. The “Plum Blossom Society” started late, only established during the Second Zhili-Fengtian War, and didn’t have the centuries of foundation that “Jiang Xiang Sect” had, so they had always been respectful toward “Wood Seed Lotus,” only recently acting abnormally with frequent mischief. In Zu Ye’s eyes, Mei Xuanzi was just a youngster. When Yan Xishan invited Zu Ye for fortune-telling, Mei Xuanzi had only been in the business a few years.

The Transformation of a Gambler

Mei Xuanzi was originally a Daoist priest from a small temple at the foot of Anhui’s Huangshan. His master, Elder Mei Fuzu, was a venerable Daoist scholar. In his early years, when Mei Fuzu was teaching in Tianjin, having long admired the talents of the great scholar of Chinese studies Li Shutong, he visited many times and received much enlightenment from Li Shutong. After Li Shutong became a monk, Mei Fuzu also became a monk and practiced at “Plum Blossom Temple” at the foot of Huangshan.

Mei Xuanzi’s original surname wasn’t Mei. His real name was Xu Leshi, from Lanzhou. His father was a mule and horse merchant. Merchants from the Central Plains who traded goods to the Western Regions and traveled west beyond Loulan would hire his father’s mule teams to transport goods.

Xu Leshi was stubborn and unruly from childhood, refusing discipline. At age fifteen, he learned gambling from street thugs. He once stole one of his father’s mules and sold it for gambling money. His father was so angry he wanted to chop him up, but thanks to his mother’s desperate pleas, he only received a beating.

In 1920, the Ningxia region experienced the rare “Haiyuan Great Earthquake” in human history—a quarter of China was shattered. Xu Leshi’s family home collapsed, his parents and brothers all perished. He himself, because he went out gambling with several gamblers that night in a shelter made of bamboo poles and cloth that had no heavy objects fall when it shook, narrowly escaped death.

After the earthquake, the gambling-addicted Xu Leshi not only failed to reform but sold all the mules and horses in the stable along with the remains from the collapsed house, using everything as gambling capital, playing bigger and bigger. Later he lost everything and owed money. The other party wanted to cut off one of his hands, so he hastily fled Lanzhou, begging all the way until he arrived in Anhui.

The unfamiliar Xu Leshi, having starved on the streets for several days, came dazedly to Elder Mei Fuzu’s Plum Blossom Temple. Upon entering, he kowtowed, wanting to beg for food. Mei Fuzu, with his Bodhisattva heart, immediately had someone make him a bowl of vegetarian noodles.

Xu Leshi, who hadn’t eaten for days, pounced on the food like a starving wolf when he saw it, clutching the bowl and devouring it frantically.

Mei Fuzu said, “No rush, no rush. There’s more after you finish.”

Hearing the old master’s words, Xu Leshi, his mouth stuffed full of noodles, actually stopped. His nose tingled, and whether it was the pure Daoist ground that awakened his conscience or the many days of cold and hunger that made him deeply feel his wretchedness, tears couldn’t help but flow. Finally, he fell to his knees with a thud and said, “Master, Master, please take me as your disciple! I’m so tired, I never want to step out this door again!”

Hearing this, Mei Fuzu slowly said, “To be able to taste bitterness means enlightenment isn’t far. If the benefactor has truly seen through the red dust and your parents don’t obstruct, you may remain in this small temple, chanting scriptures and meditating daily, praying for all living beings to pass the remaining years.”

Only then did Xu Leshi remember that his parents were no longer there. The two people in the world who loved him most had left forever. He felt that in recent years, something demonic seemed to have possessed his heart. Besides gambling, his mind held only gambling. His parents died without touching his heart even a bit. Thinking of this, Xu Leshi wailed loudly!

Mei Fuzu knew this young man carried untold suffering behind him, but at least his conscience hadn’t been extinguished, so he took him as a disciple, bestowed the Daoist name “Xuanzi,” and changed his surname to Mei. From then on, Xu Leshi became Mei Xuanzi, settling matters of this life and the next, spending remaining years with green lamp and ritual implements.

Buddha said, “Subdue the stubborn masses.” The two words “stubborn” cut to bone and blood. Human nature is obstinate, bad habits hard to change. A bad person might have remorse, but the heart of remorse vanishes in an instant.

When he first began practicing, Mei Xuanzi indeed had a feeling of great awakening. Daily he confessed and prayed, sometimes tears falling on the incense table. But after a few months, the demon in his heart began to stir again. One day, when several senior brothers weren’t paying attention, he actually stole the incense money from the altar and went out of the temple to gamble.

The result was predictable—nine losses in ten gambles. In less than two hours, he’d lost completely.

After losing, his mood was uneasy as he dawdled back to the temple. Arriving at the entrance, he hesitated—what face did he have to see his master? He turned to leave but had nowhere to go. Thinking it over, he steeled himself and entered the temple.

Mei Fuzu had been meditating in the rear hall and hadn’t noticed this matter.

At evening meal, a disciple named Xuankong from the front hall came to report, “Master, money is missing from the altar…”

Mei Fuzu was startled and asked, “Did any outsiders come to the temple this afternoon?”

Xuankong said, “Only three to five worshippers came to offer incense and fulfill vows. However… however…”

Mei Fuzu raised his kind brows, “However what?”

“However… however, Junior Brother Xuanzi went out this afternoon…”

Mei Fuzu glanced at Mei Xuanzi and said, “Xuanzi, what did you go out for?”

Mei Xuanzi grew nervous, “Went out… to buy sesame oil. I saw the oil in the lamp was exhausted, so I went…”

“You’re lying!” Xuankong said, “Where’s the oil? You’re the one who stole the money…”

“Impudent!” Mei Fuzu shouted loudly, “Xuanzi is your junior brother. How could he steal money!”

Mei Xuanzi’s heart pounded wildly.

Then Mei Fuzu said to Mei Xuanzi, “Xuanzi, in the future when going down the mountain on business, you must tell your senior brother first. Do you remember?”

When he spoke the last sentence, the old master’s tone grew heavier.

Mei Xuanzi was covered in sweat and said, “This disciple remembers.”

That night, Mei Fuzu called Mei Xuanzi to the meditation chamber to lecture him privately.

“Those who leave home, whether as monks or Daoists, worship the Three Pure Ones, respect the Three Treasures, and settle all matters of the red dust—this is the greatest good. No matter how good worldly matters are, they’re like flowers in a mirror or the moon in water. Do you understand?”

Mei Xuanzi nodded slightly.

Mei Fuzu looked at him and continued, “Let me tell you a story. There was such a person—he was skilled in music, the first person in the country to compose using staff notation was him. He excelled in calligraphy—Lu Xun, Guo Moruo and others considered obtaining one of his pieces of calligraphy a glory. He was masterful in poetry—after one of his poems, ‘Farewell,’ was set to music, it was sung throughout the entire Republican era. He was skilled in painting—masters like Feng Zikai were all students he nurtured. He was proficient in seal carving—his blade technique natural and perfect. He promoted theater—in the thirty-third year of Guangxu, he took the stage to perform as the Lady of the Camellias. These realms that ordinary people could never reach in their entire lives, he had reached them all. He was a nearly perfect person. This person—do you know who he is?”

Mei Xuanzi said in a low voice, “Li Shutong.”

Mei Fuzu said, “Correct. Many in the world know of the glorious Li Shutong, but don’t know of the Buddhist monk Hongyi. He gave up all his hobbies and glory, devoted to Buddha. Why?”

Mei Xuanzi lowered his head without speaking.

Mei Fuzu said, “People all say those who become monks do so out of helplessness, that they couldn’t get by in the secular world and thus became monks. Others say those who become monks are fools who don’t understand worldly pleasures. Li Shutong, with his own actions, explained the true meaning of leaving home. Was he helpless? No—he was learned and knowledgeable, his inner self most fulfilled. Could he not get by in the world? Even less so—he was renowned across nine provinces, gathering infinite favor upon himself. Was he a fool? Among people in the world smarter than him, probably none have been born yet. Did he not understand worldly pleasures? Even less so—achievements in multiple fields that none could match allowed him to thoroughly understand worldly pleasures! Leaving home was because he saw through all this as illusory bubbles! Sacrifice and gain, sacrifice and gain—only with sacrifice comes gain. Master Hongyi could sacrifice so many hobbies—you should think carefully about this yourself.”

After hearing this, Mei Xuanzi suddenly awakened as if sweet dew had been poured over his head. He gritted his teeth and made a secret resolution, “If I gamble again, I’ll go die!”

But good times didn’t last long. Two months later, he truly couldn’t resist again, stole money, and went to the gambling den. After losing everything, he returned to the temple entrance, kowtowed three times toward the Daoist gate, then turned to the back mountain and crashed his head against a huge rock. Fresh blood immediately flowed horizontally, and he fell unconscious.

When he awoke, he was lying in his master’s meditation chamber.

Actually, when he ran out that afternoon, the Daoist boy at the entrance had already reported to the master, and Mei Fuzu had Elder Disciple Xuankong keep a close watch on him.

Xuankong followed him all the way to the gambling den, thinking this fellow truly was like a dog that couldn’t stop eating filth. But the master had instructed him to just keep watch, so he sat in a nearby teahouse waiting. Very soon the fellow came out. Xuankong immediately followed. Later he saw him bow three times to the mountain gate, thinking this bastard still had some conscience. Then he rushed toward the back mountain. Xuankong was puzzled, thinking he was going to leave the temple. But then he stopped before a huge boulder. Xuankong smiled to himself—he’s going to face the wall in contemplation. Seeing dusk was approaching, just as he was about to call him back, unexpectedly he crashed his head into the boulder!

“You’re not even afraid of death, yet quitting gambling is so difficult?” Mei Fuzu said, looking at him.

“Master—” Mei Xuanzi’s nose tingled and tears flowed down…

The “Plum Blossom Society” Visits

In the blink of an eye, the day of the banquet arrived. Mei Xuanzi was hosting a feast for Zu Ye at the Xiya Hotel.

Jiang Feiyan said with great concern, “A Hongmen Banquet—Zu Ye must be cautious.”

Zu Ye was also pondering. The Xiya Hotel was in the Luwan District, part of the French Concession. Why would Mei Xuanzi choose this place? Recently Mei Xuanzi had repeatedly caused trouble behind the scenes, yet now suddenly hosted a banquet to apologize. To go or not to go?

Mei Xuanzi’s letter had explained that to guarantee Zu Ye’s absolute safety, he would leave his five-year-old son in Zu Ye’s establishment. He himself would bring only two attendants. After the banquet ended, once Zu Ye safely returned to the establishment, he would then ask Zu Ye to send his young son back.

Mei Xuanzi had one wife and two concubines. His wife had founded the Plum Blossom Society with him years ago and was still a backbone member. The two concubines were early disciples who later became concubines. The five-year-old son was born to his legitimate wife. Even a vicious tiger won’t eat its cubs—using his own son’s life as collateral, it seemed this time Mei Xuanzi was sincere.

Zu Ye decided to attend the banquet.

Zu Ye knew that Mei Xuanzi, having long been educated by Elder Mei Fuzu, had transformed from a gambler into a refined person. Refinement meeting refinement—so for this banquet, Zu Ye didn’t bring the murderous Da Batou, nor the loose-lipped Er Batou, but instead brought the graceful San Batou and the honest and upright Wu Batou.

The next day at the Si hour, after Zu Ye got ready, he brought Xue Jiaren and Liang Wenqiu and headed straight for the “Xiya Hotel.”

When Zu Ye’s party arrived, Mei Xuanzi had already been waiting in a private room on the second floor for quite some time.

Zu Ye took his seat, and Mei Xuanzi had people serve the dishes.

Mei Xuanzi filled a cup of wine for Zu Ye and said, “That Zu Ye could come brings me great comfort.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly and said, “When an immortal invites, how dare a little ghost not come?”

Mei Xuanzi laughed heartily and said, “The French Concession has an elegant environment and a relaxed political atmosphere. That the First National Congress of the Communist Party of China chose the French Concession was also because they valued the political environment here. That’s why I hosted this banquet for Zu Ye here.”

Zu Ye’s smile faded as he said, “The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has never made enemies with people in the circle. Since the ‘Plum Blossom Society’ was established, we’ve never overstepped our bounds. I don’t know what we did wrong to provoke Master Mei to set up schemes behind our backs and cause difficulties without reason?”

Mei Xuanzi said with a smile, “Zu Ye is good in every way, except lacking a patriotic heart.”

Zu Ye was startled, then said, “Patriotism? When these two words ‘patriotism’ are spoken by revolutionary party patriots, they show bloodline spirit and national righteousness. Coming from Master Mei’s mouth, isn’t it a joke?”

Mei Xuanzi shook his head. “The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has since ancient times claimed to rob the rich to help the poor. After all this turmoil, aren’t you just tormenting your own people? Whether deceiving good people or bad people, you’re deceiving Chinese people. Your ancestors originally established the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ to oppose the Qing and restore the Ming. The Han people’s empire was occupied by the Manchu people, and the Han were unconvinced, which is why they proposed the slogan ‘Oppose the Qing, Restore the Ming.’ Over hundreds of years, Manchu and Han have merged, China has unified, and there’s long been no ethnic divide. Speaking of ethnicity, all of China now has only one Chinese nation. Yet the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ still wears the cloak of acting for heaven while practicing great deception. I wonder which heaven you’re acting for, which way you’re following? What’s the meaning? What’s the purpose?”

Zu Ye hadn’t expected Mei Xuanzi to say such words and for a moment didn’t know how to respond. After a while, Zu Ye countered, “Since you know you’re deceiving your own people, why did Master Mei still establish the ‘Plum Blossom Society’? Our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ at least understands the principle of robbing the rich to help the poor. The money you’ve swindled all went into your own pockets!”

Mei Xuanzi laughed heartily. “How does Zu Ye know I’ve lined my own pockets? In the twelve years since the ‘Plum Blossom Society’ was established, every account has been kept crystal clear. Apart from maintaining the establishment’s normal expenses, all income has been deposited in the accounts. When the time is ripe, this money will have its purpose!”

Zu Ye also laughed. “Master Mei speaks idly, and I listen idly.”

Mei Xuanzi looked at Zu Ye and said, “Let me ask you, for ‘religious societies’ like yours and mine today, what is the most important task?”

Zu Ye said, “I’d like to hear the details!”

Mei Xuanzi stroked his beard, sighed, and said, “I won’t speak of distant matters—just talk about this Shanghai Bund. In this ten-mile foreign settlement, on every street and alley, has Zu Ye seen how many foreign churches line the roads? Catholic churches, Christian churches everywhere! Where are the national religions? Since the Opium War, foreign religions have invaded and national religions have withered. To this day, foreign religions have developed believers throughout the nation, numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Those priests and fathers have bought land and property in China. Even worse, they bewitch common people into donating their property. Over the years, how many temples and Daoist temples have been donated to foreign religions—can the number be counted? Even Guandi temples have been donated! China’s lineage brings together the three teachings of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. Confucianism and Daoism were both created by our Chinese sages, and Buddhism took root in our country since the Han Dynasty. Over thousands of years it has flourished and can be called one of the national religions. Now foreign religions pour in, and national religions suffer unprecedented impact! Territory can be ceded and reclaimed; people can die but successors remain; but if our faith is uprooted, are we still Chinese? With national crisis at hand, ‘religious societies’ everywhere still entertain themselves, each sweeping the snow from their own doorstep. Isn’t this foolish? Since this spring, my ‘Plum Blossom Society’ has created a great momentum. Common people in Jianghuai have joined one after another. I preach Daoist learning to them, and they deeply feel that our Chinese Daoist studies are no worse than foreign religious doctrines. Priests can dialogue with God—why can’t I dialogue with immortals? When common people believe in me, their spirits find liberation. They cultivate themselves and develop their goodness, continue the sage’s learning and open the future. What wrong have I committed?”

These words left Zu Ye speechless. What he said made sense, but Zu Ye didn’t know whether these were his heartfelt words or just posturing.

After a long while, Zu Ye said, “You use deception to bewitch the common people. This is not transmitting the sage’s way!”

“Deception is just a means, not an end. Now with national crisis at hand and people’s hearts restless, without staging things like immortals descending to earth, who will believe you?” Mei Xuanzi said, clasping his hands toward heaven. “I know my sins are grave. Heaven can witness my painstaking efforts!”

Zu Ye said, “If Master Mei wants to propagate Daoist learning, just propagate it yourself. Why stab my ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ in the back?”

“This is precisely why I invited Zu Ye here today…”

Before the words fell, the door was slammed open with a bang. Zu Ye turned to look—it was Zeng Jingwu of the “Jingwu Association” charging in with Da Batou, Er Batou, and others.

“Zu Ye, leave quickly!” Zeng Jingwu shouted.

Before the words fell, several men in black came running from the corridor with guns, their figures flashing past the door, raising their hands to shoot at Zu Ye.

Liang Wenqiu, sitting beside Zu Ye, violently pushed Zu Ye aside. The bullet hit Liang Wenqiu’s left shoulder.

Zeng Jingwu, Da Batou, and Er Batou all fired back. Both sides exchanged fire, bullets flying wildly, doors, windows, and tableware all shattered.

Mei Xuanzi was so frightened he crouched behind the sofa, shouting loudly, “What’s happening?”

Er Batou went up and kicked him. “Screw you!” Then he kicked the window open. “Zu Ye, quick, go!”

Zu Ye glanced at Mei Xuanzi and said to Er Batou, “Don’t hurt him!”

Immediately, Zu Ye pulled Liang Wenqiu and jumped out the window. A car immediately sped over.

“Zu Ye, get in quickly!”

Zu Ye helped Liang Wenqiu into the car, which sped away like the wind and disappeared at the end of the alley.

The driver was a young man Zu Ye didn’t recognize. The man looked at the shaken Zu Ye in the rearview mirror and said, “I’m Instructor Zeng’s disciple. He arranged for me to wait here.”

“Instructor Zeng and the others…” Zu Ye looked back through the rear window.

“Don’t worry, my master’s martial arts are superb, and he’s very familiar with the terrain here.”

Zu Ye took a deep breath, trying to calm himself while nervously sorting through everything that had happened.

The car raced all the way back to the establishment. Zu Ye quickly arranged for a doctor to treat Liang Wenqiu’s gunshot wound.

The gunfire at the Xiya Restaurant gradually subsided. A few minutes later, it returned to calm, leaving only several corpses lying in the private room. Around noon, Zeng Jingwu and the others also retreated to the establishment.

Zu Ye, seeing everyone had returned alive, felt slightly more at ease and quickly asked Zeng Jingwu what had happened.

Zeng Jingwu gulped down several mouthfuls of tea and recounted the entire sequence of events.

It turned out that shortly after Zu Ye’s party departed that morning, Zeng Jingwu came to Zu Ye’s residence looking for him. Seeing Zu Ye wasn’t there, he quickly asked where Zu Ye had gone.

Jiang Feiyan said, “Zu Ye accepted Mei Xuanzi’s invitation and went to the Xiya Restaurant.”

Zeng Jingwu cried out, “Not good!” and immediately took Da Batou, Er Batou, and others to the Xiya Restaurant.

Why was Zeng Jingwu so nervous? Because an agent he’d planted in Wusong had just intercepted a Japanese coded message—an assassination list:

Blue Clothes Dai

Axe Wang

Jingwu Zeng

Jiang Xiang Zu

…

Blue Clothes Dai referred to Dai Li of the Blue Shirts Society; Axe Wang referred to Wang Yaqiao of the Axe Gang; Jingwu Zeng referred to Zeng Jingwu of the Jingwu Gate; Jiang Xiang Zu referred to Zu Ye of the Jiang Xiang Sect.

Zeng Jingwu had secretly established an anti-Japanese organization within the “Jingwu Association” called the “Zhengjia Alliance.” Zheng meant justice and righteousness; Jia took the character Jia from Huo Yuanjia, founder of the Jingwu Association.

This organization specialized in intercepting Japanese intelligence and assassinating Japanese people and traitorous Chinese collaborators. Since the signing of the Shanghai Ceasefire Agreement, Japan had gained a foothold in Shanghai, making it an important base for invading China. Zeng Jingwu planted informants in areas where Japanese people frequently appeared, like Wusong and Zhabei, searching for targets and waiting for opportunities to act.

That morning, an agent planted in Wusong obtained this secret letter. After reading it, Zeng Jingwu was greatly shocked. He wasn’t shocked that he was on the assassination list—having followed Wang Yaqiao in opposing the Japanese these years, it was normal for the Japanese to want to kill him. But for the Japanese to want to kill Zu Ye was utterly incomprehensible.

Zeng Jingwu didn’t know how Zu Ye had offended the Japanese, so he hurried to find Zu Ye to understand the situation. When Jiang Feiyan said Zu Ye had gone to the French Concession, with a professional assassin’s sensitivity, Zeng Jingwu felt something was wrong and hurriedly took people over. This was how he arrived one step ahead of the other party and rescued Zu Ye.

After hearing this, Zu Ye fell into contemplation. “Two years ago in Nanyue, I had dealings with a spy named Nishida Yoshiko, but I didn’t know she was a spy at the time. She repeatedly asked me about Jiu Ye’s whereabouts, but I deflected her every time.”

Hearing this, Jiang Feiyan said, “That time Zu Ye went to see Nishida Yoshiko out of necessity to resolve an urgent crisis for my ‘Yue Haitang.'”

Only then did Zeng Jingwu notice Jiang Feiyan’s presence. When he came to the establishment that morning, the situation was urgent and there was no time to chat with Jiang Feiyan.

“Who is this?” Zeng Jingwu looked at Jiang Feiyan.

Zu Ye quickly introduced her. “This is the sect leader of the Southern Sect ‘Yue Haitang,’ also of the Jiang Xiang lineage, whom I often mention—Jiang Feiyan.” He pointed to Zeng Jingwu. “This is Jiu Ye’s outstanding disciple, Instructor Zeng Jingwu of the ‘Jingwu Association.'”

Zeng Jingwu clasped his fists. “My respects.”

Jiang Feiyan returned the gesture. “I’ve long admired Instructor Zeng’s great name. A pleasure to meet you.”

At this moment, Er Batou, sitting to one side, suddenly spoke up. “Zu Ye, Mei Xuanzi’s son is still here. Should we kill him?”

Zu Ye thought for a moment and said, “Mei Xuanzi seems to have known nothing about this assassination…”

Er Batou said, “Didn’t know? He just invited Zu Ye out, and the killers arrived. How could it be such a coincidence?”

Zu Ye said, “It can’t be. Who would use their own son as a wager?”

Er Batou shook his head and said loudly, “Sons can be had aplenty. What’s there to fear if one dies? Besides, Mei Xuanzi has three wives and four concubines—he can have more!”

Zu Ye glanced at him and said, “You should find a woman and get married. Once you have children, you’ll know this is simply impossible.” After speaking, Zu Ye had all the Batou withdraw.

Zu Ye recounted Mei Xuanzi’s speech from that morning to Zeng Jingwu and Jiang Feiyan.

After hearing it, Zeng Jingwu said, “Mei Xuanzi can actually say such things?”

Zu Ye nodded.

Jiang Feiyan said, “Mei Xuanzi has made such a big stir these past few months—could it be the Nationalist Party’s upper echelon supporting him? Is the Nationalist Party attacking foreign religions?”

Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan and said, “This matter still requires Sister Yan to investigate further.”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Very well. Recently I’ve made a connection in the Nationalist Party Investigation Group. Someone named Feng Siyuan has become our pawn.”

Zeng Jingwu’s eyes brightened. “Sister Yan has connections in the Investigation Group?”

Jiang Feiyan smiled. “All thanks to the groundwork Qiao Wuniang laid before her death.”

Zeng Jingwu said, “Recently both the Japanese and the Nationalist Party are looking for Jiu Ye. Jiu Ye’s situation is difficult. If Sister Yan has any intelligence from the Nationalist Party side, please don’t hesitate to share it, so Jiu Ye can take precautions early.”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Jiu Ye is a pillar of the nation. No one in the jianghu doesn’t admire him. Protecting Jiu Ye is our duty without hesitation.”

Just as they were talking, the steward came running in from outside in a flurry, shouting as he ran, “Zu Ye! Zu Ye! This is bad! People from the patrol house have come!”

Before the words fell, several patrolmen burst in. After entering and surveying the room, one of them asked, “Which one is Zu Ye?”

Zu Ye’s Whereabouts Unknown

Zu Ye stood up. “I am.”

“In broad daylight, killing people on the street—take him away!”

Da Batou, Er Batou, and the others, upon hearing this, immediately rushed in from outside, surrounding Zu Ye, shouting loudly, “Who dares act recklessly?!”

The several patrolmen, seeing this formation, all pulled their bolts, pointing their guns at everyone’s heads. “What? Want to rebel?”

Zu Ye said slowly, “Officers, you must be mistaken. Earlier I was eating at the Xiya Restaurant and did indeed encounter a gun battle.”

“Cut the crap! Take him away!”

Er Batou stepped forward, cursing loudly, “Your mother…”

With a rush, more than ten patrolmen charged in from outside the courtyard, all carrying guns, immediately surrounding everyone.

Zu Ye shouted loudly, “Er Batou, stand down!” Then he turned to look at Zeng Jingwu and Jiang Feiyan, then said to the lead patrolman, “I’ll go with you.”

Late at night, “Wood Seed Lotus” was brightly lit. The desolate cold autumn, cold wind continuously blowing into the room.

Everyone nervously discussed countermeasures. Dinner time had passed, but no one thought about eating. Zeng Jingwu had already contacted informants in the French Concession, but no word had returned yet.

Jiang Feiyan said, “Instructor Zeng should hide first. The Japanese have made a move against Zu Ye—they’ll soon find you too.”

Zeng Jingwu said, “With Zu Ye’s life or death uncertain, how can I just leave? These years I’ve been accustomed to dealing with the Japanese. I still have several hideouts in Nantan Kou. The Japanese won’t find me for a while. It’s just… it’s just that I really shouldn’t always stay at ‘Wood Seed Lotus.’ Once the Japanese set their sights here, it will inevitably implicate you all.”

Jiang Feiyan quickly said, “Instructor Zeng thinks too much. That’s not what I meant.”

At the third watch, Zeng Jingwu’s scout came to report. “Zu Ye is not at the French Concession patrol house. The informant also inquired everywhere—no one was locked in the cells this afternoon.”

Hearing this, Zeng Jingwu immediately felt something was wrong. “That’s impossible! When a murder case occurs in the French Concession, it must be investigated by the French. The patrolmen who came to arrest Zu Ye today all wore French armbands. How could he not be at the patrol house?”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Could the French have handed Zu Ye over to the Japanese?”

Zeng Jingwu said, “Impossible! The various powers in the concessions all have independent consular jurisdiction. These past two years, due to the South China Sea dispute, Japanese-French relations have been tense. This time the Japanese assassinated Zu Ye in the French Concession—they must have done it behind the French’s back, deliberately leaving this mess for France.”

Just as they were talking, the steward came in and said, “Mei Xuanzi is here.”

Da Batou and Er Batou, hearing this, were furious. “We were just looking for him, and he’s delivered himself to our door!”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Don’t rush. Let’s see what happens.”

Mei Xuanzi walked in with two disciples. Upon entering and seeing Zu Ye wasn’t there, he quickly asked, “Where’s Zu Ye?”

Er Batou suddenly stood up. “I was about to ask you!”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Zu Ye was taken away by people from the patrol house this afternoon.”

“Ah?!” Mei Xuanzi was also shocked.

Er Batou said, “You’re still pretending? You conspired with the Japanese to harm Zu Ye! If anything happens to Zu Ye, I’ll slaughter your son first!”

Mei Xuanzi broke out in a sweat and said, “Second Master, calm down. I knew nothing about this. I was discussing matters with Zu Ye when that group burst in—I don’t know who they were either. If I had a conspiracy, why would I leave my own son at Zu Ye’s residence?”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Then why didn’t the patrol house people arrest Master Mei? You were also at the scene.”

Mei Xuanzi said, “During the gunfight, my disciples and I were busy escaping for our lives. After running back to the establishment, we were also very frightened and found a place to hide first. Later, discovering there was no disturbance, I thought it over—it’s quite normal for someone to die on Shanghai Bund, and besides, the dead weren’t French… so I came looking for Zu Ye… By the way, how do you know those killers were Japanese? Are you certain?”

Zeng Jingwu looked at Jiang Feiyan and said, “How we know is none of your concern. If you were involved in this matter, I guarantee you’ll die without doubt!”

Mei Xuanzi sighed deeply. “I truly knew nothing!”

Er Batou said, “Until Zu Ye returns, your son stays at the establishment!”

Mei Xuanzi was startled. “This…”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Before the matter is clarified, we can only do this. If Master Mei has no other business, please feel free to leave.”

Mei Xuanzi wanted to say more but was blocked by Er Batou, who said, “Master Mei, please!” and opened the door.

Mei Xuanzi helplessly shook his head and left with his subordinates.

Late at night, Zeng Jingwu left first, and Jiang Feiyan also had each Batou go rest.

That night, Huang Farong stayed by Jiang Feiyan’s side. The two leaned against the headboard, slowly thinking.

Huang Farong said, “Adoptive mother, Zu Ye won’t have an accident, will he?”

Jiang Feiyan sighed and said, “I hope not. Those of us in this profession are like this—we never know when our boat will capsize.”

Huang Farong said, “There shouldn’t be any trouble. I’ve looked at Zu Ye’s face. From the mountain root to the nose tip it’s perfectly straight—his middle-aged fortune is good. His lifespan should be at least beyond fifty…”

Jiang Feiyan smiled wearily. “You silly girl, at a time like this, you’re still thinking about such things.”

Huang Farong blinked and said, “Adoptive mother, if Zu Ye can return alive this time, I want to…”

Jiang Feiyan looked at her. “Want to what?”

Huang Farong smiled. “I want to have a thorough heart-to-heart talk with him.”

“Heart-to-heart talk?”

Huang Farong’s smile faded as she said worriedly, “Adoptive mother, there are some things I don’t know whether I should say or whether I should tell you.”

Jiang Feiyan looked at her adopted daughter and drew her into her embrace. “Child, what can’t you tell your adoptive mother?”

Huang Farong laid down, tears dripping onto the bedding. “Adoptive mother, I know you and Zu Ye both meant well for me by marrying me to Zhang Zizhan, but… but…”

“But what?” Jiang Feiyan felt Huang Farong seemed full of grievances.

“But… I feel we’re not compatible…”

“Hm?” Jiang Feiyan was startled. “What happened?”

“His temper is particularly bad. He fixates on everything, not at all like the cheerful person when he first met me. I feel our marriage was too hasty. Over more than a year, we’ve had big and small arguments more than ten times. He doesn’t seem to know how to cherish his wife… I’m a year older than him, so I have to accommodate him in everything. And… and I feel he does everything by the book, without drive or ambition. How can this be acceptable?”

“Oh.” Jiang Feiyan didn’t know what to say. “This marriage… this marriage was arranged by Zu Ye and me… How about this—tomorrow I’ll talk with Zizhan.”

“It’s useless. He’ll always be him.”

Jiang Feiyan held Huang Farong tighter.

After a long while, Huang Farong said quietly, “If only I had married Zu Ye instead.”

Jiang Feiyan’s whole body trembled. “What did you say?!”

Huang Farong was also startled by Jiang Feiyan’s reaction and said blankly, “What’s wrong, adoptive mother? I’ve only told you, I haven’t mentioned it to anyone else… Zu Ye is the man in my heart. He has drive, wisdom, can see through a woman’s thoughts…”

“Don’t say anymore!” Jiang Feiyan shouted angrily.

“What’s wrong, adoptive mother?” Huang Farong was frightened.

Jiang Feiyan calmed down a bit and said, “Child, matters of the heart are no small thing. The nation has its laws, families have their rules. The rule of our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ is that brothers who have illicit relations with another’s wife or daughter shall be killed without mercy. You cannot harm yourself this way, and even more cannot put Zu Ye in an unrighteous position.”

Huang Farong said softly, “I’m just thinking it in my heart. I also know it’s impossible.”

Jiang Feiyan hesitated, then said, “Does Zu Ye know about this? What’s his reaction?”

Huang Farong said, “Zu Ye’s thoughts are meticulous, his emotions never show on his face. He always advises me to get along well with Zizhan. I don’t know if he truly can’t tell or is pretending to be confused.”

Jiang Feiyan nodded and said, “Child, your adoptive mother hopes you’ll be happy and safe your whole life. You must not do the wrong thing, otherwise when the time comes, adoptive mother won’t be able to save you either.”

Huang Farong said gloomily, “I understand.”

The two women embraced each other. Neither spoke anymore, quietly watching the moon outside the window.

After a long while, Huang Farong said, “Adoptive mother, if this time… I mean if by any chance Zu Ye he…”

Jiang Feiyan said, “You mean if by chance Zu Ye is killed, what should we do?”

Huang Farong nodded.

Jiang Feiyan didn’t answer directly but asked in return, “What do you think should be done?”

Huang Farong said, “Zu Ye hasn’t usually mentioned successors. If he’s gone, among the several Batou at the establishment, Da Batou and Er Batou have been with Zu Ye the longest, but Da Batou has courage without strategy, Er Batou has an impatient nature. Zizhan just became Si Batou—his foundation is too shallow. Wu Batou is old and frail. Only San Batou is graceful and refined, learned and reasonable, but I don’t know if the other Batou will accept him… However, there’s an even better method…”

Jiang Feiyan asked, “What method?”

Huang Farong smiled mysteriously and said, “No matter how great ‘Wood Seed Lotus’s’ power, it still belongs to ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ If Zu Ye is gone, adoptive mother would be the elder. Usually the ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ brothers have a good impression of adoptive mother. Even Zu Ye respectfully calls you Sister Yan. Adoptive mother could…”

Jiang Feiyan stared motionlessly at Huang Farong. “Could what?”

“Adoptive mother could use the method of winning them over, breaking down each Batou one by one. Da Batou likes wine and gambling—adoptive mother just needs to give him silver to let him gamble and drink. Er Batou is lustful—adoptive mother can arrange some girls at a brothel and let him play to his heart’s content. On Zizhan’s side I’ll do the work, and besides, you’re his mother-in-law—he won’t oppose too much. Wu Batou, old man Liang, suffered a gunshot wound and can barely take care of himself—even less is he one to stir up waves. Only San Batou—this person might rebel, but if the other Batou all follow adoptive mother, and adoptive mother promises him even greater benefits, he’s a smart person and will also submit… After it’s accomplished, ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ and ‘Yue Haitang’ merge into one. Adoptive mother can set up a branch here, and your daughter can help you manage it. This way not only will the ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ branch of the Jiang Xiang Sect’s lineage continue, but ‘Yue Haitang’s’ power will also grow stronger. In the future when the four major establishments hold grand council meetings, adoptive mother’s voice will carry even more weight!”

Jiang Feiyan stared fixedly at her adopted daughter, feeling she was too clever—clever to the point of being frightening. After a long while, she finally said, “Utter nonsense!”

Huang Farong was startled. “What’s wrong, adoptive mother? What did your daughter say wrong?”

Jiang Feiyan said, “Now with Zu Ye’s life or death uncertain, if you dare speak nonsense again, you’ll be punished according to family law!”

But day after day passed. All the connections that could be used were used—official channels, special agents, the underworld. Zeng Jingwu and Jiang Feiyan mobilized all their network resources, yet there was still no news of Zu Ye.

Chapter 6: The Japanese Study of Yi Studies
The Resurrected “Tian Sister-in-law”

November—heavy snow fell in the puppet state of Manchukuo.

At the Japanese Army Fengtian Military District 007 Palace Education Institute, Zu Ye sat cross-legged in the prison cell where he was being held.

Suddenly, the iron door opened and a Japanese female military officer walked in. Standing before Zu Ye, she asked in fluent Chinese, “Zu Ye, have you thought it over? Cooperate, or not cooperate?”

Zu Ye looked at her and smiled slightly. “Cooperate.”

“Mm.” The female officer’s face showed a smile. “There’s an old Chinese saying: ‘Those who understand the times are outstanding heroes.’ That Zu Ye can see through the situation—this is progress.”

It turned out that day when Zu Ye was taken away by people from the patrol house, after his identity was verified at the French Concession patrol house, he was escorted toward the Japanese-occupied zone in Wusong.

Zu Ye’s heart trembled slightly. This was bad—the French and Japanese were conspiring together. My life is over!

On the road, Zu Ye’s mind churned like tumultuous seas, recalling more than ten years in the Jiang Xiang way of life, running east and west, risking his life in the jianghu—what had it all been for? After I die, what will happen to the establishment? What will happen to the brothers? Then he thought of his deceased relatives. His relatives had long traveled the Yellow Springs road, leaving him alone, lonely and desolate. Why had he come into this life! Then he remembered Huang Farong’s drunken words that day: “Farong’s fate is bitter, far from home, thinking of her adoptive mother to the south, her birth mother to the north, without a single relative, lonely and desolate…” At least Huang Farong still had a birth mother to think of, but he himself was truly lonely and desolate! Thinking of this, Zu Ye felt a wave of desolation in his heart!

Unexpectedly, after arriving at the Japanese military camp, the Japanese didn’t rush to execute Zu Ye but instead stuffed him into a heavy truck. After a week of day and night bumping, when Zu Ye stepped out of the vehicle again, he was already in the vast Great Northeast.

Subsequently, Zu Ye was brought into the Fengtian Military Detention Center.

“Zu Ye, you’ve been well since we last met?” As soon as he arrived at the detention center, a female officer interrogated Zu Ye.

Zu Ye looked at her, feeling this woman’s face was very familiar, as if he’d seen her somewhere. Thinking carefully, “Oh! So it’s her!”

“Aren’t you already…” Zu Ye couldn’t help but blurt out.

“Dead, right?” The woman smiled. “This is where you Chinese lose to us Japanese. You have too many traitors. As long as you’re willing to spend money, anything can be done.”

Zu Ye chuckled and said, “Tian Sister-in-law truly has divine powers.”

This woman was precisely Nishida Yoshiko, who had “shot herself to death” in Guangzhou two years ago.

“Please call me Nishida.” Nishida Yoshiko sneered coldly. “Your China is already terminally ill. The day before the Investigation Group cleared us out, we received a tip from an informant inside the Nationalist Party. That so-called Japanese female spy who shot herself was actually Chinese—a female Communist from Fujian who was captured by the Nationalists and became a scapegoat. And she didn’t commit suicide at all—it was a false scene created by the Investigation Group. While your entire nation was celebrating the destruction of the Japanese spy nest, we had already set up shop again in Zhuhai. When a country’s public officials can betray their nation for money, that country is finished. These past two years, the reason we haven’t moved against Zu Ye was because we wanted to follow the vine to find the melon and locate Wang Yaqiao. But Wang Yaqiao is truly formidable—his whereabouts are mysterious and his intelligence excellent. Several times we came up empty-handed. And that Zeng Jingwu from the ‘Jingwu Association’ is also within our sights. He thinks he’s very clever. He’s wrong. If we hadn’t deliberately leaked the assassination list, how could those street thugs and ruffians have obtained our military intelligence? You Chinese people can mostly be divided into two categories: one type is traitors who only care about their own interests and can betray everything for money; the other type is like Zeng Jingwu—they only know how to fight and kill. Has he ever thought whether killing one or two Japanese can change the overall situation?Foolhardy bravery — mere bravado!”

These words left Zu Ye feeling desolate. A vast great nation was being toyed with between the palms of a tiny island nation. In this situation and scene, what could be done?

After pondering a moment, Zu Ye suddenly asked, “Since you want to kill me this time, why not act directly but instead lure me to the French Concession?”

Nishida Yoshiko smiled. “Zu Ye is clever by nature and guards against everything. We didn’t want to charge directly into ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ and openly have a shootout with your hundred-plus brothers—that’s what fools do. After the September 18th Incident, we occupied the entire Northeast. In 1932, we again attacked Shanghai. Since the beginning of spring last year, we’ve been continuously eliminating the Northeast Anti-Japanese Volunteer Army. Just when we were fighting continuously and urgently needed to recuperate, the French took advantage of the opportunity. Using Vietnam as a springboard, they occupied nine islands in the South China Sea. These islands aren’t large in area, but their strategic position is extremely important. Whoever occupies these islands controls the Strait of Malacca, thereby controlling the shipping lanes of the Pacific and Indian Oceans…”

Zu Ye knew about this matter. In the spring of 1933, the French sent troops to the South China Sea and occupied nine islands: Nanwei Island, Taiping Island, Anbo Shoal, Beizi Island, Nanzi Island, Nanyue Island, Zhongye Island, Hongxu Island, and Hongcao Reef Island. The Nationalist government’s Foreign Ministry strongly protested—this was the shocking “Nine Small Islands Incident” that shook China and foreign countries.

“Since 1911, citizens of the Great Japanese Empire have already begun surveying operations on these islands. After the French landed, they drove our people off the islands. We won’t let this rest easily. His Majesty the Emperor urgently summoned the French consul, and they offered several conditions. One of them was that Japanese nationals in the French Concession could move about freely, and Japanese nationals would enjoy judicial immunity except in conflicts with the French. We arranged this operation in the French Concession, first to reduce Zu Ye’s defensive psychology, and second to see whether the French would honor their commitment…”

Zu Ye nodded, marveling at the Japanese people’s cunning and treachery. “Since you already lured me out, why not send more people and kill me in one stroke?”

“Haha!” Nishida Yoshiko laughed heartily. “Does Zu Ye really think those killers were Japanese? How could we send our own people to their deaths? Japanese lives are valuable. We spent money to hire several desperadoes from Shanghai’s underworld gangs, made them Japanese national certificates to put in their pockets. This way when they died in the French Concession, the French would compensate us. If we really wanted to kill you, how could we let you escape?”

“If you’re not killing me, then what do you want?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“Zu Ye, be patient. With Zu Ye’s disappearance this time, Zeng Jingwu will surely rush to inform Wang Yaqiao of the news. We can follow the vine to find the melon. But this isn’t the most important thing. Most importantly, we need Zu Ye…”

“Need me?”

“Mei Xuanzi is a clever person. That day we arranged for him to meet with you to discuss cooperation.”

“So it was you directing things behind the scenes? Discuss cooperation?”

“Correct. If Zeng Jingwu hadn’t arrived so quickly, Mei Xuanzi would have finished speaking. Now I can only finish the remaining words for Mei Xuanzi. China and Japan share the same cultural origin. The excellent theories and doctrines created by your ancestors have successively been transmitted to our country, including the Yi Jing and the Five Arts of Metaphysics. Apart from yourselves, Japan is the country that has best inherited Chinese culture. Now Western religions are flooding in along with the foreign powers, and traditional Chinese learning is suffering severe impact. You Chinese cannot protect your own cultural position—we who share the same lineage cannot sit idly by and watch. The Opium War didn’t just awaken you—it awakened us even more. As fellow backward Eastern countries, we were also afraid, so we carried out the Meiji Restoration. The Sino-Japanese War proved we succeeded. Since the 19th century, foreign powers have arrived one after another. If Europeans and Americans can occupy you, why can’t we? At least under the rule of the Japanese Empire, China would still preserve our shared ancestral culture! This is the difference between us and the European and American powers.

“Now various forces are entrenched on Chinese territory. This peaceful situation is temporary—sooner or later it will be broken. Think about it, Zu Ye—is it better for China to completely Westernize or to be ruled by the Great Japanese Empire? From a cultural perspective, this isn’t invasion—we’re helping you.”

Zu Ye lowered his head without speaking, slowly sorting through Nishida Yoshiko’s words.

Modern “Zhafei Technique”

“We Japanese have a Yi Studies master, Mr. Takashima. I wonder if Zu Ye has heard of him?” Nishida Yoshiko suddenly asked.

Zu Ye said, “Mm, I’ve long heard his great name.”

“Mr. Takashima advised the Emperor early in the Meiji Restoration that there would inevitably be two great wars between China and Japan, and also one great war between Japan and America, telling His Majesty the Emperor to prepare early. The Sino-Japanese War has already been verified once. Next, heh heh…” At this point, Nishida Yoshiko stopped.

Zu Ye had paid much attention to this person Takashima and had studied his books. This man was a genius in Yi Studies. His representative work was “Takashima’s Yi Divination.” In the late Qing Dynasty, Mr. Wang Zhiben translated this book into Chinese, and only then did people in China begin to access it. Through Yi divination methods, Takashima accurately predicted the world situation and submitted his suggestions to the Japanese Emperor in writing. The Japanese Emperor regarded Takashima as a national treasure and would inquire of him in detail whenever there was warfare.

Nishida Yoshiko said, “Now two paths lie before Zu Ye: either cooperate with us, or we kill Zu Ye.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly. “What kind of cooperation?”

Nishida Yoshiko said, “China now has over a thousand ‘religious societies.’ What Zu Ye needs to do is, with our help, unify these people under the palace education system of the Great Japanese Empire. We won’t interfere with the daily activities of each religious society, but there are two points: First, each month you must hand over a portion of money to us as our guidance fees. Second, in your daily preaching, you must gradually instill in the Chinese common people the belief of Sino-Japanese friendship and shared ancestry, and even more prominently promote Mr. Takashima’s theories and doctrines.”

After hearing this, Zu Ye suddenly understood completely—all the pent-up confusion of recent months was entirely resolved! Mei Xuanzi dared to create such a great stir because he had Japanese support. The important figure behind the scenes that Zuo Yongchan mentioned also referred to the Japanese. He also recalled the recent slogan of “Heavenly Saint Way”: “Heaven and earth face great calamity, the end times are at hand, fortune comes from the East, with full heart to save all beings.” This “East” referred to the Japanese, didn’t it? It seemed the Japanese were about to make a big move again. Thinking of this, Zu Ye said, “If I haven’t guessed wrong, Mei Xuanzi and Zuo Yongchan have long since submitted to you.”

Nishida Yoshiko said, “Heavenly Saint Way, Plum Blossom Society, Shandong’s Immortal Zheng, Fujian’s Master Ruolan, the Five Tigers of the Central Plains—all have already taken refuge with the Great Japanese Empire. With our technical support, their magic techniques can be unprecedentedly enhanced and silver dollars can be earned hand over fist.”

Zu Ye said, “Then Zhang Jiyao was also killed by you?”

Nishida Yoshiko said, “To be precise, he was killed by you Chinese yourselves. Zhang Jiyao, like Zu Ye, was a real man. But his disciple Zuo Yongchan was bought by us. The scheme of ascending to immortality was instigated by Zuo Yongchan to Zhang Jiyao. After Zhang Jiyao went in, Zuo Yongchan sealed the passage. Zhang Jiyao was roasted alive to death. Still Zu Ye is more formidable—the team you built is like an iron plate, impervious to oil and salt. But there was still a traitor. Your Si Batou told Mei Xuanzi about the black-haired coffin’s taboo. This was precisely what we wanted. Directly winning you over definitely wouldn’t work, but if we ruined your reputation, that would be easier. However, Zu Ye is indeed formidable—you actually broke our little ghost general.”

Zu Ye’s mood grew heavier. The nation’s “religious societies” were still fighting among themselves, while the Japanese already had control of the overall situation. Poor Zhang Jiyao—wise all his life, finally dying at his disciple’s hands. When people’s hearts scatter, the nation will cease to be a nation!

Seeing Zu Ye remain silent, Nishida Yoshiko said, “Zu Ye, come with me.”

Zu Ye was startled and asked, “Where to?”

“Just come with me.”

The two turned and walked out of the cell, going south for 40 meters until they reached a place like a large factory building. A sign hung at the entrance reading: “Palace Education Institute Technical Department.”

“Zu Ye, please enter.”

Zu Ye stepped into the room. Inside it was very spacious, with a passageway in the middle and tables on both sides. On the tables were placed various bottles and jars, somewhat like Zhang Zizhan’s prop laboratory. Many people were busily working tensely.

Nishida Yoshiko said, “When ‘religious societies’ perform rituals, they must intimidate the common people. Your homegrown tricks of playing god and ghost are already outdated. Just watch the various techniques of the Great Japan’s military shamans.”

Speaking, she picked up something like a glove from the table and said, “Military welding torch, modified to be concealed in the sleeve. Can perform the ‘Heaven’s Sword Slash’ scheme—the immortal waves the sword, mountains collapse and rocks split.” As she spoke, she put on the “glove,” activated the switch, and slashed at a steel plate. Where the palm edge passed, the steel plate broke into two pieces.

Zu Ye nodded secretly.

Nishida Yoshiko removed the glove and picked up a bottle of potion from a nearby table, saying with slight pride, “American banana water, incomparably fragrant. After freeze treatment, can perform the ‘Immortal Treading Steps’ scheme. Zu Ye, please watch…” As she spoke, she dripped the potion onto a glass plate, then grabbed a handful of powder resembling flour and sprinkled it on the potion. Very quickly, markings resembling fox footprints appeared on the powder surface.

“Zu Ye, look here again…” Nishida Yoshiko walked a few steps further inside, coming to a small room. She opened something resembling a projector, then opened the window and pointed outside. “Zu Ye, watch that cloud at the horizon…”

Zu Ye looked in the direction indicated. At the western sky there was indeed a thick cloud. Nishida Yoshiko inserted something like a slide into the machine. A beam of light shot out, and immediately the image of God appeared on the cloud.

“Military strong-light machine—can create the ‘God Reappears’ scheme. On the battlefield when two armies face each other, if you display the opponent’s god of faith in the sky, what result do you think will appear? If you switch to the Chinese people’s Supreme Lord Laozi or Jade Emperor, couldn’t Zu Ye summon immortals? Mei Xuanzi’s lighting of ghost lanterns by the river used technology we provided. Otherwise, with just his meager abilities, could he stir up such great waves?”

Zu Ye pondered silently. His heart had already turned cold to the extreme.

“Zu Ye can break the little ghost general, but the big ghost general will probably be difficult to crack, right? Zu Ye, come with me.” Speaking, she came out of the small room, turned a corner, and led Zu Ye toward the basement.

After walking more than ten meters, Zu Ye looked—below was like hell itself. Two rows of large iron cages, each cage holding a person. These people had bloodless faces and vacant stares. Seeing someone come, they all became excited, grinning, reaching out their hands, howling loudly. Nishida Yoshiko casually picked up a piece of raw pork from the ground and threw it in. That person pounced on the meat like a wild beast and began chewing voraciously.

Zu Ye felt cold air rising straight up his back.

“These people…”

“These aren’t people—they’re ghosts. These are all leaders of the Northeast Anti-Japanese Volunteer Army, extremely fierce by nature, perfect for refining into big ghost generals.”

After hearing this, Zu Ye’s heart felt like it was being stabbed with knives. He wished he could tear the woman before him to pieces.

Nishida Yoshiko looked at Zu Ye and said, “Zu Ye must hate me to the bone, right? If you want to blame someone, blame your country for being powerless to protect you. I’ve said it—two paths lie before Zu Ye: either cooperate or die. Zu Ye has multiple ways to die—you can be beheaded, buried alive, or made into a big ghost general…”

“Hahahaha!” Zu Ye suddenly burst into loud laughter. “In 1918, I already died once. I’m a swindler who’s done all manner of bad deeds. My death wouldn’t be regrettable!”

Nishida Yoshiko chuckled and said, “Zu Ye is a clever person. The reason we’ve kept Zu Ye alive until today is because we feel Zu Ye is moldable talent. Mei Xuanzi is outwardly strong but inwardly weak. Zuo Yongchan is disloyal and unrighteous. For the Jiangnan territory, we ultimately still plan to have Zu Ye lead. Zu Ye shouldn’t fail to appreciate the kindness. Also…”

At this point, Nishida Yoshiko hesitated.

“Also… Zu Ye has an outstanding appearance and exceptional talent. Two years ago when I met Zu Ye once in Nanyue, I still cannot forget. If you can render meritorious service to the Great Japanese Empire, the military can provide Zu Ye with Japanese citizenship. Then you’ll be a Japanese citizen. When the war ends in the future, we can fly back to Japan together. If Zu Ye doesn’t mind…” Speaking, Nishida Yoshiko placed her delicate hand on Zu Ye’s shoulder.

Zu Ye slowly pushed her hand away and said, “Please allow me to think it over.”

“Giggle.” Nishida Yoshiko laughed. “Whether to die on your filthy homeland or go to Japan to peacefully spend the latter half of your life—Zu Ye can contemplate for himself.”

That night, Zu Ye sat alone in the cell. Everything churned continuously in his mind—this filthy nation, this incompetent government, these ignorant masses… His parents died at the hands of nationals, his younger siblings died at the hands of nationals… Warlords fighting chaotically, not caring about people’s livelihoods. Throughout the entire nation, not a glimmer of hope could be seen…

No, absolutely not! There were still patriots, still resisters!

He could not become a traitor! Only death, to apologize to the nation’s people!

The cell door opened.

“Zu Ye, have you thought it over? Cooperate, or not cooperate?”

“Cooperate.”

Zu Ye’s Stratagem

Zu Ye accepted the “Palace Education Token” from Nishida Yoshiko’s hand and returned to Jianghuai with his new identity as the Emperor’s Education Reserve.

“Zu Ye has returned! Zu Ye has returned!” the steward shouted loudly. Jiang Feiyan, Huang Farong, Da Batou, Er Batou, San Batou, and others swarmed out.

“Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye smiled and said to everyone, “It’s nothing, nothing.”

The steward quickly instructed servants to prepare food to calm Zu Ye’s nerves and wash away the dust.

Zu Ye said, “No hurry. Er Batou, you bring Mei Xuanzi’s son and come with me to the Plum Blossom Society.”

Everyone stared blankly at Zu Ye. Zu Ye looked at everyone and said again, “It’s nothing. Everyone rest first. We’ll talk tonight.”

At this time, Mei Xuanzi was anxiously restless at the “Plum Blossom Society.” Hearing that Zu Ye had come with his son, he hurriedly stood up and went out to greet them.

The two came into the room. Zu Ye said, “Returning the jade intact to Zhao.” He handed the son over to Mei Xuanzi.

Mei Xuanzi hugged his son tightly, then handed him to a servant, then said, “Zu Ye, what happened?”

Zu Ye smiled. “I was about to ask Master Mei what happened.”

Mei Xuanzi stammered, “That day, I just wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with Zu Ye…”

“You wanted to discuss cooperation, right?”

Mei Xuanzi was startled.

Zu Ye reached out, pulled out the “Palace Education Token,” and slapped it on the table. “I have one too.”

“Uh…” Mei Xuanzi felt awkward. “This…”

Zu Ye said, “You have one, I have one, Zuo Yongchan also has one. His Majesty the Emperor wants us to work for him but doesn’t want us to unite, so Zuo Yongchan competed for favor and told me about your collusion with Qi Chunfu.”

“He said it?” Mei Xuanzi said in shock.

Zu Ye sneered coldly. “This is precisely what His Majesty the Emperor wants to see—everyone working for them, but no one united. They must have also promised you that they’d let you be the number one chair in Jiangnan.”

“This…” Sweat broke out on Mei Xuanzi’s forehead.

“Hehe, Master Mei, rest assured. The number one chair isn’t yours—it’s mine.” Zu Ye said coldly.

“You’ve also become a traitor?” Mei Xuanzi asked in terror.

“Even as a traitor, I’m better at it than you!” After speaking, Zu Ye stood up and walked away without looking back.

That night, the establishment was lively and bustling. With Zu Ye’s safe return, everyone was in high spirits.

At the dinner table, Jiang Feiyan asked what had actually happened. Zu Ye said, “A close call with no real danger. After I was taken to the French Concession, I was imprisoned in a secret cell that you couldn’t find. Fortunately, Fourth Master Jia has some influence in the French Concession. I gave the guards some silver and had them deliver a message to Fourth Master Jia. Fourth Master Jia spent a large sum to bribe the patrol house, and only then was I released. The Japanese wanted to put me to death, so I first went to Fourth Master Jia’s residence to hide for a while. Now that the heat has died down, I dared to come back. I’ve made Sister Yan and all the brothers worry. I toast everyone.”

Everyone raised their cups, saying, “Zu Ye, fortune favors the good.”

After the meal, everyone dispersed. Zu Ye called Jiang Feiyan to the study and revealed the true situation in full.

After hearing it, Jiang Feiyan was greatly shocked. “Zu Ye truly agreed to the Japanese?”

Zu Ye sneered coldly and said, “Bowing one’s head isn’t a loss. Sister Yan, just listen to me…”

As Jiang Feiyan listened, her brow gradually relaxed, then became worried again, saying, “Zu Ye, doing this is extremely dangerous. You could lose your life at any moment!”

Zu Ye sighed. “This is the only way. There’s no other method.”

Jiang Feiyan looked at Zu Ye’s weathered cheeks, her heart rippling with a trace of sympathy. “Zu Ye… why not…”

“Sister Yan, speak freely if you have something to say.”

“Why not…” Jiang Feiyan, despite being a great master, at this moment appeared extremely hesitant, her face full of shyness, wanting to speak but stopping.

“Why not what?” Zu Ye asked, not understanding.

Jiang Feiyan suddenly raised her head, looking deeply at Zu Ye, and said, “Why don’t we leave together!”

Zu Ye was startled. We? Leave together? He immediately understood Jiang Feiyan’s meaning.

Zu Ye had high emotional intelligence. When he first met Jiang Feiyan in 1932, he had read the word “admiration” from Jiang Feiyan’s eyes. In 1933, when Zu Ye brought Zhang Zizhan to “Yue Haitang” to propose marriage, Jiang Feiyan inquired about Zu Ye’s lifelong matters, and Zu Ye also understood what she meant. But Zu Ye had always deliberately avoided these matters.

It wasn’t that Zu Ye was unfeeling and loveless, but Zu Ye believed that the A’Bao identity was truly unsuitable for marriage. Two swindlers combined—when a child was born it would be a little swindler. He himself had walked this path and didn’t want his child to live in a swindler’s shadow.

Moreover, being an A’Bao meant living from day to day, not knowing when one might lose one’s life, leaving behind orphans and widows. If people from the underworld came seeking revenge, how could they survive?

Furthermore, both were great masters. If they united, wouldn’t it shock all of Southeast Asia? Not to mention friends in the domestic underworld—Jiang Feiyan and Zu Ye had numerous friends in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Macau, and Nanyang. If they did this, what would the establishment’s brothers think? In the future if brothers from the two families had conflicts, how would they handle it? No one could guarantee that establishments would always coexist peacefully with each other.

More importantly, in the current situation, how could Zu Ye just leave! When he took over the “Wood Seed Lotus” banner from Old Master Zhang Dancheng years ago, he had firmly resolved to lead the “Jiang Xiang Sect” toward brilliance and firmly established the belief of robbing the rich to help the poor, punishing evil and promoting good! Now that the Japanese wanted to manipulate all of China’s “religious societies,” with unknown conspiracies behind it, could he, as the leader of one hall of the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” just run away?

Seeing Zu Ye remain silent, Jiang Feiyan understood somewhat. She said, “Zu Ye, you alone can’t change the overall situation, and neither can I. Wuniang’s death suddenly made me feel that none of this is so important anymore. I want to live a normal person’s life. We can hand over the establishment to others—how many people want to compete for this position but can’t get it? We can go abroad together, to a place where no one can find us, change our names, and peacefully spend our remaining years.”

Speaking to the emotional point, Jiang Feiyan unconsciously placed her hand on Zu Ye’s hand.

How could Zu Ye not want such a life? He could leave everything behind—the Japanese could never find him again, nor could the Chinese. He would never again have to rack his brains daily for schemes, never again exhaust his mind worrying about the establishment’s livelihood. What Zhafei techniques, what fortune-telling, what feng shui—all would be cast far behind, leaving only happiness. He could hold Jiang Feiyan’s hand, strolling on the golden beaches of France, wandering along the tree-lined boulevards of England, embracing in the magnificent churches of America.

But what about the establishment’s brothers? After he left, who would take the helm? Would the brothers take refuge with the Japanese invaders, selling out the country for glory, or fight to the death? Would they all be killed by the Japanese, or scatter like birds and beasts, fleeing in all directions? Da Batou’s look of protecting his master with his life, Er Batou’s eyes of loyalty unto death, Zhang Zizhan’s tears of entrusting his life’s fate, Huang Farong’s lament of lonely desolation… all this tugged at Zu Ye’s heart.

Seeing Zu Ye still remain silent, Jiang Feiyan withdrew her hand, her heart filled with desolation. After a long while, she said, “Zu Ye, is it because Feiyan’s body is no longer pure that Zu Ye won’t show favor?”

Zu Ye raised his head, looking at Jiang Feiyan with guilt. “Sister Yan has misunderstood. Sister Yan has sacrificed everything for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ I only have admiration in my heart—how could there be any disgust? I… I cannot bear to leave my brothers. But I have a plan…”

Jiang Feiyan said no more, only leaned in to listen closely.

The next day, Zu Ye bid farewell to Jiang Feiyan. Jiang Feiyan, carrying the secret plot reached with Zu Ye, quietly returned to Nanyue.

Not long after Jiang Feiyan left, Zu Ye summoned Huang Farong.

“I want to raise a matter with you. See if it’s feasible?”

Huang Farong’s large eyes blinked rapidly as she asked, “What are Zu Ye’s instructions?”

Zu Ye said, “If someday I unfortunately meet with disaster, ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ will be controlled by you. What do you think?”

Upon hearing this, Huang Farong’s small face turned pale with fright, and she fell to her knees with a thud. “Zu Ye, I dare not, dare not!”

Zu Ye said calmly, “Those who presumptuously discuss the great master shall die; those who split the establishment shall die. You’re aware of these rules, aren’t you?”

Huang Farong was so frightened that tears fell, and she said tremblingly, “Zu Ye, forgive me. Zu Ye, forgive me.”

Zu Ye glanced at her and said, “Considering this is your first offense, if there’s a next time, I absolutely won’t spare you!” Zu Ye’s tone grew heavier.

Huang Farong kowtowed repeatedly, saying again and again, “Thank you, Zu Ye. Thank you, Zu Ye.” But in her heart she thought, how does he know about the conversation I had with my adoptive mother? Could adoptive mother have betrayed me?

“Don’t think about it anymore. Although I’m not at the establishment, nothing can be hidden from me.” Zu Ye said.

Huang Farong’s heart trembled. Has this become like the Eastern Depot?

“You may rise.” Zu Ye sighed.

Huang Farong stood up trembling with fear.

“You’re a clever girl, but being too clever can be your undoing. You understand this principle, don’t you?” Zu Ye said.

Huang Farong quickly said, “Zu Ye, I won’t dare again, won’t dare again!”

Zu Ye nodded silently. “I’m giving you a task.”

“Zu Ye, please give your instructions.”

“I’m sending you back to your hometown in Shandong.”

“To do what? I don’t want to go back to that home. My parents are still forcing me to marry.”

“I’m not sending you home. I’m sending you to Jiaozhou. Feel out Immortal Zheng’s situation in Jiaozhou—look at his establishment’s scale, number of disciples, and his recent Zhafei techniques…”

Huang Farong said, “This is easy to handle. I can infiltrate his establishment under the pretext of seeking to become his disciple and learn the Way. Why does Zu Ye want to investigate him? He’s not on the same territory as us.”

“Just go do it… Also, prepare plenty of silver and quietly send it to your hometown. Although you can’t go home, you mustn’t forget your parents’ kindness in raising you…”

Huang Farong’s eyes reddened as she lowered her head and said, “Thank you, Zu Ye.” She then withdrew.

Zu Ye watched Huang Farong’s retreating figure, his expression growing grave…

The next day, Huang Farong packed her bags, received a large sum of money, and headed for Shandong. On the road, she was still surprised—why had Zu Ye given her so much money to repay her parents? All the way she was happy and calculating. She didn’t know this was Zu Ye’s final payment to save her life—Zu Ye had already decided to eliminate her.

At the same time, Er Batou headed for Beiping, San Batou headed for Hebei. Zu Ye’s chess game had begun…

Wu Batou’s Complete Retirement

Another Spring Festival arrived, and restless China welcomed 1935.

During the cold spring season, Wu Batou Liang Wenqiu’s gunshot wound relapsed. His left arm hurt so much he couldn’t straighten it. Zu Ye saw this with his eyes and felt pain in his heart. This old Batou who had followed him for twelve years had always been utterly loyal. Now approaching the age of destiny, his hair white, having been an A’Bao all his life, without wife or children—he had dedicated everything to the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

That night, Zu Ye specially arranged for servants to prepare a table of dishes and invited Old Man Liang over.

“Master Liang, is your arm better?” Zu Ye asked with concern.

Zu Ye rarely called him “Master Liang.” Although his age was great, the establishment’s etiquette couldn’t change. Normally in front of all the brothers, Zu Ye called him “Old Five.”

“It’s nothing serious. I’ve troubled Zu Ye with worry.” Liang Wenqiu smiled knowingly.

“Master Liang blocked a bullet for me. I’ll never forget it my whole life.”

“Zu Ye speaks too seriously. Zu Ye is the establishment’s leader. As a brother, this is what I should do.”

“Master Liang, have you thought about your future plans?”

Liang Wenqiu was startled and quickly said, “Zu Ye, I can still work! I can still work!” He thought Zu Ye felt his movements were no longer nimble and wanted to kick him out.

Zu Ye sighed deeply and said, “Master Liang, you and I both deeply know the bitterness of being an A’Bao. On the surface wearing gold and silver, looking impressive, but we can’t be seen in public. Having walked this path, some people can cleanse their background, but some can never cleanse it for their entire lives. Master Liang has no lives on his hands—you can wash your hands clean…”

Upon hearing this, Liang Wenqiu quickly said, “Zu Ye, you’ve frightened me to death. In life I’m a person of the establishment, in death I’m a ghost of the establishment. I’ll never betray.”

“Master Liang, tonight there are no outsiders. You and I brothers can speak from the heart. You needn’t be constrained by formalities.”

“Mm.”

“Master Liang’s family of four—parents died early, only a younger sister married in Hangzhou. These years, Master Liang has been busy outside. Your parents’ graves probably haven’t been swept in many years either. People like us, risking our lives in the jianghu, fighting and killing every day—one careless move and we’ll lose our lives. You know, I know, all the brothers know. It’s just that everyone doesn’t want to face it. Clearly knowing it’s a golden millet dream, yet not daring to wake up.”

Liang Wenqiu’s tears silently fell.

Zu Ye’s eyes also reddened as he said with sadness, “I can no longer cleanse my background. There’s no way back. This lifetime is what it is. Next lifetime if I become human again, I hope heaven won’t arrange things this way again.”

“Zu Ye, let’s have a drink.” Liang Wenqiu raised his cup and drained it in one gulp.

Zu Ye continued, “You know the establishment has rules—once an A’Bao, always an A’Bao for life. Even if you die of old age at the establishment, you cannot leave. But after I took over the establishment, I set a precedent. When Old Master Zhou Zhenlong left that day, I didn’t obstruct him, because I trusted him and knew he would never reveal the establishment’s secrets. Now I’m prepared to set a second precedent. Master Liang can leave the establishment. Take the silver, go outside and find a woman, live a normal person’s life. These are my heartfelt words. I hope Master Liang can understand clearly.”

“Zu Ye…” Liang Wenqiu’s old tears flowed freely.

“Take the silver and go south—the farther the better. Don’t go north. The Japanese may be sending their great army southward.”

“Great army southward?”

“Mm. These matters Master Liang needn’t worry about. In the future if you encounter difficulties outside, you can still return to the establishment. Though you’re leaving, I must still repeat the establishment’s regulations: ‘Those who have illicit relations with outsiders shall die; those who leak establishment secrets shall die; those who split the establishment and cause turmoil shall die!'”

“Zu Ye!” Liang Wenqiu suddenly knelt on the ground, clutching Zu Ye’s legs, tears streaming down. “Zu Ye, Zu Ye…” Then he buried his head deeply against Zu Ye’s leg to show his gratitude.

The “A’Bao Text” says:

“I came from the mortal world to practice physiognomy,

All things of the mortal world are but the past.

Thunder strikes and fire burns, but I won’t leave the wind,

Life and death all within the physiognomy gate.”

This was the oath every person joining the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had to make. It meant: I transformed from an ordinary person in the mortal world into an A’Bao, practicing “physiognomy” to deceive people. I no longer cling to worldly things. Even thunder strikes and fire burns won’t make me leave the establishment. Life and death, I’ll always mix in the establishment.

Once a person entered the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” they could never break free for their entire life. Some people who joined the “Jiang Xiang Sect” out of life’s necessity, after mixing in for a while and getting some silver, wanted to run away. They were all caught and brought back, then cut down.

If one could break free from the establishment, it meant rebirth. Liang Wenqiu had obtained rebirth.

A few days later, Liang Wenqiu, under Zu Ye’s arrangement, at a Council Meeting claimed illness and requested to resign from the Batou position. Zu Ye granted it, letting him retire to a secondary position. Everyone thought he was retiring to a secondary position—no one knew this was a permanent farewell. Subsequently, Liang Wenqiu, under the pretext of returning home to sweep graves, left and never returned, forever leaving the establishment. Before leaving, he kowtowed three times to Zu Ye. Zu Ye embraced him, brothers shedding tears, parting forever in the jianghu!

After Liang Wenqiu left, the position of “Wu Batou” became vacant. Zhang Qiling took the stage.

Zhang Qiling, ancestral home in Fujian, joined the establishment at eighteen as a Xiao Jiao under San Batou Xue Jiaren’s command. This person was talent discovered by San Batou. His grandfather was an inheritor of the Three Emperors Feng Shui. He learned some superficial knowledge from his grandfather and began setting up shop for business. But this person’s methods were too dark—his feng shui adjustment fees were demanded too high, and he was arrogant and conceited. Over time, those seeking readings became fewer and fewer, and business gradually became quiet.

In 1932, when San Batou was practicing on the street with several Xiao Jiao, Zhang Qiling happened to pass by. An idle busybody, he heard the flaws in San Batou’s theories and pushed through the crowd to argue with San Batou, making San Batou lose face and unable to save the situation.

Afterward, San Batou had Xiao Jiao tail him, then went back himself to report this matter to Zu Ye.

After hearing it, Zu Ye said, “Can he be recruited?”

San Batou said, “I’ll give it a try.”

The reason San Batou volunteered was because he had similar experiences. He deeply understood the psychology of down-and-out practitioners. After finding Zhang Qiling, he revealed his intentions, recounted his own experience of being taken into the establishment by Zu Ye, then greatly embellished the scene of silver rolling in after joining the establishment. Upon hearing this, Zhang Qiling immediately had a feeling of finding an organization. Slapping his head, he said, “Finally a place to use my skills!”

People easily become confused in front of money and forget basic right and wrong. He only heard San Batou talk about the gleaming silver but didn’t know this profession could result in severed limbs and broken arms, and if not careful, could cost him his life. Had he foreseen that nineteen years later Zu Ye would cut him down, he would never have joined the establishment.

Zhang Qiling had some ghostly talent. He could sketch out all the mountain ranges in the entire country one by one—north from Kunlun, south to Hainan, west from the Himalayas, east to Fujian… He had memorized all the large and small hills in his heart. After coming to the establishment, Zu Ye arranged him under San Batou’s command. He himself was also very excited, and every time they set up a scheme, he wanted to deliberately show himself off. After coming to the establishment, he had participated in more than a dozen large and small feng shui schemes.

San Batou had once proposed promoting this person to Batou, but Zu Ye used the rule that the establishment temporarily maintained only five Batou as an excuse and deflected it. Toward this kind of person who was money-hungry, Zu Ye had always been relatively cautious.

After Liang Wenqiu left, San Batou began vigorously recommending Zhang Qiling. Actually, there was another person who wanted to compete for this position—Huang Farong. Initially, Zu Ye really did want to give this position to the ice-smart Huang Farong, but after Huang Farong and Jiang Feiyan presumptuously discussed the establishment’s succession matter that night, Zu Ye’s steward Wu Lao’er overheard it and told Zu Ye. Zu Ye then changed his mind. The current Huang Farong was still working hard for Zu Ye within Zu Ye’s chess game, not knowing this was her last struggle.

Thus, amid a chorus of congratulations, Zhang Qiling became the new Wu Batou.

From then on, Zhang Qiling and Xue Jiaren became sworn allies, until finally climbing the incense together and meeting death.

Secret Meeting with Mei Xuanzi

Buddha said, “All dharmas are empty, but cause and effect are not empty. Cause and effect follow like shadow follows form.” People may not believe in anything, but you cannot escape cause and effect. People do things, heaven watches. Every action and movement, heaven keeps an account for you. The black-haired coffin, Batou betrayal, ghost general turmoil, assassination at Xiya Building, imprisonment in puppet Manchukuo, life-and-death choices… one incident after another made Zu Ye feel very tired. But he couldn’t blame others—he had chosen this path himself. Recalling these years of Jiang Xiang life—apart from deception, it was still deception. Daily scheming and fighting, maneuvering this way and that, now he had finally maneuvered himself onto the blade’s edge!

For the first time, he reflected on whether joining the “Jiang Xiang Sect” was right or wrong. He thought of Zhang Dancheng—imposing and commanding, dominating the winds and clouds. And in the end? Without wife or children, incomplete and departing with tears. He thought of Qiao Wumei—traversing black and white, calculating all heavenly secrets, yet never calculating she would die suddenly. He thought of Zhang Jiyao—spending his whole life playing the savior, yet dying miserably in his own Eight Trigrams furnace. The next one might be himself…

Zu Ye even began to envy Liang Wenqiu—envying him for having a good great master, envying him for being able to start a new life. Yet he himself was riding a tiger unable to dismount, stepping into emptiness!

Zu Ye wasn’t afraid of death, but he knew his business wasn’t finished yet. Everything has a beginning, so there must be an ending. No matter how heavy the burden, he must carry it forward. This time it wasn’t for himself, and even less for the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” but for Great China! Zu Ye began thinking about the next countermeasures. This chess move was very dangerous—one careless move and the entire game would be lost. His own life or death wasn’t important. What was important was where China’s “religious societies” would go, what the Japanese’s next step would be, and what would happen to the Chinese nation.

Over all these years, Zu Ye had set up countless schemes. He had never feared anything, but this time he was afraid. He couldn’t afford to lose—losing would make him a sinner through the ages. Zu Ye pondered bitterly, thinking about how to arrange the scheme. Finally, he found the breakthrough.

That night, he took two personal Xiao Jiao and went to the “Plum Blossom Society” for a secret meeting with Mei Xuanzi.

“Master Mei, you’ve been well!” After entering, Zu Ye clasped his fists in greeting.

This made Mei Xuanzi’s heart skip a beat. He was already completely confused about Zu Ye becoming a traitor, and Zu Ye’s late-night visit made him even more suspicious.

“Zu Ye honors us with your presence. What instructions do you have?” Mei Xuanzi asked.

“I’ve come to discuss with you how to better serve the Japanese Emperor.” Zu Ye said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Oh.” Mei Xuanzi was startled. “Zu Ye jests. Based on my understanding of Zu Ye and the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ Zu Ye would absolutely never become a traitor!”

“Haha!” Zu Ye laughed heartily. “Master Mei flatters me. A mere commoner surviving in chaotic times—we swindlers like us, living one day at a time, when death comes, who cares about righteousness?”

Mei Xuanzi was startled again. Zu Ye rarely spoke crudely—this time was very abnormal.

“Hasn’t Master Mei also become a traitor?” Zu Ye asked in return.

“Hehe.” Mei Xuanzi chuckled lightly. “Yes, we swindlers like us, living one day at a time, when death comes.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly. Mei Xuanzi was truly not simple. When both sides were mutually testing each other’s depths, neither dared speak rashly.

“I think this number one chair in Jiangnan should still be sat in by Master Mei.” Zu Ye said.

Mei Xuanzi shook his head and chuckled. “‘Plum Blossom Society’s’ foundation is shallow—how can it compare to Zu Ye’s ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ standing firm for three hundred years? Some time ago when we had Japanese backing us, we did raise our heads somewhat. Now that Zu Ye has also received the ‘Palace Education Token’ bestowed by the Japanese Emperor, this number one chair in Jiangnan belongs to none other than Zu Ye.”

Zu Ye also shook his head. “Master Mei is too modest. If neither you nor I are suitable, then we can only yield to Sect Leader Zuo of the ‘Heavenly Saint Way’!” Zu Ye was too cunning—he was testing Mei Xuanzi’s view of Zuo Yongchan.

Mei Xuanzi finally exploded, saying, “That beast! Zhang Jiyao was killed by him! Once a teacher, forever a father. Whether righteous or evil path, a master is a master. Killing one’s master is like killing one’s father. Is he even human?”

Zu Ye remained impassive, murmuring, “Living one day at a time, when death comes…”

Before finishing, Mei Xuanzi interrupted Zu Ye. “Zu Ye, stop acting! We’ve dealt with each other for more than just a day or two. What kind of person Zu Ye is, I know very clearly. If you dare become a traitor, aren’t you afraid that Jiu Ye (Wang Yaqiao) behind you will cut you down?”

Zu Ye smiled again. “People can’t avoid death. Becoming a traitor is death, not becoming a traitor is also death. Being glorious before death—it’s worth it!”

Mei Xuanzi stood up abruptly, his eyes staring fixedly at Zu Ye, squeezing out several words through his teeth: “I—despise—you!”

Zu Ye still sat steadily and said, “Master Mei, turn around.”

Mei Xuanzi was startled. “What… what do you mean?”

Zu Ye pointed to the Western mirror behind Mei Xuanzi and said, “Look at that person inside. Say it to him first.”

Mei Xuanzi angrily turned around, his eyes staring motionlessly at himself in the mirror. Suddenly he shouted loudly, “Fuck!” With a sweep of his long sleeve, he knocked the mirror to the ground with a crack. Turning back to glare at Zu Ye, he said coldly, “I know you’re not a traitor, and you won’t become a traitor. Now I’m telling you—listen well. I—Mei Xuanzi—am also not a traitor!”

Zu Ye’s heart stirred. This was precisely what Zu Ye wanted.

In earlier years, when Mei Xuanzi established his own practice in Shanghai, Zu Ye had people investigate his background. When he learned that he was a disciple of the venerable scholar of Chinese classics, Elder Mei Fuzu, he regarded this youngster with new eyes. Mei Fuzu was a master of Chinese classics—both his character and talent were first-rate. The old gentleman spent his life teaching and nurturing students, with disciples throughout the land. After becoming a monk, he devoted himself wholeheartedly to spiritual cultivation. He and Mr. Li Shutong—one Buddhist, one Daoist—each contemplated life’s realm on different life trajectories, ultimately one achieving nirvana and Buddhahood, the other ascending as an immortal.

When the upper beam is straight, the lower beam follows. Students taught by Mei Fuzu couldn’t possibly turn out too badly, so Zu Ye was very puzzled at the time. As for why Mei Xuanzi returned to secular life from the Daoist gate and established his own hall on Shanghai Bund—the reasons within, no one knew.

“Zu Ye, come with me.” Mei Xuanzi calmed his emotions slightly.

Zu Ye knew the real secret was about to be revealed.

The two entered the west side room. Zu Ye looked—it was a memorial tablet inscribed: “Spirit Tablet of Late Master Mei (taboo name) Fuzu.”

Mei Xuanzi took out three sticks of incense, lit them, respectfully inserted them into the incense burner, then kowtowed three times. Then he told Zu Ye the reason for his return to secular life.

Being at home is difficult, but leaving home is even more difficult. Whether monk or Daoist, those who truly leave home aren’t hiding away seeking peace and quiet—that’s called escape, not spiritual cultivation. The “Avatamsaka Sutra’s Universal Worthy’s Conduct and Vows” states: “Like the lotus flower not clinging to water, also like the sun and moon not dwelling in space.” The lotus emerges from water yet doesn’t get wet; the sun and moon hang in space yet don’t depend on it. This realm of easy grace and ethereal spirituality cannot be achieved through avoidance. Throughout history, countless eminent monks and great virtuous ones have been models of diligent progress. Under their compassionate great vows of taking all beings under heaven as their own responsibility, every action and movement, every minute and second, they thought of all beings. Even at the moment of nirvana they still thought of all beings, making vows before heaven, not abandoning sentient beings—just like Dizang Bodhisattva’s vow: “Until hell is empty I vow not to become Buddha; only when all beings are saved will I attain Bodhi.”

Therefore, leaving home temporarily is easy, but leaving home for life is difficult. Mei Xuanzi exemplified this saying—he had too many bad habits. Especially gambling—he couldn’t quit.

Despite Mei Fuzu’s repeated teachings, he still couldn’t change, like a dog unable to stop eating filth. Sometimes he even wanted to take a knife and chop off his own hands. Later, by chance, he heard senior brothers privately discussing that the “Scripture Repository” in the back courtyard contained Mei Fuzu’s annotated books on “Qimen Dunjia.” This news sent a shock through Mei Xuanzi’s entire body!

“Qimen Dunjia” is the highest level of Yi Jing predictive studies. In ancient times it was called the “Emperor’s Learning.” It encompasses the Five Elements, Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches, Nine Palaces, Eight Trigrams, Star Gods and many other predictive elements using the Heaven Plate, Earth Plate, and Gate Plate as framework—it’s the culmination of China’s mysterious culture. The ancients had a saying: “Learn Qimen Dunjia, and need not ask those who come.” Meaning if you understand “Qimen Dunjia,” while you’re sitting at home drinking tea and someone knocks at your door, before they even speak, you already know their purpose. This immortal-like praise made “Qimen Dunjia” an object of pursuit in countless people’s hearts. Throughout the ages, researchers of divination arts have flocked to it.

After Mei Xuanzi learned of the “Scripture Repository” news, he tried every means to get his hands on this book. Once he learned this skill, he’d never worry about food or drink. He could “set up schemes” at any time, using Qimen techniques to choose a good day for gambling, then choose a good position at the gambling table. In the most auspicious time and space, he’d surely win without doubt!

Little did he know that all predictive arts have spirituality. All predictive methods based on the Zhou Yi follow one rule: families that accumulate goodness will have surplus blessings; families that don’t accumulate goodness will have surplus calamity. The sages created the Yi to educate all beings, to seek fortune and avoid disaster—not to satisfy private desires. If predictive arts are used for crooked paths, the sword takes a deviant edge and will ultimately destroy oneself. Some folk who learned “Qimen Dunjia” with dreams of getting rich ultimately went mad and became insane.

Elder Mei Fuzu saw through Mei Xuanzi’s state of mind and said to him earnestly: “All conditioned dharmas are illusory bubbles. Your six roots are impure. You’re not suitable to learn metaphysical Daoist arts, otherwise you’ll inevitably be burdened by them!”

Mei Xuanzi nodded deeply, but actually he didn’t listen at all. The thought of “steal the book and leave” rose surging in his mind. The next day at the third watch, Mei Xuanzi went alone to the back courtyard, secretly infiltrated the “Scripture Repository,” lit a candle, shielded the candlelight with his sleeve, rummaged through boxes and cabinets, and finally discovered a handwritten manuscript “Qimen Dunjia Collected Annotations.” At this time, the young Daoist priests on night patrol also discovered firelight flickering in the Scripture Repository and shouted loudly: “There’s a thief! There’s a thief!”

Mei Xuanzi hurriedly hid the scripture in his bosom, flew through the broken window, then climbed up a ladder he’d placed beforehand, scaled the high wall, and ran down the mountain in the darkness like a wisp of smoke.

After dawn, Mei Xuanzi had run forty or fifty li and sat under a large tree, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and laughed heartily. Then he pulled out that book from his bosom. Opening it, he immediately deflated—it turned out this was only a general outline, just a summary, mainly discussing the principles of “Qimen Dunjia” and types of schemes and basic deductive elements. It didn’t touch on specific operational methods at all. Only then did Mei Xuanzi discover the book’s title was “Qimen Dunjia Collected Annotations Volume One.” With “Volume One” there must naturally be “Volume Two,” “Volume Three,” even “Volume One Hundred.” Last night in his panic, he hadn’t clearly seen the name before stealing the book and running out. Thinking of this, Mei Xuanzi was both regretful and angry!

He wanted to go back and continue stealing, but reason conquered madness. He knew it was simply impossible. Perhaps if he returned, he’d be beaten to death by his senior brothers, and his master would expel him from the school. Mei Xuanzi thought it over and decided to leave this place forever. His conscience hadn’t completely died—he kowtowed several times toward the direction where Plum Blossom Temple was located, then disappeared from sight.

Two years later, Mei Xuanzi saw a newspaper report on the street saying that the venerable scholar of Chinese classics, Elder Mei Fuzu, had passed away. Regardless of everything, he ran back to the temple. The book theft incident from two years ago was still vivid in his mind. Arriving at the entrance, he hesitated. At this moment, the temple door opened—it was Senior Brother Xuankong.

Xuankong said, “Come in. Before master departed, he kept calling your name.”

Upon hearing this, Mei Xuanzi’s tears burst forth.

Kneeling before Mei Fuzu’s memorial tablet, Mei Xuanzi’s thoughts ran wild. Scene after scene from the master’s life turned back and forth before his eyes.

Xuankong said tearfully, “Before master departed, he said many things to us senior and junior brothers. He said his greatest regret in this life was not successfully converting you. He had five hundred disciples and students—every one walked the right path. Only you he couldn’t pull back. But he believed that one day you’d return from your wrong path. He believed everyone has roots of goodness—it’s just that the opportunity hasn’t arrived, hasn’t yet reached the day of sprouting. He made a great vow: if he was wrong, after death he’d suffer thunder strikes and fire burns, his entire body consumed; if he was right, the iron tree before the gate would immediately bloom. The result—the second day after master passed away, that iron tree at the entrance that hadn’t bloomed in ninety years actually sprouted bright yellow flower buds!”

“Master—” Mei Xuanzi wailed toward heaven. The autumn wind rustled mournfully, grass and trees contained sorrow. Mei Xuanzi’s tragic cry resounded through the clouds.

Reading Feng Yuxiang’s Face

Mei Xuanzi appeared again in people’s view during the Second Zhili-Fengtian War in 1924, when he established the “Plum Blossom Society” in Shanghai.

He once said to his senior and junior brothers: “You cultivate well in the temple, guard master’s spirit tablet well. I’ll struggle outside for a few more years. Everyone walks different paths, but rest assured, I won’t do anything against my conscience again!”

Mei Xuanzi saw Great China’s decline. Since the Opium War, foreign powers invaded, national territory was lost, and faith was also being lost. He wanted with his own strength to once again promote Daoist culture. Later when he actually implemented it, he discovered it wasn’t so easy: he told others about Daoist learning, others told him about Western learning; he talked about alchemy, others talked about artillery; he spoke of self-cultivation, others spoke of freedom; he preached abstinence from desire, others preached romance; he mentioned the Primordial Heavenly Venerable, others mentioned Jesus Christ… Only then did he understand that the foundation of Chinese classical learning had already been shaken. Under the rampage of foreign powers’ mighty ships and cannons, religious thinking was also slowly permeating. The anesthetization of thought was most terrifying. He began pondering what method could make Chinese people all believe in him.

Just at this time, he met the famous spirit medium from Anhui, Gai Feixian. Gai Feixian’s real name was Gai Xia. As a child she frequently “bumped shells”—meaning she was possessed by unclean things, such as dead people, village foxes, or wronged evil ghosts. Later after growing up, she often said she could see things attached to others. One evening, the neighbor Wang, an old man, was just returning from herding cattle. She pointed at the old man’s back and said, “You have a horse head on your back, and also a bull head.” People all knew these were Ox-Head and Horse-Face. Once such strange phenomena appeared behind an old person, they weren’t far from death. Sure enough, the next day, crying sounds of mourning came from the neighboring house separated by one wall—the old man had gone west.

People discussed in succession—this matter was too sinister! Later gradually, people began visiting Gai Xia. Gai Xia’s reputation grew larger and larger. She frequently exorcised ghosts and treated illnesses for people. Later she gained the beautiful reputation of “Gai Feixian.”

Mei Xuanzi suddenly understood—the power of superstition was this strong. So he thought of every method to approach Gai Feixian, frequently showing goodwill. Later he actually won her favor. The two were compatible in feelings and thought, ultimately tying the knot, and together founding the “Plum Blossom Society.”

Just like the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” robbing the rich to help the poor, the “Plum Blossom Society’s” true purpose wasn’t to swindle money either, but to drive out foreign religions and restore Chinese classical learning. Therefore, when meeting with Zu Ye at the Xiya Restaurant, Mei Xuanzi would express the lament “cultivate the self to develop goodness, continue the sage’s learning to open the future,” and would solemnly tell Zu Ye: “In the twelve years since the ‘Plum Blossom Society’ was established, every account has been kept crystal clear. Apart from maintaining the establishment’s normal expenses, all income has been deposited in the accounts…”

Over the years, Mei Xuanzi had been looking for bigger backing to promote Chinese classical learning, but warlords were busy fighting chaotically, authorities were obstinately persisting in error, and “religious societies” established their own practices. He felt it was truly difficult to accomplish anything. Just at this critical juncture, the Japanese found him. Upon hearing, he thought the opportunity to “use force against force” had come—heaven-sent opportunity. He would use Japanese power to drive foreign religions out of the nation’s territory. When the time was ripe, he’d pull out the firewood from under the pot and overturn the Japanese boat as well.

Mei Xuanzi told Zu Ye everything in his heart. After hearing it, Zu Ye nodded silently, sighing incessantly. Then he said in a low voice to Mei Xuanzi, “When people don’t understand yet you’re not resentful—Master Mei has long borne an ill reputation, which has indeed been difficult. Master Mei, just listen to me…”

Mei Xuanzi bowed his head to listen carefully. The two great masters had a heart-to-heart talk. Former bitter enemies actually talked so congenially. Before national crisis, they smiled and erased old grudges!

Later the two also formulated detailed plans for what came next, continuing until dawn, still not finished talking. Around noon, the two knelt together before Elder Mei Fuzu’s spirit tablet, burned incense and took vows, performed eight bows and kowtows, and became sworn brothers!

Having allied with Mei Xuanzi, Zu Ye felt much more at ease, but he always felt something was still missing. Three days later, Zu Ye secretly met with Zeng Jingwu, told him the plan in his heart completely, and had him relay it to Jiu Ye. Actually, Zeng Jingwu had recently also been looking for an opportunity to talk with Zu Ye. If Zu Ye truly became a traitor, he would definitely kill Zu Ye with his own hands.

When he learned of Zu Ye’s true intentions, Zeng Jingwu said with concern, “Zu Ye must be extremely careful. The Japanese aren’t easy to deal with.”

Zu Ye nodded and said, “I must also trouble Instructor Zeng with one matter.”

“Zu Ye, please speak!”

“Help me find someone…”

A week later, through clues provided by Zeng Jingwu, Zu Ye found the famous physiognomist Peng Hanfeng who was living in seclusion in Anhui.

Master Peng was a famous divination figure in the Republican era who had considerable research in physiognomy. People called him “Divine Physiognomist of a Generation” and “Iron Mouth Direct Judgment.” The reason Master Peng had such great ability, besides being naturally intelligent and diligently studious, was also because he had the fortune to obtain physiognomy fragments from the Dunhuang Mogao Caves.

The reason Dunhuang studies became famous overseas all stemmed from the Scripture Cave that inadvertently saw daylight again, and those Dunhuang fragments that remained after being divided by foreign powers.

On the twenty-sixth day of the fifth month of the twenty-sixth year of Guangxu (June 22, 1900 CE), the Daoist Wang Yuanzuan, who guarded the Dunhuang Mogao Caves, while clearing the silted sand in Dunhuang Cave 16, unexpectedly discovered the sound of a hollow cavity in the right stone wall. Daoist Wang believed this stone wall was hollow, so he broke through the mural. This one breakthrough was extraordinary—it revealed the shocking “Dunhuang Scripture Cave” that shocked China and foreign countries! Buddhist scriptures, Daoist scriptures, and divination classics from thousands of years all displayed themselves before people’s eyes! This included ancient transmitted physiognomy texts. Sadly, these scripture scrolls didn’t attract the Qing government’s attention. The restless final dynasty could barely take care of itself and had no time to bother with these things. Subsequently, foreign powers swarmed in. The Dunhuang scripture scrolls were divided up completely by the Japanese, Americans, Russians, and Germans. What remained for the Chinese was very little. The generation’s master of Chinese classical learning, Mr. Ji Xianlin, once lamented: “Dunhuang is in China, but Dunhuang studies are in the world.”

Afterward, Master Peng, seeking Dunhuang learning, traveled thousands of li to Gansu, explored the Scripture Cave, visited hermits, and finally obtained twelve volumes of Dunhuang physiognomy fragments. Then he went into seclusion for three years, painstakingly researching, and finally achieved the great method.

Before the Central Plains War, General Feng Yuxiang personally invited Master Peng to read his face. Master Peng carefully examined Feng Yuxiang’s features, then said one sentence: “Born on Sword Mountain, will die in a sea of fire.”

The first half, Feng Yuxiang could understand. Feng Yuxiang’s ancestral home was Anhui, his birthplace was located on prosperous dragon vein land. To the left of his ancestral residence was a mountain named “Sword Testing Mountain,” legend said it was the place where Guan Yu during the Three Kingdoms period first tested his “Green Dragon Crescent Blade,” hence the name “Sword Testing Mountain.” As for “die in a sea of fire,” Feng Yuxiang pondered deeply but couldn’t understand.

Eighteen years later, history verified this statement. When Feng Yuxiang boarded the “Victory” steamship sailing from New York toward Odessa, midway through the journey film on the steamship caught fire. His entire family perished in the sea of fire. Master Peng’s skill was evident!

The reason Zu Ye sought Master Peng was because he wanted to learn true physiognomy. Over all these years, Zu Ye had always been thinking—what fortune-telling method was simplest and most practical? Eight Characters requires birth dates, Six Lines requires copper coins, Qimen requires setting up schemes. Only physiognomy—observing a person’s appearance reveals fortune and misfortune, hearing a person’s voice reveals good and bad luck. If he could thoroughly learn this method, at this critical juncture it would be like adding wings to a tiger.

The most profound aspect of physiognomy is being able to see the “flowing year fortune” from a person’s face. “Flowing year” is a destiny science term—also the each year that common people pass through. Time flows like water, years flow like water, hence the beautiful name “flowing years.” From flowing years to flowing months, from flowing months to each day—from the daily features and complexion on a person’s face, one can judge a person’s recent fortune and misfortune. A brilliant physiognomist—even small matters like whether you just had sexual relations, he can accurately judge from the complexion of your Jian gate. Zu Ye wanted to use this method, hoping at critical moments to accurately judge the opponent’s success or failure, and also judge his own success or failure.

Unexpectedly, after meeting Master Peng he was greatly disappointed. Master Peng gave Zu Ye a blow to the head: “Fortune-telling and physiognomy are all evil paths. Not only do they confuse the people’s minds, they also lead oneself astray. Those who practice fortune-telling—not one has a good ending. Han Dynasty Six Lines master Jing Fang practiced fortune-telling his whole life, and was ultimately killed by the emperor, his corpse divided and eaten after death. Eight Characters founder Li Xüzhong—Han Yu praised his fortune-telling as ‘not one miss in a hundred,’ yet he died from accidentally swallowing mercury. Ming Dynasty’s Liu Bowen had the beautiful reputation of ‘knowing five hundred years before, knowing five hundred generations after,’ yet was ultimately poisoned to death by Hu Weiyong. His two sons—one jumped into a well, one hanged himself. The family line’s incense was extinguished from then on. Even more numerous nameless fortune-tellers—either plagued by bad luck their whole lives, or their descendants mostly disabled or mentally impaired… I long ago stopped reading faces for people. All books I wrote on destiny and physiognomy have been burned!”

These words struck Zu Ye’s heart sentence by sentence. Zu Ye was confused and asked cautiously, “Why?”

“Stealing people’s wisdom, departing from the true path.” Master Peng said silently.

“Please enlighten me, True Man!” Zu Ye still didn’t understand.

“The ‘Yi Jing’ from beginning to end discusses principles of being human. From start to finish it emphasizes individual self-cultivation. Only by following the heavenly way, reflecting on oneself, improving one’s virtue and conduct can one achieve the purpose of seeking fortune and avoiding disaster. In other words, the only person who can change your destiny is yourself. This is a fundamental law of the ‘Yi Jing.’ But fortune-telling precisely breaks this law. It makes people place hope on external things, on fortune-tellers, on drawing talismans, chanting spells, feng shui, naming and other crooked paths, causing all beings to lose their own nature and self. This is theft of the soul. Tell me, how great is this sin?” Master Peng explained.

Zu Ye nodded vigorously, deeply agreeing, then pursued the question: “Does this mean whether true masters who understand destiny principles or small-time frauds in the jianghu—none have good retribution?”

“What’s the difference between a master and a fraud?” Master Peng asked in return.

“One is real, one is fake.” Zu Ye answered.

“Hahahaha.” Master Peng laughed heartily. “Wrong! Masters and frauds are separated by the distance of ‘fifty steps laughing at a hundred steps.’ Their starting point is both to make people place destiny on fortune-telling while ignoring the importance of self-cultivation. The goal is both for money. They speak cleverly and eloquently, their minds thinking of the gleaming silver in guests’ pockets. It’s just that their performance skills vary in level. Those who hide it well and temporarily remain unmoved by money are masters; those who hide it poorly and their eyes shine golden when seeing money are frauds. But once you strip off the master’s painted skin, you’ll discover he’s greedier and more deceitful than the fraud!”

Enlightening revelation! Zu Ye was enlightened! “True Man speaks extremely correctly! Extremely correctly!”

Master Peng chuckled. “In my view, true masters throughout history—there’s only one: Zhang Liang of the Han Dynasty. He was someone who truly understood the Yi Jing’s true meaning, so he never practiced fortune-telling for others. After assisting Liu Bang in establishing the Great Han, he immediately retreated at the height of success. This is the only person who played with the Zhou Yi to divine perfection yet lived to a natural end. Zhuge Liang also doesn’t qualify—in his later years he went against heaven, wasting people’s resources, ultimately dying at Wuzhang Plains. Liu Bowen even less so—suffered the disaster of family extermination. Jing Fang needless to say—died without a complete corpse. Shao Yong counts as half a master. In his early years he also tried to change common people’s destinies through fortune-telling methods. Later he discovered it didn’t work. Finally he simply stopped saying anything. This point is fully manifested in his work ‘Huangji Jingshi.’ He only wrote about yin-yang origins and the social pattern of natural evolution, but didn’t reveal any calculation methods, precisely fearing others would learn this method and go astray.”

Zu Ye nodded repeatedly. “True Man’s teaching is correct!”

“Moreover, have you noticed an interesting phenomenon?” Master Peng raised an eyebrow.

“What phenomenon?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“People who like fortune-telling—their destinies will actually get worse and worse. Those seeking wealth fortune—their wealth fortune gets worse and worse; those seeking marriage—their marriage gets more and more troubled; those seeking health—their bodies get worse and worse; those seeking official fortune—sooner or later lose their official hat…” Master Peng said with a smile.

“The more fortune is told, the thinner it gets?” Zu Ye had some realization.

“Mm.” Master Peng nodded. “Because these people hand their destiny over to others to manage. Can it still be good?”

Zu Ye nodded again, then quickly told Master Peng his true intentions.

After hearing, Master Peng nodded slightly. “You’ve come to save the nation… If I drove you out the door, that would be unbenevolent and unrighteous… I’ll transmit some Five Elements mental methods to you. Perhaps they’ll be useful. As for how to use them, you decide for yourself. If done wrong, it could cost your life!” Zu Ye quickly bowed to listen attentively.

Only then did Zu Ye discover that this Master Peng was not only extremely proficient in physiognomy, but also had considerable research in other divination categories. This was because all predictive arts cannot depart from the generation and control of the Five Elements. The deductive tools are all Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches. When one method is mastered, ten thousand methods are mastered—the principles are all the same! The two talked by candlelight through the night without sleep! From face reading to palmistry, from palmistry to Eight Characters, from Nayin destiny calculation to Iron Plate Divine Calculation, from Qimen Dunjia to Plum Blossom Yi Numbers—Master Peng selected the essentials to transmit, and Zu Ye carefully memorized everything!

At the fifth watch, Zu Ye still wasn’t tired, but considering Master Peng’s health, Zu Ye suggested he rest first.

After Master Peng went into the master bedroom to sleep, Zu Ye gently closed the door, walked out alone, came to the wilderness, sat cross-legged on a large bluestone, took a deep breath of fresh air, and reviewed everything Master Peng had transmitted in one night. Thinking to exciting points, he couldn’t help but lament the greatness and wonder of Chinese divination arts!

The sun rose high, the time nearing Si hour. Zu Ye figured Master Peng had already risen, so he returned to Master Peng’s residence. After entering the courtyard, he lightly knocked on the door.

“Master Peng?”

No one answered inside. Zu Ye was eager to learn, but then remembered the allusion of “standing in the snow at Cheng’s gate.” Since the old gentleman hasn’t awakened, then wait here. Zu Ye stood outside the door for a full hour. Seeing the time nearing noon, he couldn’t help but knock again.

Still no sound from inside. An ominous premonition rapidly spread through Zu Ye’s entire body. He suddenly pushed the door open.

“Ah!” Zu Ye cried out in alarm. The bed was completely empty—Master Peng had disappeared!

Zu Ye was utterly perplexed. Then he used “Qimen Dunjia” techniques to set up a scheme on his hand, to see where Master Peng had gone. Finally he divined Yang Dun Ninth Bureau, with the master falling on the Rest Gate. Qimen Dunjia has eight gates: Rest Gate, Life Gate, Injury Gate, Obstruction Gate, Scenery Gate, Death Gate, Alarm Gate, Open Gate. Among them, Rest, Life, Scenery, and Open were the four auspicious gates; the rest were the four inauspicious gates. In the past, Wei General Cao Ren set up the “Eight Gates Golden Lock Formation” wanting to lead Liu Bei into the Death Gate, but was seen through at a glance by Liu Bei’s strategist Xu Shu. Later Zhuge Kong Ming improved this method and created the “Eight Formations Diagram.” In 222 CE, Wu General Lu Xun “burned the connected camps” and heavily defeated Liu Bei, pursuing fiercely all the way. He carelessly drilled into the Eight Formations Diagram set up by Zhuge Liang. If it weren’t for Zhuge Liang’s father-in-law leading him out through the Life Gate, he would have been trapped to death inside! Zu Ye applied what he learned, setting up the scheme on his palm. Seeing the master fall on the Rest Gate represented no worry of life, but it represented “distant travel.” Was it that Master Peng himself left, or did some accident occur? Zu Ye’s skill wasn’t enough—for a time he couldn’t analyze it…

Just as he was hesitating, he discovered a package on the desk. Attached to the package was a piece of rice paper. On the paper were clearly visible characters. Zu Ye looked carefully—it was Master Peng’s own handwriting: “All divination arts are illusions; the great way lies within.” Zu Ye hesitated for a moment, then slowly opened the package. A book appeared. The book’s title was four characters: “Liaofan’s Four Lessons.”

Zu Ye’s head buzzed. Childhood memories instantly filled his vision…

Chapter 7: Inviting the Enemy Into the Trap: The Exquisitely Ingenious Bagua City
Entering the Tiger’s Den

Zu Ye waited a full three days, and when Peng the Physiognomist still hadn’t returned, he had no choice but to return alone to the hall.

Not long after Zu Ye’s return, Nishida Yoshiko secretly arrived in Shanghai from the Northeast. She had come to collect the percentage fees from the various “secret societies” in Jiangnan and to guide the new round of publicity campaigns.

Zu Ye sensed that the opportunity for a major undertaking had arrived.

That night, Nishida Yoshiko hosted a banquet for Zu Ye in the French Concession.

“Zu Ye, I trust you’ve been well?” Nishida Yoshiko smiled gracefully.

“I’m grateful for Miss Nishida’s concern. I’ve been contemplating something recently…” Zu Ye said.

Nishida Yoshiko laughed again: “Zu Ye has always been meticulous in his thinking. What brilliant insights do you have now?”

Zu Ye looked at Nishida Yoshiko and said: “I suggest selecting one person from among all the ‘secret society’ leaders to serve as the ‘Great Master of Chinese I Ching Studies,’ to command all the nation’s important ‘secret societies’ and better serve His Majesty the Emperor.”

“The first chair of Jiangnan is no longer enough for Zu Ye to sit in?” Nishida Yoshiko cast him an alluring glance.

Zu Ye smiled slightly and said: “Miss Nishida flatters me too much. When one receives a ruler’s stipend, one must ease the ruler’s worries.”

Nishida Yoshiko laughed heartily and said: “This will probably not receive support from the military. What the military fears most is you Chinese people uniting together. Isn’t the current divide-and-conquer strategy working well?”

Zu Ye also chuckled: “The military’s thinking is not without merit, but there are no fixed laws. Please hear me out, Miss Nishida. Divide and conquer is indeed a good strategy, but this balance will be broken sooner or later. Just as you analyzed last time, Miss Nishida, the great powers carving up China, mutually constraining and balancing each other—currently no one has the ability to completely swallow China. But don’t you see that the European and American powers are also vigorously developing converts to Christianity through religious infiltration? This superficial calm cannot conceal the contradictions among the great powers, nor can it conceal the contradictions between the great powers and the Chinese people. China will inevitably face major upheaval! When chaos erupts, who knows which way the various ‘secret societies’ will turn? ‘Secret societies’ are mostly rabble without any sense of loyalty. Has Miss Nishida considered this?”

Nishida Yoshiko’s smile faded: “What do you mean, Zu Ye?”

“The great European and American powers have just emerged from the shadow of economic crisis. While they still have no time to integrate the ‘secret societies,’ the Great Empire of Japan should take the initiative. We have geographical advantages and the advantage of cultural continuity. We should hurry to control all of China’s ‘secret societies,’ especially unifying the key ‘secret societies’ in the Northeast, Beiping, Tianjin, Jianghuai, Jiaodong, Fujian, and other regions…”

Nishida Yoshiko said: “Unified under Zu Ye’s command?”

Zu Ye shook his head and said: “Unified under the command of the Great Empire of Japan’s Imperial Religious Institute.”

Nishida Yoshiko smiled eerily and said: “Zu Ye should first unify the four halls of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ under the command of the Great Empire of Japan.”

Zu Ye inwardly sighed at Nishida Yoshiko’s cunning and craftiness.

“Miss Nishida may not know that I’ve long had plans to unify the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ but the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ is different from other ‘secret societies.’ The four halls have been separate for nearly three hundred years. This situation has existed since Grandmaster Fang Zhaoyu founded the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’—it absolutely cannot be unified overnight, and mishandling it could alert the enemy. The West Sect and South Sect are very close to the Nationalist authorities. Whether they’re willing to cooperate with the military is still questionable. Rashly attempting to incorporate them at this time could cause trouble…”

Nishida Yoshiko nodded, then smiled and said: “It seems the first chair of Jiangnan is no longer sufficient for Zu Ye. Your appetite is quite large!”

Zu Ye laughed heartily: “I’m merely making a suggestion. As for who should bear the title of ‘Great Master of Chinese I Ching Studies,’ it’s entirely up to the military to decide!”

“‘In the south Yuan, in the north Wei, in the east Lewu; when the three immortals return, ask Zu Ye.’ You’ve already built up plenty of buzz! But this matter is absolutely not something I alone can decide. Moreover, though China’s ‘secret societies’ are a mixed bag, there are genuine masters among them. The title of ‘I Ching Great Master’ absolutely cannot be forced upon any one person. Especially since you Chinese like infighting and no one accepts anyone else’s superiority, so whether you can obtain this title still depends on Zu Ye’s own genuine abilities…” Nishida Yoshiko said.

“Furthermore…” Nishida Yoshiko paused, “Furthermore, I hope Zu Ye won’t play any tricks. Zu Ye is a smart person—the general trend cannot be changed anymore…”

Zu Ye laughed loudly and said: “Miss Nishida worries too much! This nation is already dead. The only thing that can allow this people to be reborn is Japan. I’m not helping you, I’m helping myself.”

Nishida Yoshiko smiled and nodded: “After I return to Manchuria, I’ll report this matter immediately. Zu Ye, wait for my news.” As she spoke, she opened the window and gazed at the night sky. “The night is enchanting. The moon is so beautiful, as beautiful as the moon over Hokkaido.”

Zu Ye also stood up: “There is only one moon.”

Nishida Yoshiko turned and said: “It’s quite late tonight. Zu Ye, why not rest here…”

Zu Ye shook his head and declined: “Thank you, Miss Nishida, but there are many matters at the hall. I should return early. Miss Nishida, please rest early. I’ll take my leave.”

A trace of disappointment flashed in Nishida Yoshiko’s eyes.

The Emperor’s Edict I Ching Debate Assembly

Two months later, in the height of summer, Nishida Yoshiko sent secret telegrams to ‘secret societies’ nationwide. Nearly two hundred leaders of ‘secret societies’ gathered in the Japanese-occupied zone of Shanghai.

“I’ve strongly recommended Zu Ye to the military, but the military’s plan is that this selection of the ‘Great Master of Chinese I Ching Studies’ must involve public debate. At that time, scholars from the Japanese military’s Imperial Religious Institute and masters from Japan’s I Ching community will personally attend. The top three will be selected as the final candidates. As long as Zu Ye can squeeze into the top three in the debate, the great matter can be accomplished!” Nishida Yoshiko said to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye nodded: “Miss Nishida, rest assured, I will do my utmost.”

The next day, the “Emperor’s Edict I Ching Debate Assembly” was secretly held in the Japanese-occupied zone of Shanghai. All ‘secret society’ leaders were divided into ten groups, with the following format: After the first round of debate ended, each group would select one victor; in the second round, the ten victors would take the stage in turn to accept challenges from the two hundred-plus people present. Challengers could ask various I Ching questions, and the other nine candidates could also join the questioners. Any challenger who failed to answer even one question or whose answer was inappropriate would be eliminated. Finally, the three people who answered the most questions with the most brilliant responses would be selected as the final candidates, and the Japanese military would comprehensively weigh and determine the “I Ching Great Master.”

The group debates lasted an entire day before ending. The ten victors were respectively:

Group A: Abbess Ruolan of Fujian’s “Taiji Gang”

Group B: Zheng the Half-Immortal of Jiaodong’s “Jade Ruler Dao”

Group C: Zu Ye of Shanghai’s “Jiang Xiang Sect”

Group D: Mei Xuanzi of Shanghai’s “Plum Blossom Society”

Group E: Liu the Blind of Beiping’s “Heavenly Sage Dao”

Group F: Tong Huaixiu, one of Henan’s “Central Plains Five Tigers” and heir to the Three Emperors Feng Shui tradition

Group G: Long Yufeng of Tianjin’s “Jade Pool Dao”

Group H: Pei Jinglong of Baoding’s “Imperial Pole Dao”

Group I: Ding Zixia of Manchuria’s “Purple Cloud Hall”

Group J: Jiang Tiancheng of Manchuria’s “Obedient Heaven Sect”

That night, Zu Ye summoned Huang Farong, who had accompanied him, to prepare for the next day’s elimination from ten to three. For this debate competition, Zu Ye only mentioned it to the Batous of the hall and issued a deadly order: Anyone who leaks secrets will die!

Participating in the I Ching debate competition organized by the Japanese left the Batous baffled. At the secret council meeting, Er Batou couldn’t help but ask: “Zu Ye, what are you trying to do?”

Regarding Zu Ye’s matter of “allying” with the Japanese, no one inside the “Jiang Xiang Sect” knew anything except Jiang Feiyan. Zu Ye didn’t want them to know too much either.

“Everyone just needs to work together to secure the title of ‘I Ching Great Master.’ There’s no need to investigate other matters too deeply!” Zu Ye answered.

Da Batou shook his head and said: “Zu Ye… Zu Ye hasn’t… allied with…”

Zu Ye glanced at him sideways, and Da Batou was scared into silence.

San Batou, seeing the awkward atmosphere, quickly said: “Zu Ye has his own arrangements. Years of experience tell us that as long as we follow Zu Ye, we won’t go wrong.”

Zhang Zizhan opened his mouth to say something, but Huang Farong tugged at the corner of his clothes from behind, so he said nothing more.

Wu Batou Zhang Qiling coughed once and said: “I only recognize Zu Ye. Wherever Zu Ye goes, I’ll follow.”

Er Batou glanced at him and said: “I’m not becoming a traitor anyway!”

The atmosphere at the council meeting suddenly became tense.

Huang Farong, as the Xiao Jiao whom Zu Ye had personally designated to attend the council meeting, now displayed her power:

“More clay makes a bigger Buddha, rising water lifts the boat. Su Qin promoted the Vertical Alliance, Zhang Yi promoted the Horizontal Alliance. The Horizontal made Qin emperor, the Vertical made Chu king. Securing the title of ‘I Ching Great Master,’ through an indirect path to save the nation—for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ for uniting the strength of China’s ‘secret societies,’ this is all greatly beneficial! When Master gives one command, mountains collapse and earth moves. A golden needle draws blood for the shared oath, brothers unite in harmony. Have you gentlemen forgotten the vow you made when entering the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’?”

Zu Ye lifted his eyes to look at her and said to everyone: “Are there any other doubts?”

This sentence from Zu Ye was equivalent to “meeting adjourned.” In fact, no one understood at all—they vaguely seemed to understand, yet also didn’t understand. And so, each person left in confusion.

The Bone-Reading Master of “Heavenly Sage Dao”

The next day at the hour of Chen, the elimination debate from ten to three began. The ten candidates drew lots in sequence and took the stage to accept challenges according to the determined order.

Debate has existed since ancient times. A debate contest is like a war—without swords and spears, yet filled with lethal danger; without visible blood and wounds, yet a few words can seal someone’s mouth. Before debate, sufficient preparation, knowing yourself and your enemy, ensures victory in a hundred battles; during debate, verbal sparring, attack and defense, avoiding the substantial and attacking the weak; after debate, maintaining a pleasant demeanor, whether victory or defeat, without losing one’s bearing as a master.

Zu Ye never fought unprepared battles. Several months ago, Zu Ye had already dispatched the Batous to various places to investigate the situation of each secret society.

The first to take the stage was Liu the Blind, the “Vajra” of the Beijing branch of “Heavenly Sage Dao.”

Liu was called Liu the Blind because when he was young, his left eyeball was blown apart by gunpowder while setting off firecrackers, and his right eye could only see things vaguely.

After Liu the Blind lost his sight, his parents began pondering how this child could make a living in the future. Heaven never seals off all exits. In Youzhou, neighboring Beijing, there was an old blind man who was a bone-reading master. It was said he had read bones for Zhang Zuolin and other advisors. Liu the Blind’s mother asked someone to arrange things and begged the bone-reading master to take her son as a disciple so her son could have a livelihood in the future.

The method of bone-reading originated in the pre-Qin period and belongs to the category of physiognomy. It essentially examines bone structure. Those with eyes can look while touching; those without eyes can only rely on touch, but those without eyes, unimpeded by sight, are often more accurate!

After Liu the Blind took his seat, someone leaped up from below and asked the first question. Everyone looked and saw it was actually Zuo Yongchan, the new sect leader of “Heavenly Sage Dao” headquarters. Zuo Yongchan had thought he could leap into the top ten during this group debate, but unexpectedly, he as sect leader not only wasn’t selected, but instead the “Vajra” from a branch hall advanced. He was extremely angry in his heart. Little did he know this was all the Japanese people’s conspiracy. Zuo Yongchan was too sinister as a person—whoever offered him milk would be his mother. If he became the “I Ching Great Master,” first he couldn’t command respect, and second, once circumstances changed, if someone else offered him greater benefits, he would surely betray them. Even when looking for traitors, one must find those with good character. So he was excluded during the preliminary selection.

“Master Liu has read countless bones in his life. Has he ever read his own?” Zuo Yongchan’s first question was full of gunpowder.

Liu the Blind lifted his right eye, whether he saw Zuo Yongchan or not was unclear, and chuckled: “You and I both came from our mothers’ wombs. Our bodies, hair, and skin are received from our parents. The method of bone-reading is an art that reveals heavenly secrets. Though I understand this art, I dare not use it frivolously. Even when others come seeking readings, I must burn three incense sticks and require them to be sincere before I can reveal heavenly secrets. As for myself, when I became an apprentice as a child, my master personally touched my crown. Only he has read my bone structure; I myself have never been so presumptuous.”

Liu the Blind reacted quickly. He figured that if he said he hadn’t read his own bones, then Zuo Yongchan would certainly attack him: A bone-reading master who has never read his own bones—isn’t that laughable? If he answered that he had read his own bones, then Zuo Yongchan would certainly counter-question: Since you’ve read your own bones, how is your fortune this year? Can you win the top position in this debate? If it came to that point, whether Liu the Blind answered affirmatively or negatively, he would be at a disadvantage.

Seeing his first move countered, Zuo Yongchan immediately grabbed a “Blue Guard” from his side and shoved him forward to the platform:

“I’ve long heard of Master Liu’s exquisite bone-reading technique, but there are also many in the divination world who doubt the art of bone-reading. Master Liu, why not demonstrate in person today and read your beloved disciple’s bones? Master Liu need not speak of his future—just reveal the major events that happened to him in the past!”

This was a deadly trap. What fortune-tellers fear most is on-the-spot predictions. Whether doing Eight Characters, hexagrams, feng shui, or face reading, when tested on the spot, no one has confidence. Setting aside whether there’s genuine ability, even those with genuine ability inevitably make mistakes under everyone’s scrutiny. Moreover, Zuo Yongchan had already blocked Liu the Blind’s retreat—only letting him speak of past events, not future ones, because future events need time to verify, while past events can be verified on the spot!

Liu the Blind laughed heartily: “Leader Zuo flatters me too much! I can demonstrate the bone-reading technique on the spot, but it cannot be used on disciples of Heavenly Sage Dao. You and I come from the same sect. Even if I’m accurate, everyone present will think we colluded and there’s suspicion of fraud!”

Liu the Blind was using the opponent’s spear to attack the opponent’s shield. Liu the Blind understood in his heart that even if he read accurately, Zuo Yongchan’s disciple would quibble on the spot, otherwise he’d be dead when he returned. Wouldn’t a “Blue Guard” understand this principle? But Liu the Blind’s liver was trembling at this moment too. What if the Japanese judges really found someone for him to read bones on the spot right now? Whether he could read accurately, he truly had no confidence in his heart.

Zu Ye also saw through the trick here. He began to employ the method of vertical and horizontal maneuvering. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. The method of victory in war lies in uniting all forces that can be united, defeating enemies one by one.

“In that case, I’ll be the mediator. Master Liu can read my bones. I, as the fourteenth-generation sect leader of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ will test this with my own body. Does Leader Zuo have any objections?” Zu Ye said.

Mei Xuanzi, sitting to one side, saw through Zu Ye’s intention and secretly laughed.

Zuo Yongchan looked at Zu Ye, then at Nishida Yoshiko. Nishida Yoshiko nodded. Zuo Yongchan thought: It’s over! He could only reluctantly nod.

Zu Ye stood up and went on stage. Liu the Blind at this moment still didn’t know what medicine Zu Ye was selling in his gourd. He didn’t know whether Zu Ye jumping out at this time was helping or harming him.

“Master Liu, please.” Zu Ye smiled slightly.

Liu the Blind rolled his right eye and extended both hands, starting from Zu Ye’s hands, touching up to his arms, to his neck, to his skull. Then he said loudly: “Zu Ye has extraordinary bone structure. He comes from a military family. His ancestors must have had officials in the imperial court. He has no more than three siblings. His parents died young…”

Zu Ye nodded and said: “All correct! But these matters are known to friends in the profession. Master Liu, speak of some other things!” Zu Ye was telling him: Even if you’re acting, you have to act properly. Fooling the Imperial Army like this—aren’t you treating the Japanese as idiots?

Liu the Blind immediately understood and continued: “Zu Ye at age five faced a water calamity! He fell into water and nearly drowned! At age twelve, he encountered the Red Phoenix evil spirit—an old woman molested you!”

After hearing this, Zu Ye nearly laughed out loud, but said seriously: “Master Liu is formidable! All correct!”

Thunderous applause erupted below the stage.

Liu the Blind at this moment should have quit while ahead, but unexpectedly he got addicted to the game. While touching, he said: “Zu Ye’s jade pillow bone at the back of his head protrudes. This is a sign of great wealth and nobility. In all matters, he can turn misfortune into fortune and overcome difficulties to achieve success…”

Zu Ye thought: I let you play a little, and you just can’t stop. He immediately said: “I’ve heard that if the jade pillow bone is too large, it’s a rebellious bone. During the Three Kingdoms period, the Shu Kingdom’s great general Wei Yan had an excessively large bone at the back of his head. Zhuge Kongming saw at a glance that this was a rebellious bone. When everyone from Liu Bei on down to the soldiers were won over by Wei Yan’s brave fighting and loyal devotion, Zhuge Liang already harbored suspicions about him. Later, sure enough, when Zhuge Kongming died, Wei Yan rebelled. Fortunately, Kongming had prepared early and planted Ma Dai as an undercover agent beside Wei Yan, which allowed the rebel general Wei Yan to be beheaded! Master Liu says my jade pillow bone protrudes—are you praising me or demeaning me? Haha.”

The people below all laughed. Liu the Blind’s face turned completely red, even the dead flesh of his left eye turned red.

Zu Ye, in a joking manner, told Liu the Blind not to overdo it. Give a date to eat, then slap once—this both won hearts and made the other party wary of you. Zu Ye’s purpose was achieved.

The debate continued. Several more people below successively asked some common knowledge questions about bone-reading, which Liu the Blind answered one by one, then withdrew unscathed.

Four Pillars Calculation

The second person to take the stage was Zheng the Half-Immortal from Jiaodong. This person had entrenched himself in Jiaodong for many years. It was said his Eight Characters achievements were very deep. People called him the “Living Immortal.” If you reported your birth date and time, he could immediately tell you about your health, financial fortune, career fortune, and the situations of your six relatives!

“Six relatives” is a term in Eight Characters divination—that is, the social relationships generated based on a person’s Eight Characters (day stem).

People who often go to fortune-tellers know that fortune-tellers claim they can see from your Eight Characters matters concerning your parents, siblings, spouse, and even grandparents. This is all deduced through the six relatives.

The six relatives respectively refer to: parents, brothers, sisters, wife, officials/killers, and children (different versions have different explanations). From the Eight Characters, the six relatives can be derived based on the generating and restraining relationships of the Five Elements.

The Eight Characters are divided into four pillars: one pillar for birth year, one pillar for birth month, one pillar for birth day, one pillar for birth hour. Each pillar consists of one Heavenly Stem and one Earthly Branch—eight characters in total, hence called Eight Characters.

When calculating, the day pillar represents oneself, especially using the Five Element properties of the day pillar’s Heavenly Stem to deduce the six relatives. This is the first step in fortune prediction.

For example, if a person was born on the day of Geng-Chen, then the character “Geng” represents oneself. At the same time, with “Geng” as the center, deduce his six relatives.

Geng is one of the Ten Heavenly Stems, belonging to Metal in the Five Elements. The rules for calculating six relatives are as follows:

What generates me is parents. Geng is Metal. Earth generates Metal, so Earth is Metal’s mother. If among the other three pillars there appears a character of the Earth element, such as Wu Earth or Ji Earth, that character represents the mother.

What I generate is children. Geng is Metal. Metal generates Water, so Water is Metal’s children. If among the other three pillars there appears a character of the Water element, such as Ren Water or Gui Water, that character represents children.

What I restrain is wife and wealth. In ancient times, women had low status. Men viewed women as their property, things they could control. Therefore, what I restrain is wife and wealth. Geng is Metal. Metal restrains Wood, so Wood is Metal’s wife and wealth. If among the other three pillars there appears a character of the Wood element, such as Jia Wood or Yi Wood, that character represents the wife. Of course, ancient people had multiple wives and concubines, divided into proper wealth and side wealth. Now the social system has changed, but the essence remains unchanged. If a man has too many wealth stars in his Eight Characters, it indicates he’s prone to having affairs.

What restrains me is officials/killers. Besides family relationships, a person also has broader social relationships. Officials/killers represent work, superiors, and leaders. These people can all control me; I must listen to them. Therefore, what restrains me is officials/killers. Geng is Metal. Fire restrains Metal, so Fire is Geng Metal’s officials/killers. If among the other three pillars there appears a character of the Fire element, such as Bing Fire or Ding Fire, that character represents superiors. For women, due to their low social status and being controlled by men, officials/killers in a woman’s Eight Characters represent her husband. Hence ancient women called their husbands “official.”

Besides the four relationships of generating me, what I generate, what I restrain, and what restrains me, there’s another situation of neither generating nor restraining—that is, equals/competitors. Geng is Metal. If among the other three pillars there appears another character of the Metal element, such as Geng Metal or Xin Metal, then these characters are called equals/competitors, representing brothers and sisters.

Calculating Eight Characters involves first analyzing the strength or weakness of the day stem, then examining the generating and restraining relationships between the day stem and other stems and branches, then combining great luck periods and annual fortunes to predict good and bad fortune.

Zu Ye had investigated Zheng the Half-Immortal’s background through Huang Farong. This fellow was over fifty, not tall, thin, with a very long beard, and vigorous spirit. He really did have a bit of an immortal feel. This person had entrenched himself in Jiaodong for many years and had strong Eight Characters foundations. What Zu Ye feared most was this type of person—with genuine ability, then going out to deceive, it would be like adding wings to a tiger. Stupid thieves aren’t scary; thieves who can scale walls are scary. Zu Ye vowed to expose Zheng the Half-Immortal for what he really was.

After Zheng the Half-Immortal took his seat, someone leaped up from below and asked first: “Master Zheng has studied Eight Characters for many years. Can you tell me, in the end, is fate more important, or fortune more important? What’s the principle?”

Everyone looked toward the voice and saw an extraordinary, refined woman with large, bright eyes—the “Ghost Girl” Huang Farong. This was all Zu Ye’s arrangement.

Zheng the Half-Immortal nodded and said unhurriedly: “Fate and fortune—actually these are two words, one is fate, one is fortune. Fate is the Eight Characters, determined at birth and unchanging until death; while fortune changes every ten years, the so-called ten-year great luck period, with eight great luck periods in a lifetime. Regarding these two words ‘fate and fortune,’ this old man believes that fate is the root, the foundation, while fortune is supplementary, the minor aspect. Because fate is the creation of the former heaven, the destiny bestowed by heaven, irresistible in its momentum, while fortune is the qi of the latter heaven, which can be adjusted through feng shui, talismans, and other methods. My ‘Immortal Hidden Sect’ has stood firm in Jiaodong for fifty years, relying precisely on consistently effective disaster relief for the common people through latter heaven methods…” Zheng the Half-Immortal didn’t forget to advertise for himself at this moment.

“Master Zheng’s words are mistaken!” Zu Ye shouted loudly and stood up. “The fate books say: Only with illness can there be nobility; without injury, there’s nothing remarkable. All great figures have illnesses in their fate. In their Eight Characters, either the Wounding Official is too strong, or the Seal star is insufficient, or Officials/Killers combine with the body. In childhood, they face many disasters and hardships, surviving by a hair’s breadth. Once the great luck period arrives and fortune assists them, they soar upward, and their entire fate undergoes earth-shattering changes! In the distant past there was Zhu Yuanzhang, recently there was Hu Xueyan—all are living examples!”

Zheng the Half-Immortal was startled: “Haha, so it’s Zu Ye of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ My respects, my respects! So Zu Ye means that great luck periods are more important than the Eight Characters themselves? Human fate is like a tree. If the roots are deep, then the trunk is straight and the leaves flourish. The Eight Characters are the root, the foundation. Those who are first poor then rich, even if they soar upward later, it’s because their fate contained signals of wealth and nobility, only triggered during the great luck period!”

Zu Ye chuckled and said: “If that’s the case, all poverty and wealth are predetermined in the Eight Characters, then how can Master Zheng’s method of changing fate through latter heaven means be discussed?”

Hearing this, Zheng the Half-Immortal seemed to have trapped himself. He hastily replied: “The method of latter heaven disaster relief has existed since ancient times. Does Zu Ye also mock the ancient sages?”

Zu Ye said steadily: “The I Ching was created for divination. Whether Eight Characters or hexagrams or other divination methods, all methods don’t depart from yin-yang dialectics. The relationship between fate and fortune is like the relationship between an egg and a chick. Without an egg, you can never hatch a chick, but without suitable temperature, an egg is just a dead egg and also cannot become a chick. Fate and fortune—within yin there is yang, within yang there is yin, yin and yang interchange, creating transformation! It’s not that the ancient sages were wrong, it’s that Master Zheng’s understanding has a slight deviation!”

“You…” Zheng the Half-Immortal’s face turned scarlet.

Zu Ye pressed on in one breath, continuing: “Master Zheng has studied Eight Characters for many years. Have you ever calculated for yourself? Master Zheng, you’re not like Master Liu, only having your master calculate for you when you were young, are you? Eight Characters are different from bone structure—they’re suitable for frequent contemplation.”

“If you have calculated, I’ve heard that the supreme realm of Eight Characters prediction is to determine good and bad fortune to a specific day. Master Zheng, do you think you can win the championship today, or will you fail halfway?” Zu Ye continued pressing.

Zheng the Half-Immortal was indeed an old fox. He calmed down slightly and laughed bitterly: “Zu Ye is mistaken! The highest realm of Eight Characters prediction is not determining one’s own good and bad fortune to which day, but being able to see the success or failure of opponents from one’s own Eight Characters. Last night I examined my own Eight Characters and determined that today, anyone who conflicts with me will certainly lose! But I didn’t want that person to be Zu Ye! Haha!”

Zheng the Half-Immortal executed this move of using force against force quite well. Zu Ye was pushed to the blade’s edge.

Nishida Yoshiko also looked at Zu Ye, thinking Zu Ye had made a wrong move. Zu Ye smiled slightly, then deployed his killing move!

“How about this—Master Zheng uses your Eight Characters prediction technique, I use my Tieban Divine Calculation. Let’s have an on-the-spot competition—how about it?”

The crowd below gasped. Masters challenging masters on the spot is a very taboo matter. When two strong forces meet, one must be injured. Few people in the martial world play cards like this, unless they’re mortal enemies, because no one can afford to lose!

Zheng the Half-Immortal had already been forced to the edge of a cliff. He nodded viciously.

“How shall we compete?”

“We both reveal our birth dates and times, then point out each other’s private matters!”

The crowd gasped again!

“How do I know whether Zu Ye is reporting a fake birthday?” Zheng the Half-Immortal laughed coldly.

“Haha, a gentleman is open and forthright, while a petty person is anxious and worried. I’m not afraid that Master Zheng will tell me a fake one, so what are you afraid of?”

The atmosphere suddenly became tense.

“Fine!” Zheng the Half-Immortal had no way out.

Soon, the two exchanged their Eight Characters. Whether they were true or false, no one knew. In fact, at this point, truth or falsehood didn’t matter anymore. The two masters were competing in intelligence.

Immediately, Zu Ye made a gesture of deference: “Master Zheng, please go first?”

“Zu Ye, please go first!” Zheng the Half-Immortal knew well the tricks involved. When sparring verbally and mentally, whoever makes the first move often reveals a weakness.

Zu Ye smiled slightly: “Fine. However… however, I’m afraid that after I finish speaking, Master Zheng won’t have a chance to speak.”

“Hahahaha, I’ve long heard that the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ cold reading techniques are superb. Seeing it today, the reputation is indeed well-deserved. But what we’re competing in today is genuine ability. Relying on cold reading probably won’t work!”

“Haha! Master Zheng speaks most correctly! Listen carefully. If Master Zheng’s birthday is accurate, then at age five you caused harm to your mother, and she died that year!”

“Hehe, quite correct!” Zheng the Half-Immortal smiled. “If Zu Ye’s birthday is accurate, at age fifteen you caused harm to six relatives. Your parents, grandparents, and siblings all died that year!”

Zheng the Half-Immortal’s mouth was too venomous. He wanted to stir up Zu Ye’s painful memories and disturb his composure!

Zu Ye nodded: “Everyone in the profession knows these things about you and me. How about I tell you something that no one knows?”

Zheng the Half-Immortal was startled: “Please speak!” He understood in his heart that since no one knows, whether you’re right or wrong, I can say “that’s not true”!

He didn’t expect Zu Ye would say the following words.

“A person’s Eight Characters and physiognomy are interconnected. Those with Eight Characters indicating great wealth and nobility must also have faces and bodies indicating wealth and nobility. Similarly, those with poor or defective body characteristics also have corresponding manifestations in their Eight Characters. In Master Zheng’s Eight Characters, the double Yin restrains Zi Water and Hai Water, which manifests in the body as…”

“As what?” Zheng the Half-Immortal pressed.

“Master Zheng has cryptorchidism!”

“Oh!” The crowd below gasped!

Cryptorchidism is a medical term meaning a man is born with no testicles in his scrotum. For a man, this is a fatal blow!

“You?!” Zheng the Half-Immortal’s face turned purple like an eggplant.

“Shall we verify it on the spot?” Zu Ye pursued relentlessly.

Zheng the Half-Immortal never dreamed Zu Ye would combine Eight Characters with physiognomy and make an issue of his physiological problem. Cryptorchidism was his absolute secret. No one knew about it. He didn’t know whether Zu Ye truly calculated this or learned of it through some magical means.

The atmosphere at the scene became extremely awkward. What would happen next? Was Zheng the Half-Immortal really going to drop his pants?

At this moment, Zu Ye changed tack: “Haha, I was just joking with Master Zheng. Master Zheng, please don’t take offense. Everyone, please don’t take offense.” As he spoke, he bowed to Zheng the Half-Immortal in apology.

Zheng the Half-Immortal grimaced, forced a smile, and quickly returned the courtesy: “Zu Ye is humorous.”

“Shall we continue?” Zu Ye asked.

“Uh… Zu Ye’s skills are superb, absolutely not inferior to mine. I’m old and willing to yield to the younger generation!”

Huang Farong leaped up and led the applause. Everyone was stunned, then followed suit in applauding.

Zheng the Half-Immortal finally descended the stage with dignity.

Nishida Yoshiko and several Japanese masters below the stage watched dumbfounded, secretly sighing: This Zu Ye is truly extraordinary!

The remaining seven candidates below the stage also watched with trepidation. What sorcery was this Zu Ye playing that was so formidable!

“Six Lines” Divination

Next, Abbess Ruolan from Fujian took the stage. This old woman over sixty was well-versed in beauty preservation techniques. Though advanced in age, her skin was fair, and as she walked to the front of the stage, she brought with her a subtle fragrance.

Abbess Ruolan’s specialty was “Six Lines” divination.

The character for “lines” is pronounced “yao,” second tone. Six Lines prediction involves finding three identical copper coins, such as Qianlong Tongbao, placing them in your palm, closing your hands together, sincerely thinking of the matter you want to divine, then shaking them back and forth and tossing them on a table to see how many show the character side up and how many show the design side up after they settle. Each toss is recorded as one line. Repeat six times, and the six lines are born.

A copper coin has characters on one side and design on the other. When three copper coins are shaken in your hand and tossed on a table, there are four possible results after they settle: all three show designs, all three show characters, or one design two characters, one character two designs.

Whenever all three are designs or one design two characters, it’s represented by a single horizontal line: “—”. Whenever all three are characters or one character two designs, it’s represented by two broken horizontal lines “- -“.

Suppose you shake six times, and the results in order are: three designs, three characters, one design two characters, one character two designs, three characters, three designs. Then this hexagram is recorded as:

—— (sixth line)

(fifth line)

(fourth line) —— (third line)

(second line) —— (first line)

The six lines are arranged from bottom to top. The bottom is the first line, the sixth line is at the top, the so-called “counting the past goes forward, knowing the future goes backward.” Six Lines prediction involves making judgments based on the hexagram cast and configuring it with Five Elements and stem-branch elements.

Zu Ye said that Zhu Yuanzhang, the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty, also played the copper coin hexagram. Legend has it that when Zhu Chongba was a monk in a temple, he felt utterly confused about his future, so he found a copper coin to divine for himself. He held the copper coin in his palm and silently prayed: Heaven, please show me the way. If I toss the copper coin and it lands with the character side up, I’ll stay in the temple as a monk. If the design side is up, I’ll go join someone else. As a result, Heaven played a huge joke on Zhu Yuanzhang. After the copper coin was tossed, it rolled around and finally got stuck in a crack, standing upright there, neither character side up nor design side up.

Zhu Yuanzhang was immediately dumbfounded. What did this mean? It neither let him join others nor let him be a monk. Did it want him to go solo? So old Zhu really did go solo, ultimately unifying the realm!

After Abbess Ruolan took her seat, holding a fly whisk, she said: “Masters, please instruct me!” She was poised and had a powerful presence!

Someone below stood up, about forty years old, wearing a national mother hairstyle, refined and elegant—it was Mei Xuanzi’s wife, the Anhui spirit medium Gai Xia.

“I’ve long heard that Abbess Ruolan’s Six Lines technique is profound. I wonder to what level the art of Six Lines can reach?”

Abbess Ruolan looked at Gai Feixian, thinking: A youngster like you wants to stump me?

“The method of Six Lines originates from the Great Expansion divination method. From limitless comes the Supreme Ultimate, the Supreme Ultimate gives birth to Two Forms, Two Forms give birth to Four Images, Four Images give birth to Eight Trigrams, the Eight Trigrams interweave to form the sixty-four hexagrams. The method of Six Lines inherits the Great Expansion number of Heaven and Earth, encompassing the way of Heaven and Earth. Above it can divine great matters for kings, below it can divine small matters for common people. All things in Heaven and Earth are without exception.” After Abbess Ruolan finished speaking, she quietly observed Gai Xia.

“Can it divine human life and death?” Gai Xia asked.

“Of course! Without fail!” Abbess Ruolan said firmly.

Gai Xia smiled eerily: “The method of Six Lines originated in the Zhou Dynasty, matured in the Han Dynasty, and the one who truly perfected and promoted it was Master Jing Fang of the Han Dynasty, correct?”

“Yes.” Abbess Ruolan answered.

“Jing Fang was supremely intelligent. He developed the Six Lines method to the extreme. Every prediction was accurate, and he was deeply favored by the emperor. But this very ancestor of Six Lines failed to calculate his own life and death and was ultimately killed by the emperor. I wonder if there’s a problem with the Six Lines method, or if Master Jing Fang’s level had problems? Also, how does Abbess Ruolan compare herself to Jing Fang?” With a few sentences, Gai Xia blocked Abbess Ruolan’s retreat.

This was all a routine and countermeasure that Zu Ye and Mei Xuanzi had discussed privately.

Abbess Ruolan was indeed old, crafty, and cunning. She chuckled and said: “The matter of Master Jing Fang is often used by later generations as a laughing stock. Techniques have nothing to do with life and death. Some things, even if calculated, cannot be avoided. Otherwise, if one could avoid life-threatening disasters, wouldn’t people live forever?”

Gai Xia nodded slightly and said: “Since the ancient sages could calculate it but still couldn’t avoid it, then how can the Abbess’s use of Six Lines method to help people resolve disasters even be discussed? The Abbess claims to have resolved countless disasters over the years. Can you cite a recent example of disaster resolution? So that we may be sincerely convinced!”

Abbess Ruolan laughed heartily: “The sages created the I Ching to seek good fortune and avoid misfortune. If disasters cannot be resolved, what use would it be? Some disasters cannot be resolved, but most can still be dissolved! Since you want to hear an example, I might as well tell you a recent one. Several months ago, the famous tea merchant Wang Wenqing from southern Fujian came to seek a reading because his business was declining. I used the Six Lines method to resolve his disaster, helping him successfully overcome difficulties. Mr. Wang personally inscribed a plaque to show his gratitude. This matter caused a sensation throughout the Fujian region. You’re welcome to verify it!”

Gai Xia smiled and said: “This indeed happened, but I wonder how many years one disaster resolution session by the Abbess can manage?”

Abbess Ruolan said: “The method of the Supreme Ultimate has no exterior beyond its greatness, no interior beyond its smallness. One hexagram can glimpse an entire life, and can also glimpse the details of one year. Mr. Wang sought a hexagram for ten years, and I resolved disasters for him for ten years!”

Gai Xia laughed heartily: “Hehe, the Abbess exaggerates too much! If it’s not that the Six Lines method has problems, then it’s that the Abbess’s technique has problems. Yesterday a tea merchant from Fujian had his tea house catch fire, and several thousand pounds of tea leaves went up in flames. The Shanghai News reported that this tea merchant was precisely the southern Fujian celebrity Wang Wenqing!”

Abbess Ruolan’s expression changed suddenly. She truly didn’t know this news. Because when she came to Shanghai’s Japanese-occupied zone to participate in the debate competition, the Japanese side required strict secrecy. Once various masters entered the Japanese-occupied zone, they were not allowed to move about freely, much less communicate with the outside world.

Abbess Ruolan said angrily: “Complete nonsense!”

Gai Xia was in no hurry and said: “Just before entering the venue, I saw several Imperial Army soldiers reading newspapers and borrowed a copy…” As she spoke, she reached out and held up the newspaper on the table. “Abbess, you can see for yourself!”

This trap was precisely laid by Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan together several months ago. After Zu Ye returned to Shanghai from the Japanese Imperial Religious Institute, he had an all-night talk with Jiang Feiyan, telling her everything truthfully. Jiang Feiyan shed tears through the dark night. She couldn’t stop Zu Ye, nor could she persuade Zu Ye to flee far away with her. Finally, she agreed to help Zu Ye. The “Yuehaitang” and Fujian’s “Taiji Gang” had always been closely connected. What Zu Ye wanted was for Jiang Feiyan to help investigate Abbess Ruolan’s recent activities. At the critical moment, Zu Ye instructed Er Batou to set a fire, thus pulling the rug out from under Abbess Ruolan!

Abbess Ruolan’s face was full of shame, then she became angry from embarrassment, pointing at Gai Xia’s nose and shouting: “It must be you who caused this trouble!”

At this moment, Nishida Yoshiko spoke: “Abbess Ruolan need not be like this. In today’s debate, exchange comes first, success or failure comes second. Using Chinese people’s words, it’s ‘harmony is precious.'”

Abbess Ruolan flicked her fly whisk and came down from the stage, sitting down sullenly.

Heir to the “Three Emperors Feng Shui”

The fourth to take the stage was one of the Central Plains Five Tigers, Tong Huaixiu, heir to the “Three Emperors Feng Shui.”

What is feng shui? The answer: blowing wind, flowing water. Zu Ye had said that the original meaning of feng shui is wind and water. When humans first built houses, they certainly built them in places that both sheltered from wind and were near water, the so-called: “choosing land to dwell, near water facing sun.” Sheltering from wind could prevent houses from being blown down; being near water meant having water to drink, avoiding death from thirst, and there were fish in the water that could be caught to satisfy hunger. Therefore, the cradles of human civilization are all in places with water, such as Chinese civilization originating in the Yellow River basin, ancient Egypt originating in the Nile River basin, ancient Babylon originating in the two-river basin, etc. There is no civilization in the world that originated in a desert, because the conditions for human survival there are poor. In terms of destiny studies, this means the feng shui is bad. The meaning of feng shui is just that simple.

As the process of civilization advanced, elements of the Five Elements began to be added, and the content of feng shui techniques also began to enrich. From simple survival needs, it changed to considering the direction of mountain ranges, the orientation of buildings, the amount of surrounding trees, the height of terrain, the flow direction of nearby rivers, etc. Later, people began to ponder that the places where people lived after death should also have feng shui, so selecting gravesites, designing coffin orientations, matching objects around the gravesite—these modes of designing feng shui for the dead appeared. Therefore feng shui is divided into two types: Yang dwelling feng shui and Yin dwelling feng shui. Yang dwellings are places where the living reside, including residences, office buildings, etc. Yin dwellings are gravesites for the dead. Examining feng shui means examining the Yang or Yin dwelling itself and various conditions around it.

Truly systematic feng shui theory originated in the pre-Qin era and took shape in the Han Dynasty.

By the Tang Dynasty, feng shui techniques welcomed a developmental peak. Representative figures include Yuan Tiangang and his direct disciple Li Chunfeng. There are many legends about these two, and the most classic is the story of these two selecting a gravesite for Wu Zetian.

According to legend, when Wu Zetian was just born, Yuan Tiangang saw Wu Zetian and perceived that this child had the aura of an emperor. Later, after Wu Zetian became emperor, she also valued Yuan Tiangang highly. In Wu Zetian’s later years, she was quite concerned about her posthumous affairs, especially where she should be buried to have the best and safest feng shui, which gave her much trouble.

One day, Wu Zetian summoned both Yuan Tiangang and Li Chunfeng and had them select a place with the best feng shui as her gravesite. To prevent Yuan Tiangang and Li Chunfeng from falsifying and deceiving her, Wu Zetian had them act separately. Li Chunfeng went first to search, while Yuan Tiangang stayed in the palace. When Li Chunfeng returned, the two were not allowed to meet. Li Chunfeng stayed behind, and Yuan Tiangang went out to search. When Yuan Tiangang returned, Wu Zetian sent people to survey according to the locations each of them described.

As a result, Li Chunfeng went for forty-nine days, traveling across countless mountains and rivers, and finally found a feng shui treasure land. To leave a marker, he buried a copper coin in the center of this treasure land for future reference. After burying it, he returned to the palace.

After Li Chunfeng returned, Yuan Tiangang departed. He also went for forty-nine days and finally found a treasure land. Yuan Tiangang also feared it would be hard to find later, so he pulled out the silver hairpin from his head and inserted it at the core position of this treasure land.

After Yuan Tiangang returned, Wu Zetian sent two groups of people to search separately according to the locations the two men described. The two groups finally met together and were astonished to discover: Yuan Tiangang’s silver hairpin was inserted precisely into the hole of Li Chunfeng’s copper coin!

This legend, shocking enough to leave later generations speechless, almost elevated Yuan Tiangang and Li Chunfeng to the throne of immortals.

After Tong Huaixiu took the stage, he bowed deeply: “Everyone, please instruct me!”

This member of the Central Plains Five Tigers, Zu Ye had only heard of. Seeing him today, this person was just over thirty years old, with a dark face, medium build, speaking with a thick Henan accent—a typical Central Plains man.

Someone below stood up and said: “I’ve long heard that Master Tong’s ancestors for three generations were all heirs to Three Emperors Feng Shui. What does Master Tong think of Three Emperors Feng Shui compared to Yang Gong Feng Shui?”

Everyone looked toward the voice—it was Yang Jingsha, heir to “Yang Gong Feng Shui” from Shandong.

Tong Huaixiu nodded and said: “Yang Gong Feng Shui belongs to the Form and Configuration School, emphasizing the five characters ‘dragon, sand, water, direction, cavity,’ making much of external forms but insufficiently utilizing the qi of the Five Elements. Three Emperors Feng Shui encompasses Five Elements and Eight Trigrams, the Nine Stars of heavenly timing, the Nine Stars of earthly plate, comprehensively considering many factors of advantageous timing and terrain…”

“Hehe.” Before Tong Huaixiu finished speaking, Yang Jingsha interrupted him. “Being able to say such words shows that Master Tong’s research on feng shui schools is still somewhat immature. Since ancient times, Chinese feng shui schools have been numerous. Just Xuankong Flying Stars alone can be divided into hundreds of small sects. Different sects, different perspectives—looking horizontally it becomes a ridge, from the side it becomes a peak—but different paths lead to the same destination, all methods return to one source. Regardless of which sect, there is only one truth. Moreover, ‘Yang Gong Feng Shui’ has existed since ancient times, ranking among the six major schools. But the so-called ‘Three Emperors Feng Shui’ has never been seen in official histories. This method is nothing but some wild path tricks, con artist techniques for wandering the martial world!”

Tong Huaixiu wasn’t angry at all and said: “Whether orthodox techniques or wild path tricks, effectiveness is the hard truth! I’ve traversed the Central Plains for over ten years, and no one has said I’m inaccurate.”

“Hmph!” Zu Ye laughed once and stood up. “What does Master Tong consider to be the principle of feng shui techniques?”

Tong Huaixiu looked at Zu Ye, trembled in his heart, and couldn’t help breaking out in cold sweat all over.

Tong Huaixiu thought briefly and counter-questioned: “What brilliant insights does Zu Ye have on the principles of feng shui techniques?” He knew Zu Ye didn’t study feng shui, so he counter-questioned. He would wait for Zu Ye to reveal a weakness, then attack at the right time.

“I only have slight research into Tieban Divine Numbers. When it comes to feng shui, I’m far inferior to Master Tong, hence I humbly seek instruction!” Zu Ye said.

Seeing Zu Ye wouldn’t take the bait, Tong Huaixiu could only steel himself and say: “All methods don’t depart from I Ching principles. The adjustment of feng shui lies in the harmony and smoothness of yin-yang and Five Elements. When Five Elements are blocked, then misfortune continues; when Five Elements flow smoothly, then great fortune and benefit!”

Zu Ye nodded and said: “Mm! With Master Tong’s many years of experience, can you tell at a glance whether a certain place’s feng shui is good or bad?”

Tong Huaixiu said: “Of course! Determining yin and yang while riding a horse, one glance is enough!”

Zu Ye said: “Good! The place where Qin Shi Huang was born—was it good feng shui?”

“Of course! Otherwise how could he sweep away the six states and unify the realm!”

“Mm, such good feng shui—several thousand years have passed, why hasn’t a second Qin Shi Huang emerged? In fact, no great figures have ever emerged again?”

“This… this feng shui was all used up by King Qin Ying Zheng, therefore…” Tong Huaixiu couldn’t justify himself.

“Hehe!” Zu Ye laughed once. “It seems Master Tong’s research on feng shui principles is not yet thorough! I boldly venture an analysis. If anything is incorrect, I hope Master Tong will be understanding! The technique of feng shui must be combined with people to have meaning in its existence. Talking about feng shui alone has no value. China has numerous feng shui schools, but very few combine feng shui with destiny studies. Those who study feng shui often talk endlessly about a house, either saying it’s good or saying it’s bad. Don’t you see that when different people move into the same house, they have different fates? The mansion at 23 Nanjing Road—many masters all said this was feng shui treasure land, because at that time celebrities gathered there. Later, ‘Green-Red Gang’ backbone Lu Zhanshan purchased it for himself. Within three days, he was hacked to death in the bedroom. The feng shui was still that feng shui, the house was still that house, yet instantly great fortune became great misfortune—how can this be explained? Moreover, there are many business shops where the previous businesspeople, no matter how they operated, lost everything. As a result, later people took it over at low price. Once they moved in, business flourished and wealth poured in. The shop was still that shop, the feng shui was still that feng shui, yet their fates were utterly different—how can this be explained? Also, Caishikou in Beiping used to be a place where people were beheaded, a place of greatly inauspicious feng shui. Today great changes have occurred—merchants stand in forests, flowers bloom like brocade—how can this be explained? In summary, one sentence: talking about feng shui alone, there’s no such thing as good or bad fortune. Feng shui must be combined with a person’s Five Elements to be proper principle. What’s suitable is the best, what’s unsuitable is the worst! These humble views—I wonder if they have merit? I hope Master Tong will teach me!”

Before Tong Huaixiu could answer, warm applause erupted below the stage. Even Yang Jingsha, heir to “Yang Gong Feng Shui,” cast an admiring gaze at Zu Ye!

At this moment, Nishida Yoshiko had been deeply moved by Zu Ye’s knowledge, her eyes revealing infinite appreciation and affection. She didn’t know that all this originated from Zu Ye’s exchange with Peng the Physiognomist that night. Zu Ye’s memory was extraordinarily strong, and he could draw inferences from one instance, applying what he learned flexibly—no one could match him.

Tong Huaixiu returned to his seat in disgrace, shaking his head repeatedly, sighing endlessly.

The Mystery of Palmistry

The fifth to take the stage was Long Yufeng of Tianjin’s “Jade Pool Dao.” Long Yufeng was in her forties, with peach blossom eyes, cherry mouth, tall figure, quite having the style of a fairy maiden. Under her command were nearly a hundred disciples, all women. She often compared herself to the Jade Pool Fairy, hence the hall was called “Jade Pool Dao.” “Jade Pool Dao” rose through physiognomy. Long Yufeng was a famous physiognomy expert in Tianjin, very proficient in both palmistry and face reading.

Palmistry means a person’s palm shape, hand lines, and the texture and color of the hands. Reading palms means examining these elements, especially hand lines, which have always been one of the main reference indicators most promoted by physiognomy practitioners.

Ancient methods emphasized examining the left for men, the right for women. When you spread open your palm, over 99% of people will see three clear main lines. The line starting from below the index finger to the center position at the base of the palm is the life line. The line starting from below the middle finger to below the little finger is the emotion line. The line between the life line and emotion line is called the wisdom line. The ancients believed these were the three major lines of human life. The life line governs health and longevity, the emotion line governs marriage and love, the wisdom line governs a person’s intelligence and stupidity. Of course, different people also have different other hand lines, such as money strings, horizontal lines, etc. Palm prediction mainly relies on the depth, thickness, color, length, and whether these hand lines are broken to determine good or bad fortune. Traditional Chinese medicine can also deduce diseases based on the characteristics of hand lines.

Face reading—in the narrow sense, face reading only refers to a person’s face and the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and eyebrows attached to it. In the broad sense, face reading includes not only the face and facial organs but also the body, limbs, moles on the skin, as well as a person’s squatting, walking, sitting, lying down, moving, and even defecating and urinating. Physiognomy practitioners judge a person’s poverty, success, early death, or longevity based on facial and body proportions, the size, height, color of various organs, as well as behavior and mannerisms.

In Chinese history, this strange phenomenon once appeared: during a certain period when the country urgently needed talent, or during a certain stage when for various reasons not many people passed through the civil service examinations, additional recruitment was needed. The basis for additional recruitment wasn’t exam scores, wasn’t age, wasn’t character, but the quality of face reading. A group of failed candidates or people who never took exams were gathered. Several chief examiners sat in a room and had these backup candidates interview one by one. First look at whether they had an official appearance, then listen to whether their speech had an official tone, finally have them walk a few steps to see if they had an official gait. In this situation, those with big fat heads and ears who walked with chest out and head raised—these wine sacks and rice bags—could basically all be recruited. This shows the dark stupidity of feudal civil service examinations.

Physiognomy originated in the pre-Qin period and matured in the Han Dynasty. To this day no one can propose who the founder of physiognomy was, nor are there related historical records. But academic circles generally believe that the production of physiognomy was a long process, absolutely not something one generation could complete.

Physiognomy’s ability to connect human appearance with good and bad fortune must have been experience derived through extensive practice and evidence. For example, people with sheep-like eyes have short lives (sheep eyes, short life), people with long philtrum and deep nasolabial folds (the two grooves on both sides of the nose) live long, etc.

In ancient times there were no imaging devices, and transportation wasn’t convenient. To investigate and research, one could only rely on two legs and two eyes, summarizing from tens of thousands of examples the commonalities and peculiarities of eyes, nose, ears, teeth, body hair, as well as speaking, eating, and defecating that led to shared characteristics and individual characteristics. This is the precious aspect of the ancients.

Speaking of using eating and defecating to discuss physiognomy, Zu Ye once told the brothers at the hall about historical materials in this regard. Ancient physiognomy books had physiognomy methods regarding eating, defecating, and urinating. The general meaning was this:

Regarding eating appearance: those who sit steadily and upright, body not tilted, not rushed not impatient, “bringing food to mouth” (meaning using chopsticks to pick up food, upper body straight without leaning forward, slowly bringing the food into the mouth) all have fortunate appearance. Those who sit and lie unstably, wolf down food hastily, “bringing mouth to food” (meaning when eating, upper body bends down, head lowered, mouth brought to the bowl, using chopsticks to shovel rice into the mouth) all have poor and lowly appearance.

Zu Ye once said with a laugh: “Complete nonsense! What kind of eating appearance depends on whether the person eating is hungry or not. Wealthy and noble people have food and drink. The previous meal hasn’t finished digesting when this meal begins again. Of course they sit steadily, eat slowly, ‘bring food to mouth,’ methodically and orderly. Poor common people have nothing to eat or drink, eating one meal without knowing the next, sometimes not eating their fill for several days straight. When they finally have a meal, of course they sprawl over the rice bowl, ‘bring mouth to food,’ wolfing it down. If you starve some landlord for three to five days, see if he still sits steadily and ‘brings food to mouth’?”

Regarding defecation, ancient books say: those whose feces are long and soft, oily yellow and gleaming bright all have fortunate appearance. Those whose feces are dry, black, thick and shriveled all have poor and lowly appearance.

Zu Ye continued to laugh heartily and said: “What kind of feces you produce depends on what kind of food you eat. Nobles and landlords have three meals a day, properly balanced between meat and vegetables, with fresh peaches and fruits constantly available—of course they won’t be constipated. Slaves and the peasant class eat coarse grains, tree bark, and miscellaneous roughage. When extremely hungry, they eat incense ash and Guanyin clay—of course their feces will be black and thick. Putting the cart before the horse, putting the cart before the horse!”

Speaking of physiognomy, there’s one person who must be mentioned. Her name was Xu Fu. Zu Ye greatly admired Xu Fu and told us many stories about her.

Xu Fu was a famous physiognomist of the Western Han Dynasty, the number one talented woman in China’s physiognomy world. There are many legends about her, and evaluations of her are very positive. Especially the legends of Xu Fu reading the physiognomy of Empress Lü, Liu Bang, and other great figures are even more mystical.

Zu Ye once said that Xu Fu didn’t refer to just one person, but represented a group of people in the Western Han era. These people played a huge role in inheriting and developing physiognomy, making physiognomy gradually systematic and standardized starting from the Han Dynasty.

According to ancient people’s thinking, extraordinary people must have extraordinary experiences, otherwise they wouldn’t be worthy of history. Since Xu Fu was so formidable, her birth should also be different from others. She wasn’t an emperor, so when her mother gave birth to her, she couldn’t see dragons flying and phoenixes dancing. Thus an even more beautiful legend was born.

Legend has it that Xu Fu was born with a piece of white jade in her mouth, and on the white jade there was faintly visible a bagua diagram. After Qin Shi Huang heard about this, he considered it an auspicious omen, rewarded Xu Fu’s parents with much money, saying they had given birth well!

There are two people in China who were born with jade in their mouths—one was Jia Baoyu, the other was Xu Fu. One male and one female, one fictional, one real. As for whether a person can actually be born holding a piece of jade, this question is hard to say, but the possibility of “jade” being produced in the human body does exist.

The “jade” spoken of here isn’t real jade, but a type of stone. When stones form in the human body, over time, some stones will have bright colors and smooth surfaces, and some can even be expelled from the body. In the early Republican period, there was such a case: a girl always felt pain in her lower abdomen and difficulty urinating. One day when urinating, with a sharp pain, she passed two bright red small particles. The girl was very frightened and told her family. A “learned” relative said this was the legendary human body beautiful jade, priceless, must not spread the word, and encouraged the girl to urinate out a few more.

Later the girl died. Not suffocated to death by stones, but because news of the human body beautiful jade leaked out, the girl was killed and her abdomen cut open to extract the “jade.” What an absurd murder case! What ignorant people!

According to this pattern, it can be determined that anyone born with jade in their mouth was because their mother had stones in her body, and coincidentally this stone fell into the fetus’s mouth, and this stone happened to be smooth as jade. Xu Fu’s mother was just so miraculous.

Long Yufeng moved her body gracefully and came onto the stage.

“Please instruct me!”

“Sect Leader Long, I trust you’ve been well!” Ding Zixia of Manchuria’s “Purple Cloud Hall” was the first to stand up and cleverly asked.

Long Yufeng smiled gracefully and said: “Thanks to Master Ding’s concern, Yufeng is well!”

Everyone listening felt these two families seemed to have some entanglement.

Zu Ye smiled slightly. He could just sit on the mountain and watch tigers fight.

Ding Zixia said angrily: “Every time ‘Jade Pool Dao’ sees someone, they say the other person’s face contains peach blossoms. Nine out of ten people have the peach blossom evil spirit, and within three days, this person will inevitably have a woman throw herself at him, then either injure his body through lust or lose wealth through lust. Finally, having no choice, they must ask Sect Leader Long to resolve the disaster. Is there nothing else about a person besides face containing peach blossoms?”

This question obviously carried great gunpowder flavor, essentially insinuating that Long Yufeng had been setting up schemes, using seduction to attract roebucks, then wielding a “harsh blade” against them!

Long Yufeng giggled charmingly and answered: “Wine doesn’t intoxicate—people intoxicate themselves. Lust doesn’t seduce—people seduce themselves. Which man doesn’t like sex, which woman doesn’t have romance? Everyone seated here studies metaphysics and divination. Whether palmistry, face reading, Six Lines, or Eight Characters, the peach blossom evil spirit is a major evil. Men and women’s love, human nature. Nine out of ten men have peach blossoms, and the other one becomes a monk. What’s wrong with that? Zu Ye, tell me if I’m right?” As she spoke, her bright eyes turned and she gazed at Zu Ye with tender affection.

Zu Ye’s heart trembled. Before Zu Ye could speak, Huang Farong became anxious and suddenly stood up: “Wine is poison that pierces the intestines, lust is a steel blade that scrapes bones. Those who use lust to bewitch sentient beings will all fall into the Avici Hell! Those who study the I Ching should educate sentient beings to stay away from lust and desire—this is the righteous path! Moreover, Sect Leader Long is mistaken! The peach blossom evil spirit has broad meaning, not solely referring to lust and desire. Peach blossoms are also divided into peach blossoms within the wall and peach blossoms outside the wall. Peach blossoms within the wall indicate beauty, handsome appearance, and also intelligence. Only peach blossoms outside the wall indicate leaving affection everywhere, much promiscuity and lust! Sect Leader Long generalizes from one part—it loses elegance!”

Long Yufeng glanced at Huang Farong, then said: “I think you have peach blossoms on your face, and they’re peach blossoms outside the wall with extremely heavy evil spirit. Your husband should be careful…”

At this moment, a Japanese judge below said in broken Chinese: “Debate should stick to the matter at hand, no personal attacks allowed. If Sect Leader Long has no defense, you may leave the stage.”

Both Long Yufeng and Ding Zixia had risen through the three northeastern provinces by serving the great traitors. They had no real ability. Their participation in this debate competition—both sacrificed their beauty in exchange for advancement slots. Nishida Yoshiko saw this and noted it in her heart. She had already agreed with several chief examiners to let them advance to the top ten, then eliminate them—giving face to the traitors while not ruining the great matter.

Long Yufeng waved her long sleeves and angrily descended the stage. Ding Zixia secretly laughed, but she didn’t know that soon her outcome would be the same as Long Yufeng’s.

The Authenticity of “Mei Hua Yi Shu”

The sixth to take the stage was precisely Ding Zixia of Manchuria’s “Purple Cloud Hall.”

Ding Zixia was very tall, with phoenix eyes, high nose bridge, eyes like torches, vermilion lips and jade teeth—a typical northeastern beauty. Her “Purple Cloud Hall” was established after the September 18th Incident and was a superstitious gang jointly supported by traitors and Japanese.

During Zhang Zuolin’s period, the “Blood Swan Bird Massacre” that frequently appeared in the three northeastern provinces was manufactured by this gang. “Blood Swan Birds” specialized in eating children’s intestines. Some common people would lock young children at home when going to work in the fields. When they returned home, they found the child missing. Mobilizing fellow villagers to search everywhere, they ultimately discovered the child’s corpse at places where swan birds gathered, belly already cut open by swan birds, intestines eaten empty. The fairy maidens of “Purple Cloud Hall” took advantage of this to promote the “Child Returns to Heaven” theory, taking the opportunity to resolve disasters and collect wealth.

Zu Ye deeply detested this “Purple Cloud Hall.” He had long discussed with Zeng Jingwu whether they could send some assassins to eliminate Ding Zixia. Unfortunately, Ding Zixia’s movements were secretive and she had many guards, making it difficult to strike at once. Meeting her here today, a nameless fire rose in Zu Ye.

“Please instruct me, masters!” Ding Zixia said.

“Great Immortal Ding often says she can see immortals from heaven descending. She frequently performs magic to summon immortals with repeated success. Today with so many distinguished friends gathered, why doesn’t Great Immortal Ding summon immortals once to let us open our eyes? Great Immortal Ding, don’t say the immortals aren’t home today!” Long Yufeng, who had just descended the stage, fired the opening shot.

Ding Zixia smiled coldly: “What difficulty is there in this? Actually, right now the Nine Heavens Mysterious Lady and Queen Mother are beside me, but ordinary mortals cannot see them!”

“May I ask Immortal Ding, what are the Nine Heavens Mysterious Lady and Queen Mother doing beside you?”

Ding Zixia looked at Zu Ye and said: “Of course they’re protecting this humble one!”

Before the words fell, a flying nail shot out with a whoosh, extremely powerful, fast as lightning, instantly knocking open the hair bun on Ding Zixia’s head, scaring Ding Zixia so her fragrant soul scattered and her face turned pale.

“It seems the Mysterious Lady and Queen Mother are not beside you!” Zu Ye smiled coldly.

Several Japanese guards surrounded Zu Ye with a whoosh, fearing he would shoot another dart and kill a Japanese master below.

Clap—clap—clap! Three claps. Nishida Yoshiko stood up and led the applause for Zu Ye. Everyone was stunned, then thunderous applause followed.

The Japanese judges waved their hands, and the Japanese guards withdrew.

Ding Zixia descended the stage in panic and alarm.

“‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ stop being wild!” Someone leaped up from below. Everyone looked toward the voice—it was Jiang Tiancheng of Manchuria’s “Obedient Heaven Sect.” Originally he was next to take the stage, but he couldn’t hold back. Without waiting for the announcement, he jumped up himself. Because Ding Zixia, also from a Manchurian gang, had been humiliated by Zu Ye from Jianghuai.

“Hehe.” Zu Ye smiled calmly, but thought to himself: Just based on this performance of yours, you’re destined to lose today!

After Jiang Tiancheng took the stage, he pointed directly at Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, whatever questions you have, just ask!”

Everyone seeing this posture—he had essentially excluded everyone else’s opportunity to ask questions—their gazes all turned to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye remained unmoved, nodded, and said: “‘Obedient Heaven Sect’ has traversed the three northeastern provinces for decades. Master Jiang received the true transmission of both Shao Yong’s ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ and ‘Supreme Principles Governing the World,’ integrating and comprehending them, performing Yi numbers and Yi principles to the pinnacle realm. No one in the martial world doesn’t know this. This junior has also long admired senior’s great name. Seeing you today, Master Jiang truly has the bones of a Daoist immortal and extraordinary bearing!”

Jiang Tiancheng was nearly sixty years old, so Zu Ye called himself “junior.”

Jiang Tiancheng had originally come on stage full of anger. Being “flattered” by Zu Ye, he suddenly felt somewhat embarrassed: “Zu Ye is too modest. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has traversed the martial world for hundreds of years. The ‘Wood Seed Lotus’ dart-throwing method stands alone in the Jianghuai region. This old man is in his twilight years—the younger generation is formidable.”

“Master Jiang has studied ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ for many years. How accurate do you feel this method is in responding to people and matters?” Zu Ye was asking him about the accuracy rate of “Plum Blossom Yi Numbers.”

“All methods return to one source. Whether it’s accurate or not doesn’t depend on the method but on the person. As long as one studies thoroughly, any magical art can divine heaven and earth. ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ was created by Song Dynasty Yi studies master Shao Gong Kangjie and became famous throughout the world because of one ‘observing plum blossoms divination’ incident! This method utilizes Former Heaven Eight Trigrams numerical principles, borrowing inner trigrams, outer trigrams, interwoven trigrams and other trigram images, incorporating sounds, directions, time, movement and stillness, geography, heavenly timing, people, colors, animals and plants into the trigrams. All things in the world can be divined!”

“Plum Blossom Yi Numbers” has been transmitted mystically in the divination world since ancient times. It’s said to have been created by Song Dynasty prediction master Shao Yong. The reason it’s called “Plum Blossom Yi Numbers” all stems from the “observing plum blossoms divination” mentioned by Jiang Tiancheng.

Ancient books record: One day, Shao Kangjie and a friend were admiring plum blossoms in a garden. Suddenly they saw two sparrows chirping and quarreling on a plum branch. Suddenly one sparrow attacked and pecked the other sparrow to the ground. After Shao Kangjie saw this scene, he immediately cast a hexagram, then said to his friend: “Tomorrow evening, a girl will definitely come to the garden to pick plum blossoms. The gardener will mistake her for a thief and chase her, causing the girl to fall from a tree and break her thigh!” Sure enough, the next day such an event truly occurred. “Plum Blossom Yi Numbers” became famous throughout the world from this point on!

Zu Ye suddenly changed tack and said: “I have something to say. I wonder if I should say it or not?”

“Please speak!” Jiang Tiancheng said.

“I believe ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ is a forgery!”

The crowd below gasped! Forgery means fake work—that is, saying that piece of history doesn’t exist at all and was fabricated by later generations.

Jiang Tiancheng was so angry his beard shook: “‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ and ‘Supreme Principles Governing the World’ are Shao Gong’s two great lifetime studies. For Zu Ye to recklessly claim it’s a forgery—isn’t this the greatest absurdity in the world?”

Zu Ye said methodically: “Shao Yong possessed great talent. From youth he read extensively. ‘Song History’ states he was ‘firm and austere in hardship, not using a furnace in winter, not using a fan in summer, not going to bed for several years,’ ‘received the River Chart and Luo Book, Fuxi’s sixty-four trigrams images,’ ‘the books he wrote are called Supreme Principles Governing the World, Inner and Outer Chapters on Observing Things, Fisherman and Woodcutter Dialogue, and his poetry is called Yichuan Collection of Beating Earth.’ When later dynasties continued earlier dynasty histories, they were certainly very rigorous, never speaking falsely or recklessly. The cited evidence and examples all had verifiable basis. But Song History’s ‘Biography of Shao Yong’ for such a legendary figure only lists four types of writings: Supreme Principles Governing the World, Inner and Outer Chapters on Observing Things, Fisherman and Woodcutter Dialogue, and Yichuan Collection of Beating Earth. If ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ truly is as Master Jiang said, one of Shao Kangjie’s two great studies, the Song History compilers would absolutely not dare omit it. From this it can be seen that ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ is indeed a later fabrication falsely attributed to him! I am shallow in talent and learning, but not to the point of not understanding classics and histories. I don’t know between you and me, who exactly is the greatest absurdity in the world!”

Just as Jiang Tiancheng was about to argue, Zu Ye immediately continued: “Just now was only from the perspective of classics and historical texts verifying that ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ is a forgery. Now let’s look from the content perspective at whether ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ is a forgery. ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers’ throughout seems to explain divination methods, but has no specific guideline to coordinate, and even more has no explanation of specific deduction methods and models. The entire text is mystical, ultimately using a poem to replace calculation methods. The poem says: One thing comes with one body, one body still has one universe; able to know myriad things complete in me, willing to establish roots separately from three talents; heaven toward one center divides creation and transformation, humans upon the heart raise order and principles; immortals also have two kinds of speech, the way isn’t falsely transmitted but lies only in people. Those with slight cunning will discover this poem is extremely similar to Shao Yong’s ‘Observing Things Chant’ in his ‘Collection of Beating Earth.’ ‘Observing Things Chant’ says: One thing from the beginning has one body, one body still has one universe; able to know myriad things complete in me, willing to establish roots separately from three talents; heaven toward one center divides substance and function, humans upon the heart raise order and principles; heaven and humanity have no two different meanings, the way isn’t falsely transmitted but lies only in people. Everyone please look—this clearly plagiarized Shao Yong’s concepts and theories. Later generations established their own school to attract attention! If Master Jiang persists in this delusion, I fear he will truly become the greatest absurdity in the world!”

Zu Ye knew Jiang Tiancheng was treacherous and cunning, recognizing a thief as his father, so he showed him absolutely no mercy. Whether because Jiang Tiancheng was too old or because Zu Ye’s words were too harsh, Jiang Tiancheng actually became flushed all over his face, gasping for breath. His disciple quickly shouted: “My master has asthma, quick, get medicine!”

Jiang Tiancheng was thus carried down by his disciples.

This was the first time in Yi studies history that doubts were raised about ‘Plum Blossom Yi Numbers.’ Zu Ye’s doubts were heard by the two hundred-plus people present. Later this doubt was brought into the martial world. Not until after New China was established did scholars finally verify that Zu Ye’s doubts were correct.

“Qimen Dunjia”

The eighth to take the stage was Pei Jinglong of Baoding’s “Imperial Pole Dao.” Pei Jinglong was a rising star in the Chinese Yi studies world, just twenty years old. At fifteen, he became apprenticed to an old pedant from the “Zhili Governor’s Office Folk Customs Supervision Section,” obtained a handwritten copy of the palace treasured edition of “Qimen Dunjia,” then studied it day and night, actually comprehending the mysteries within.

During the Central Plains War, Wang Jingwei united various warlords to crusade against Chiang Kai-shek. People in the martial world all said: Chiang Kai-shek’s life is finished! But Pei Jinglong observed celestial phenomena at night, analyzed using Qimen methods, and obtained the prophecy “there must be fierce troops from the Gen direction, sweeping away Qian Kun Zhen and Dui!” Later, when the war between both sides entered a stalemate, Zhang Xueliang from the Northeast suddenly telegraphed the entire nation: Support Chiang Kai-shek, and brought two hundred thousand Northeast Army troops south, decisively establishing the victory and defeat pattern of the Central Plains War. After the great war ended, Chiang Kai-shek and Zhang Xueliang even became sworn brothers of different surnames! The Northeast direction in Later Heaven Eight Trigrams is precisely at the Gen position. This precisely verified the prophecy “there must be fierce troops from the Gen direction.” Pei Jinglong became famous in one stroke!

Zu Ye had long heard of this Yi studies younger generation. Meeting him this time, he saw Pei Jinglong had refined and handsome features between his eyebrows, extraordinary bone structure, resolute gaze, calm and composed spirit. He couldn’t help but sigh: This is great talent!

Zu Ye always firmly believed that a kind heart makes bright eyes. A bright heart and bright eyes mean exceptional intelligence, which also reaches the pinnacle in academics. All things are interconnected. Kind-hearted people aren’t covered by worldly material desires. Wholeheartedly pursuing learning, they can reach the pinnacle. Zu Ye used physiognomy to examine people’s hearts, then used people’s hearts to infer achievement. He couldn’t help but have the intention of recruiting him.

Earlier, Zu Ye had discussed with Mei Xuanzi that in this Yi studies debate, they should pay attention to finding people whose conscience hadn’t died. Perhaps among these people bearing the stigma of traitors, there were people like them bearing humiliation and heavy burdens, only waiting for the time to mature, then they would flip like a dragon’s tail and wash away blood vengeance!

According to Zu Ye’s arrangement, Mei Xuanzi would ask a few questions to test this person’s depth, because Mei Xuanzi also studied “Qimen Dunjia.”

Mei Xuanzi stood up and asked: “Those who study ‘Qimen Dunjia’ all know that the Qimen method is wondrously incomparable. Unfortunately, very few reference materials have been transmitted since ancient times. Especially calculation methods are even more rarely mentioned. Many students, after learning to set up the structure, wander without progress for years. The reason is they only know how to arrange the plate but don’t know how to analyze, much less how to resolve disasters! In the ‘Song of the Smoky Waves Fisherman,’ regarding disaster resolution, only one sentence is left: In urgency follow the spirit, in leisure follow the door! I wonder what brilliant views Mr. Pei has on this?”

The most essential content of “Qimen Dunjia” is all condensed in a song formula—”Song of the Smoky Waves Fisherman.” This is also content that countless people studying Qimen Dunjia throughout history must comprehend.

“In urgency follow the spirit, in leisure follow the door” is a sentence within it, discussing how to resolve disasters through the information revealed by the “Qimen Dunjia” plate structure. Speaking plainly, it’s how to choose advantageous time and space to do things beneficial to oneself.

“In urgency follow the spirit” means in situations where matters are urgent and time is tight, you can’t afford to consider all aspects of this plate structure. What to do then? You need only act according to the direction of the Six Jia duty charm in the plate structure or the direction of the Nine Stars duty charm—either escape and avoid difficulty from this direction, or break out of the encirclement from this direction.

“In leisure follow the door” means if the matter isn’t too urgent and there’s room to think, then you should comprehensively weigh the overall situation, examine the eight doors’ good and bad fortune, then select a direction to guide action.

Pei Jinglong smiled and said: “‘In urgency follow the spirit, in leisure follow the door’ is indeed an essential sentence, but urgent versus not urgent has no accurate judgment standard. This completely comes down to the individual’s mental state quality. Some people aren’t afraid even when Mount Tai collapses before them. Some people worry the sky will fall when the wind blows the grass. So I judge that urgent versus not urgent considers not only the matter at the time but also examines the good and bad fortune of host and guest in the divined plate structure. Combining substance and function, one can accurately judge. Otherwise, it’s misunderstanding the sage’s method!”

Zu Ye listened while smiling and nodding.

Mei Xuanzi continued asking: “Everyone says ‘Qimen Dunjia’ originated from what the Nine Heavens Mysterious Lady bestowed. I wonder what brilliant views Mr. Pei has on this?”

This was indeed a problem in history. “Qimen Dunjia” has always been transmitted mystically, but as for how this book actually came about, there’s no historical material that can convincingly verify it.

Legend has it that “Qimen Dunjia” originated in the Yellow Emperor’s era. In ancient times, when the Yellow Emperor Xuanyuan fought Chi You in Zhuolu (today’s Zhuolu County in Hebei Province), both sides fought inseparably. Suddenly Chi You used sorcery to lay down heavy fog. The Yellow Emperor and his army immediately lost their direction, trapped at the mountain base. Just when the Yellow Emperor had no plan, a thunderclap sounded in the sky, and a rainbow hung up. A fairy maiden walked out from the rainbow—this fairy maiden was the Nine Heavens Mysterious Lady. She bestowed upon the Yellow Emperor a book. The Yellow Emperor followed the methods described in this book to arrange troops and deploy forces, finally crushing Chi You’s army.

Later this book was transmitted to Jiang Taigong’s hands. Jiang Taigong held this book while fishing, reading while fishing, fishing until eighty years old, finally waiting for King Wen of Zhou, from then on being entrusted with important responsibilities. Finally, Jiang Taigong used his lifetime learning to help King Wu of Zhou defeat King Zhou of Yin.

Later this book was transmitted to the hands of someone called Old Man Huangshi. One day this old man encountered someone called Zhang Liang on a bridge. Seeing this child’s physiognomy was good, he had the heart to test him. The old man deliberately threw his shoes into the river and said, “Pick them up for me.” Zhang Liang was very angry at the time and wanted to beat this old man, but thinking again he was an old person, why bother with him? He silently picked up the old man’s shoes. The result was the old man pushed his luck and said, “Young man, put them on for me.” Zhang Liang was almost about to explode with anger, but thought since he’d already picked them up, what harm in putting them on for him? So he respectfully put the shoes on the old man.

The old man was pleased: “Forget it, forget it. Child, come again in five days and I’ll give you a small gift.” Later, Old Man Huangshi gave Zhang Liang a book called “Taigong’s Art of War.” Zhang Liang was immediately moved to tears, hastily knelt down and kowtowed to become his disciple. From then on Zhang Liang used this book with wind and cloud figures like Han Xin and Xiao He to help Liu Bang conquer the realm. Later Zhang Liang revised this book and renamed it “Qimen Dunjia.”

Later still, it’s said “Qimen Dunjia” reached Zhuge Liang’s hands. Thus it achieved Zhuge Liang’s great accomplishments of “merit covers the three-part nation, fame achieved through the eight array diagram.”

This is the legendary origin and development of “Qimen Dunjia.”

Pei Jinglong nodded and said: “Mm, from the Yellow Emperor battling Chi You, to Taigong assisting Kings Wen and Wu to become emperors, to Zhang Liang assisting Liu Bang to unify the realm, then to Zhuge Liang helping Liu Bei divide the world into three parts. Throughout history, whenever ‘Qimen Dunjia’ appeared, it was when the world was in great chaos, all inseparable from warfare. ‘Dunjia’ means hiding ‘Jia.’ Of the ten Heavenly Stems, Jia is first, like a great general in the army. When troops march a thousand miles, the general is the center. Hiding Jia means protecting Jia, not letting the great general be harmed by stray arrows, not letting the great general be beheaded by others. So all signs indicate that Qimen Dunjia originated from ancient military troop deployment and array formation! As for the exact era, there’s currently no way to verify!”

After the crowd below heard this, they secretly nodded. With just a few words, he explained such a profound question reasonably and appropriately. Immediately thunderous applause erupted. Zu Ye also couldn’t help but applaud for him.

Pei Jinglong also slowly walked down from the stage amid everyone’s admiring gazes.

The ninth to take the stage was Mei Xuanzi. According to the strategy he and Zu Ye had agreed upon, they absolutely couldn’t let the Japanese detect that the two had reconciled and come together. So after he took the stage, Zu Ye asked first, and with full gunpowder flavor. The two engaged in sharp verbal sparring, using the stratagem of deceiving heaven to cross the sea, fooling the Japanese eyes.

The last to take the stage was Zu Ye. Actually Zu Ye didn’t need to take the stage—victory and defeat were already decided—but at this moment Zu Ye was the target of all! Those masters below wanted nothing more than to bite Zu Ye to death. Various difficulties emerged endlessly. Zu Ye was steady as Mount Tai, answering one by one.

Question: “The divination world all considers ‘Tieban Divine Numbers’ a forgery. How does Zu Ye explain this?”

Answer: “It is indeed a forgery! But not a fake work! My former master Tiebuzi comprehended this method from Shao Yong’s ‘Supreme Principles Governing the World,’ but didn’t dare claim credit. He borrowed the names of former worthies to transmit the Yi Dao method—this is the style of a great master. What’s wrong with it?”

Question: “Does Zu Ye think Eight Characters or feng shui is more formidable?”

Answer: “The ancients said first grave, second house, third Eight Characters. It seems feng shui comes first. Actually feng shui and Eight Characters are interconnected, mutually supplementing and completing each other. There’s no such thing as which is more formidable—only the saying that the user’s skill is solid!”

Question: “Twins have the same Eight Characters. Does that mean their fates are the same? How does Zu Ye view this?”

Answer: “Twins don’t come out of the mother’s womb at the same time either. There must be first and later. The later one comes out, the closer to the next hour, and the Five Elements qi also becomes closer to the next hour. Don’t you see in ancient times there were twin brothers born—when the elder came out, the rooster crowed loudly. When the younger brother came out, the rooster had finished crowing and only gasping sounds remained. As a result, the elder became a top scholar, the second became a beggar. Twins’ fates are certainly not entirely the same!”

Question: “Does Zu Ye know how many types of Eight Characters there are in total?”

Answer: “Five hundred twenty thousand types!”

…

At this moment Zu Ye had developed Yi studies thinking to the fullest extent. This benefited from his many years of humble study, benefited from Huang Farong coming to “Wood Seed Lotus,” benefited from Peng the Physiognomist’s careful guidance!

This grand “Great Master of Chinese Yi Studies” debate competition finally came to an end. Zu Ye deservedly won the championship and also became the number one “traitor” in the Chinese Yi studies world!

Serving the Nation with One’s Body

A new official takes office with three fires blazing. The first thing Zu Ye did was unite various “secret societies” to build the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute.” This was Zu Ye’s second move—he wanted to drain the livelihood money of each “secret society”!

When various “secret societies” heard this, they were furious. Monthly tribute to the Japanese was one thing, but now they had to build some institute. So they sent letters to the Japanese military opposing it. But this proposal received strong support from the Japanese military and intelligence agencies!

Ultimately this institute was built on a twenty-square-kilometer wetland in the Zhoushan Archipelago. This was a feng shui treasure land jointly recommended by Zu Ye and Pei Jinglong.

That wetland had beautiful scenery. The endless surface was covered with thick grass meadows. Four small rivers passed through the middle, winding continuously. Where the water veins intersected, patches of tidal flats formed. Flocks of waterfowl and wild birds flew back and forth. On ordinary days, 80% of this wetland was exposed. Once the tide rose, it could reduce to 60%.

The Japanese supported Zu Ye’s decision, but actually had their own calculations in mind. This “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” on the surface was a Japan-China friendship academic exchange venue, but actually was the core intelligence agency for Japan to control China’s “secret societies.”

After the September 18th Incident in 1931, Japan successively occupied the three northeastern provinces, then extended its devil’s claws toward the Zhoushan Archipelago, known as the gateway to East China. After the January 28th Incident

Setting the core agency for controlling China’s “secret societies” in Zhoushan was also the result of deep deliberation by the Japanese. Establishing an intelligence agency here, vertically it could connect the Northeast, Shandong, Anhui, and Fujian; horizontally it could reach directly to Henan, the two lakes region, and Shanxi; retreating, it could circle back by sea directly to the Japanese headquarters. The lifeline of all of China’s “secret societies” was grasped in the Japanese hands! To achieve full-scale invasion of China, the Japanese had truly done their homework!

Subsequently, the Japanese mobilized laborers, and the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” broke ground in the Zhoushan Archipelago.

Time flew by, seasons changed, autumn passed and winter came.

On November 1, 1935, the Kuomintang Fourth Central Committee Sixth Plenary Session convened. At the meeting, a shocking event occurred: Kuomintang veteran Wang Jingwei was assassinated at the venue. The assassin was Sun Fengming, a reporter for the Morning Light News Agency and a patriotic volunteer. Wang Jingwei was hit by three shots. The second shot between the sixth and seventh ribs was the fatal wound. Although he didn’t die on the spot, he was already in critical condition. After emergency treatment he survived, but in 1944 the gunshot wound relapsed and he died in Nagoya, Japan.

The mastermind behind this assassination was Wang Yaqiao. Originally the primary target of this assassination was Chiang Kai-shek. Unexpectedly, on the day of the operation, Chiang Kai-shek saw the venue was too chaotic and delayed coming downstairs. As a result, Sun Fengming turned his gun on Wang Jingwei.

When the news appeared in the papers, it shocked the entire nation. Zu Ye immediately broke out in cold sweat and couldn’t help but recall Wang Yaqiao’s personal letter from not long ago: “…Brother overestimates himself and intends to undertake a great deed in Nanjing again, behead the three traitors’ heads to wash away national humiliation, manifest righteous bodies openly in China!” This Ninth Master truly had great courage. What he wanted to do, nothing couldn’t be achieved. But once this matter occurred, Ninth Master’s situation would inevitably become even more dangerous. The Kuomintang would certainly spare no cost to eliminate Ninth Master. Thinking of this, Zu Ye broke out in cold sweat all over. Once Ninth Master met with misfortune, there would no longer be anyone in the martial world to back him up.

Actually, since Zu Ye joined the Japanese Imperial Religious Organization, he had almost no contact with Wang Yaqiao. Occasionally sending messages through Zeng Jingwu was extremely cautious. He feared the Japanese would follow the vine to get the melon, avenging Wang Yaqiao’s assassination of Shirakawa Yoshinori. But after a period of observation and probing, he discovered the Japanese didn’t seem eager to act. Not until after Wang Jingwei’s assassination did Nishida Yoshiko reveal the truth: We’ve long since found Wang Yaqiao’s whereabouts, but directly assassinating Wang Yaqiao isn’t as good as waiting for him to kill Chiang Kai-shek. The Kuomintang will inevitably counterattack furiously. We’ll just sit on the mountain and watch tigers fight, making up with a shot at the critical moment!

“When the snipe and clam fight, the fisherman profits. Zu Ye wouldn’t fail to understand this principle, right? Unexpectedly Chiang Kai-shek had great fate and actually avoided calamity.” Nishida Yoshiko said, “The good show is about to begin. Zu Ye, don’t forget your mission!”

Subsequently, on November 24, under Japanese manipulation, the great North China traitor Yin Rugeng launched the “East Hebei Incident,” issuing a declaration in Tongxian breaking away from the Nanjing National Government. On the 25th, he established the “East Hebei Anti-Communist Autonomous Committee,” declaring twelve counties in East Hebei would break away from National Government control.

During the process of the twelve counties of East Hebei gaining independence, the Beiping “Heavenly Sage Dao” branch hall’s propaganda efforts were indispensable. They continuously promoted slogans like “Heaven and Earth face great calamity, the end times are upon us, blessings come from the east, Manchuria saves all sentient beings,” slowly infiltrating the concept of “Sino-Japanese friendship.” They also relied on dart-throwing techniques provided by the Japanese Imperial Religious Institute, playing tricks with spirits and ghosts, deceiving common people. After the twelve counties gained independence, common people actually thought good days had arrived.

At the same time, Japanese intelligence chiefs rushed about in Baoding, Taiyuan, Jinan, and other places, attempting to use Song Zheyuan in the Hebei-察-Beiping-Tianjin region, Yan Xishan in Shanxi, Han Fuju in Shandong, Shang Zhen in Hebei, and others to achieve “autonomy of five North China provinces”!

Amid much clamor, China passed through the critical year of 1935.

On New Year’s Eve, Zu Ye once again fell into deep contemplation.

The Japanese side continuously urged various “secret societies” to create momentum, promoting concepts of “Sino-Japanese friendship” and “same ancestry, same race.” They repeatedly manufactured grand immortal schemes in North China, Jiaodong, and Jianghuai, scaring common people silly. Leaders of various “secret societies” recognized thieves as fathers, completely losing the bottom line of being Chinese. Zu Ye felt matters were becoming increasingly urgent!

Zu Ye began constantly urging progress on the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” construction.

The “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” was a building complex, constructed according to Zhuge Liang’s “Eight Arrays Diagram” layout.

The entire building complex sat south facing north, with nine small buildings total. The main hall was one, located in the center. Front, back, left, and right each had a deputy hall. Each of the four corners was matched with an auxiliary hall. This structure was precisely the Eight Trigrams Nine Palaces diagram. Twenty-four large trees were transplanted at the Kan position, symbolizing the twenty-four mobile cavalry formations. Four small rivers shuttled through the building complex—the appearance of feng shui circulation, bringing out the qi of the eight gates: Rest Gate, Life Gate, Injury Gate, Obstruction Gate, View Gate, Death Gate, Alarm Gate, and Open Gate. Halls were connected by fully enclosed corridors. Connected areas were blocked by stone gates. People entering the building complex had to enter through Life Gate, circulate following the Eight Trigrams qi, finally exiting through Rest Gate to come out safely. Otherwise, once mistakenly entering Death Gate and triggering the stone gate mechanism, the stone gate would automatically seal, and those who entered would surely be trapped to death inside. There was a trick here: when lost, one must absolutely not stay indoors. One needed only to walk out, walk in the direction of the river flow, follow the qi downward, then one could find Life Gate again and afterward escape through Rest Gate.

This design came entirely from the hands of Pei Jinglong and Zu Ye and received great praise from the Japanese side. The Japanese anticipated that after the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” was completed, Japanese military intelligence agents and Imperial Religious Institute sorcerers would gather here, inevitably attracting Chinese assassins to come for assassination. What if a group of death-defying people were drawn? Would the Japanese divination talents be wiped out in one pot?

After hearing Zu Ye and Pei Jinglong’s explanation of the Eight Arrays Diagram, the Japanese military finally felt relieved, but they didn’t dare underestimate the enemy. Japanese warships patrolled day and night around the Zhoushan Archipelago to prevent unexpected events.

Under Zu Ye’s repeated urging and personal supervision, on May 6, 1936, the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” was victoriously completed. Japanese intelligence chief Kodama Yoshio personally attended the ribbon-cutting. Chinese and Japanese divination masters all attended to celebrate. In view of Zu Ye and Pei Jinglong’s outstanding merits, the Japanese side specially prepared two rooms in the South Hall for the two masters, for their long-term residence, study of divination, and better service to the Imperial Army.

At this time, “Wood Seed Lotus” was in an uproar. Paper can’t wrap fire—the matter of Zu Ye becoming “Great Master of Chinese Yi Studies” was ultimately known by all the brothers.

Not to mention the Xiao Jiaos’ discussions, even the Batous began to have differences. San Batou and Wu Batou firmly supported him. Da Batou and Er Batou firmly opposed. Si Batou Zhang Zizhan was also watching. This upright and honorable Zu Ye, this fourteenth-generation sect leader of “Wood Seed Lotus,” this Jianghuai master who hated evil like an enemy—how had he become a traitor?

At night, Zhang Zizhan desperately questioned Huang Farong: “What exactly have you and Zu Ye been doing these past months? My father was killed by the Japanese. My eldest brother was also killed by the Japanese. What exactly are you doing?”

Huang Farong calmly said: “We must trust Zu Ye!”

Zhang Zizhan became angry: “I’m telling you to tell me!”

Huang Farong said composedly: “You understand the hall’s rules. Matters that should be known, Zu Ye will naturally announce. Matters that shouldn’t be known, no one dares say more!”

Zhang Zizhan was stunned: “Are we husband and wife or not?”

Huang Farong smiled: “How are we not?”

Zhang Zizhan shouted irritably: “Get out! Get out!”

Huang Farong looked at him, silently, no longer making a sound.

On the night of August 15, Zu Ye suddenly summoned the Batous for a meeting.

Strangely, this time Zu Ye didn’t hold the meeting at the hall, but led everyone to the ancestral shrine where the ancestors of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” were enshrined.

Zu Ye lit three incense sticks and respectfully inserted them in the incense burner, then didn’t speak, only silently gazing at the ancestral tablets and portraits.

The room was very quiet. The Batous also raised their heads, carefully studying the genealogy:

First Generation Ancestor: Fang Zhaoyu, Lady Xu, Lady Zeng

Second Generation Ancestors: Tang Yonghe, Fang Dazhong, Lin Kaishi, Yuchi Lin

Third Generation Ancestors: Xiao Wenyuan, Zhou Yuncai, Jiang Acai, Zhao Siniang

…

Looking and looking, Zu Ye’s eyes became moist. The Batous’ eyes became moist. The portraits of successive ancestors were all reflected in the lamplight. Those once turbulent stories seemed right before their eyes: opposing the Qing and restoring the Ming, assassinating Yongzheng, robbing the rich to help the poor, acting on Heaven’s behalf, traveling south and venturing north, pacifying the martial world. Scene after scene of heroic and stirring scrolls shuttled through the corridors of thought. The stars shifted, great changes occurred. The “Jiang Xiang Sect” had walked through nearly three hundred years of history, and now…

Suddenly, Zu Ye lifted his long robe and knelt on the ground. All the Batous also knelt down.

“This evening we meet to unite all under heaven!” Zu Ye loudly recited.

“This evening we meet to unite all under heaven!” The Batous involuntarily followed.

“From all seas we recruit, all surnamed Hong!”

“From all seas we recruit, all surnamed Hong!”

“With golden needles drawing blood, we jointly make our vow!”

“With golden needles drawing blood, we jointly make our vow!”

“Brothers unite in heart and must harmonize!”

“Brothers unite in heart and must harmonize!”

The resonant voices accompanied by passion stirred in the night sky. Righteous courage and heroic spirit were fully displayed!

Then Zu Ye rose and turned around, facing all the Batous, saying: “Brothers! The time has come for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ to serve the nation with our bodies!”

The Batous all widened their eyes, staring blankly at Zu Ye. Zu Ye did everything with purpose. The Batous knew Zu Ye was about to speak the truth.

“I came from the mortal world to practice physiognomy. All in the mortal world is past. Thunder and fire won’t blow away wind. Life after life, death after death in the physiognomy gate! In life, I’m a person of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ In death, I’m a ghost of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’! Tomorrow at the third quarter of the hour of Xu, I will perish together with the Japanese devils! Those willing to go with me, go together. Those unwilling to go, stay here. After the great matter is settled tomorrow, you can divide the wealth and go your separate ways!”

“Men!” Zu Ye shouted loudly.

Six strong-bodied A’Baos entered from outside the door, bare-chested, all holding gleaming large sabers. Zu Ye said: “It’s not that I don’t trust the brothers, but this matter is extremely important. Before the operation, not half a word of wind can leak! Brothers unwilling to go, before the third quarter of the hour of Xu tomorrow, may not leave even half a step!”

The Batous looked at each other, still not quite understanding. Er Batou couldn’t hold back and finally asked: “Zu Ye, we’ve all been kept in the dark. Please instruct us clearly, Zu Ye. We pledge to follow Zu Ye to the death!”

Zu Ye nodded and revealed the operational plan one by one.

Only then did the Batous understand Zu Ye’s painstaking effort. To wait for this moment, Zu Ye was willing to bear humiliation and heavy burdens. For this moment, Zu Ye was willing to deceive his brothers. For this moment, he was willing to bear the stigma of “the number one traitor in the Yi studies world”!

After hearing this, the Batous’ blood boiled. This was the Zu Ye worth following for a lifetime!

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Breaking the cauldrons and sinking the boats, a hundred and two Qin passes will ultimately belong to Chu! Heaven doesn’t let down those who work hard. Lying on brushwood and tasting gall, three thousand Yue soldiers can swallow Wu!” San Batou shouted.

“Zu Ye, we pledge to follow you to the death!” The Batous said in unison.

Zu Ye looked at his brothers, his eyes moistened, and shouted: “Bring wine!”

Several Xiao Jiaos carried over a jar of fine Daughter Red wine and poured seven or eight bowls in one breath.

Zu Ye took out a golden needle, pierced his middle finger, fresh blood gushed out and dripped into the bowl. The Batous each took needles, pricked their fingers, and dripped blood into the bowls.

Zu Ye raised his wine bowl, facing the ancestral tablets, and said loudly: “We don’t seek to be born in the same year, same month, same day, but seek to die in the same year, same month, same day!”

The Batous followed with tears streaming down: “We don’t seek to be born in the same year, same month, same day, but seek to die in the same year, same month, same day!”

After speaking, everyone raised their necks, swallowed the wine, then raised the bowls high and smashed them on the ground, shattering them to pieces.

The Great Final Battle

August 16, the Qiantang River great tide.

This great tide was the largest tidal wave the Qiantang River had seen in ten years. Zu Ye was waiting for just such an opportunity. The newspapers had long since published information about tide-watching. Even General Feng Yuxiang would personally go to Yanguan to watch the tide on the day of the tidal wave.

Earlier, Zu Ye feared the tidal timing might be wrong and had Pei Jinglong use Qimen methods to divine and predict. After analysis, Pei Jinglong told Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, rest assured. At the third quarter of the hour of Xu, the tidal wave will affect the entire Zhoushan Archipelago. At that time, waves will be seven feet high. The great matter can succeed!”

Zu Ye nodded deeply, then looked at Pei Jinglong and said: “Brother Pei, let’s part ways here. When the war ends in the future and China has peace, the promotion of Yi studies will depend on you, worthy brother!”

Pei Jinglong looked at Zu Ye admiringly and said with deep feeling: “Zu Ye, though you and I are not the same age, we’re close friends. In life, having one true friend is enough. This great battle will surely be nine deaths and one survival. I can’t leave. I’ll board the island together with Zu Ye! Those Qimen mechanisms were designed by my own hands. At the critical moment, perhaps I can help Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye looked at this young man before him, nodded, then patted his shoulder. A pair of close friends embraced tightly, trusting each other completely.

Zu Ye hadn’t misjudged. Pei Jinglong’s conscience indeed hadn’t died. After the Yi studies debate concluded that day, Zu Ye and Mei Xuanzi secretly met with Pei Jinglong. When asked why he submitted to the Japanese, Pei Jinglong revealed the truth. It turned out the Japanese had held Pei Jinglong’s mother hostage, threatening that if he didn’t cooperate with the Imperial Army, he would be killed without mercy. Pei Jinglong was a famous great filial son. Since ancient times, loyalty and filial piety cannot both be fulfilled, so he had no choice but to bear humiliation and heavy burdens, compromising reluctantly. After Zu Ye heard this, he secretly calculated. Within a week, through North Sect “Xuemeng Cao” sect leader Qian Yuelin, he cleared relationships in the Zhili region, spent heavy gold to bribe several traitors, and rescued Pei Jinglong’s old mother.

Afterward, Pei Jinglong was moved to tears. Zu Ye saw the time was ripe and revealed the truth. After hearing it, Pei Jinglong’s blood boiled and he requested: I pledge to follow Zu Ye to the death! But Zu Ye refused: “The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ isn’t suitable for you. You’re a true Yi studies scholar. Be an upright person, pursue scholarship steadily. In the future, you’ll surely become a great talent!” Pei Jinglong nodded with tears: “How can I repay Zu Ye’s great kindness and virtue?”

Zu Ye patted his shoulder and spoke in a low voice…

On the 16th at noon, Zu Ye, the Batous, Huang Farong, Mei Xuanzi, Pei Jinglong, and over two hundred secret society leaders controlled by the Japanese all boarded the island to watch the largest tidal wave in nearly ten years.

During lunch, Nishida Yoshiko specially sat at the same table with Zu Ye.

“Zu Ye has worked hard with great merit. I toast Zu Ye.” Nishida Yoshiko’s eyes were full of affection.

Zu Ye smiled slightly and said: “All thanks to Miss Nishida’s cultivation.”

Nishida Yoshiko smiled gracefully and said: “The moon is yin, the sun is yang. Where yin and yang attract, there are tides. I’ve heard that the moment of the tidal wave is when men and women most easily become emotional. I wonder if Zu Ye has heard this?”

Zu Ye still smiled without speaking.

“After tonight’s tidal wave, Zu Ye might as well rest here.” After speaking, she placed her hand on Zu Ye’s hand again.

This time Zu Ye didn’t dodge. Instead, he placed his other hand on Nishida Yoshiko’s hand, gripping tightly: “The moon in China is truly different from Japan’s. The moon over Hokkaido is still the most beautiful.”

Nishida Yoshiko was startled.

After 7 p.m., the sun neared the western mountains. The tidal water gradually surged up.

Everyone gathered on the rooftop of the second floor of the main hall, watching the gradually approaching tidal water. Before long, the wave tide drew near. The tidal wave formed surging wave billows, like ten thousand horses galloping, crashing against hidden reefs and sandbars, raising giant waves over ten meters high! After passing obstacles, the ten-thousand-mile sea waves formed a white curve. Towering turbulent waves came排空而来, overturning rivers and seas with unstoppable momentum! The protective embankment outside the nine halls was leaped over high by the sea waves. Everyone cheered!

At this moment, the moon emerged. The setting sun left shadows, the plain moon rose in the east—sun and moon shining together! The sea waves rolled, the crowd boiled!

Suddenly, Nishida Yoshiko’s brows furrowed tightly. She discovered some swimming things mixed in the sea waves. She hastily whispered a few words to a guard beside her. That guard immediately returned inside, and before long brought out military binoculars.

Nishida Yoshiko took the binoculars and looked, then shouted: “Not good!”

It turned out many snakes were mixed in the water. Following the rolling of the giant waves, they all surged into the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute.”

“Where did all these snakes come from?” Nishida Yoshiko looked carefully. These snakes had peculiar patterns, all extremely venomous. She hastily shouted: “Close the stone gates! Quickly close the stone gates! There are snakes in the water!”

Soldiers rushed downstairs one after another, but it was too late. Tens of thousands of snakes had already entered the buildings. People were only focused on watching the sea waves and didn’t notice at all that venomous snakes had entered the building complex following the beating of the seawater.

At the stairway entrance, a soldier raised his gun, just about to shoot at the snake群, when a venomous snake stuck out its tongue, whooshed and leaped onto that soldier’s forehead, opened its mouth and bit. The soldiers panicked, firing their guns in warning!

When the gunshots rang out, the crowd immediately froze. When everyone bent down to look, they couldn’t help but gasp. Countless venomous snakes, as if cursed, shuttled like flying between trees and wall grass, then suddenly leaped up, climbing onto the rooftop one after another. The crowd scattered with a whoosh, fleeing in all directions!

Liu the Blind had only one eye and ran vaguely with the crowd. Suddenly a black shadow passed before his eyes. Just as he opened his mouth to shout, a venomous snake whooshed into his mouth, biting his tongue hard! Liu the Blind couldn’t endure the pain. He wanted to shout but couldn’t. Both hands grabbed the snake’s belly hard, not letting the snake enter his abdomen. Suddenly, his body swayed, he fell from upstairs, dropping into ten thousand snakes!

In the chaos, Zheng the Half-Immortal hid in a wardrobe, tightly closing the cabinet door, breathing heavily. Suddenly he felt a hissing sound above his head. “Not good!” Zheng the Half-Immortal cried inwardly. A venomous snake had already entered the wardrobe. Just as Zheng the Half-Immortal looked up to observe, that venomous snake hissed, its venom glands shot out a string of venom, all spraying onto Zheng the Half-Immortal’s eyeballs. “Ah!” Zheng the Half-Immortal let out a miserable scream. His body tilted sideways, involuntarily knocking open the cabinet door. Hundreds of snakes instantly engulfed him.

Long Yufeng and Ding Zixia ran to the stairway corner below the main hall and were blocked by a group of venomous snakes at the stairway entrance. Several soldiers were using guns and flamethrowers to block them.

The flamethrower’s high-intensity flames burned the venomous snakes with sizzling sounds. Countless venomous snakes writhed and twisted, piles of them sliding down from the stairwell.

But the venomous snakes came wave after wave, swarming forward, unstoppable.

Long Yufeng and Ding Zixia anxiously spun in circles. Ding Zixia was even more frightened, crying out loudly.

Long Yufeng pulled her hard, shouting in a thick Tianjin accent: “What is this! Your mother, stop shouting! Your shouting makes me confused! Don’t you have the Queen Mother protecting your body! Where’s the Queen Mother!”

Ding Zixia looked viciously at Long Yufeng: “Slut, shut up!”

While the two were cursing each other, there was a cracking sound. The two didn’t know what the sound was and immediately quieted down.

“What sound?”

“Ah!” Ding Zixia let out another miserable scream. It turned out to be the sound of a soldier’s bones being crushed. Unknown when, a giant python had leaped up. The python was quite spiritual, its body agile. With three shakes and two sways, it dodged the flame spray, leaped up, and wrapped tightly around the soldier holding the flamethrower. The snake’s body tightened, the soldier’s bones all shattered, his cervical vertebrae broke, and his head immediately drooped down.

The other two soldiers hastily raised their guns and shot at the python. The python’s tail was hit by one shot. Suddenly it released the dead soldier, slithered up the handrail to a high place. Before those two soldiers could react, it fiercely leaped down from midair, instantly coiling around them, binding the two soldiers together. The python violently straightened. With several cracking sounds, both men’s bone frames broke and they fell like paper figures.

Then the python lunged at Long Yufeng and Ding Zixia…

At this moment, Zu Ye was closely following Nishida Yoshiko. He wanted to personally watch this vicious intelligence chief die!

Nishida Yoshiko carried a pistol and came downstairs under soldiers’ guard. At this time, the sky had completely darkened. Seawater flooded in, snakes danced chaotically. Several soldiers carried flamethrowers to clear the way. This building designed according to the Eight Arrays Diagram was inherently directionally confusing, shaped like a labyrinth. In the darkness, direction was even harder to distinguish. Nishida Yoshiko said nervously: “Quickly find Life Gate! Only by entering through Life Gate can we exit through Rest Gate!”

Easier said than done, but truly difficult to find. At this moment, Nishida Yoshiko couldn’t care about secrecy anymore and shouted: “Run in the direction of the river flow and you can find Life Gate!”

After hearing this, Zu Ye sighed toward heaven. Over a year of painstaking layout had finally been fulfilled today!

This was precisely the result Zu Ye had racked his brains to achieve. He bore humiliation and heavy burdens, willing to be a “traitor,” then deliberately schemed to obtain the title of “Great Master of Chinese Yi Studies.” Subsequently, he borrowed the name of constructing the “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” to drain the finances of various “secret societies.” Finally, with Pei Jinglong, he set up this exquisitely ingenious Eight Arrays formation!

Nine Palaces Eight Arrays, four dragon veins (rivers) shuttling through them. From Life Gate to Death Gate, all had rules to follow. Zu Ye was waiting for this decade’s largest tidal wave. When the great tide surged in, it could cause the rivers to reverse. Once the rivers reversed, mechanisms reversed, dragon veins collapsed and blocked, the Five Elements qi instantly changed, the Nine Palaces qi also suddenly transformed. Life Gate became Death Gate, Death Gate became Life Gate. The buildings hadn’t changed, but the good and bad fortune pattern was utterly different. This was the miraculous aspect of the Eight Arrays Diagram!

Zu Ye followed Nishida Yoshiko’s group running along the river. After about a quarter hour, they finally saw a stone gate with the two characters “Life Gate” written on it.

Nishida Yoshiko smiled slightly: “Heaven helps me!”

Immediately several people drilled inside.

After turning several corners, a stone gate blocked their way. Nishida Yoshiko said: “This stone gate is one-way. Only by entering through Life Gate can it be pushed open.” As she spoke, she put the pistol in her pocket and reached out to push the door.

The stone gate didn’t move. Nishida Yoshiko pushed again, still no movement. Several soldiers also came over to help.

At this moment, Zu Ye quietly circled to Nishida Yoshiko’s back, instantly drew out Nishida Yoshiko’s sidearm, and with lightning speed, bang! Bang! Bang! Fired three shots in succession, killing three soldiers. Immediately, Zu Ye pointed the gun at Nishida Yoshiko.

Nishida Yoshiko was startled. After all, she was a veteran spy trained for many years. She immediately understood everything and said calmly: “So it was you who played this conspiracy?”

Zu Ye nodded: “You’ve killed so many Chinese people. New and old grudges should be settled.”

Nishida Yoshiko used her hand to smooth her temple hair dampened by seawater and smiled bitterly: “It seems Zu Ye has been deceiving me all along…”

“It’s you who’ve been deceiving the Chinese people all along.”

“I’ve been deeply devoted to Zu Ye in vain…” Nishida Yoshiko said sadly.

“Hehe.” Zu Ye laughed once. “Love between children is small, the life and death of the nation is great. Didn’t Miss Nishida also come to China for Japan?”

Nishida Yoshiko shed tears. After a long while, she said: “My father was a fisherman. When I was small, I especially liked lying on the beach looking at the moon, looking at that big, beautiful moon. Now I’ve joined the military, become a spy. A spy’s body doesn’t belong to herself—it belongs to the Great Empire of Japan’s Emperor. I can’t turn back. I really want to return to childhood, lying carefree on the beach, looking at that big, round moon…”

“Why must there be war? Why can’t we live in peace?” Zu Ye said darkly.

“The law of the jungle, the strong eat the weak—this is the law of the human world. Even if Japan doesn’t invade China, other countries will… Unfortunately, there are too few people like Wang Yaqiao and Zu Ye in China…” Speaking to here, Nishida Yoshiko looked deeply at Zu Ye once. “Zu Ye, I’ll ask you one thing. Please answer truthfully.”

Zu Ye nodded.

“Have you ever had the slightest stirring of the heart toward me?”

Zu Ye looked at Nishida Yoshiko and nodded firmly.

“Then hold me once.”

Nishida Yoshiko moved her body gracefully, slowly approaching, her arms spreading. In the instant she opened her arms, suddenly her left hand flashed, blocking Zu Ye’s right arm. Her body turned, using a grappling technique, attempting to seize the gun from Zu Ye’s hand.

Zu Ye’s right arm was controlled. He immediately pushed, switched the pistol to his left hand, and pulled the trigger. With a bang, Nishida Yoshiko fell into Zu Ye’s arms.

With her last breath, Nishida Yoshiko exhaled toward Zu Ye. She smiled, lying in Zu Ye’s arms, her breath weak as she said: “If… there were no war, I would be willing… to watch the moon together with Zu Ye.” After finishing, she forever closed her eyes, yet the corners of her mouth still held a smile.

At this moment, a sharp whistling sound of artillery shells tore through the night sky. Immediately after, with a boom, the earth shook and mountains swayed. The beams in the corridor collapsed from the震动. Zu Ye took off his own long robe, wrapped it around Nishida Yoshiko’s corpse, then quickly ran outside. Another huge explosion. Wall debris shook down one after another. The instant he rushed out of the corridor, Zu Ye couldn’t help but look back once. Nishida Yoshiko’s corpse was gradually buried in rolling dust and smoke. Zu Ye couldn’t bear to look anymore and rushed out without looking back.

Outside, artillery fire flew everywhere, flames soared to the sky. Japanese warships patrolling near the Zhoushan Archipelago received distress signals sent by spies on the island. Countless artillery shells shot from the sea, streaked across the night sky, exploded with thunderous noise, mud flew everywhere. Venomous snakes and crowds were blown apart together. The magnificent “Japan-China Friendship Yi Studies Exchange Institute” collapsed with a rumble amid the war flames…

Chapter 1: Methods of Determining an Ominous House
What Constitutes an Ominous House

Throughout history, those who practice fortune-telling have never met good ends, nor have those who enjoy seeking fortune-tellers, because they treat human destiny as child’s play, calculating it back and forth. Setting aside whether the predictions are accurate or not, the greed and self-interest that hover on the edge of sin are enough to cause both parties to lose themselves. One wants to make money, the other wants to avert disaster. Both forget that the foundation of being human lies within oneself—all fortune and misfortune, blessing and calamity, are created by the human heart. Instead of examining themselves, they question ghosts and spirits; instead of cultivating themselves, they tend to incense offerings. Those petty scheming questions and answers, that profit-driven flattery and fawning, all reveal the greed and fragility of human nature. They rack their brains, they exhaust their wretchedness, clinging pitifully to the chains of fate.

After Zu Ye’s death, especially after the 1980s, people came to visit one after another. They had heard that I used to practice fortune-telling and wanted divinations. To be honest, for these people, there was no need to use any “Yingyao” methods—just the genuine Zhou Yi knowledge I possessed could send them away satisfied. But I didn’t do that. I only advised them toward goodness. Some listened; some couldn’t hear it at all. As the saying goes, Buddha saves those with affinity—if they won’t listen, no one can help them.

Later, I simply closed my doors to visitors. I’m old now and just want to finish this life plainly and peacefully.

The tree desires stillness, but the wind will not cease. I sealed away sin, took my final bow from the jianghu, hiding those past grievances and resentments deep in my heart, unwilling to speak of them to anyone. Everything about me and the “Jiang Xiang Sect”—all those rights and wrongs—will eventually enter the coffin with me, then return to tranquility and become a handful of yellow earth. But you cannot imagine how strange and peculiar the encounters between people are in history’s progression, just like the flutter of butterfly wings can cause tremendous tremors in the void dharma realm. The grievances of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” affect the whole body with one pull—I, weak and frail, in my twilight years, must once again face that past too painful to look back upon, that hazy and indistinct jianghu.

When four fortune-tellers who suddenly appeared on the streets in 1998 told me that Zu Ye wasn’t dead yet, my heart surged with emotion. The woman who appeared afterward, about forty years old, left me dumbstruck—she told me she was Huang Farong’s daughter. “Ghost Girl’s” daughter? A descendant of the “Jiang Xiang Sect”? Fourth Sister-in-law Huang Farong really hadn’t died? And she even had a daughter? At that moment I felt the world spinning, my mind completely confused. I even suspected I was dreaming—over these decades I’d had too many tangled, bizarre dreams.

My wife gripped my hand tightly, trying to calm my emotions. I looked at my very real wife, then bit my lip with my teeth, only then daring to acknowledge that everything before my eyes was real.

Huang Farong’s daughter and the four fortune-tellers brought news of Zu Ye’s survival, and they were making trouble openly in the Jianghuai region precisely to draw out mysteries sealed for decades—they wanted to force Zu Ye out.

My heart was full of confusion, then a wave of desolation: Zu Ye, oh Zu Ye, are you alive or dead? Do you know how I’ve endured these decades? Life and death, illusions and extinctions, endless entanglements, karma and dharma, right and wrong, the kasaya of righteousness, the mantle of sin—my everything has shuttled and wandered between your death and my life. Your thoughts wrap around endless unknowns, while I only want to live clearly and plainly. Your life is a mystery, your death a debt!

I tried to trace Zu Ye’s journey of not dying, because this would haunt my remaining years. I also tried to compare it with what I knew of Zu Ye’s past—those matters from Er Batou’s mouth. The woman before me was the best proof. Together we felt Zu Ye’s former self—Zu Ye’s evil, Zu Ye’s goodness, Zu Ye’s countless jianghu footprints…

The twenty-fifth year of the Republic (1936 CE), August 16th, dusk, Zhoushan Archipelago.

Zu Ye burst out of the corridor. Outside, flames soared skyward, gasoline barrels and ammunition boxes ignited by artillery shells exploded and scattered everywhere.

Several hundred people howled and ran as shells continuously struck. People were blown to pieces, various organs scattered about.

Zu Ye steadied himself and discovered Pei Jinglong was gone! Before landing on the island, the two had agreed that Pei Jinglong would follow Zu Ye—all the mechanisms in the “Eight Trigrams Formation” came from Pei Jinglong’s hands, and at critical moments he could help Zu Ye. But in the chaos, Zu Ye only focused intently on Xitian Meizi and couldn’t attend to him at all.

Zu Ye stared with bloodshot eyes, scanning the crowd woven between darkness and firelight.

“Zu Ye!” Huang Farong’s voice came from behind.

“Farong! Where are the brothers?” Zu Ye asked with concern.

“I don’t know, everyone scattered!” Huang Farong pressed down her wet forehead hair. “Zu Ye, let’s go quickly! The Japanese army will be here soon!”

Zu Ye could only nod in agreement. Before landing on the island, the secret Council Meeting had agreed: once battle began, everyone runs their own way, and don’t protect the Grand Master—that would make it easy for the Japanese to catch everyone at once. Everyone would run against the river’s flow direction to the end, where boats would be waiting.

Zu Ye and Huang Farong quickened their pace toward the agreed location. As they ran, they suddenly saw someone ahead also running frantically.

“Second Brother!” Zu Ye shouted.

Er Batou looked back: “Haha, Zu Ye!” He stumbled and nearly fell.

The three ran together. When they reached the agreed location and looked out, they couldn’t help but gasp—the two fishing boats meant to pick them up had been destroyed by shells, and several corpses floated slowly in the water. Zu Ye jumped into the water regardless, paddling and searching, afraid that the bodies in the water were his brothers.

Suddenly, among the floating corpses, Zu Ye discovered a familiar face. Ignoring Huang Farong’s pulling, he paddled straight over: “Master Mei! Master Mei!” Zu Ye collapsed into the water. Mei Xuanzi’s emaciated corpse floated in the murky seawater, turbulent waves continuously washing the dust and mud from his face. This great master who once performed salvation rites for thousands of departed souls on the banks of the Huangpu River now seemed so small and pitiful. Zu Ye embraced Mei Xuanzi’s corpse and wept toward the heavens.

“Zu Ye, Zu Ye!” A voice came from the pitch-black water surface. Zeng Jingwu, bringing several brothers from the “Jingwu Association,” rowed over.

“Zu Ye, get on the boat quickly, quick!” Zeng Jingwu shouted.

Zu Ye exerted himself to push Mei Xuanzi’s corpse onto the boat, then climbed aboard with Er Batou and Huang Farong.

“Paddle quickly!” Zeng Jingwu ordered. Several younger brothers rowed hard, and the small boat quickly disappeared into the depths of the sea.

“Zu Ye must have been frightened. The two boats ahead were all destroyed by shells. Our boat stopped in the distance, not daring to approach. Only after the Japanese artillery fire wasn’t so dense did we dare come over…” Zeng Jingwu said.

Zu Ye said nothing. He seemed not yet recovered from the life-and-death partings amid the artillery fire just now. The vast ocean, pitch black—he couldn’t see the end, much less any hope.

Near the third watch of night, the sea breeze came gently, the rumbling artillery gradually receding. The cool sea breeze blew against his face, and Zu Ye seemed to find himself again. After several more hours of rowing, Zu Ye’s group landed at Shaoxing. While it was still dark, everyone quickly headed to Zeng Jingwu’s hiding place.

As soon as they entered, a young, handsome fellow came out: “Zu Ye, are you alright?”—it was Little Six.

Zu Ye patted his shoulder: “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

Since Little Six had pledged allegiance to Zu Ye at Wang Yaqiao’s place last year, he hadn’t left Zu Ye’s side. But for this operation—setting up the trap to land on the island and fight the Japanese spies to the death—Zu Ye didn’t let him participate. Despite his pleading, Zu Ye always believed he was Qi Ye’s man, and if something happened to him right after joining the sect, there would be no way to explain it to Qi Ye. So before the battle, he had him temporarily stay with Zeng Jingwu.

Zu Ye carefully examined this gloomy house: “Brother Zeng, why did you choose an ominous house?”

Zeng Jingwu was startled, then smiled: “How does Zu Ye know this is an ominous house?”

Zu Ye smiled slightly: “Chun tree in front and huai tree in back brings reversed longevity. The west wing is one roof eave higher than the east wing—this is called ‘ghost peering head.’ This kind of house easily produces great misfortune!”

Zu Ye’s deductions demonstrated the profound attainments of a generation’s Jiang Xiang grandmaster. According to ancient custom, huai trees should be planted in front of the house and chun trees in back. Huai means “wood ghost”—it guards the front of the house. Chun means “increasing longevity”—it retreats to protect. So it should be huai in front, chun in back. If reversed, it will certainly bring financial loss and shortened life. Additionally, in ancient people’s courtyard houses, the east and west rooms should be symmetrical, not different in height or misaligned in length and width. If one wing is higher than the other by a section, at night it looks like a fierce ghost raising its head in the darkness—this is called “ghost peering head,” very inauspicious! Although the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had rough origins, they were absolutely not good-for-nothings. Especially the successive Grand Masters all had real goods in their bellies. This theory of Zu Ye’s was taken from the common essential principles of various feng shui schools.

China’s feng shui schools are as numerous as cow hairs. The Xuankong Flying Stars school alone can be divided into hundreds of smaller sects, each with its own set of theories. This creates a major problem: for the same house, Master Zhang says it’s an auspicious house, but Master Li says it’s ominous; the Yang Gong school says it has “fierce evil descending,” harming wife and sons, while the Sanhe school says it has “auspicious stars shining high,” many sons and much fortune. Every school claims to be the truth and that others are nonsense. At this point, ordinary common people find it even harder to distinguish truth from falsehood, unable to reach consensus.

Since taking control of the sect, Zu Ye enjoyed reading feng shui books in his spare time but was often confused by these mutually contradictory theories. Later, Zu Ye thought of a clever method: “choose their commonalities and use them.” Simply put, although various theories change in myriad ways and schools conflict with each other, all schools always have some things in common, and what Zu Ye took was their intersection.

Whether “Form School” feng shui, “Li Qi School” feng shui, or “Destiny School” feng shui, all have common principles for judging fortune and misfortune. These are also principles followed by all schools in China’s feng shui world.

First, if the front of a house is high and the back low, it is ominous. What is front and what is back? “Front” is the direction the main door or main hall faces. China’s territory is generally north of the equator, and people have lived facing the sun since ancient times—sitting north, facing south. So “front” generally refers to south, “back” generally refers to north.

Second, if the southeast is high and northwest low, it is ominous. Ancient legend says Gonggong crashed into Kunlun Mountain, causing “heaven to tilt northwest, earth to sink southeast.” So northwest high, southeast low is natural law. Therefore, if reversed—southeast high, northwest low—it goes against heaven and will produce great misfortune, thus called an ominous house.

Third, if the building’s right side is high and left side low, it is ominous. The first two points discussed terrain; this one discusses buildings on the ground. This principle comes from a feng shui maxim: “Left Azure Dragon, right White Tiger—better to let the Azure Dragon rise ten thousand zhang than let the White Tiger protrude one head.” This means in a building complex or adjacent houses, the right building cannot be higher than this house, not even a little, while the left can rise as high as desired. Modern people look at maps as “north up, south down, west left, east right,” but the ancients took north as the base, backing toward north as the starting point. Reflected in the Eight Trigrams diagram, north is back, belongs to the water element, governed by Black Tortoise; south is front, belongs to fire element, governed by Vermillion Bird; east is left, belongs to wood element, governed by Azure Dragon; west is right, belongs to metal element, governed by White Tiger. This is where “Left Azure Dragon, right White Tiger—better to let the Azure Dragon rise ten thousand zhang than let the White Tiger protrude one head” comes from.

“Azure Dragon and White Tiger” come from the “Six Beasts” theory in ancient feng shui. It states: “Left Azure Dragon, right White Tiger, front Vermillion Bird, back Black Tortoise, Gouchen in the middle, Tengshe transforms into dragon.” Fortune-tellers or feng shui masters often mutter these lines when examining feng shui, but few truly understand. Especially after New China’s establishment, as traditional learning gradually declined, many “masters” without even superficial skills often hold lectures and even publish books, pontificating about feng shui, when they don’t even understand the most basic directional meanings of “front, back, left, right” in ancient terminology.

Fourth, if the house has mountains in front and water in back, it is ominous. Ancient people building houses emphasized “backing onto mountains, beside water”—mountains should be behind, providing support; water should be in front, representing accumulated wealth. If reversed, there’s no support, bringing financial loss and disaster.

Besides these macro feng shui taboos, Zu Ye also summarized principles for judging fortune and misfortune within bedrooms according to ancient thought.

First, bedrooms should be quiet, not active. Bedrooms are for sleeping. When people sleep, their souls rest. If there’s activity in the bedroom, the soul is restless, the spirit scattered, leading to frequent nightmares and poor sleep. The ancients said: when the soul is at peace, there are no dreams. Therefore, bedrooms should be quiet, not active.

Second, bronze mirrors should not be placed at the head of the bed. The Shuowen Jiezi states: mirror means reflection. Mirrors in ancient times were magical instruments for summoning spirits and driving away ghosts. Li Shizhen said: “Ancient mirrors are like ancient swords—if they possess spiritual power, they can ward off evil and malevolent forces.” The ancients also believed mirrors could cause nightmares. Cao Xueqin’s Dream of the Red Chamber also mentions mirrors’ supernatural connections multiple times. Therefore, the ancients were very taboo about placing mirrors at the head of beds, believing mirrors “reflect people during the day, reflect ghosts at night.” Getting up at night to use the toilet, one might see in the mirror things that shouldn’t be seen. So the ancients never placed mirrors at bed heads. Especially when family members died, all mirrors in the house were covered with mourning paper. This tradition continues today.

Third, weapons should not be placed in bedrooms. In ancient times, except for martial artists, ordinary people rarely placed weapons in bedrooms, and especially should not place swords and spears under beds. The phrase “sleeping on weapons waiting for dawn” describes a state of readiness to fight to the death—too much killing energy easily invites disaster.

Fourth, bedrooms should not enshrine divine or Buddha images. Deities are for worship, and worship places should be clean and quiet. Bedrooms are for sleeping. Setting aside the intense noise of marital relations, just the foul odors of bodily functions are enough to constitute great disrespect.

After hearing this, Zeng Jingwu laughed heartily: “What Zu Ye says is absolutely right. This house is the old residence of Ding Wugui, boss of Shaoxing’s ‘Jiantou Hang.’ Earlier this year, Mr. Ding was hacked to death here by a group of desperadoes due to labor disputes. Also hacked to death with him were his wife and two sons.”

Zu Ye nodded after hearing: “So Chief Instructor Zeng settled here. This kind of house—officials don’t care, civilians don’t ask about it, ordinary people avoid it…”

Huang Farong coughed and said in a low voice: “This place is deserted. Though it’s a good hiding place, it is after all an ominous house. If we stay here long, I’m afraid…”

Zeng Jingwu smiled and shook his head: “Miss Huang worries too much. You fortune-tellers believe in these things, but Qi Ye and I don’t. We only believe in the guns in our hands, the brothers under our command. Zu Ye and company can rest here for a few days. After the situation calms down, Zu Ye can go seek refuge with Qi Ye!”

Zu Ye also smiled: “Chief Instructor Zeng is right—a person’s fate is in their own hands. Chief Instructor Zeng assisted in setting up this trap to destroy the Japanese spy base, then risked death to save us—truly, ten thousand thanks. After I bury Master Mei tomorrow, I should also leave.”

Zeng Jingwu’s smile faded. He approached Zu Ye and whispered a few words in his ear.

Zu Ye shook his head: “Many thanks, Chief Instructor Zeng. Qi Ye’s kindness to me is as heavy as mountains. Now that I’ve escaped this life-and-death catastrophe, I won’t disturb Qi Ye. Our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has reached today after over three hundred years—we can’t all be cut down or killed off. Wherever we land, we take root. Tomorrow I’ll naturally lead the brothers to find a way out. Chief Instructor Zeng need not worry.”

Zeng Jingwu opened his mouth to say more, but Zu Ye shook his head and waved his hand—his decision was made.

Early the next morning, several people quietly buried Mei Xuanzi at the foot of the mountain. Zu Ye originally wanted to erect a memorial tablet for him, inscribed “Spirit Tablet of Sworn Brother Mei Xuanzi” and such, but considering safety issues, he abandoned the idea.

However, Zu Ye carefully selected an auspicious feng shui location for Mei Xuanzi, hoping his descendants would prosper. The Jiang Xiang grandmaster suddenly became superstitious, which puzzled those present. They didn’t know if Zu Ye had truly learned feng shui through years of consulting masters, or if his turbulent fate left him nowhere to place his grief. In any case, he selected very carefully—examining dragon veins, wind direction, sand and stones, even picking up soil to smell it.

Around noon, Zu Ye whispered a few words in Zeng Jingwu’s ear, then bowed farewell. Huang Farong, Er Batou, and Little Six followed Zu Ye as he slowly disappeared into the depths of Shaoxing’s streets…

## Death of China’s First Assassination King

Dark night, high wind, withered leaves blown everywhere.

Under lamplight, Zu Ye picked up a copy of “One Hundred Illustrations of Dead Souls” to study carefully. This was a book organized with a personal preface by Mr. Lu Xun. The reason Zu Ye liked “One Hundred Illustrations of Dead Souls” was because the book’s protagonist was also a swindler—an extremely clever, opportunistic speculator who could get through to all key figures from provincial governors down to commoners.

While reading, suddenly came a rush of footsteps. Zu Ye quickly blew out the oil lamp, reached for several iron nails, and hid behind the door.

“Zu Ye, it’s me.” A low voice came from outside the door.

Zu Ye heard it was Er Batou and let out a long breath, opening the door.

“Zu Ye, look who’s here!” Er Batou said excitedly.

“Zu Ye!” A black shadow behind Er Batou pushed him aside, fell to his knees with a thud, crying and speaking: “I finally found you!”

Zu Ye recognized the voice—it was Da Batou. He reached out to help him up, and the two embraced tightly. Zu Ye forcefully patted his back, unable to say a word.

Zu Ye had truly become fragile. During those days when brothers were scattered and the future looked hopeless, he prayed for his brothers every day. At night he often had nightmares, constantly waking and falling back into deep sleep. Finally one day, he couldn’t help but have Huang Farong go to a nearby temple to request an Guanyin statue, which he worshipped daily to place his grief.

Huang Farong and Er Batou understood this was Zu Ye’s greatest low point in life. Zu Ye was human too—humans feel fear, have terror. Heroes are like paper—you can splash ink and wield brushes to construct infinite brilliance and magnificence, but they can also be instantly punctured, flying fragments everywhere, blown and scattered by wind. Zu Ye had reached his low point, like countless heroes in history—when triumphant, “amid laughter, masts and oars turn to ash and smoke,” but once luck turns bad, even heroes lose their spirit, even overlords lose their voice.

Originally, that day after bidding farewell to Zeng Jingwu, Zu Ye disguised himself with Er Batou, Huang Farong, and Little Six, then secretly returned to Shanghai’s suburbs. This was Zu Ye’s consistent method—the most dangerous place is the safest place.

Landing on the island to set up the trap and destroy the Japanese spy organization was Zu Ye’s grand strategy. In Manchukuo, Zu Ye first agreed to cooperate with the Japanese through Xitian Meizi, then painstakingly organized the Yi learning debate conference to concentrate all the “Sects and Secret Societies” traitors together. During this time, he united with Mei Xuanzi, Pei Jinglong, Zeng Jingwu and others to set up the trap on Zhoushan Archipelago, and sent Huang Farong thousands of miles to Yunnan to obtain snake poison—this led to the disaster of tide-watching on Zhoushan Archipelago, seawater flooding in, and ten thousand snakes invading.

If any link in this chain had problems, the trap would fail. If it failed, Zu Ye would die. Death wasn’t frightening—what was frightening was that his infamy as ‘China’s Yi Learning World’s Number One Traitor’ could never be cleared. Life’s greatest sorrow is being wronged! They say history is just, but justice requires time. Zu Ye didn’t want to wait a hundred years, a thousand years! Zu Ye gambled! Just like countless A’Baos in history, at critical moments daring to bet everything—succeed and ‘the power shakes the world and returns to the homeland’; fail and ‘draw the knife in one swift move, no regrets in youth’ (swift blade, no regrets in youth)!

Heaven had eyes and blessed Zu Ye’s success. But Zu Ye also failed—the sect was suddenly gone. The Batous who landed on the island together—their life or death unknown. The sect’s Xiao Jiaos had all been dispersed the night before. Regarding this unreasoned “dispersal,” the Xiao Jiaos were all puzzled, but they dared not disobey the Grand Master’s orders. Each took silver and went into hiding. Without orders, no one dared come out and cause trouble.

Before landing on the island, some Batous asked: “What if everyone gets scattered?” This was indirectly asking about the rendezvous and hiding location after coming ashore.

Zu Ye didn’t tell them the specific address but directly ordered them to rendezvous at the river head on the island—those who could make it would make it; those who couldn’t would leave it to fate. The reason Zu Ye didn’t reveal Zeng Jingwu’s Shaoxing hiding place was fear that if someone fell into enemy hands and couldn’t withstand torture, revealing the information, everyone would be finished.

The more meticulous the plan, the more cruel it is. Now Zu Ye was safe, but what about the brothers? Zu Ye couldn’t sleep night after night. During the day, he sent Er Batou and Huang Farong in disguise into the city to search for scattered brothers. After several days of searching, they finally connected with Da Batou.

Zu Ye narrowed his eyes, slowly listening to Da Batou describe his escape.

That day when poisonous snakes surged into the “Japan-China Yi Learning Friendly Exchange Institute,” the scene was utter chaos. Da Batou took off running. Though not very tall, he was solid—a mass of muscle. Once he started running, he couldn’t stop. Seven or eight people who ran into him were all knocked flying. This fellow ran wildly and was the first to reach the rendezvous point at the river’s end. But when he got there, his spirits deflated—he’d run too fast, so the pickup boats hadn’t arrived yet.

Da Batou anxiously yelled: “Damn it! Damn it!”

At this time, a small boat came from afar. Da Batou stretched out both arms and charged into the water, sliding right onto the boat. Just as he was about to tell the rowers to paddle quickly, he immediately thought that Zu Ye hadn’t arrived yet, so anxious he started yelling again!

Dimly, several more people rushed over from the shore—Mei Xuanzi, Gai Xia, San Batou, Wu Batou, and others.

“Quick! Quick! Get on board!” Da Batou shouted at the top of his lungs. At that moment, a piercing shriek tore through the sky. Da Batou’s ears were especially sharp: “It’s a shell! Damn it!” Not caring whether it was fired in this direction or not, he dove headfirst into the water and fled.

With a bang, the shell exploded. The boat was blown apart, and a piece of shrapnel shot like lightning into Mei Xuanzi’s throat. Mei Xuanzi died on the spot.

By the time Da Batou surfaced again, the shore was already ablaze with flames. Armed personnel resembling Japanese soldiers had also arrived, fighting and killing in utter chaos. Da Batou hardened his heart: “Forget it! Not waiting anymore!” Clutching a piece of splintered boat bottom, he swam toward the open sea.

Da Batou was quite confident in his physical strength. He had lived by the river since childhood and was an excellent swimmer. He swam continuously for two hours and finally grew tired. Floating on the pitch-black water surface, cold and hungry, he looked at the vast ocean and lamented repeatedly: “I’m going to be fish food today, damn it!”

In his despair, a fishing fire suddenly appeared on the dim sea surface—it seemed fishermen were out fishing. Da Batou used his last bit of strength to swim desperately toward the fishing fire.

Da Batou was saved. A couple out at sea pulled up the nearly dead Da Batou. After Da Batou recovered his vitality in the cabin, he drank an entire pot of noodle soup and ate seven large barracuda. The couple was stunned—this must be a reincarnated starving ghost!

After eating, Da Batou pulled out a wad of fabi currency from his wet pocket and handed it to the couple. The Nationalist government had just introduced fabi currency, which was still quite valuable—one hundred yuan in fabi could buy two large oxen. The couple had never seen so much money and were too frightened to accept it. Da Batou roared: “Take it! Isn’t my life worth this much money!”

After coming ashore, unable to find Zu Ye and the brothers, Da Batou could only disguise himself and wander the streets daily, waiting for the call.

“Ancestral secret formula, specializes in treating bruises and injuries, bean sprouts coming out, old empty old wide no…” That day, Er Batou was pretending to be a street doctor to gather brothers hidden in various corners.

Da Batou had observed this street doctor for a long time, but Er Batou’s disguise technique was too formidable—he used the needle-pricking method, all his facial features had shifted position. Da Batou feared he was a Japanese imposter, so he observed for several days before daring to approach and strike up conversation.

“You fraud!” Da Batou suddenly patted Er Batou from behind.

Er Batou was so frightened that a hot wave rolled through his lower abdomen and he nearly wet himself. He turned around: “You…” Da Batou had also disguised himself, his face covered entirely with pot-bottom soot. He originally had a face full of lumpy flesh, and now his entire face looked like a lump of dried dung. Er Batou didn’t recognize him for a moment.

The two stared at each other for a moment, then “It’s you!” They smiled simultaneously.

After Zu Ye finished listening, he laughed heartily. Then he restrained his laughter: “Where are our other brothers?”

That night, Zu Ye still couldn’t sleep. Only near the fourth watch did he manage to fall asleep with difficulty…

In a daze, Zu Ye heard a rush of hurried footsteps. He wanted to open his eyes to look but couldn’t. With great difficulty he opened them, but felt everything was blurry and couldn’t see anything clearly. At this moment, the room door creaked open. Zu Ye was shocked—he had barred the door from inside, how could it open?

A blurry figure walked in. Zu Ye struggled to open his eyes, and suddenly everything became clear—it was Qi Ye (Wang Yaqiao)!

“Qi Ye!” Zu Ye got up and walked over.

Wang Yaqiao silently looked at Zu Ye, seeming to have something to say but unable to speak.

“Qi Ye…”

Wang Yaqiao said nothing and turned to leave.

“Qi Ye! Qi Ye!” Zu Ye quickly chased after him. Outside the room was pitch darkness with nothing there. “Qi Ye! Qi Ye!” Zu Ye shouted.

After a struggle, Zu Ye woke up, touching his head covered in sweat: “Oh… a dream.” Huang Farong from the adjacent room, hearing Zu Ye’s shouts, hurried over. “What’s wrong, Zu Ye?”

Zu Ye wiped the sweat from his forehead: “Nothing… nothing… Has there been any news from Chief Instructor Zeng’s side these past few days?”

“No.” Huang Farong picked up the thermos and poured Zu Ye a cup of water. “Zu Ye, you…”

“It’s nothing, nothing. You may withdraw.”

Three days later, shocking news appeared that stunned both China and the world: the legendary hero Wang Yaqiao had been assassinated in Wuzhou, Guangxi by Dai Li, head of Nationalist secret agents!

The news appeared in the papers. Zu Ye’s entire body trembled, and the newspaper in his fingers instantly slipped away. This kind of grief he had only felt when his own family members were killed—he couldn’t even stand steadily. Despite Huang Farong coughing several times as a hint, he didn’t realize he had severely lost composure in front of the brothers. Then tears burst forth: “Qi Ye!” With a mournful cry, Zu Ye’s legs went soft and he fell to his knees. Da Batou, Er Batou, and Little Six, feeling it in their hearts, all fell to their knees surrounding Zu Ye, tears streaming from their eyes.

The next day Zeng Jingwu arrived, wearing mourning silk around his waist and white satin on his head. When Zu Ye met with him, the brothers embraced and wept bitterly. By the end, their tears dried up and what came out was blood.

That night, Zu Ye and Zeng Jingwu talked by candlelight through the night. Only then did Zeng Jingwu tell Zu Ye about Wang Yaqiao’s recent movements.

It turned out Wang Yaqiao had long been listed by the Nationalist authorities as their number one assassination target over these years. Especially his multiple plots to assassinate Jiang, Song, and Wang made Chiang Kai-shek unable to eat or sleep in peace. After Wang Yaqiao successfully assassinated Wang Jingwei last year, Nationalist agents led by Dai Li frantically tracked his whereabouts even more.

Wang Yaqiao found it increasingly difficult to advance. He gradually realized that relying solely on assassination wouldn’t work—before the powerful state apparatus, even the most formidable lone ranger would ultimately become a drowning dog. Without proper organizational leadership, it was ultimately a dead end. Weighing the various forces in China at the time, Wang Yaqiao decided to join the Chinese Communist Party. Only this organization truly thought of the laboring masses, and only this organization could save China.

But heaven envied talent. Just as the CCP was about to absorb Wang Yaqiao into the party, Dai Li set up a honey trap and shot Wang Yaqiao to death in a hail of bullets. After death, they even cut off his facial skin—extremely cruel and shocking.

After Wang Yaqiao’s death, Mao Zedong felt endless regret. Heroes cherish heroes. Mao Zedong’s evaluation of Wang Yaqiao was: “Killing enemies without guilt, resisting Japan with merit. Small matters lacked scrutiny, but major matters were clear.” This was the ultimate evaluation of a legendary hero by the CCP’s highest leader.

“Zu Ye, join the Chinese Communist Party with me!” Zeng Jingwu said.

Zu Ye was startled. Join the party? The Communist Party? He had never considered this question.

Seeing Zu Ye silent, Zeng Jingwu continued: “This was Qi Ye’s wish before death. Now that he’s gone, the brothers will all respectfully follow his dying wish. Over these years I’ve also seen through it—personal fighting and killing is useless. Mao Zedong said ‘political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’ Only by joining the organization can everyone’s strength become powerful. With a team, we can accomplish great things!”

Zu Ye still didn’t speak.

Zeng Jingwu was startled, then said: “Doesn’t Zu Ye want to abandon darkness for light?”

Zu Ye let out a long sigh: “Chief Instructor Zeng, it’s not that I don’t want to abandon darkness for light—our situations are different! You and Qi Ye are national heroes. What am I? I’m just a jianghu swindler. You kill bad people, evil people, Japanese—but us? We swindle common people. Some of those rich people aren’t bad, but we swindled them too…”

Zeng Jingwu nodded slightly: “Zu Ye, flaws don’t obscure virtues. Zu Ye destroying the Japanese spy organization and taking the opportunity to eliminate so many ‘Sects and Secret Societies’ leaders was also a righteous deed! Chairman Mao said: ‘If political views are not mistaken, loyal, with spirit of sacrifice, able to work actively, without ideas of making foreign fortune, not smoking opium, not gambling, one can join the party!’ If it really doesn’t work, I’ll join the party first, then write Zu Ye a recommendation letter.”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly: “I came from the mortal world to practice physiognomy. Everything in the mortal world is past. Thunder strikes and fire burns but wind won’t leave. Life and death within the physiognomy gate. I’m the master of a sect with so many brothers under me. If I join the Communist Party, what happens to them? If I don’t care for them, they’ll surely harm the world. If I force them to join the party, who knows if they’ll be accepted. Moreover, the four great sects with centuries of transmission—this isn’t something I alone can decide…”

Zeng Jingwu helplessly shook his head: “How are all you ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ people the same! That Xu Huaijin (the Grand Master in Part One who set up the honey trap with Zu Ye) also said this! So what about centuries of transmission? Feudal society lasted thousands of years—when the Xinhai Revolution fired its first cannon shot, wasn’t it still destroyed? This is an age of revolution! Revolutionary renewal, Zu Ye, think thrice!”

Zu Ye still didn’t speak.

Seeing Zu Ye’s mind was made up, Zeng Jingwu could only sigh and let it go: “Zu Ye, I’m going to northern Shaanxi. From now on… from now on… we may never meet again. The Zhengjia Alliance becomes a swan song, the ‘Axe Gang’ exists no more in the mortal world. Zu Ye, take care, take care, take care!”

“I want revenge! Revenge! Zu Ye, I want revenge!” Little Six’s hoarse, desperate shouting came from outside the door.

Zeng Jingwu’s tears came again: “Zu Ye, Little Six… I entrust him to you. This lad is stubborn. Zu Ye, please take good care of him…”

Zeng Jingwu left. Zu Ye slapped Little Six twice across the face to steady his emotions, then later risked danger to go to Nanjing with Xu Huaijin and Hua Yuerong to set up a life-and-death honey trap…

During this period, Da Batou, Er Batou, and Huang Farong, after disguising themselves, spent entire days hawking on Shanghai streets to gather the scattered brothers.

Several months later, the Xiao Jiaos hidden in various corners assembled. This was the “Jiang Xiang Sect”! This was organizational power! With one command from the Master, mountains shake and earth moves! Scattered like flying catkins blown by wind, wherever they land they take root. Gathered like hundreds of birds paying homage to the phoenix, they can assemble in an instant!

Still not appearing were San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou. These were all backbone members of “Muzi Lian”! Zu Ye couldn’t eat or sleep in peace. Were these three fellows dead, or had they been captured by the Japanese?

At night, Zu Ye summoned Huang Farong: “Farong, do you regret it?”

Huang Farong smiled bitterly: “No regrets.”

Zu Ye let out a long sigh: “Perhaps Zu Ye was wrong—shouldn’t have paired you with Zizhan… Now, Zizhan’s whereabouts are unknown…”

Huang Farong lowered her head and said quietly: “Life and death are determined by fate, wealth and honor are in heaven’s hands.”

A cold wind struck, blowing the window open. Huang Farong picked up a long gown and draped it over Zu Ye.

“What day is it today?” Zu Ye asked.

Huang Farong calculated on her fingers: “Just passed the Start of Winter.”

Zu Ye nodded: “In your Shandong hometown, what do you eat on the Start of Winter?”

“Dumplings.”

“Mm,” Zu Ye nodded again. “Dumplings, jiaozi, the passing of time. Order the brothers—tonight at the zi hour, we eat dumplings.”

“Ah?” Huang Farong smiled.

“What’s wrong?” Zu Ye asked.

“So many people, who’ll make them?” Huang Farong said with a smile.

“Everyone works together!”

The brothers were all shocked. These people were normally the type who killed and burned, robbed graves and dug up tombs. Asking them to make dumplings was harder than climbing to heaven. But the Grand Master had given the order—they had to obey!

Dozens of people crowded noisily around the Eight Immortals table. Some kneaded dough, some chopped filling, making dumplings in a lively atmosphere. Zu Ye glanced over and nearly laughed out loud. These dumplings were baffling—some standing, some lying down, big ones like donkey ears, small ones like sheep dung pellets, all kinds of strange shapes. After examining them for a while, Zu Ye was surprised to discover that the best dumpling-maker here wasn’t Huang Farong, the female A’Bao, but Da Batou, who always slaughtered pigs and dogs, because he had once worked under a butcher, daily slicing meat and chopping filling, mixing dough and rolling wrappers. Over time, he had developed this good skill.

Watching Da Batou’s callused hands making clever, delicate dumplings, Zu Ye suddenly felt a pang in his heart: How wonderful to be an ordinary person—life, this is life!

Several hundred dumplings took four or five pots to cook completely. When the first pot was done, Huang Farong suggested Zu Ye eat first, fearing they would get cold and taste bad. Zu Ye insisted on not eating. He wanted to wait until all the dumplings were cooked to eat together with the brothers.

Later, Zu Ye had Er Batou bring out several jars of Shaoxing aged wine. The brothers ate and drank, temporarily forgetting their defeat and predicament.

Huang Farong finally saw through Zu Ye’s intention. Zu Ye was consolidating morale. Though the winter night was cold, he couldn’t let the brothers’ hearts grow cold. From Mei Xuanzi’s momentum-building to the great defeat of the Japanese spies, through several life-and-death experiences and wandering displacement, the team was nearly scattered. With Zu Ye present, everyone could still gather together. Once Zu Ye died, “Muzi Lian” would surely be finished. Zu Ye understood clearly in his heart. Though the brothers didn’t say it aloud, they all felt bad inside. The glorious days on the Shanghai Bund were gone. Now they could only huddle wretchedly in this shabby suburban place, barely surviving.

During the feast, a Xiao Jiao suggested returning to the jianghu to operate. Zu Ye nodded: “We’ll talk about it after New Year.”

## Zu Ye Eliminates Huang Farong

After a heavy snow, 1937 arrived.

Early spring was still cold. One morning, magpies on the branches in the courtyard chirped incessantly. Huang Farong said to Zu Ye with a smile: “Zu Ye, there will be good fortune today. Look how happily the magpies are calling!”

Zu Ye was also very happy, a long-absent smile blooming on his face.

Around the si hour, the steward reported: “The Southern Sect Grand Master has arrived! Third Master, Fourth Master, and Fifth Master have also returned!”

Jiang Feiyan’s sudden visit, together with San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou, greatly shocked Zu Ye. He hurried out to greet them.

As soon as they entered, San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou all knelt before Zu Ye, kowtowing and crying: “Zu Ye, we finally found you!” Zu Ye’s heart ached as he quickly helped them up.

“Is Zu Ye well?” Jiang Feiyan looked at the emaciated Zu Ye with concern.

“All is well, all is well. Sister Yan, please come inside.”

After entering the room, Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan exchanged pleasantries, then San Batou led in recounting the process of their separation from Zu Ye. Huang Farong held Jiang Feiyan’s arm, resting her head on Jiang Feiyan’s shoulder, listening quietly.

That day on the island, San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou had also run fast enough, but just as they reached the agreed location, shells came. Watching the pickup boats blown into the air, these three Batous were also knocked unconscious by the shells. Especially Wu Batou—a piece of wood thrown up by the shell hit him on the forehead. He swayed a few times and fell down.

Then the devils from behind arrived. The two Batous didn’t know what to do when several more shells came. The three huddled together and avoided the huge shock wave. Not far away, several devils who didn’t have time to hit the ground were instantly felled by their own side’s shells.

At this critical moment, San Batou had a sudden inspiration and told Si Batou to quickly take off his clothes. He himself also stripped naked, then stripped clothes from dead Japanese soldiers. “Quick! Quick, put them on!” While pulling them onto himself, he threw another Japanese uniform to Si Batou. Then he put a military uniform on the unconscious Wu Batou while slapping his face: “Fifth Brother, wake up! Wake up!”

Fortunately, Wu Batou had only been knocked out by the wood. He quickly regained consciousness, and San Batou and Si Batou supported him as they walked back.

About a quarter hour later, the Japanese warship arrived. The remaining Japanese soldiers on the island and the “Sects and Secret Societies” leaders all boarded the ship.

As soon as they got on deck, the Japanese separated their own people from the “Sects and Secret Societies” leaders. The “Sects and Secret Societies” people were all driven to the stern, given no clothes to wear and nothing to eat or drink. The Japanese already understood that this disaster was certainly caused by these “Sects and Secret Societies” people. Though they didn’t yet know who, no one would be allowed to escape.

After counting the people, the “Sects and Secret Societies” leaders were all driven into the lower hold to await interrogation upon landing.

San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou, wearing Japanese military uniforms, nervously mixed into the devils’ ranks. Following the team into the cabin, they drank sake and even ate raw fish slices.

At the third watch, the warship was about to dock. Looking at the sleeping Japanese soldiers around them, San Batou made a hand gesture. The three quietly slipped to the deck and, when no one was watching, all dove into the water.

Due to nervousness, San Batou went down almost horizontally. His entry posture was wrong. The instant his body contacted the water surface, the buoyant water surface slammed hard against his belly and testicles. San Batou was nearly knocked unconscious but forced himself to endure the pain and swim toward shore.

After coming ashore, Si Batou and Wu Batou supported him, and the three quickly disappeared into the night. Limping along for forty or fifty li, dawn broke. Seeing a village ahead with a threshing ground at the village entrance, and many wheat straw stacks around the threshing ground, the three found a large wheat straw stack sheltered from the wind, hollowed out a big nest, hid inside, and huddled together for warmth.

San Batou undid his belt to carefully examine his testicles. Both testicles were completely swollen, his scrotum swollen like a large bun.

Wu Batou looked and said: “Third Brother, does it hurt?”

San Batou looked at him: “What do you think?”

“It hurts.”

“Damn your mother! If I hadn’t saved you, you’d have been blown to death on the island! And you’re still making wisecracks!” San Batou cursed.

Si Batou also couldn’t help but want to laugh: “Third Brother, calm down. Chinese medicine says the scrotum connects directly to the Triple Burner. At this time you absolutely cannot get angry, or it will swell bigger and bigger!”

“Oh, is that so…” San Batou’s anger immediately subsided.

“Pfft—” Si Batou finally couldn’t hold it in and laughed out loud.

“You’re also playing me!” San Batou realized and cursed profusely.

“Third Brother, calm down… What should we do next?” Si Batou asked worriedly.

San Batou raised his head to look at the misty distance: “Sigh… I don’t know when this condition of mine will get better. We should find a place to lie low first.”

“Why not return to Shanghai, find a secluded place to hide, and wait for Zu Ye’s summons?” Si Batou said sadly.

“Sigh… We don’t even know if Zu Ye is…” Speaking to this point, San Batou forcibly swallowed the second half of the sentence. This was a highly disrespectful statement.

“Yes,” Wu Batou also grew somber. “Those poisonous snakes scattering everywhere, those shells flying all over—if we brothers hadn’t run fast, we’d have become meat paste long ago! Who knows how Zu Ye and the other brothers are doing.”

“Wonder how Farong is…” Si Batou suddenly felt melancholy. Only at this moment did he deeply feel guilt. He felt that in these years since Huang Farong married him, he hadn’t properly cherished or loved her, hadn’t fulfilled a husband’s duty. Now perhaps… it was too late.

“Third Brother, let’s return to the city. Maybe in a few days Zu Ye will send out the signal…” Si Batou said this aloud, but his heart thought more of Huang Farong.

San Batou let out a sigh and said: “Fourth Brother, you know your brother. I was originally a small-time street swindler. Thanks to Zu Ye not abandoning me, I joined our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ and finally had the opportunity to display my abilities. No one misses Zu Ye more than me, but… in my current state, I can’t walk, can’t run. The devils suffered such a huge loss—they’ll certainly conduct a citywide manhunt. If the devils corner us in a house, I won’t even be able to run! And I’ll implicate my two brothers!”

Wu Batou grasped the hidden meaning in San Batou’s words, cleared his throat and said: “Third Brother is right. We should stay far from Shanghai, the farther the better. Once Third Brother’s injury heals, we’ll immediately return to find Zu Ye and the brothers.”

Si Batou was clever all his life, but at that moment his head was full of Huang Farong. He didn’t realize at all that these two brothers were planning to “lay low.”

“Alright, listen to Third Brother.” Si Batou nodded.

And so, after dawn, the three hired an ox cart in the village and headed south all the way to Fujian.

Later, the three found an old Chinese medicine doctor to treat San Batou’s condition. The old doctor prescribed a topical medicine. Every day after applying hot towels to his lower body, San Batou would smear on the ointment. After about a week, San Batou’s lower body began to reduce in swelling. The pain gradually disappeared, replaced by itching—unbearable itching. This itching was more unbearable than pain. He couldn’t scratch it, couldn’t touch it. San Batou could only clench his fists tightly, bite his teeth hard, and endure it.

A month passed. Si Batou anxiously asked: “Third Brother, are you better? Should we return to Shanghai?”

“Mm, let me try, let me try.” As he spoke, San Batou stepped forward and walked back and forth. “Still not good, still hurts a bit…”

San Batou was waiting—waiting for his unspeakable conspiracy to slowly materialize. If several months passed without any news, perhaps Zu Ye had truly died, and what came next would be easier to handle. For this he paid an enormous price. He had to pretend to be in pain. If it hurt, he couldn’t visit prostitutes, or his cover would be blown. So every night he would fantasize in his mind about past brothel scenes, then pleasure himself alone until utterly spent. The next day, he would still walk with a shuffle, still crying out in pain.

Si Batou finally grew impatient: “How about… how about I return to Shanghai first to check things out, and you wait for my news.”

Wu Batou smiled slightly: “Fourth Brother, ‘heads can roll but shoulders won’t split’—that’s jianghu rules! Now that Third Brother has an injury, how can we brothers abandon him?” In his anxiety, Wu Batou used underworld slang. “Piao” meant head, “picking the piao” meant losing one’s head. The meaning was: in the jianghu, one must have loyalty—even if heads roll, you cannot betray brothers.

Si Batou looked at the two of them and fell silent. In that instant, Si Batou finally understood—these two were singing in harmony, seemingly planning to “lay low.” If he argued further now, trouble would likely erupt. When Zu Ye was present, no one dared act recklessly. Now with Zu Ye gone and the group leaderless, the Batous were all ruthless people. Si Batou didn’t dare think further and could only nod: “Fifth Brother is right. I’ve thought it through. Now that Zu Ye isn’t here, Third Brother is… the boss. I’ll listen to Third Brother.”

“Ah—that’s right! Zu Ye always taught us to follow the rules. Fourth Brother, I admire you most! If… I’m just saying if… if your sister-in-law met with misfortune… rest assured, Third Brother guarantees to find you an even better one!” San Batou said arrogantly.

Si Batou felt extremely uncomfortable inside. He suddenly felt particularly lonely and afraid. The brothers from ordinary times suddenly seemed like different people, and every word sounded so grating, but he said: “Thank you, Third Brother.”

“Right now, we don’t have much money left. People must survive. For Zu Ye’s sake, for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ we must survive. I think…” Speaking to this point, San Batou raised his head to look at Wu Batou. “I think we should go out on the streets tomorrow to operate…” Speaking to this point, San Batou looked at Si Batou again. “But… but does this count as ‘laying low’?”

Si Batou’s face flushed red and he didn’t speak. Wu Batou looked at Si Batou and said: “Fourth Brother, say something.”

Si Batou still didn’t speak.

Wu Batou raised his head and said: “I, Fifth Brother, entered the profession late. If I speak wrongly, both elder brothers can beat or scold me. This so-called ‘laying low’ means when the Grand Master is present, deliberately going to other places to operate, deliberately destroying the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ ancestral law—this is high treason, worthy of execution. But… the current situation is different. We must eat, must survive to find Zu Ye. So this doesn’t count as ‘laying low’! When Zu Ye finds out later, he’ll understand us too!”

“Mm, Fifth Brother makes sense. What does Fourth Brother think?” San Batou turned the conversation, his eyes staring directly at Si Batou.

Si Batou’s heart felt like it was being cut by knives. After contemplating for a moment, he said: “I… think… it makes sense.”

San Batou was pleased: “Ah, let’s listen to my two brothers then! Being the elder brother is truly difficult, ah…” Between the lines, he had already taken himself as the leader.

And so, the three rallied in Fujian and started up again.

After the Spring Festival, Si Batou increasingly missed Huang Farong and Zu Ye. He wanted to find an opportunity to flee. But Wu Batou seemed to watch very closely, almost never leaving his side.

Heaven had eyes. At the critical moment, Jiang Feiyan appeared. After Zu Ye settled in Shanghai’s suburbs, during the Spring Festival period, he sent Jiang Feiyan a letter via a Xiao Jiao. Only then did Jiang Feiyan learn of Zu Ye’s whereabouts. This Grand Master who was lovesick for Zu Ye, loving, pitying, and resenting him, hastily finished the Spring Festival, took care of sect matters, and immediately rushed toward Shanghai.

Passing through Fujian, she suddenly saw San Batou and company operating on the street. Jiang Feiyan thought her eyes were playing tricks. If Si Batou hadn’t rushed forward calling out “Godmother,” she really wouldn’t have dared recognize them.

With one call of “Godmother,” Si Batou’s tears fell like rain, countless bitternesses welling up in his heart. At the same time, one call of “Godmother” also shattered San Batou and Wu Batou’s grand dreams.

Now, having met Zu Ye, although San Batou tried his utmost to conceal his original intentions and only reported pleasant things to Zu Ye, Zu Ye was an extraordinarily clever person. From that moment on, Zu Ye became guarded against San Batou.

But Zu Ye remained impassive. This was Zu Ye—his mind was meticulous, and he would never lose the greater for the lesser. Before you were still useful, he wouldn’t touch you. This was also why when Si Batou later quietly told Zu Ye the truth of the matter, Zu Ye said: “Zizhan, the Nationalists and Communists can still cooperate against Japan—do you understand what I’m saying?” Si Batou nodded vigorously.

That night, Si Batou held Huang Farong tightly: “Farong, I can’t be without you, I can’t be without you…” As he spoke, tears involuntarily flowed. “I was wrong, I was wrong. These years, I’ve let you suffer…” Si Batou cried and spoke.

Life’s greatest sorrow is when one person awakens but the other has changed heart.

Huang Farong also silently shed tears, shedding them for a long time: “Zizhan… perhaps, we’re truly not suitable…”

Hearing this, Si Batou cried even harder: “Farong, I was wrong, I was wrong! Hit me, scold me!”

At this time, in another room, another woman was also shedding tears.

“Zu Ye, everything’s been done, we’ve done what we should. You know how Feiyan endured these months—every day waiting for your news, every morning grabbing the first newspaper, every day praying before the Bodhisattva. Zu Ye, you’re tired, right? I’m tired too. Let’s leave…” Jiang Feiyan said choking with emotion.

Zu Ye lowered his head: “Sister Yan, you know what? It’s not that I don’t want to leave. The Japanese are likely planning major moves.”

“Ah, Zu Ye, you can’t manage all of China’s affairs. We’re just the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ just ordinary beings. Morning mushrooms don’t know the dark of the moon, locusts don’t know spring and autumn. We can’t even protect our own lives—how can we speak of those great spring and autumn matters?”

“Sister Yan, Master Mei was right. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has opposed the Qing and restored the Ming since ancient times. Now the Qing is gone—who do we oppose? When Patriarch Fang Zhaoyu founded the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ it was to act for heaven, rob the rich to aid the poor. Times have changed, but this purpose hasn’t. Right now the Japanese invaders press in step by step, the Nationalist authorities are obsessed with civil war, common people’s lives are unbearable. If we leave, how can we bear it in our hearts? Moreover, these brothers are mixed in quality—will they assist tyranny? We’re like that old ox—once harnessed, we can’t free ourselves for life.”

The last sentence made Jiang Feiyan weep. Indeed, since she took over the sect from Qiao Wumei, only she knew the bitterness and exhaustion. Wearing furs, eating bird’s nest, adorning gold and silver, applying powder and rouge—all these couldn’t match the hidden throbbing pain in her heart. Taking this position was like an ox pulling a harness—until death, unable to free herself.

Zu Ye wiped the tears from Jiang Feiyan’s eyes, sighed, and said: “Sister Yan, I must do something that will pain your heart even more…”

Jiang Feiyan blinked: “What?”

Zu Ye contemplated for a moment, then slowly said: “I must eliminate Farong!”

“Ah?” Jiang Feiyan shot up, looking at Zu Ye in horror.

“Farong is clever, but too clever—clever with viciousness mixed in. If this continues, I fear great trouble will arise.”

“Zu Ye, why do you say this?” Jiang Feiyan didn’t understand.

Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan and said in a low voice: “She killed Pei Jinglong.”

“What? Who said so?” Jiang Feiyan was so shocked her mouth gaped wide open.

“Sister Yan, the matter of laying poison at Zhoushan—you know, I know, the Batous all know. We knew the Japanese would inspect every item brought onto the island by each person, and Japanese poison masters were also present. We had no way to use normal bottles and jars to bring poisonous insects onto the island. In the end, we had no choice but to risk placing negative poison insects inside our own bodies. Each of us held antidotes under our gums. We only needed to wait until the tide flooded in and poisonous snakes invaded, then bite and crush the antidote. That way the poisonous snakes from surrounding islands carrying positive poison insects wouldn’t attack us. But San Batou told me he personally saw Pei Jinglong besieged by dozens of poisonous snakes, finally collapsing desperately into the seawater. The poison placement and antidotes were all handled solely by Farong. The only possibility is… Farong tampered with Pei Jinglong’s antidote, which is why he couldn’t escape. A generation of talent died just like that, unclear and unexplained!”

“Ah? Why would Farong do this?” Jiang Feiyan’s eyes nearly bulged out.

“Farong suffered since childhood, endured endless bullying. Her vigilance and jealousy are both extremely strong. I estimate she feared that in the future I would recruit Pei Jinglong, which would threaten her and Zizhan’s position. Sister Yan, think about it—in the Eastern and Southern Sects, the one with the most real ability is Farong. Her ambition is great. She absolutely cannot tolerate another truly capable person joining the sect. As the saying goes, one mountain cannot contain two tigers. In the past during the Three Kingdoms when heroes competed, Sleeping Dragon and Young Phoenix were jealous of each other—what about us lesser folk? So she was possessed and took this step…”

“Could there be a mistake?” Jiang Feiyan was sweating.

“No mistake! These past months, whenever I mention Pei Jinglong, her expression is wrong—she always tries to change the subject. And also…”

“What else?”

Zu Ye’s face actually reddened: “Also, she and Zizhan are finished. If this continues, I fear… I fear it will endanger the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ reputation.”

Jiang Feiyan immediately understood: “Earlier Farong told me she has feelings for Zu Ye…” Jiang Feiyan also couldn’t continue. “Ah, this child—truly too clever for her own good! Zu Ye… can you please show mercy and spare Farong?” Jiang Feiyan realized the seriousness of the matter.

Zu Ye sighed mournfully: “Ah! It’s not that I didn’t give her chances. I reminded her three or five times not to be too clever. She never listened. Sister Yan surely knows the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ rules—discussing the sect’s successor behind their back or causing chaos in the sect are both capital offenses. Now she’s also killed Pei Jinglong. Brother Pei has a sixty-year-old mother above and wife and children below. His whole life was upright and honest, and he was a Yi learning prodigy. For the sake of national righteousness, he resolutely landed on the island with me. Perhaps he knew early on that it was more dangerous than safe. Before landing, he told me that if anything happened to him, he would entrust his old mother to me. Whose life isn’t a life? Who wants to die? Farong’s life is a life, Pei Jinglong’s life is also a life. Farong must die to comfort Brother Pei’s spirit in heaven!”

“Zu Ye!” Jiang Feiyan panicked. “Zu Ye!”

“Sister Yan need not plead for her anymore!” Having said this, Zu Ye swept his sleeves and turned into the inner room.

“Zu Ye, she’s my daughter!” Jiang Feiyan said loudly, then suddenly gave a cold laugh. “Hehe, Zu Ye has such scheming. So Zu Ye wanted to eliminate Farong long ago but held back, waiting until after the Zhoushan trap was broken to take action. This way he could both stabilize morale and let Farong work and exert herself without complaints or regrets. Now that Pei Jinglong has conveniently died, Zu Ye has finally found the perfect excuse!”

Zu Ye was startled. He wanted to say something but forcibly swallowed it back. Finally, he helplessly shook his head: “If Sister Yan insists on thinking this way, I have nothing to defend.”

Late at night, the more Jiang Feiyan thought, the more grief-stricken she became: “No, absolutely cannot let Zu Ye kill Farong! Of the thirty-six stratagems, fleeing is best!”

She secretly summoned her personal maid Yuling, whispered a few words in her ear, and the maid left to carry out orders.

At the fifth watch, Jiang Feiyan waited tensely at the ferry. In the darkness, two figures hurried over.

Huang Farong saw Jiang Feiyan from afar, quickly ran over, and said with a smile: “Godmother, what’s wrong? Sister Yuling said you wanted to talk with me. Why chat here?”

Jiang Feiyan went up and slapped Huang Farong across the face: “You’ve caused great disaster!” Having said this, tears burst forth.

Huang Farong’s hair knot was shaken loose across her forehead. Crying, she asked: “Godmother, what’s wrong?”

Jiang Feiyan said in a low voice: “Let me ask you—did you kill Pei Jinglong?”

Huang Farong bit her lip and nodded.

“My daughter, you’ve been foolish! You’ve committed a monstrous crime—Zu Ye wants to kill you!” Jiang Feiyan spoke while wiping tears from her face, turning back to tell the maid: “Quick, get her on the boat! Go to Guangzhou first, get some gold and silver from the sect, then send her to Nanyang!”

“Godmother!” Huang Farong gave a heart-wrenching scream, fell to her knees with a thud, tears flowing like springs. “Godmother!”

“Daughter,” Jiang Feiyan embraced her in her arms. “Daughter, listen to me—never come back in this life! Never come back—Zu Ye means what he says! Forget Zhang Zizhan, and forget Zu Ye too!”

“Mother,” Huang Farong buried her head deep in Jiang Feiyan’s embrace, tears soaking through clothes. “Mother, I’m scared, I don’t want to leave…”

“Good daughter, leaving is good, leaving is good! Listen to Godmother. Earlier when Fifth Grandmother (Qiao Wumei) was alive, I couldn’t let you go. Now there’s finally an opportunity. Godmother won’t abandon you—someone will meet you there. Remember, from now on you cannot be called Huang Farong anymore. Change your name, be a good person, be a good person!”

“Mother…” Huang Farong’s tears streamed down. Using all her strength, she shouted: “I was wrong, I was wrong!”

“Go quickly! If you don’t go now, it’ll be too late! Yuling, take her quickly…”

Suddenly, Jiang Feiyan stopped speaking. She discovered a figure in the darkness walking over, carrying enormous authority and killing intent.

Jiang Feiyan’s body trembled involuntarily. Huang Farong also stopped crying. She too saw Zu Ye slowly approaching in the darkness.

“Stop!” Jiang Feiyan suddenly raised her voice. “You stop!” She pulled a gun from her bosom and aimed it at Zu Ye.

Zu Ye continued walking forward.

“You stop!” Jiang Feiyan shouted hoarsely, then turned the gun barrel to aim at her own head.

Zu Ye was startled.

Huang Farong’s legs went soft. She fell to her knees with a thud, sobbing quietly: “Zu Ye, I was wrong.”

Zu Ye slowly raised his gun, aiming at Huang Farong’s head. The air froze. Except for the river sounds, there were only heartbeat sounds.

Zu Ye’s finger slowly pulled the trigger. Once the gun fired, Huang Farong would be finished.

Jiang Feiyan looked desperately at the heartless Zu Ye, tears flowing unceasingly.

“Wrong! Wrong!” At the critical moment, the little maid Yuling spoke up. “Sister Farong is Yan Mother’s daughter. Even if executing family law, it should be the Grand Master of ‘Yue Haitang’ who executes it. Patriarch Fang Zhaoyu left instructions—the four great sects cannot interfere in each other’s internal affairs. Zu Ye, you’re wrong, you’re wrong!”

Zu Ye was startled again.

At this moment, Jiang Feiyan also recovered from despair. She immediately regained the dignity and cleverness of a Grand Master. She turned the gun to aim at Huang Farong: “Fine, I’ll execute family law! I’ll execute family law!”

Having said this, she quickly pulled the trigger. Bang, bang—two gunshots, and Huang Farong fell.

Zu Ye stood there dumbly, speechless. Maid Yuling was so frightened she covered her mouth with both hands, not daring to breathe heavily.

“Zu Ye, are you satisfied now?” Jiang Feiyan’s tears burst forth. “Are you satisfied!”

Zu Ye said nothing and turned to walk into the darkness.

A cold wind struck. Jiang Feiyan’s whole body shivered. Her emotions had fallen to rock bottom.

“Get her on the boat. If she’s fated to live, she can survive tonight. After landing, find her a doctor. If she dies, that’s her bad fate…” Jiang Feiyan said coldly to the maid.

Yuling, utterly distraught, dragged the bleeding Huang Farong onto the boat. The boatman, who had already received several hundred yuan in fabi from Jiang Feiyan, rowed desperately away.

Jiang Feiyan composed herself for a moment, shook the gun in her hand, bit her teeth, and fired a shot at her own arm—bang. Blood gushed out. Then she fired all the remaining bullets into the sky. The gunshots shattered the night sky’s silence. Dog barks and rooster crows became chaotic.

Jiang Feiyan desperately ran back to Zu Ye’s residence. Upon entering, she shouted: “Terrible, terrible, the Japanese have caught up!” One shout woke everyone. People chaotically threw on clothes and ran to the courtyard.

Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan, then said to everyone: “Evacuate quickly!”

Everyone ran out through the alley, running in one breath for dozens of li.

Dawn broke. Seeing a village ahead, Zu Ye’s group stopped.

“Where’s Farong?” Si Batou suddenly asked.

Jiang Feiyan, breathing heavily, said: “Farong and Yuling were taking a walk with me when suddenly a group of people came over. Looking closely, they were devils. One devil seemed to recognize Farong and shouted while rushing to grab people. We shot while running. Farong and Yuling covered the rear. I came to report. Wait a bit—they should arrive soon…”

An hour passed, two hours passed, one month passed, two months passed… spring passed, summer arrived.

“Where’s Farong?” Si Batou was already mentally disturbed. “Where’s Farong?”

Living person not seen, dead body not seen—Farong and Yuling just “disappeared” like that.

Half a year later, Jiang Feiyan finally understood. One night, she silently visited Zu Ye and said to him: “Regarding Farong’s matter, thank you, Zu Ye.”

Zu Ye’s face was expressionless: “Dead is dead. Don’t mention it again.”

Zu Ye knew that night Jiang Feiyan perhaps hadn’t hit Huang Farong’s vital points. He didn’t examine the body, nor did he fire a supplementary shot. Actually, at that moment he also hesitated. He just couldn’t comfort Pei Jinglong’s spirit in heaven. He felt that what was sinful wasn’t just Huang Farong, but himself and the entire “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Under the tiger-skin banner of acting for heaven, what made everyone become so vicious? If a group of soulless walking corpses who had lost their humanity gathered together to act for heaven, their “way” was the ghost way—after consuming all human flesh and blood, they would devour each other. Zu Ye’s heart was full of confusion. He didn’t dare think further.

The person most heartbroken by Huang Farong’s “disappearance” was Si Batou. Having just awakened and sworn to cherish Huang Farong for life, he was already half-mad, half-insane.

Then, July 7, 1937 arrived. Japan’s full-scale war of aggression against China erupted.

Chapter 2: Five Elements and Eight Characters Predict Fortune
The Secret Divination Conference of the Military Statistics Bureau

In the 007 Palace Teaching Institute of Manchukuo, Kodama Yoshio’s face was gloomy.

“Useless! Useless! The Imperial Army has nurtured you for so many years, yet you can’t even deal with a small Jiang Xiang Sect! And those Axe Gang thugs—they’ve killed so many of our people, yet you haven’t caught a single one! You talk about playing the long game to catch the big fish—where’s the big fish? Also, you claim your poison craft is superior and has surpassed Chinese poison masters, but what’s the result? Zeng Jingwu laid yang poison on the surrounding islands, while the Jiang Xiang Sect planted yin poison inside the organization, working in concert from within and without, yet you knew nothing of it!”

“Yes!” The Japanese agents and sorcerers bowed their heads in repentance.

“Calm down, Your Excellency, calm down,” said a Northeast cult leader long controlled by the Japanese, wearing a fawning smile. “It’s all because this Zu Ye is too cunning and fearless—he dared to place poison insects on his own body, then caught us off guard by pricking his finger to contaminate the water source. That Axe Gang’s Zeng Jingwu is an even more desperate man—he dared to carry poison insects deep into snake-infested territory, planting the yang poison on snakes. Just as the tide rose and seawater flooded in, yin and yang attracted each other, brewing this great disaster…”

“Just happened? Even now you think it just happened? Scheming, scheming—this was premeditated! Moreover, you didn’t lose only here! You didn’t even know that snakes aren’t afraid of realgar! You’ve truly disgraced the great Emperor of Japan!”

Kodama Yoshio’s words dripped with endless resentment. Much of Japan’s knowledge originated from China, including erroneous information. The belief that snakes fear realgar originated in China—every Dragon Boat Festival, people drink realgar wine to repel snakes and ward off evil. But this was a huge misunderstanding. This matter was actually discovered by Zhang Zizhan, a young member of the Jiang Xiang Sect. As a child, every Dragon Boat Festival his father made him drink realgar wine, saying it could repel snakes. After growing up, this fellow deliberately went to a medicine shop, bought a pile of realgar, then caught several snakes and placed them in the realgar pile. The result was that the snakes lazily crawled around in the realgar pile and eventually slept in it. From then on, Zhang Zizhan reached a conclusion: snakes aren’t afraid of realgar at all.

When the Japan-China Friendship Metaphysics Exchange Institute was completed, the Japanese feared attacks from poisonous snakes on the island and had long scattered realgar inside and outside the building. After the disaster passed, they realized this didn’t work at all.

“Enough!” Kodama Yoshio sighed and said, “The war has begun. The Imperial Army must take China within three months! Your mission is even more arduous. If there are more mistakes, your heads will pay!”

Subsequently, in August, Japanese forces launched a full offensive on Shanghai, which fell in November. In December, Nanjing fell, and the horrific Nanjing Massacre began…

Wherever Japanese forces conquered, they mostly held sacrificial ceremonies, and the accompanying sorcerers would show off their skills. They would place the incense burner bestowed by the Emperor on the altar, burn incense and play music, then wearing Shinto shrine costumes, strike contorted poses and emit beast-like cries. At this moment, the devils who had slaughtered their way here would also reach the climax of conquering all of China amid the swirling smoke and the sorcerers’ hoarse, frenzied howls.

The Japanese forces’ accompanying sorcerers mostly came from Japanese religions—this was another means of Japanese invasion of China. At that time, Japan’s total population was seventy million, with forty million having faithful religious beliefs. Mobilizing religious believers to fight and establishing soul-summoning shrines greatly stimulated Japanese invasion fervor.

Previously, Japanese agents had manipulated Chinese cults through the Palace Teaching Institute, using superstitious activities to promote Sino-Japanese friendship—this was part of the comprehensive invasion strategy. Unfortunately, this grand scheme was ruined by the Jiang Xiang Sect with its three hundred years of native Chinese heritage. Kodama Yoshio hated Zu Ye to the point of grinding his teeth, vowing to personally skin Zu Ye alive!

Yet at this very moment, Zu Ye was visiting the Military Statistics Bureau.

Receiving him was a deputy officer of the Military Statistics Bureau—Feng Siyuan (General Feng from the first volume). The introducer was Jiang Feiyan.

Jiang Feiyan had no choice but to introduce Zu Ye to Feng Siyuan.

At that time, Feng Siyuan had not yet suspected Jiang Feiyan’s fraudster identity. He only felt this devastatingly beautiful woman was talented and thoroughly versed in yin and yang. Although she often engaged in superstitious activities like praying for wind and rain, she could repeatedly make them come true, and she often presented large sums of silver as tribute. Before long, she had even given her body to him. Feng Siyuan couldn’t help but sigh: “Since ancient times, talented women have been among the common people. When the war ends, I will definitely marry her.”

But the Japanese invaders pressed closer step by step, while the Nationalist Army retreated continuously. For a time, the entire nation was filled with a desperate atmosphere of national destruction and family ruin.

At this time, Dai Li, head of the Military Statistics Bureau responsible for war intelligence, was even more anxious. This usually superstitious man became even more superstitious. After much thought, this fellow actually summoned all the famous fortune-tellers from the Nationalist-controlled areas and held a secret divination conference.

Those fortune-tellers summoned all appeared confident. They felt this was a good day to get ahead—Dai Li’s superstitious nature was known to all. As long as they flattered General Dai well, everything would be easily resolved. They were wrong. This time, Dai Li wasn’t asking about personal fortune but about national affairs.

In the heavily guarded hall, Dai Li paced while speaking: “Masters, now that the nation faces crisis, each of you ordinarily claims to be the world’s best, surpassing Zhuge Liang and matching Liu Bowen, knowing five hundred years forward and five hundred years back. Now I want you to divine whether our nation will perish or defeat Japan. If we can win, when?”

The fortune-tellers from the Hunan-Hubei region looked at each other, thinking: how can one casually speak of such things? Regardless of what the divination shows, we must certainly answer that victory is assured! Otherwise, General Dai will squeeze our testicles out!

This scene was remarkably similar to when German Fascist leader Hitler organized astrologers for divination! Besides waging war, Hitler had two other specialties: painting and divination. A large portion of his private library consisted of divination and fortune-telling books. In March 1938, Hitler secretly organized a “Prophets’ Conference” in a small German city called Eisenach, gathering several of Germany’s master astrologers to divine the future of his war. The last astrologer prophesied: four years later, the war will turn, and German forces will suffer massive casualties beside a great river!

After hearing this, Hitler flew into a rage: “Throw all these scoundrels into concentration camps! I’ll show them how I trample the world!”

As it turned out, in 1942, at the Volga River in Soviet territory, German forces suffered a dramatic defeat. Subsequently, from 1943 to 1944, Britain and America launched head-on warfare against Nazi Germany, and German Fascism began its decline.

Under Dai Li’s surveillance, the fortune-tellers trembled and each displayed their methods—some turned compasses, some pinched their fingers, some set up feng shui wheels, some struck iron abacuses. After much fussing, they reached a unanimous opinion: the Nationalist Army would surely win! In the year Wuyin! Translated into plain language: the Kuomintang forces would definitely defeat the Japanese devils in 1938.

After hearing this, Dai Li’s teeth ached, his heart nearly stopped from anger. He thought: you might as well have said we’ll win this year! Then he roared: “Get out! Get out! All of you, get out!”

The fortune-tellers lifted their bottoms, stumbled and scrambled away clutching their lives.

Dai Li sat exhausted on the sofa, at a complete loss. Suddenly someone shouted: “Report!”

“Enter!”

“General, we’ve found that Zu Ye!”

Upon hearing this, Dai Li’s eyes immediately brightened: “Mr. Tieban, the number one master of Jianghuai—I’ve only heard his name, never seen him. Bring him at once!” The little agent was about to carry out the order when Dai Li said again: “Wait, for such a great master, I should personally visit!”

“Yes!”

Dai Li removed his military uniform, changed into fresh civilian clothes, and was about to leave when the phone suddenly rang. Dai Li picked up: “Yes! It’s me, Headmaster! Yes, I’ll be right there!” Chiang Kai-shek was summoning him.

At Chiang Kai-shek’s official residence in Wuhan, Chiang Kai-shek sat while Dai Li stood.

“I heard that not long ago, a high monk divined for Mao Zedong. You know about this, right?” Chiang Kai-shek asked methodically.

“Yes! I’ve heard a little about it!” Dai Li replied.

“Did this really happen?” Chiang Kai-shek pressed.

“This… it’s probably just hearsay among the common people…” Dai Li answered glumly.

“That high monk said he’s the true Son of Heaven! I heard he also gave him four numbers: 8, 3, 4, 1. What does it mean?”

“This… this… I don’t know.”

Dai Li wasn’t lying—he truly didn’t know. At that time, no one knew.

Legend has it that during the Long March, when Mao Zedong led the Red Army past a temple, a high monk there looked at Mao Zedong’s physiognomy and said he would surely gain the realm in the future, then mentioned a string of numbers: 8341.

Mao Zedong smiled and asked: “Old venerable, what does this mean?”

The high monk clasped his hands together and said: “Hehe, this is Heaven’s secret. You must ponder it yourself, benefactor.”

As a proletarian revolutionary leader, Mao Zedong naturally wouldn’t stop his struggle over such trifles. He gazed at the vast sky and said deeply and firmly: “The Communist world is fought for the common people. The Red Army doesn’t believe in Heaven’s secrets—we only believe in the worker and peasant masses. Whoever serves the common people possesses all of Heaven’s secrets.” After speaking, he instructed his guard to take some highland barley flour and give it to the high monk. “Old venerable, take care of yourself. You must wait until the day the world is at peace.”

From that time on, “8341” became a mystery. Later, Mao Zedong simply designated his Central Guard Regiment’s number as “8341.”

Time passed, great changes occurred, and the historical events of 1976 finally pierced through this historical fog. More than a month after the Tangshan earthquake, the great leader Chairman Mao also passed away. Careful people reviewed the Chairman’s military career and were astonished to discover: the Chairman seized power at the Zunyi Conference in 1935 and passed away in 1976—exactly 41 years in power. The year he died, he was exactly 83 years old. The “8341” matter was finally solved.

This was, of course, folk legend—the legendary interpretation born from the people’s infinite love and admiration for the Chairman. Years later, relevant leaders of the Central Guard Regiment specifically came forward to clarify the historical facts: the code 8341 was simply a military sequence number given by the General Staff to the Central Guard Regiment. There was no such thing as Chairman Mao seeking the Dao during the Long March, and other rumors in society about the 8341 designation were also groundless.

But Chiang Kai-shek at the time believed it: “Find this Living Buddha. You understand what I mean, right?”

Dai Li immediately said: “Headmaster, I’ve been searching all along, but haven’t found him yet, so I haven’t reported to the Headmaster!”

Chiang Kai-shek nodded and smiled. For this prized student of hoodlum origins, Chiang Kai-shek valued him highly, because he could always think what Chiang thought and worry about what Chiang worried about. For Chiang Kai-shek’s sake, Dai Li could sacrifice everything. Especially during the Xi’an Incident, when He Yingqin and others wanted to finish off Chiang Kai-shek, Dai Li disregarded personal safety and resolutely followed Song Meiling to Xi’an, and at the detention site wrote his final words: “To die here in martyrdom is what I wished for, but I cannot die content without seeing the leader!” This completely won Chiang Kai-shek’s trust. Outsiders all called Dai Li “Chiang Kai-shek’s sword.”

“However, I have found another master!” Dai Li said.

“Wei Qianli?”

Dai Li shook his head.

“Yuan Shushan?”

Dai Li still shook his head, then said: “It’s the one known as Jianghuai’s number one fortune-telling master, Mr. Tieban!”

Upon hearing this, Chiang Kai-shek became angry: “I heard this person has connections with Wang Yaqiao!”

Dai Li was stunned: “Headmaster, minor flaws don’t obscure major virtues! After all, he’s a useful talent! Not long ago, he destroyed the Japanese spy organization in Zhoushan.”

Chiang Kai-shek nodded: “Is the news about destroying the spy organization reliable?”

“It should be reliable. The cannon fire from the Zhoushan archipelago reportedly relates to this…”

“What do you mean ‘should be reliable’? Either it’s reliable or it’s not reliable!” Chiang Kai-shek interrupted Dai Li.

“Yes! Headmaster! I’ll investigate immediately!” Though he said this, he had no confidence—infiltrating Japanese spy organizations was no easy matter.

Chiang Kai-shek looked at Dai Li and said: “You meet with him first. For this kind of wandering bandit mixed up with Wang Yaqiao, be extra careful!”

Dai Li said loudly: “Yes!” and turned to leave.

To find Zu Ye, Dai Li took great pains. Finally, Feng Siyuan, who worked under Dai Li, suddenly thought of Jiang Feiyan. Although he didn’t yet know that Jiang Feiyan and Zu Ye were both disciples of the Jiang Xiang Sect, he thought since they were both in fortune-telling and both wandering the jianghu, they must have heard of each other.

Feng Siyuan asked Jiang Feiyan: “Do you know of Jianghuai’s Mr. Tieban?”

After hearing this, Jiang Feiyan’s heart trembled: “Mm… I’ve heard a little.” She understood she couldn’t say she didn’t know—that would be too false and would instead expose her.

“Then can you find him?” Feng Siyuan pressed.

Jiang Feiyan pondered for a moment and said: “When my master was alive, he once met this person. He’s an heir of the Iron Divination Daoist sect, my master was from the Maoshan Shangqing tradition—both being Daoist, they had dealings. But this person’s whereabouts are uncertain. Many jianghu seekers come to him for teaching, and he often travels. I’ll try.”

“Thank you, Miss Jiang.” Feng Siyuan said playfully.

“Such behavior!” Jiang Feiyan glanced at him.

Soon, Jiang Feiyan told Zu Ye about this matter, asking if Zu Ye was willing to meet.

Zu Ye had always hated the Military Statistics Bureau agents to the bone, especially after they killed Wang Yaqiao. Zu Ye’s eyes would redden just hearing the words “Military Statistics.”

“Divine for Military Statistics agents? Dai Li just killed Jiu Ye!” Zu Ye said.

“But Zu Ye, the waves you’ve stirred are too great—Dai Li has already set his sights on you,” Jiang Feiyan said worriedly.

“Sister Yan, the Southern Sect has always had connections with the court—this is a survival principle. The Eastern Sect has always remained among the rough masses. If I meet Dai Li, it might later implicate the entire Jiang Xiang Sect, and then we might not be able to cope. Look at the Western Sect’s Master Liu—he was nearly executed by Liu Xiang. Dealing with the Kuomintang, we’re still too inexperienced. Right now, the Kuomintang doesn’t know we have the Jiang Xiang Sect behind us, doesn’t know we’re all fraudsters, and doesn’t know that although the four great fortune-tellers Qin Baichuan, Qian Yuelin, you, and I are located in the east, west, south, and north, we all belong to one family. If this information is exposed, the entire Jiang Xiang Sect won’t be far from extinction!”

Jiang Feiyan looked at Zu Ye and suddenly asked: “Zu Ye, are we fraudsters?”

Zu Ye was stunned.

Jiang Feiyan continued: “We’re not fraudsters! Zu Ye is thoroughly versed in eight characters, six lines, and feng shui. Feiyan has also inherited Fifth Mistress’s art of summoning wind and rain. After all these years of struggling, we’ve long trained ourselves to have real skills. Our kung fu is far stronger than those fortune-tellers on the streets! It’s just that we have a mission to rob the rich to help the poor, to carry out Heaven’s way, which means besides using real skills, we must also rely on setting up schemes to make a living. We need to earn big money to aid more poor people—this is our mission. Others use the banner of fortune-telling to swindle money, but we wear the outer garment of fraudsters while doing good deeds. Who exactly are the fraudsters?”

Jiang Feiyan’s words stirred Zu Ye’s heart. After so many years, through wind and rain, setting up schemes and deceiving, true and false, nine deaths and one life, he’d almost forgotten he was a good person.

After being stunned for quite a while, Zu Ye said: “But when Military Statistics people look for me, it’s nothing more than asking two things—first, personal fortune; second, the chances in the War of Resistance. Can such matters be casually divined? We truly haven’t reached that realm. China isn’t without capable people, but we’re not among them.”

“Zu Ye is mistaken! Originally I was hesitating whether to let Zu Ye meet them, but now I’ve suddenly understood—Zu Ye must meet them. Once you meet them, the Jiang Xiang Sect will be safe!” Jiang Feiyan blinked and said.

Zu Ye was stunned again: “How so?”

Jiang Feiyan leaned close and whispered in Zu Ye’s ear.

After hearing this, Zu Ye laughed heartily: “Sister Yan is indeed the Southern Sect’s master—deeply versed in the mysteries of officialdom. I’m impressed, impressed!”

Jiang Feiyan’s face reddened: “Zu Ye is teasing me again.”

Five Elements and Naming

In the reception room, Feng Siyuan personally poured tea for Zu Ye, then obediently said: “Sir, please wait a moment. General Dai will arrive shortly.” His eyes were full of infinite respect for Zu Ye.

“Deputy Officer Feng need not be so courteous. To serve General Dai is my deep honor.”

About half an hour later, Dai Li arrived.

Zu Ye stood to greet him—seeing the living Dai Li for the first time! When enemies meet, eyes turn especially red. Zu Ye struggled to conceal the fury in his heart, but Wang Yaqiao’s image kept flashing before his eyes.

“I’ve long admired your great name, sir. Meeting you today, you truly have the bearing of an immortal!” Dai Li extended his hand to shake with Zu Ye.

“General Dai is divinely wise and mighty, his prestige shakes the four seas. To meet the General is my great fortune, great fortune!” Zu Ye responded.

“Please sit!” Dai Li was very polite.

After the two sat down, Dai Li suddenly asked: “I heard you’ve had dealings with Wang Yaqiao?”

Zu Ye had anticipated this scenario. Jiang Feiyan had also repeatedly instructed Zu Ye not to lose composure. Zu Ye calmly said: “Dealings is too much to say. It’s just that when the King of Hell summons, little ghosts dare not refuse. Whether Wang Yaqiao or General Dai, all are flesh and blood. People fear death—this is natural law. Therefore, the sages created the I Ching to seek fortune and avoid calamity. Wang Yaqiao also had me divine fortune while alive.”

This answer cleverly skirted Dai Li’s trap while maintaining strong authenticity.

Dai Li smiled and said: “What you say is extremely right. Just as a doctor’s duty is to heal and save people—whether good or bad people, in a doctor’s eyes there are only patients, and patients must be treated. The ancients said: ‘A good doctor treats illness; a good diviner heals fate.’ Medicine and divination are one family—traditional Chinese medicine and numerology both follow the principles of yin and yang, both follow the generation and restraint of the five elements. So the ancients said ‘if not a good minister, then be a diviner’—if you cannot serve the court as a general or minister governing the nation, then be a proper doctor or fortune-teller, honestly serving the common people. Sir, your divination ethics are upright!”

Zu Ye thought to himself: Dai Li is indeed Dai Li—whether in eloquence or learning, he far surpasses ordinary agents.

Zu Ye also smiled: “General Dai deeply understands the principles of divination, his learning spans ancient and modern times. I’m impressed, impressed.”

Dai Li took a sip of tea and said: “I’ve invited you here to ask about national affairs.”

Zu Ye said: “I’ll answer all questions and do my utmost.”

Dai Li nodded: “Japanese invaders attack China, China faces crisis. Since our founding father Mr. Sun Yat-sen established the nation, this is the first time China has suffered such great calamity. Nanjing has fallen, hundreds of thousands of common people died at once—the Chairman’s heart aches. Please, sir, from the perspective of national righteousness, carefully examine the Sino-Japanese conflict—who can achieve victory? When will victory come?”

Zu Ye nodded and said: “General Dai’s patriotic devotion is admirable. To examine national fortune, one must use the Qimen method, especially for wars between nations—even more so the Qimen cosmic technique. I’m poorly learned and shallowly talented, not very proficient in this method. I can only rely on celestial observation—playing the axe before Lu Ban.”

“You’re too modest, sir. Please speak.”

“Observing the nine stars, the main star is dim while the Army-Breaker star is fierce—this reveals misfortune. But the Literary Star and Military Star shine together—this is auspicious. The Japanese invade China, the Great Gate star opens, the Greedy Wolf rises—for the first two years, they will surely have the upper hand. But once the first two years pass, Japanese forces will be at a disadvantage. Japan is a tiny nation—driving deep into China’s heartland, it will surely sink into the quagmire of war. Over time, our forces will drag them down. When the time comes, our forces counterattack and will surely drive the wolves out of China! There’s just one point…”

“Which point?” Dai Li pressed.

“China’s War of Resistance requires unity. If the Nationalist Army only thinks about eliminating Communists, this goes against Heaven and will招 招failure. The Xi’an Incident by Generals Zhang and Yang was an omen.”

“What you say is extremely right!” Dai Li nodded. “But how can one nation tolerate two masters? The Communist bandits are too arrogant…”

Zu Ye smiled faintly: “Those who win the people’s hearts win the realm—General Dai surely knows this.”

“Then… how many years will this war take to achieve victory?” Dai Li pressed.

“At shortest five years, at longest ten years.”

“That long?” Dai Li said in surprise, then thought again. “But yes, that makes sense.”

At this point, Dai Li had already been drawn in by Zu Ye. Those who ask for fortune-telling are often like this—they’ve clearly judged something themselves but lack confidence, so they must hear it from the fortune-teller’s mouth before feeling relieved. From this perspective, fortune-tellers also assume the role of psychologists.

In fact, at that time, nationwide judgment on the anti-Japanese outcome was nothing more than two types: one was Japanese victory and China’s national destruction; the other was China’s certain victory, but the timing of victory was uncertain—there was quick victory theory and protracted theory. In any case, those holding the victory theory were the majority—how could such a vast nation lose to a small barbarian tribe!

These judgments also permeated the Military Statistics spy system. Sometimes after intimate affairs with Jiang Feiyan, Feng Siyuan would also chatter about these matters. Jiang Feiyan carefully organized them and told everything to Zu Ye. Only then could Zu Ye speak so eloquently, making Dai Li admire him. As for the judgment of “at shortest five years, at longest ten years,” this was Zu Ye’s own guess, because he didn’t know how long the war would actually last. But as a Chinese person, he firmly believed: China would not perish.

After Dai Li finished asking about national affairs, he began asking personal matters. Before asking, he gave Feng Siyuan a look. Feng Siyuan tactfully withdrew.

“I’ve long heard that you’re proficient in Iron Plate divination—report the eight characters and fortune is immediately known. These are my eight characters…” Dai Li handed over his eight characters.

Zu Ye had finally waited for this opportunity.

After thinking for a moment, Zu Ye said: “According to common theory, General Dai’s eight characters lack water. Water is the first beneficial god in your fate! Therefore, encountering water brings fortune—whether in feng shui layout or naming, all should contain water.”

After hearing this, Dai Li nodded repeatedly. He himself understood eight characters and knew his eight characters lacked water, so he’d given himself over a dozen names containing water.

“However…” Zu Ye’s tone shifted.

“However what?” Dai Li quickly asked.

“However, this is a fallacy!”

“Fallacy?” Dai Li was so shocked he nearly stood up.

“Eight characters are generally divided into eight patterns, but there are also special patterns that cannot be judged by five-element balance. When one element in the eight characters is excessively strong, so strong it cannot be suppressed, one must let it continue being strong. Otherwise, forcing the opposite element to suppress it will instead激起 arouse reverse momentum. This is called ‘two fists cannot defeat four hands, a hero cannot withstand many men.’ The ancients also discussed this extensively. In General Dai’s eight characters, fire is strong. According to common theory, water should be supplemented to extinguish fire and maintain five-element balance. But looking carefully, your day master is Bing fire, born in the Si fire strong position. The Ding fire on the year and the Ding fire on the hour provide parallel support, and the Yi wood on the month stem generates fire—wood and fire illuminating, great fire blazingly strong, momentum unstoppable! Therefore, water absolutely cannot be used!”

“Then what should be used?” Dai Li broke out in cold sweat.

“Use earth!” Zu Ye said resolutely.

“Please explain in detail, sir.” Dai Li realized he’d lost composure and immediately regained his calm.

“Fire generates earth. Earth can drain the strong energy of fire without激起 arousing fire’s strong reverse momentum like water would.” Zu Ye said.

Dai Li nodded: “Mm, that makes sense.”

This theory of Zu Ye’s originated from the rules of five-element generation and restraint. Later, Zu Ye often explained this theory to his fellow disciples.

The five elements are metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. The five elements are the ancient people’s abstract categorization of all things in the world. The Book of Documents: Great Plan records: “Five elements: first is water, second is fire, third is wood, fourth is metal, fifth is earth. Water flows downward, fire flames upward, wood bends and straightens, metal follows reform, earth produces crops.”

The five elements are the foundation of all fortune-telling arts. The ancients believed heaven, earth, and all things exist within the five elements, and all fortune and misfortune result from the movement and interaction of the five elements. Once the principles of the five elements are mastered, the mysteries of predictive arts are easily solved.

When first learning, Xiao Jiao and others would sometimes ask: heaven is round and earth is square, with myriad red dust phenomena—there are many things in this world. Besides gold, wood, water, fire, and earth, there are many other things—like pig head meat, long robes and jackets, gramophones, cats, dogs, feces, etc. How can the five elements alone encompass everything?

Zu Ye smiled and said: “If you view metal, wood, water, fire, and earth merely as gold, wood, water, fire, and soil, you greatly underestimate the intelligence of ancient sages. All concepts have their connotations and extensions. Metal, wood, water, fire, and earth are merely abstract expressions of the five elements—high-level generalizations of all things. In our daily lives, everything we see can be categorized within the five elements.”

Metal: all substances with hard texture and aura of stern killing are called metal—including not only gold but also silver, copper, iron, aluminum, steel, diamonds, pearls, agate, Hetian jade, jadeite, and all metals and hard elements. Silver dollars, copper coins, butcher knives, pistols, cannons, human bones, jade bracelets, etc.—these commonly seen things in daily life all belong to metal in the five elements.

Wood: all things that grow straight upward with benevolent energy belong to wood. Including trees, flowers and plants, wooden furniture, wooden ornaments, wooden combs, human hair, body hair, tobacco plants, etc.

Water: all flowing things with nimble energy belong to water. Including oceans, rivers, streams, lakes, drinking water, various fruits, fish and shrimp, medicinal soups, etc.

Fire: all hot and flaming upward things with warm energy belong to fire. Including various flames seen daily, steel furnaces, the sun, brick kilns, lit light bulbs, matches, firecrackers, etc.

Earth: all convergent things with honest and simple energy belong to earth. Including mountains, land, city walls, deserts, housing, roads, sand, ceramics, mud, etc.

Zu Ye told us the pattern of five-element generation is: metal generates water, water generates wood, wood generates fire, fire generates earth, earth generates metal.

Why does water generate wood? Plants need water to grow; rural people know crops need irrigation to grow; wealthy ladies who like raising flowers and plants all know the importance of timely watering… these most ordinary daily matters reveal the principle of water generating wood.

Why does wood generate fire? Wood can burn—ancient people all used wood to make fire for warmth and cooking, and the earliest man-made fire source also came from drilling wood. In ancient times, wood was almost the only fire-making material. The principle of wood generating fire is self-evident.

Why does fire generate earth? Fire generates earth because burning plants produce plant ash, which eventually gradually merges into soil. Mountain folk burning forests to reclaim land employs this principle.

Why does earth generate metal? Metal ores, jade, and jadeite are mostly dug out from soil layers.

The above four situations were easy for Xiao Jiao and others to understand, but Zu Ye alone wouldn’t explain why metal generates water. Zu Ye joked: “Whoever can explain why metal generates water can take my position!”

So Xiao Jiao and the others chattered their guesses. Some said metal substances are cold with chilling energy, so metal generates water; others said melting metal yields molten steel or iron; still others said in the Eight Trigrams, Qian represents heaven and belongs to metal in the five elements, and rainwater comes from heaven, so metal generates water.

Zu Ye shook his head, indicating they were all wrong.

Regarding five-element restraint, Zu Ye explained even more vividly to us. He could always explain profound principles using the most ordinary phenomena, making them immediately comprehensible. The basic principle of five-element restraint is: metal restrains wood, wood restrains earth, earth restrains water, water restrains fire, fire restrains metal.

Why does metal restrain wood? A well-growing small tree—one axe strike injures it, a few more chops and it breaks. The axe is made of metal—this is metal restraining wood.

Why does wood restrain earth? On a level piece of land, drive a wooden stake in and the earth immediately crumbles. Ancient people tethering livestock with wooden stakes and pitching tents with wooden pegs employed the principle of wood restraining earth. Plant seeds sprouting and breaking through soil also embody this principle.

Why does earth restrain water? The saying goes “when soldiers come, generals block them; when water comes, earth covers it”—this is the principle. Earth has strong water-absorbing properties. If flooding occurs, the best method is using earth to channel and block.

Why does water restrain fire? This is even easier to understand—when fire breaks out, water is generally used to extinguish it.

Why does fire restrain metal? Metal is hard and stubborn, but no matter how hard the metal, with sufficient heating temperature, it can be melted—this is determined by its properties.

Now Zu Ye applied this theory to Dai Li. Zu Ye had his own calculations—he wanted to use this to avenge Wang Yaqiao. Those proficient in yin-yang and five elements know that fortune-telling is like medical diagnosis. If the diagnosis is wrong—someone needs water supplementation but you give them fire instead—that’s using medicine backwards, which worsens the condition. Reflected in fate, that means terrible misfortune! Zu Ye deliberately said Dai Li’s eight characters lacking water shouldn’t be supplemented with water, but rather should be supplemented with earth—this was to disrupt the balance in his eight characters and put Dai Li to death.

This approach, which seemed laughable to laymen, required Zu Ye to rack his brains, carefully laying out the scheme and painstakingly practicing his rhetoric. But thinking carefully, what other methods could a mere fortune-teller have? This was the fortune-teller’s sorrow, and also his cunning.

After Zu Ye finished speaking, he quietly observed Dai Li.

Dai Li blinked but said nothing.

Zu Ye added: “This is merely my humble opinion. General Dai should consider it as reference only, not take it completely on faith.”

Dai Li was ultimately Dai Li—his suspicious nature now played its role. He suddenly asked: “How does sir view my ‘peach blossom fate’?”

When ancient people examined eight characters, they often involved terms like “peach blossom fate,” “peach blossom evil,” “peach blossom calamity.” Those consulting divination would also frequently ask fortune-tellers: “Master, does my fate carry peach blossoms?” The term “peach blossom” has been imbued with too much mysterious color. Actually, “peach blossom” is just one type of spirit in eight characters. Ancient people discussing fate initially based it on the five-element generation and restraint of the eight character stems and branches. Later, during historical evolution, many feudal practitioners added many superstitious elements—”peach blossom” was one of them.

In eight-character spirits, peach blossom is also called “Xianchi”—a place specially provided by heaven for celestial maidens to bathe. Ancient people also said: the sun rises from Fusang and sets in Xianchi. If the eight characters contain this spirit, it’s called fate carrying peach blossoms. What’s the function of peach blossoms? Ancient people believed peach blossoms carry dual value. If the eight-character combination is good, it represents beauty, intelligence, passion, good relations with the opposite sex, and happy marriage. If the eight-character combination is bad, it represents licentiousness, promiscuity, debauchery, multiple marriages. If peach blossom evil is violated, one might even die from a crime of passion. Therefore, whether having peach blossoms in fate is good or bad depends on the specific eight-character combination.

The peach blossom judgment method is simple. Ancient people had a formula: “Shen-Zi-Chen peach blossom is in You, Yin-Wu-Xu peach blossom is in Mao, Si-You-Chou peach blossom is in Wu, Hai-Mao-Wei peach blossom is in Zi.”

Based on the year pillar, anyone born in the year of Monkey (Shen), Rat (Zi), or Dragon (Chen), if the character “You” appears in the eight-character earthly branches, is said to have fate carrying peach blossoms. Anyone born in the year of Horse, Dog, or Tiger, if “Mao” appears in the eight-character earthly branches, has fate carrying peach blossoms. The other two lines follow the same principle.

For example, someone born in the year of Monkey, born in the You month (eighth lunar month), has encountered peach blossoms; born in the You hour of afternoon (approximately 5-7 PM) also encountered peach blossoms.

For these judgments laden with superstitious color, successive I Ching masters have given sharp criticism, believing this dross should have long been swept into history’s garbage heap. But to this day, many practitioners still use this to discuss fate.

Now Dai Li asked Zu Ye about peach blossom fate matters. With Zu Ye’s old fox wisdom, he naturally wouldn’t play by conventional rules.

Zu Ye calculated with his fingers, nodded repeatedly, then smiled slightly and said loudly: “General Dai has a heroic bearing—any woman he obtains must be devastatingly beautiful, if not from an illustrious family, then certainly a popular movie star.”

Upon hearing this, Dai Li thought: amazing! He’d secretly loved Shanghai’s film queen Hu Die for years, determined not to give up until he possessed her—this was his deepest secret. How could he know that his dispatching agents to secretly investigate Hu Die’s background had long been told to Jiang Feiyan by Feng Siyuan as a joke under the bedcovers. Several years later, in Chongqing, Dai Li finally embraced the fallen first beauty of the Republic, Hu Die, “confirming” Zu Ye’s saying of “if not from an illustrious family, then certainly a popular movie star.”

With fortune-telling reaching this level, Dai Li hesitated—he hesitated whether to still introduce Zu Ye to Chiang Kai-shek. He had two concerns: first, this fellow divines so accurately—what if he calculates I have ambitions and provokes the old man’s suspicion, wouldn’t that be trouble? Moreover, the Military Statistics Bureau is full of factions—too many people want to bring me down! Exposing myself at this moment, I’m afraid my life won’t be guaranteed. Second, keeping this person at my side—isn’t that stronger than offering him to the old man? At critical moments, divine a hexagram—this can both help me turn misfortune to fortune and allow me to offer counsel before the old man according to his guidance, winning favor—isn’t that killing two birds with one stone?

At that moment, Dai Li, whose wings weren’t yet fully grown, pondered bitterly.

All of this was within Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan’s expectations—this was precisely why Jiang Feiyan insisted Zu Ye meet Dai Li. Jiang Feiyan was too familiar with officialdom rules. For hundreds of years, the “Yue Haitang” had extremely wide connections at court, maneuvering skillfully and thriving everywhere. From the Qing to the Republic, the female A’Baos understood very clearly how emperors thought, how eunuchs thought, how presidents thought, how generals thought.

Finally, Dai Li left alone.

Zu Ye let out a long breath: today he’d both preserved the reputation of Jianghuai’s first master without arousing Dai Li’s suspicion—the Jiang Xiang Sect was temporarily safe—and hadn’t been implicated in the lord-subject conflicts between Chiang Kai-shek and Dai Li. As for how Dai Li reported to Chiang Kai-shek after returning, no one knew. In any case, Chiang Kai-shek didn’t receive Zu Ye.

Exposing “Flying Celestials,” Burning the “Heavenly Beings”

At the same time, in China’s heartland, Japanese forces continued their frenzied attacks. Due to various warlord faction struggles within the Nationalist Army, resistance was weak. By June 1938, Japanese forces had occupied Xuzhou, Lanfeng, and other places. Next, Japanese forces concentrated almost all superior forces from North and East China to attack Kaifeng. Once Kaifeng fell, the entire Ping-Han Railway would be lost, and Japanese forces could drive straight in, directly attacking the Nationalist Party’s lair—Wuhan. After Japanese forces occupied Nanjing, although the Nationalist Party hastily moved the capital to Chongqing, at that time most government organs and military command were in Wuhan—Wuhan was actually the national military, political, and economic center.

For this reason, Chiang Kai-shek, forced to the brink, made a decision that shook hell’s gates: blow up the Yellow River! Stop the Japanese advance!

On June 9th, hundreds of shells fired toward the Yellow River’s Huayuankou. Subsequently, the Yellow River breached—this giant dragon roared and rolled out, instantly washing away 44 counties and drowning 890,000 common people.

When Zu Ye heard this news, he trembled with grief: “Devils, devils! I will drink your blood! I will eat your flesh!”

The reason Zu Ye cursed the devils rather than Chiang Kai-shek was that the Nationalist authorities at the time concealed the truth, claiming the Yellow River was blown up by the Japanese. Later, not until 1978, three years after Chiang Kai-shek’s death, did Taiwan’s textbooks dare acknowledge this historical fact.

The lives of 890,000 common people bought three months of buffer time. Subsequently, Japanese forces organized superior forces to advance toward Wuhan’s three towns! The heroic Wuhan defense battle began! Both sides’ participating forces reached 1.4 million at one point. The Nationalist Army suffered 400,000 casualties, Japanese forces 140,000. Japanese forces won miserably, while the Nationalist Army, through enormous casualties, dragged Japanese forces into a strategic stalemate phase.

After Japanese forces occupied Wuhan, Zu Ye, huddled in Wuhan’s suburbs, also prepared to withdraw. As for where to go, he hadn’t yet decided. At this time Guangzhou had already fallen, and Jiang Feiyan had fled hastily to Guangxi with her sisters. Thus, of the four great halls, only the Western Sect’s “Dragon Whisker Sprout” sat firmly in Chongqing—the other three halls had all been severely damaged.

Qin Baichuan was now smug, repeatedly sending people with messages to Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan, claiming willingness to extend a helping hand—Southern and Eastern Sect brothers could all come to western Sichuan. Both Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan understood this was actually crocodile tears—false compassion. Once on his territory, they’d have to follow his commands—he wanted to take this opportunity to absorb the entire Jiang Xiang Sect.

“Should we go, Zu Ye?” San Batou asked.

Zu Ye pondered silently. Going was inevitable—the key was where.

“We can’t go!” Si Batou, who’d been silent for over a year, suddenly spoke. “In life, be an outstanding person; in death, be a heroic ghost. The devils killed my eldest brother and caused my wife’s death. I want revenge!”

Zu Ye looked at the haggard Si Batou, his heart like an overturned five-flavor bottle, not knowing what to say. Finally, the guilt-ridden Zu Ye sighed deeply: “Alright, before we leave, we’ll do one scheme—kill devils!”

“Zu Ye, think thrice!” All the Batous became anxious.

Zu Ye said nothing. Everyone looked at each other and also fell silent.

Zu Ye understood that while Japanese forces militarily invaded, they would certainly conduct extensive psychological warfare. Wherever they went, they would use superstitious methods to perform, internally encouraging new soldiers and comforting dead souls, deceiving soldiers that as long as they served the Emperor loyally, their souls could enter Yasukuni Shrine after death and gain eternal peace. At the same time, performances rich in magical color could make Chinese common people feel Japanese forces were heavenly soldiers, irresistibly sharp—we can only obediently listen to survive Heaven’s will. Now occupying Wuhan, the agents’ and sorcerers’ performance wasn’t far off—the Jiang Xiang Sect could take this opportunity to set up a scheme.

Sure enough, Japanese forces soon posted notices throughout the city promoting the heresy of “Imperial Army Heavenly Beings,” roughly saying the Imperial Army were celestial beings descending, heavenly soldiers and generals, one worth ten, unstoppable by any army. They announced the Imperial Army would hold a “Receiving Heaven” ceremony on “Daoist Slope” on a selected day, when “Heavenly Beings would descend from the sky glowing with light,” inviting Greater East Asian subjects to observe.

“Heavenly beings,” also called “flying celestials”—in Buddhist theory, many heavenly realms exist, and the beings of these heavenly realms are “heavenly beings.” The sorcerers wanted to create the illusion that the Imperial Army were “heavenly beings” descending, using superstitious methods to make people in occupied areas submit.

Zu Ye analyzed that to create “heavenly beings,” they must make people dance in the air. This scheme couldn’t be done in daylight—in broad daylight, suspended wires would be easily discovered. Only at night, gathering the masses, finding a clearing in a distant grove, stretching steel wires between two large trees, having several small sorcerers wear steel rings to hang themselves on the high steel wires, sliding from one end to the other like “flying celestials” in Buddhist murals.

But there was another problem—doing “flying celestials” in darkness, if too far people couldn’t see clearly, if too close they’d see through the trick, inevitably arousing suspicion. The accompanying sorcerers would certainly rack their brains to find a solution—applying glowing substances on the sorcerers playing “flying celestials.” This way, once the curtain opened, the “heavenly beings” appeared—in darkness, glowing all over, slowly drifting like immortals descending.

With professional sensitivity, Si Batou and Zu Ye analyzed that this scheme would definitely use props, especially since the devils proclaimed “heavenly beings would descend glowing with light”—this strengthened Si Batou’s judgment that yellow phosphorus or similar substances would definitely be used in this scheme.

Yellow phosphorus is flammable. Using yellow phosphorus for schemes requires important preliminary preparation work. If the proportion is excessive, it will spontaneously combust completely; if the proportion is insufficient, it won’t emit light. Si Batou’s invented glowing talismans succeeded only after hundreds of trials.

But whether the Japanese actually used yellow phosphorus, neither Zu Ye nor Si Batou dared confirm. They gambled, and later it proved they gambled correctly.

Yellow phosphorus’s auto-ignition point is over 40 degrees Celsius. Exceeding 40 degrees carries combustion danger. After special chemical adjustment, phosphorus slowly produces phosphine in air. When air flows, at normal temperature, it glows. As long as the ignition point isn’t reached, large-scale combustion won’t occur.

What Zu Ye and Si Batou had to do was, when the devils’ “heavenly beings” flew out, somehow get fire on them, igniting the yellow phosphorus coating on the devils’ bodies, burning them to charred chickens. But if they directly approached with torches, they’d probably be shot dead before getting close. Zu Ye and Si Batou thought and thought, finally devising a clever trick.

They analyzed that as long as one part of the devils’ bodies reached ignition point, it would rapidly burn across an area. So as long as there were sparks—even just a little—splashing on the devils, they needn’t worry the scheme wouldn’t break. Si Batou brought out his self-made “flash thunder”—simply put, homemade fireworks. Using a bamboo tube, after boring through the middle, the very bottom was filled with white clay, followed by gunpowder divided into combustion, propulsion, explosion structures, finally drawing out a fuse. Holding the bamboo tube, lighting the fuse, when the fuse burned to the gunpowder pellet, the pellet would be explosively propelled out, flying very high, then exploding in the air, bursting into fireworks.

Si Batou’s self-made flash thunder could shoot gunpowder pellets fifty paces distant. The steel wire the devils suspended was probably only three zhang from the ground—higher wouldn’t be easy to operate. Thus, to hit the devils at an angle with flash thunder from the ground, Si Batou calculated the flash thunder’s buried position couldn’t exceed forty-nine paces from the farthest point. Zu Ye and Si Batou decided to bury flash thunder about forty-nine paces from where the “heavenly beings” would fly, when the devils weren’t paying attention. When the devils constructed scaffolding, the platform was surrounded by tarpaulin, completely enclosed, probably five or six zhang square. Outside the tarpaulin tent was conveniently a large outer perimeter they could use.

How to bury the thunder was difficult. Finally, Zu Ye decided to use the strategy of “openly repair the plank road while secretly crossing Chen Cang.”

At night, over a dozen A’Baos dressed as common people, carrying the hall’s remaining dozen eggs and two bags of rice, came to the devils’ construction site. After shouting, they knelt from far away, hands presenting the food.

Several devils on watch saw this, quickly ran over carrying guns, pointed guns at everyone, and instantly understood—these came to pay tribute. They chattered a few sentences and happily accepted the food.

At this time, behind the tarpaulin tent, Er Batou and several others were crawling on the ground, nervously burying flash thunder.

The A’Baos in front tried to delay as long as possible. One A’Bao knocked open a boiled egg, personally peeling it for a devil. While peeling, she smiled and said in heavy Jiaodong dialect: “After peeling you eat it, and after eating may your asshole rot, you stupid prick!” While speaking, she extended her thumb.

That devil was delighted: “Yoshi!”

About several minutes later, Er Batou and others finished burying the thunder, connecting them with fuses, then drawing the fuses out several dozen meters, hiding them in a firewood pile. They left one Xiao Jiao to crouch overnight in the firewood pile, waiting until the ceremony to receive the “heavenly beings” began the next day, then quickly lighting the fuse and escaping in the chaos.

After everything was properly arranged, Zu Ye said to Si Batou: “Planning lies with man, success lies with Heaven.”

Si Batou understood the meaning in Zu Ye’s words. Many hidden risks existed—for example, the devils discovering it, or rain coming and soaking the fuses. Although Si Batou had made wrappings, if heavy rain fell during the day with especially large rainfall, it would be useless. Even if everything went smoothly, the time the “heavenly beings” traveled on the steel wire was uncertain. If lit too early, they probably couldn’t hit them; if lit too late and people had already come down, they also couldn’t hit them. Everything that could be done was done—the rest depended on Heaven.

The next evening, the devils gathered all nearby men, women, old and young together. Several dozen paces from the “flying celestials” performance, the devils’ sorcerers first came out to perform rituals, pretentiously fussing for half a day, then muttered a few sentences to a traitorous translator. The translator said: “The ‘heavenly beings’ are coming. Everyone welcome the ‘heavenly beings.’ Don’t make noise, don’t move.”

Then a sorcerer chanted incantations and pulled down the curtain blocking people’s view. Only then did people vaguely see that behind the curtain was a large platform over three chi high, built among a grove. At this time the translator had everyone kneel—those who didn’t kneel got rifle butts—so everyone was forced to kneel. Before long, in the darkness several glowing people vaguely appeared between two trees, slowly traveling from one end to the other. An outcry erupted from the crowd—common people who didn’t know the truth were stunned. Several children cried out in amazement.

At this time, Si Batou was very nervous below the platform, thinking: quickly light the fuse! In a moment the devils will travel to the end and come down, then when they raise the curtain there’ll be no opportunity!

After a while, the surroundings were still completely silent. Si Batou became anxious—what happened? Where did it go wrong? At this time several “heavenly beings” had already traveled to the end and were about to come down.

Suddenly, a Japanese soldier from the distance gave a loud shout, seeming to say there was a situation. Before all the devils could react, dozens of firework streams flew from all directions, drawing arcs across the night sky, then exploding around those “heavenly beings.” Sparks flew everywhere—several “heavenly beings” suddenly caught fire all over. They never expected this situation—one by one they burned, baring fangs and brandishing claws, howling loudly.

The crowd immediately descended into chaos. Japanese soldiers began firing guns, trying to surround the scene. Several common people tried to run and were shot dead by devils.

Si Batou, leading several Xiao Jiaos, was trying to break through the encirclement when suddenly he felt the earth shake—as if a herd of something was rushing over. Just as he looked around, a herd of bulls burst from the grove, firecrackers tied to their tails crackling. The bulls frantically charged toward the ritual ground. The crowd exploded—the devils also lost formation. Si Batou led Xiao Jiaos to break through the encirclement in the chaos.

Actually, Si Batou didn’t need to personally attend, but bearing national shame and family vengeance, this time was more like fighting with his back to the river. He’d been clutching flint in his hand, flash thunder in his bosom. He thought if that side had an accident and couldn’t light the fuse, he’d do it himself—he was prepared to die.

Zu Ye saw this. At the council meeting, Zu Ye had solicited everyone’s opinions—everyone remained silent. Zu Ye’s heart turned cold. Even if one Batou had stood up saying this wouldn’t work, Zu Ye’s heart wouldn’t be so cold. Always calling each other brothers, yet at the critical moment abandoning their own brothers. Zu Ye knew that under internal and external troubles, the A’Baos’ “Way” probably couldn’t be maintained.

Zu Ye didn’t want Si Batou to die, so he left backup. The bulls on the grove’s perimeter were arranged by Zu Ye, but Zu Ye was also gambling—gambling this scheme could end perfectly, gambling Si Batou wouldn’t act personally, gambling he could return alive.

Si Batou returned alive. Zu Ye, who’d been waiting at the roadside, saw Si Batou and others arrive and gave an order: “Withdraw!”

Dozens of people took off running. As for whether they could actually escape, no one knew. Zu Ye’s guilt toward Si Batou forced him to support Si Batou in doing this scheme, but risking death to do this scheme also intensified the conflict between Zu Ye and the other Batous. Originally they could have smoothly slipped away, but now they had to flee for their lives under Japanese forces’ fire pursuit. Zu Ye was gambling with his brothers’ lives.

The Japanese alarm sounded: “Remaining bandits! Search the entire city!”

These Eastern Sect people often did acrobatics, frequently climbed trees and walls—their legs and feet were absolutely nimble. Now fleeing for their lives, each was like flying. Especially Da Batou—simply a wild bull, both strong and fast. While running he also stripped off his jacket, running bare-chested against the wind, his flamboyant pectoral muscles and chest hair trembling.

Everyone ran madly for two hours. The sporadic gunfire behind grew more and more distant. Finally running to a mountain hollow, no one could run anymore—they lay on large rocks gasping heavily. At this time dawn was breaking. Zu Ye counted heads—several were missing, unknown whether they couldn’t keep up due to lack of stamina or had slipped away on their own.

Everyone was thirsty and hungry. Er Batou said: “Zu Ye, we must first get some food, otherwise we can’t run.”

Zu Ye looked at him but said nothing. Everyone also said nothing—everyone understood, in this wilderness where could they find food?

At this time, San Batou smiled, smiling and shaking his head.

Everyone didn’t know why—they thought he was dizzy from hunger, mentally disturbed.

San Batou rubbed his hands, then reached into his bosom and suddenly pulled out two bright red oranges. He waved them before everyone, then presented them to Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, I’ve carried these two oranges for three days just in case.”

The unbearably hungry and thirsty brothers saw the oranges—saliva flowed uncontrollably. Zu Ye secretly praised San Batou’s cleverness even more.

Er Batou said in amazement: “Amazing, San’er, you’re really something.”

Zu Ye accepted the oranges and slowly peeled them. Two oranges, sixteen segments total. Zu Ye said: “Perfect—one segment for every two people.”

Da Batou’s eyes were about to pop out, constantly swallowing saliva: “Zu Ye, I can’t stand it—give me the orange peels first!”

Zu Ye smiled and distributed the oranges to everyone.

Finally Zu Ye had one segment left. He called Si Batou over: “Zizhan, you eat first.”

Si Batou’s face reddened: “Zu Ye, you first.”

Zu Ye glared. Seeing he couldn’t oppose Zu Ye, Si Batou had to accept the orange segment, bit half, then passed the other half to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye accepted it and put it in his mouth. While chewing, he said: “This thing called feelings is like this orange—sweet when entering the mouth, sour in aftertaste, ultimately astringent. A real man can pick up and put down. Do you understand my words?”

Si Batou’s tears immediately flowed. He quietly said: “Zu Ye, I understand, I understand.”

Suddenly, a shout came from the mountain hollow: “Don’t move, everyone! Hands up!”

Everyone was so frightened their hair stood on end!

A troop slowly emerged. Zu Ye saw they wore National Revolutionary Army uniforms—his suspended heart dropped.

“What are you doing?” An officer-looking person walked over and asked.

“Sir, we’re common people from Wuhan city. The devils attacked and we fled out!”

That person carefully examined Zu Ye and the Batous. Before fleeing Wuhan, the brothers had all changed clothes, looking exactly like ordinary common people. That person looked them over, then said to soldiers behind: “These are all fellow villagers! Quick, lower your guns!” The soldiers all put away their guns.

“Fellow villagers, bandits frequently appear in this area. Wherever you’re going, our people can escort you out of the mountains,” that person said kindly.

Zu Ye was stunned: “Sir, we…”

“Don’t call me sir. Our troops don’t go in for that. We’re the New Fourth Army!”

“New Fourth Army?”

“Right, National Revolutionary Army New Fourth Army. We’re a force led by the Communist Party, the common people’s force!” that person said smiling.

“Then how should I address you?” Zu Ye asked puzzled.

“Call me ‘comrade’!”

“Com…rade?”

“Right, comrade—same aspirations, same goals, same heart same virtue, save all of China!” that person answered with righteous bearing.

“Oh, comrade, where are you heading?” Zu Ye asked.

“Shifting warfare to northern Jiangsu, establishing more anti-Japanese base areas, fighting devils!” that person said with high fighting spirit. “By the way, fellow villager, what do you do?”

This question startled several Batous whose eyes darted about.

Zu Ye quickly said: “Antiques business, antiques business. When the devils came, everything was robbed, alas…”

“Fellow villagers don’t be afraid. The devils will eventually be driven out of China by us! Wherever you’re going, I’ll send some people to escort you…”

“No need, no need, thank you sir, ah no… comrade.” Zu Ye kept bowing in thanks.

At this time Da Batou suddenly walked up, scratching his head: “Com… comrade…”

Zu Ye was startled, thinking what’s this kid doing?

Da Batou continued: “Comrade… escort isn’t necessary… could you… could you give some food?… We haven’t eaten for two meals…”

That person smiled slightly: “Little fellow villager, two meals without eating and you’re already like this? Back when we fought guerrilla warfare in Jinggangshan, we often went three days and nights without food, hehe.” Turning to a young soldier, “Quick! See how much food we have left and distribute it to the fellow villagers!”

“Yes!” That soldier saluted in acknowledgment.

Soon, that soldier came over clutching several cloth bags of rice balls, distributing them in sequence to everyone. The brothers wolfed them down.

“Fellow villagers, past this mountain is our base area. Take care on your journey—we must depart!”

Zu Ye tightly gripped that person’s hand and said deeply: “Comrade, take care!”

The New Fourth Army detachment rapidly departed. Watching their receding figures, Zu Ye felt deeply moved: China still has such good soldiers—Zeng Jingwu didn’t choose wrong…

Chapter 3: Using Corpse-Driving as a Cover for Sinister Schemes
Military Maps at the Corpse-Driving Inn

Somewhere at the border between Hubei and Hunan, Zu Ye and his group settled down for the night.

That evening, Zu Ye convened a full Council Meeting to commend the various Batous for their work during the scheme in Zhoushan. Only then did the Xiao Jiaos understand what had actually happened.

After the meeting, Zu Ye quietly returned to his room. Sitting on the cold chair, his heart felt empty. Huang Farong’s figure began floating before his eyes again. He had already grown accustomed to having Huang Farong by his side. When habit becomes second nature, and that nature is suddenly taken away, it brings sorrow.

Huang Farong was someone he had personally brought into “Mu Zi Lian.” Over four years, this girl had carefully assisted and cared for him—from major matters like offering counsel and strategies to small things like serving tea and pouring water. Her clever and intelligent eyes, her composed and articulate manner, her nimble and graceful movements—all of this was deeply imprinted in Zu Ye’s mind. Now this person was gone. Who else could understand Zu Ye’s heart?

He didn’t know how Huang Farong was doing in Nanyang, didn’t know if this lonely and pitiful girl was still grieving, still resenting him. He only hoped she could walk the righteous path and live a peaceful and stable life.

Lost in these thoughts, Zu Ye suddenly heard the sound of roof tiles shifting. He quickly blew out the oil lamp and cocked his ear to listen.

At that moment, Little Liu Zi’s voice rang out in the courtyard with a loud shout: “Where do you think you’re going!”

Zu Ye rushed out into the courtyard. Several Batous came out as well. In the darkness, a figure was racing across the rooftop, feet treading the roof ridge as if on flat ground, fleeing in a straight line.

Little Liu Zi took off running, his feet kicking off the wall several times in succession. He launched into the air, instantly flipping onto the roof, and shouted: “Stop!”

The two chased each other front and back, whooshing along. Da Batou and Er Batou also grabbed cleavers and pickaxes, surrounding and blocking from below.

That person had excellent lightness skills, flitting about on the roof like a swallow. Little Liu Zi followed close behind in relentless pursuit. At a roof ridge turn, the person’s foot slipped and he lost his balance. Having no choice, he performed a flip and dropped into the courtyard.

Little Liu Zi immediately floated down after him, and the two instantly began fighting.

Though that person had good lightness skills, his martial arts were nothing special. Little Liu Zi’s “Zonghe Fist” technique left the person with no ability to fight back. Later Da Batou and Er Batou also arrived. Several men surrounded the person and quickly captured him.

In the courtyard, the person was trussed up thoroughly.

Little Liu Zi muttered a curse: “Dared to steal this old man’s things!” It turned out the person had crawled through the window into Little Liu Zi’s room to commit theft, was discovered by the alert Little Liu Zi, which led to the chase and fight just now.

Under the lamplight, Zu Ye finally got a clear look—it was a young fellow, about seventeen or eighteen years old.

Zu Ye asked coldly: “What petty thief are you?”

The person tilted his head and said nothing.

“Your mother’s cunt!” Da Batou walked up with his cleaver, waving the sharp blade in front of the person’s eyes. “This old man will cleave you!”

The person smiled coldly, motionless as a statue.

“Fuck! Pretty tough, huh!” Er Batou stepped forward to grab the person’s hair.

“Wait!” Zu Ye shouted, then said to the person, “Brother, which path are you from?”

The person smiled: “Not the same path as you lot.”

Zu Ye also smiled, then commanded: “Search him!”

Er Batou responded and stepped forward. Upon hearing “search,” the person became anxious: “You dare! If you dare search me, watch out for your lives!”

Zu Ye was amused: “Such big talk. Search him!”

Er Batou felt around the person’s body, then used a sharp knife to cut open the clothes on his chest, pulling out a thick bundle.

“What is it? Bills?” Er Batou said cheerfully, “So much, must be tens of thousands!”

Seeing Er Batou take the bundle, the person’s face broke out in sweat from anxiety: “You bunch of unruly scoundrels! Touching this thing will cost you your heads! Will cost you your heads! Don’t regret it later!”

Zu Ye heard the hidden meaning in these words. He took the bundle from Er Batou’s hands, shook it, and said: “If you don’t tell us who you are, I’ll burn this thing!” As he spoke, he brought over the lamp, about to light it.

“Don’t, don’t, don’t! We’ll lose our heads! Lose our heads!” The person was sweating profusely in panic.

“Still won’t say who you are?” Zu Ye asked again.

The young man threw his head back: “Fine, fine. Today I’ve fallen into you bandits’ hands. This old man’s name doesn’t change whether walking or sitting—in the jianghu I’m called ‘Sai Huo Hou’—Fan Yifei from Henan!”

This declaration of his moniker was no small matter—everyone present was stunned! “Sai Huo Hou” was a master thief from the Central Plains who had once infiltrated Dai Li’s residence to steal fifty taels of gold and two pocket watches, leaving behind a note that read: Henan’s Sai Huo Hou was here. This incident had caused a huge sensation at the time.

Zu Ye quickly stepped forward: “Truly?”

Fan Yifei nodded: “If I hadn’t been running for four days and nights straight, you think you could have caught me?”

“What’s in here?” Zu Ye shook the bundle.

“If I tell you, will you let me go?” Fan Yifei asked in return.

“If you tell, we might let you go. If you don’t tell, you definitely won’t leave. Figure it out yourself,” Zu Ye said.

Fan Yifei sighed and said helplessly: “Rough maps!”

“What rough maps?”

“See for yourself.”

Zu Ye handed the bundle to Da Batou. Da Batou used his knife to cut open the bundle, revealing a thick stack of drawings.

Zu Ye opened these drawings and examined them carefully. They showed mountains, rivers, and villages sketched in varying detail, with accurate coordinates for each location.

“What is this?” Zu Ye asked.

“Maps,” Fan Yifei said.

“I know they’re maps. What are they for?”

“Sigh, wandering bandits are just wandering bandits—understand nothing!” Fan Yifei looked at Zu Ye with contempt.

“Hmm,” Zu Ye looked coldly at Fan Yifei. “You’ve got nerve!” He then turned: “Old Five, come take a look.”

Wu Batou Zhang Qiling was a walking map—he could draw out any mountain range, city, or river anywhere in the country.

Wu Batou took the drawings and examined them carefully: “Zu Ye, these are maps of the Two Lakes region. Look, this is Hubei, this is Hunan, this is Mount Heng, this is Yuelu Mountain, this is Huping Mountain at the border of the Two Lakes…”

Listening from the side, Fan Yifei’s face turned green.

Zu Ye slowly walked up to Fan Yifei and said harshly: “Where did you get these? What are they for?” Though his voice wasn’t loud, it carried irresistible authority.

“Uh…”

“Speak!” Zu Ye roared, and the sky seemed to tremble.

“The ‘Maintenance Association’ had them made. These rough maps were drawn based on remeasurements of Japanese aerial photographs…” Fan Yifei said trembling.

“‘Maintenance Association’? Aerial photographs?” Zu Ye was puzzled.

“The Japanese established a ‘Maintenance Association’ in my hometown in Henan…”

Before he finished speaking, the faint sound of copper bells came from outside, intermittent and barely audible. Then came several drum beats—ding ding ding, dong dong dong… These ghostly sounds mixed with the cold wind, drawing closer from afar, drifting toward the mountain village.

“Corpse-driving!” The battle-hardened Zu Ye immediately recognized this as the sound of soul-beckoning bells and corpse drums. “Get this kid inside first!”

Da Batou and Er Batou immediately stepped forward, stuffing Fan Yifei’s mouth with cloth and throwing him into the room.

Everyone extinguished the courtyard lights and peered out through the door crack. Under the bright moonlight, a corpse-driving procession slowly passed along a distant path. There were about a dozen “dead bodies,” hopping and bouncing along in a line. At the front was a Daoist priest shaking a bell and scattering paper money. At the rear was someone beating funeral drums. The two sandwiched the dozen or so “zombies” between them, controlling their forward movement. The “zombies” all wore funeral robes with soul-calming talismans pasted on their foreheads and cinnabar in their mouths.

After observing for a while, Er Batou spotted something fishy: “That’s not right. The funeral robes are empty underneath—only a pair of feet hopping on the ground. Which means… what they’re carrying on their backs isn’t dead people. Could it be they also cut off the corpses’ heads?” Er Batou thought of his own corpse-driving experience.

Zu Ye also saw the clue: “Hmm, what they’re carrying on their backs isn’t dead people, so it must be…”

“Silver dollars or opium,” San Batou interjected.

“Hmm.” Zu Ye nodded.

“Zu Ye, shall we do it?” Er Batou turned to look at Zu Ye, awaiting his decision.

Zu Ye said nothing.

“Zu Ye, let’s do it!” San Batou continued, “This opium and silver dollars aren’t things ordinary people can handle. These things either belong to Nationalist warlords or bandits. If we rob them, it’s perfectly justified!”

“That’s right, Zu Ye,” Wu Batou chimed in. “Since we fled Shanghai… our remaining funds aren’t much…”

Zu Ye nodded: “Follow them. We’ll make our move at the corpse-driving inn!”

Hunan has long been known for corpse-driving, which spawned another trade—the appearance of corpse-driving inns. Corpse-driving was ghostly work—corpses couldn’t see sunlight. Once exposed to sun, their souls would scatter. When souls scattered, the corpses would truly become dead bodies and could never stand again. So corpse-driving always happened at night. When dawn approached, they’d quickly seek lodging at a corpse-driving inn, letting the corpses enter the windowless, dim inn. Incantations would be recited to make the corpses lie down. After sunset, they’d cast spells again to continue. Corpse-driving inns were usually set up in remote places far from human habitation. They never accepted living guests, and living people didn’t dare stay there.

The reason Zu Ye wanted to wait until the corpse-driving team entered the inn before acting was to avoid alarming the surrounding common people on the road, and even more to avoid alerting bandits hidden in the mountain hollows.

Zu Ye discussed with several Batous, then everyone went their separate ways to act.

After about half a shichen, the corpse-driving team finally stopped at a corpse-driving inn. The lead corpse-driver knocked lightly on the wooden gate. The innkeeper came out carrying a “ghost lantern.” Ghost lanterns differed from ordinary people’s lanterns—regular lanterns were supported by thin bamboo strips and covered with red or fine paper. Ghost lanterns were made from a plant called white imperata root that grew on graves. This plant’s roots tangled and could penetrate several feet underground. Rural graveyards often had this plant, with roots reaching straight to coffins. The paper covering ghost lanterns also used white funeral paper. The entire lantern was white, especially striking in the darkness.

The corpse-driver exchanged a few quiet words with the innkeeper, then drove all the “dead bodies” into the inn.

The corpse storage room was very large, with the floor covered in rice straw. After the “dead bodies” entered, they all fell down, lying in a row on the straw. The two corpse-drivers then locked the door and went directly with the innkeeper.

At this time, the moon had set and the morning star grew brighter. Er Batou seized the last trace of darkness before dawn, tiptoed to the corpse storage location, and began his operation…

Inside the room, over a dozen “corpses” dragged their exhausted bodies and slept soundly.

As they slept, suddenly one “corpse” sat up, smacking its lips. Then it bent down, putting its face close to another “corpse’s” face beside it, pursed its lips, and continuously blew air, puff after puff onto that “corpse’s” face.

That “corpse” was finally blown awake. Its eyes snapped open and it shouted: “What are you doing?”

The two “corpses” faced each other, both with ghost talismans stuck on their faces, both with bright red cinnabar drooling from the corners of their mouths. The lower “corpse’s” shout also startled the one above: “What are you shouting for? Fuck your mother!”

The lower “corpse” heard the accent was wrong and immediately sat up: “Who are you?”

“I’m a wandering corpse who couldn’t get home, so I followed you all!”

Hearing this, that “corpse” shouted: “Get up quick! There’s an infiltrator! An infiltrator!”

All the “dead bodies” sprang up sitting: “Where? Where?”

The “corpses” were all disguised—at a glance they all looked the same. No one could recognize which was the “infiltrator”!

“Him!” The first shouting “corpse” pointed at another.

The pointed-at “corpse” helplessly spread his hands and shook his head, indicating he wasn’t the infiltrator.

“Then dare you say something for us to hear?”

That “corpse” smiled slightly: “Say your mother’s stinking cunt!”

“It’s him! It’s him!” So all the “corpses” whooshed to their feet and surrounded Er Batou!

Er Batou reached up to remove the ghost talisman from his head, smiling: “You bunch of stupid pricks, Second Master is here—why aren’t you welcoming me?”

“Who are you?” one fellow asked.

“Never mind who—kill him first!” another person said.

“Shh—” Er Batou put his index finger to his lips. “Quieter, quieter.” Then suddenly pulled a shooter (argot for pistol) from his waist. “Make more noise and this old man will blast you!”

The group looked and burst out laughing, leaving Er Batou completely baffled.

Whoosh—over a dozen men all drew pistols from their waists, simultaneously aiming at Er Batou’s head.

Er Batou was instantly dumbfounded. This wasn’t any corpse-driving team—why did they all have guns? He regretted not listening to Zu Ye’s words. Zu Ye had told him to blow sleeping powder, then steal the opium or silver dollars and leave. But because of his mischievous nature and love of pranks, seeing these “corpses” excited him. He’d taken it upon himself to secretly pick the door lock and enter the room to play with these people.

Guarding outside the door, Da Batou heard the wrong sounds from inside and quickly waved his hand behind him. The accompanying Xiao Jiaos all hid. Da Batou cursed inwardly: You stupid Er Gou! This old man told you not to do it this way, but you had to do it this way. Now how do you escape? How do I explain to Zu Ye? You stupid prick!

At that moment the door creaked open. Over a dozen “corpses” escorted Er Batou out.

In the bushes, a Xiao Jiao said quietly: “Da Ye, do we go in?”

Da Batou glared furiously: “Go in for what! Don’t you see they’re all holding guns? Can just us few take them down? These aren’t ordinary people!”

“Then what do we do?” a Xiao Jiao asked.

“You hurry back to report to Zu Ye. I’ll keep watch here,” Da Batou said.

That Xiao Jiao left on his mission.

Zu Ye was waiting anxiously when he saw the Xiao Jiao run back in a panic. He immediately had an ominous premonition. “Zu Ye, bad news, bad news!” The Xiao Jiao ran until he was out of breath.

After hearing the Xiao Jiao’s report, Zu Ye pounded the table in fury: “This bastard! Acting on his own again!”

At this moment, Fan Yifei, lying bound on the ground, struggled desperately, indicating he had something to say.

Zu Ye looked at him and instructed the Xiao Jiao to pull the cloth from his mouth.

Fan Yifei took a deep breath and said: “Did you rob the corpse-driving team?”

Zu Ye looked at him without speaking.

“Did it fail?” Fan Yifei continued. “I have a solution.”

Zu Ye’s eyes lit up.

“But I have one requirement. I’ll help you resolve this matter, you spare my life and let me go,” Fan Yifei said.

Zu Ye pondered for a moment and nodded: “Fine! Tell me first!”

“Then quickly untie me!”

Zu Ye looked at him: “Untie him.”

The Xiao Jiao untied the rope for Fan Yifei.

“You were too rash. When the corpse-driving team came just now, I was going to tell you, but before I could speak you stuffed my mouth. Let me tell you, this isn’t an ordinary corpse-driving procession—these are all people from the Plum Blossom Mansion and the Police Force!” Fan Yifei said.

“Plum Blossom Mansion? Police Force?” Zu Ye detected a hint of something.

“Right. The Plum Blossom Mansion is a Japanese spy organization just established in Jinan, specifically responsible for controlling the ‘Way and Path Sects’ in the Lu-Yu region. The Green Gang, Divine Martial Sect, and various black gangs and charlatans are all under its control. The Police Force, frankly speaking, is a traitor organization formed by Chinese traitors to maintain Japanese rule. The ‘Maintenance Association’ formed by villagers is also under Police Force management.”

“So many people being traitors?” Zu Ye asked. “What benefit is there?”

Fan Yifei glanced at Zu Ye and said disdainfully: “What benefit? You’re a well-fed man who doesn’t know a hungry man’s hunger! There’s food to eat! Won’t starve to death! What other benefit do you want?”

“Don’t the common people love their country?” Zu Ye’s heart went cold.

“They do love it, but loving the country requires eating too! Do you know how many people starved to death in our village? Sixteen were carried out in one day. Joining the ‘Maintenance Association’ at least means having food to eat—the Japanese distribute grain, and children even get candy. Now our area is basically managed by traitors. A whole county has only a few Japanese, the rest are all puppet troops and traitors!”

Zu Ye fell silent, his mood sinking to the depths.

“How do you know all this?” Zu Ye suddenly asked.

“Uh… I live in the Japanese-occupied zone. Do you still want to save your brother or not?” Fan Yifei changed the subject.

“How do we save him?” Zu Ye asked.

“You don’t worry about how. I guarantee your man escapes safely, then we go our separate ways. Deal?”

Zu Ye looked at him coldly: “Fine, it’s settled!”

“But one thing—planning is human, success is heaven’s will. It depends on whether your brother keeps his mouth shut!” Fan Yifei added.

“What do you mean?” Zu Ye asked.

“Your captured brother—as long as he hasn’t revealed your true identity as bandits before we arrive, there’s hope. If he’s revealed it, it’s finished,” Fan Yifei said.

Until this moment, Fan Yifei still believed Zu Ye’s group were bandits entrenched in the mountains.

“Don’t worry, my brother keeps his mouth shut.”

“Hmm, you come with me. Just follow my arrangements…” Fan Yifei quietly told Zu Ye his plan.

“They’ll listen to you?” After hearing, Zu Ye asked doubtfully.

“Employ people without suspicion, suspect people without employing them! Do you want to save your brother or not?” Fan Yifei asked in return.

Zu Ye smiled: “Fine! We’ll do as you say!”

Zu Ye turned back and summoned San Batou and Si Batou, whispering in their ears. Then he brought Little Liu Zi and left together with Fan Yifei.

By now, dawn was breaking. The three rushed along the road and arrived at the corpse-driving inn.

Fan Yifei stood before the door and called out loudly: “Brothers, be quiet! Outside the fire nest, eagle claw suns are passing through!”

Zu Ye silently pondered this argot—translated to plain speech it meant: Brothers don’t speak, there’s a big shot outside!

The two corpse-drivers heard this voice, looked around, and came out. Seeing it was Fan Yifei, they quickly said: “Why are you back again?” Looking behind him, seeing another person standing there, they stepped back in fright: “Who is he?”

“Brothers, this is the founding ancestor eagle claw sun of the local mountain!” Fan Yifei meant: This is the founding bandit chief of the local area, an old bandit.

“A friend from the same path, let’s talk inside,” Fan Yifei said in more argot, indicating they should go inside to talk.

The two corpse-drivers looked at each other and said loudly: “Please!”

After entering and sitting down, Fan Yifei said with a smile: “The great flood washed away the Dragon King’s temple—one family didn’t recognize another family. This person is the pillar leader of several nearby mountain strongholds—Hong Batian, in jianghu known as Hong Tiger, Hong Wu Ye.” As he spoke he pointed to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye cupped his fists: “Gentlemen, this old one failed to teach properly. One of my subordinates didn’t follow the rules and disturbed you two gentlemen. Where there was offense, please forgive!”

Those two quickly returned the gesture: “Hong Wu Ye’s power shakes Xiang and E. Meeting you today, we are fortunate, fortunate!”

Fan Yifei smiled: “We’re all one family. We who make a living by corpse-driving in the jianghu also borrow Hong Wu Ye’s territory to pass through. Where there’s offense, please ask Fifth Master to be magnanimous!”

“Not at all, not at all. It’s my subordinate who didn’t follow the rules. If your property suffered any loss, I’ll compensate double!” Zu Ye said.

“No! No!” A corpse-driver quickly said. “Someone come!”

A “zombie” walked out from the inner room.

“Release the person,” the corpse-driver said.

“What?” That “zombie” said with blood-red lips.

“I said—release the person!” The corpse-driver suddenly intensified his tone.

“Yes!”

Er Batou was pushed out by several “zombies.”

“Zu Ye!” Seeing Zu Ye, Er Batou shouted in surprise.

Zu Ye glared at him fiercely. Er Batou immediately understood and said no more.

The corpse-driver continued: “Hong Wu Ye, take your man. We’re borrowing the territory for a brief rest, and will leave when dark comes.”

Zu Ye nodded: “Don’t disturb the common people, don’t bully women, and you gentlemen can move freely. Otherwise, I Hong Tiger won’t agree.”

The corpse-driver also nodded: “Hong Wu Ye, rest assured!”

Zu Ye untied Er Batou. The two exchanged glances briefly, and Er Batou grasped Zu Ye’s meaning.

Suddenly, Zu Ye’s long sleeve flicked, and a flying nail shot out, heading straight for one “zombie’s” head. That fellow had no defense—the iron nail went straight into his skull. With a crack, both head and body were nailed to the pillar. This “zombie” truly became a dead corpse!

Er Batou quickly turned, grabbed a “zombie’s” neck with his reverse hand. That fellow struggled desperately. Er Batou raised his knee and slammed it into the man’s groin. With a pop, the testicles shattered like eggs. Er Batou increased force with his hand—crack—that fellow’s neck broke.

Simultaneously, Little Liu Zi’s hands released throwing darts, hitting the eyes of two “zombies” behind. The iron nails pierced through eyeballs into the brain. The two “zombies” instantly went limp.

Seeing this, the two corpse-drivers hastily drew guns from their waists. Zu Ye’s eyes and hands were quick—two more flying nails shot out. Those two men’s hands were pierced through, and the guns fell to the ground. Immediately Zu Ye and Er Batou picked up the guns, pointing the barrels at the two corpse-drivers’ heads.

Over a dozen “zombies” in the inner room heard the commotion and all rushed out, each drawing guns and aiming at Zu Ye and the others.

“Make them put down their guns!” Zu Ye pressed the gun against a corpse-driver and said, “Make them put them down!” His voice was so loud it seemed ready to overturn the entire inn.

The corpse-driver, dragging his bloody hand, said nervously: “Put them down, put all the guns down!”

The group looked at each other. One of them said: “If we put them down, we’re all dead for sure!”

“Fuck your mother, put them down!” The corpse-driver became anxious. “This is Hong Wu Ye! Most devoted to jianghu righteousness! Won’t harm us!”

Fan Yifei was stunned watching, stammering to Zu Ye: “What are you doing? I… I… I’m not managing this anymore, it’s not my business… I… I’m leaving!” Having said this, his toes touched the ground, and with one bound he shot out the door.

Da Batou, San Batou and others had been waiting outside for a long time. Fan Yifei made one shuffling step before he could steady himself, but was rushed by Da Batou hiding behind the door who punched him in the temple. Fan Yifei’s eyes rolled back and he fainted.

Immediately, over a dozen brothers outside rushed in with Da Batou.

“Put down your guns! Put down your guns!” Da Batou held up his shooter, with brothers behind him holding gleaming sabers.

That group of “zombies” saw this formation and didn’t know how many more people were outside. They thought they’d really stirred up a bandit’s nest today.

Finally, the “zombies” all threw their pistols on the ground.

This was the first batch of firearms Zu Ye had captured on any significant scale. Previously, at the hall, Zu Ye had been unwilling to let his brothers handle firearms—first because they were hard to manage, and second because he feared causing trouble. So the hall only kept a few guns for self-defense. Now, with war and chaos everywhere and them wandering displaced, Zu Ye had long felt they must arm the brothers. Otherwise, on unfamiliar ground, if they encountered bandits, black gangs, roving thieves, or even Nationalist remnant troops, it would be difficult to deal with them. This was perfect—they’d seized over a dozen guns in one go.

Moreover, they’d disarmed this corpse-driving team without firing a single shot. This was the strategy Zu Ye had designed before setting out. He told San Batou and the others to quietly follow behind, then find Da Batou and coordinate from inside and outside to destroy this corpse-driving team in one stroke. Unless absolutely necessary, they must not fire guns to avoid alarming real bandits nearby.

What Zu Ye didn’t yet know was that he’d seized not merely a dozen guns. This group disguised as a corpse-driving team was smuggling neither opium nor silver dollars—what they carried in the back baskets was the Japanese’s weighty conspiracy!

In 1928, “On Napoleon,” translated by Wu Guangjian, vice president of the Chinese Educational Association, was published in China. This was the first time the Chinese masses encountered this European god of land warfare through a biographical novel. Regarding Napoleon, the Japanese had studied him earlier than the Chinese. As early as the Meiji Restoration period, the Japanese military began extensively collecting materials on Napoleon and his classic battles.

The Japanese military was astonished to discover that an important reason Napoleon could win every battle and sweep all before him was his attention to detail. Napoleon could clearly remember the positions, widths, flow directions, and water volumes of over a thousand European rivers. He could accurately state the heights, widths, wind directions of over a hundred mountain peaks, how many gorges each mountain had, and the spans and depths of those gorges. He even grasped details like where there was a mound in a pasture, where there was a small pit, and how many soldiers could hide in that small pit.

Therefore, whenever he fought, he deployed troops like a god. Even his enemies were willing to join his ranks to fight for him. This enabled him to dominate the European continent for over ten years without rival.

The Japanese, rich in militaristic thought, deeply worshipped such war gods. Before the full-scale invasion of China, Japanese espionage organizations had already begun drawing Chinese maps. The Chinese maps drawn by the Japanese were many times more precise than those drawn by the Chinese themselves. Before the September 18th Incident, an old teacher working in Northeast China happened to obtain a Chinese map drawn by the Japanese. After looking at it, the very next day he mobilized his entire family to migrate south. When a country could draw another country’s maps so precisely, it surely had major designs. As a teacher, he was powerless to save the country and could only protect his family from the chaos of war.

After the full-scale invasion war erupted, the Japanese military placed even more emphasis on revising operational maps. Wherever a river changed course, wherever forests were destroyed—as long as the terrain changed slightly, they would quickly make corresponding modifications.

“Tell the truth,” Zu Ye said coldly to Fan Yifei. Actually, he’d long since discovered this kid Fan Yifei was suspicious, seemingly hiding many things.

Fan Yifei, who had just regained consciousness, sighed helplessly: “Fine. I’m in league with that corpse-driving group.”

“Hmm. Continue.”

“We’re not really corpse-drivers. We disguise ourselves as a corpse-driving procession to draw real maps based on Japanese aerial photographs. If we walked openly around the Nationalist-controlled areas, we’d easily be exposed. Even if the Nationalist army didn’t discover us, we’d arouse bandits’ suspicions. Disguised as a corpse-driving team, there’s no problem. Every time we cross a mountain, every time we pass through a village, we precisely record the terrain and coordinates of each location, then take these rough maps back for the Japanese side to draw operational maps. At the border of Hunan and Hubei, there are five corpse-driving teams like ours. The Japanese saw my lightness skills were good, so they had me handle transmitting the drawings. The drawings you searched from me just now are the results of these five teams over the past month. If my hands hadn’t itched and I couldn’t resist stealing from you, I’d already be in Wuhan by now,” Fan Yifei said.

“Are there teams like yours all over the country?” Zu Ye asked.

“Yes. There are even more in Henan, Anhui, and Jiangsu. The Japanese are extremely strict about maps—operational maps must absolutely be the most current. A while ago, Old Jiang blew up the Yellow River, causing it to change course and split into two torrents, spanning Henan, Anhui, and Jiangsu provinces, rushing straight to the Huai River. This created a flood zone 80 kilometers wide and 400 kilometers long. The geography of these places was completely transformed by the flood—villages didn’t look like villages, counties didn’t look like counties, hills weren’t hills, forests weren’t forests… But this also disrupted the Japanese plan to rapidly attack Wuhan and conquer the Two Lakes! After the Japanese army took Shandong, their next plan was to invade the Chinese heartland. To fight deep into the Two Lakes, the Japanese couldn’t bypass Henan, Anhui, Jiangsu and other places—they couldn’t bypass these flood zones, and had to pay special attention to and utilize these flood zones. What does warfare depend on? Operational maps! Now this landscape spanning over 30,000 square kilometers has completely changed. If you were Japanese, wouldn’t you also need to redraw the operational maps?”

Zu Ye pondered for a moment and nodded.

“The military department demands mapmakers be accurate to the slightest detail! Operational maps have both the precise coordinates of ordinary maps and markings for advancing and retreating troops—they can fully expose one side’s combat intentions! What does drawing operational maps rely on? First, old military maps; second, aerial photographs taken by planes. Aerial photographs are more accurate than old maps and can more truly and timely reflect the terrain of a certain area. But aerial photographs are just photos. To be truly practical, they must be converted into maps with accurate coordinates. So people like us come in handy. How high is each mountain peak, how many mountain paths does each mountain have, how wide are the paths, how many caves does each peak have, how many soldiers can hide in each cave—all this must be carefully marked.”

The more Zu Ye listened, the colder his heart grew. The devils really racked their brains to invade China! What we’re losing isn’t just weapons and equipment, but even more so, attention to detail.

“Every corpse-driving team has a Japanese spy. Of the two corpse-drivers you captured, the one in charge of beating the funeral drum is the Japanese spy!” Fan Yifei added.

“Hmm?” Zu Ye’s eyes lit up. “Bring that person to me immediately!”

“Yes!” Da Batou acknowledged the order.

“Too late,” Fan Yifei said.

“What?” Zu Ye was puzzled.

At this moment, Er Batou, who was in charge of guarding that group, rushed in urgently and said quietly: “Zu Ye, bad news—one fellow killed himself by ramming!”

“What?”

“Killed himself by ramming. Used great force, rammed into the wall. His brains spilled out,” Er Batou said.

“Japanese will never surrender even unto death. As long as they’re caught, they’ll find an opportunity to kill themselves,” Fan Yifei said.

Zu Ye couldn’t help but sigh: No wonder they say the devils are formidable. Even a common soldier is so unafraid of death. If it were my brothers captured by the Japanese, perhaps they wouldn’t do this.

Deep in the night, Zu Ye was undecided.

“Zu Ye, kill them or not?” Da Batou asked.

Thirteen lives. Though they were traitors, they were all Chinese after all. Zu Ye had never killed so many people at once. The cold wind blew into his collar. Zu Ye didn’t know what came over him—at that moment he thought of Huang Farong. He wanted to hear her opinion and couldn’t help blurting out: “Fa…”

“Send what? Send them into exile?” Da Batou pressed.

Zu Ye looked at him, realized he’d lost composure, and forcibly swallowed the second half of the sentence. He paced in the room for a long while, finally sighing: “Make it quick. Don’t let them suffer.”

“Yes!”

Zu Ye kept Fan Yifei behind and made him watch with his own eyes as those people were beheaded. Where the blade’s light passed, heads rolled down.

Fan Yifei was so frightened his heart nearly jumped into his throat.

“Do you know why I kept you?” Zu Ye asked Fan Yifei.

“No… no… no idea,” Fan Yifei said trembling.

“Because I feel you’re still human.”

Hearing this, Fan Yifei’s eyes grew hot and tears fell.

The next day, Zu Ye convened a Council Meeting.

“I propose reforming the hall,” Zu Ye said.

Everyone looked at each other: “Please, Zu Ye, explain clearly.”

“Before Master Zhang died, he left an oral instruction that the hall should temporarily establish five Batou positions. He said ‘five’ was the number of loyalty and righteousness, expressing hope that the hall brothers would display loyal hearts and righteous courage to overcome difficulties together. Now the hall has been through life and death many times, and all brothers have been tested through long trials—their loyal hearts and righteous courage are fully displayed. Now we’re wandering outside on unfamiliar ground, with risks emerging endlessly, which is unfavorable for the hall’s safety and even more unfavorable for setting up schemes. Therefore, I intend to expand the Batou scale and establish a sixth Batou position. This Batou will command a group of brothers, specifically responsible for reconnaissance for schemes and the entire hall’s security affairs. What do you all think?”

The Batous and Xiao Jiaos listened carefully. They felt Zu Ye was far-sighted and spoke very reasonably, so they said in unison: “Zu Ye is brilliant!”

“The position of Liu Batou is extraordinary. The one who takes this role must have strong martial arts. Who do you think should take this position?” Zu Ye asked.

“Little Liu Zi!” San Batou was first to grasp Zu Ye’s meaning.

“Right! Right! Little Liu Zi!” Everyone called out together.

Leading Little Liu Zi to defeat the corpse-driving team was Zu Ye’s final test of Little Liu Zi. His comprehension and reaction abilities all earned Zu Ye’s full marks.

Thus, amid cheers, seventeen-year-old Little Liu Zi became Sixth Master. Fan Yifei, one year older than him, was assigned under his command. Fan Yifei finally understood what Zu Ye’s group did and suddenly had a feeling of regretting meeting them so late. He kept kowtowing to Zu Ye, swearing to follow Zu Ye in carrying out the way of heaven, robbing the rich to help the poor, and serving Zu Ye loyally for life!

At first, Fan Yifei was somewhat unconvinced, especially regarding the rooftop chase that night. Fan Yifei had always believed he only lost to Little Liu Zi because he hadn’t eaten enough and had traveled continuously. Later Little Liu Zi found an opportunity for the two to compete again in the forest—this was arranged by Zu Ye to make Fan Yifei completely convinced.

In the forest, two towering trees each hung a lantern. Whoever climbed to the treetop first to retrieve the lantern would win. Those trees were over twenty meters tall, shooting straight to the clouds, dizzying just to look at. At Zu Ye’s command, both took a running start and scrambled up the trees like monkeys, using hands and feet to climb up rapidly.

When Little Liu Zi plucked his lantern, Fan Yifei was still an arm’s length away from his lantern. At this moment, an astonishing scene appeared: Little Liu Zi actually held the lantern in his mouth, leaped with all his might, and flew from his tree to another tree six meters away, plucked the other lantern, then performed several inverted moves and floated down. Everyone was dumbfounded.

After Fan Yifei came down from the tree, he said nothing and dropped to his knees before Little Liu Zi with a thump: “Sixth Master!”

Zu Ye smiled knowingly.

Just when Zu Ye was reforming the hall and things were temporarily calm, he never imagined an even greater disaster was slowly approaching. Those aerial photographs and maps were far from as simple as Fan Yifei thought…

The Japanese Bombard the Supreme Lord Lao Jun Temple

At the Plum Blossom Mansion in Shandong, Kodama Yoshio’s face was gloomy.

“Thirteen shells and none exploded?” Kodama Yoshio asked angrily.

“Yes,” a spy answered.

“Are you saying the Supreme Lord Lao Jun manifested his divine presence?”

“Uh…” The spy dared not answer.

Not only did Kodama Yoshio dare not believe it, even all Chinese people dared not believe this matter. In June 1938, the Japanese army attacked Luyi County. The Japanese palace religious organization, well-versed in feng shui, provided intelligence to the military: Luyi County had the ancestral temple of Laozi, founder of Chinese Daoism. If they destroyed Laozi’s temple, the root of Chinese culture would be severed.

Laozi’s temple was also called Lao Jun Temple. Legend had it that after Laozi achieved the Dao and ascended to heaven, he joined the ranks of immortals, becoming the Supreme Lord Lao Jun of heaven. Later generations built a temple shrine at the place where he ascended to commemorate him, naming the platform from which he ascended “Lao Jun Platform.” Lao Jun Platform had thirty-three levels from bottom to top, secretly corresponding to the saying that Laozi ascended to the thirty-three heavens.

At the same time, Kodama Yoshio also received reliable intelligence that not far from Lao Jun Platform was a Chinese military arsenal. If they could ignite the arsenal while bombarding Lao Jun Platform, then Luyi County could be blown to smithereens and the Imperial Army could drive straight in!

The vicious Japanese spy quickly reported this intelligence to the Japanese military department. The military department ordered: Bombard Lao Jun Platform!

In 1938, on the fourth day of the fifth lunar month, the Japanese army brought out mortars. A Japanese soldier named Umekawa Taro was responsible for firing the shells. Looking at the towering and majestic Lao Jun Platform, Umekawa Taro’s heart pounded. An inexplicable fear and awe surged up. He tremblingly put the shell into the barrel. With a “bang,” the shell was propelled out. The devils waited quietly. All was silent. After quite a while, they still heard no sound.

“What’s the situation?” Umekawa Taro was as anxious as a wounded cat.

“Did you actually put in a shell just now?” The surrounding people also began to suspect this was an illusion.

“I did,” Umekawa Taro said, confused. As he spoke, he picked up another shell and stuffed it into the barrel. With a “bang,” the shell flew out again, drawing an arc in the sky and landing on Lao Jun Platform. The devils were waiting to cheer at the explosion when an incredible scene occurred: the shell didn’t explode either, but rolled jingling down the steps.

“This isn’t a dream, is it!” Umekawa Taro looked at the people around him, then at Lao Jun Platform.

“Let me do it!” A devil leader kicked Umekawa Taro aside and consecutively stuffed eleven shells into the mortar. The shells flew out one by one. A shocking scene appeared: all the shells became duds, not one exploded.

All the Japanese soldiers present were scared silly and dared not fire any more shells. Later, common people spread rumors that the thirteen shells were eaten by the stone ox in front of Lao Jun Temple. (To this day, those unexploded shells are still displayed in Lao Jun Temple in Luyi as powerful evidence of the Japanese invasion of China, and they bear witness to how Chinese civilization has endured countless catastrophes yet continues endlessly. In 1980, Umekawa Taro, who had been ordered to fire the shells that year, returned to this magical land of Luyi and bowed his guilty head before Lao Jun Platform many times. In the following years, Umekawa Taro became a regular visitor to Luyi County, coming from time to time to offer incense and kowtow to Laozi to show repentance and atonement.)

Kodama Yoshio was troubled by this matter when a spy came in to report: “The corpse-driving team in Hunan was wiped out, and some of the drawings were also lost.”

Kodama Yoshio was so angry he showed his fangs and claws: “Who did it?”

“Don’t know.”

Kodama Yoshio’s heart was furious. He then thought of those “Celestial Beings” burned alive during the Wuhan scheme, couldn’t help thinking of “Jiang Xiang Sect” again, then thought of the enormous conspiracy hidden in those drawings, and couldn’t help breaking out in cold sweat.

“Noda-kun!” Kodama Yoshio shouted.

“Yes!” A spy named Noda Yoshikazu answered.

“Within one month, find the whereabouts of ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ Otherwise, you need never return to the Great Empire of Japan.” As he spoke, Kodama Yoshio handed Noda Yoshikazu a military sword for ritual suicide.

“Yes!”

Noda returned to his quarters and carefully combed through recent intelligence submitted by heads of “Way and Path Sects” nationwide. After looking for a long time, he couldn’t make sense of anything. In anger, he raised his hand and overturned the table.

After Nishida Yoshiko’s death, Noda took over her position, responsible for commanding all the Chinese traitors in the “Way and Path Sects.” Since the Zhoushan incident, Zheng the Half-Immortal of Jiaodong’s “Jade Ruler Way,” Liu the Blind Man of Beiping’s “Heavenly Sage Way,” Long Yufeng of Tianjin’s “Jasper Pool Way,” Ding Zixia of Manchuria’s “Purple Cloud Hall,” Mei Xuanzi of Shanghai’s “Plum Blossom Society,” and Pei Jinglong of Baoding’s “Imperial Ultimate Way” all left their lives in Zhoushan. This caused serious damage to the vitality of the “Way and Path Sects” group controlled by the Japanese. Members of other “Way and Path Sects” who went to the island also suffered over half casualties. Only the people from “Jiang Xiang Sect” all escaped. This became one piece of strong evidence for Kodama Yoshio’s deduction that this scheme was “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” doing.

But Kodama Yoshio was like a mute eating bitter herbs—had suffering he couldn’t speak of. Manipulating the “Way and Path Sects” to make them one of the powerful tools for the Japanese invasion of China was Kodama Yoshio’s proud achievement in the military, highly praised by the military department and the Emperor. But this time, trying to steal a chicken only to lose the rice, he could only tell superiors this was due to inadequate investigation of Zhoushan’s geography, tides, and distribution of poisonous snakes on the island when constructing the “Japan-China Friendly Divination Exchange Institute.” But in his heart, he already hated “Jiang Xiang Sect” to the point of gnashing his teeth, especially Zu Ye—he couldn’t wait to flay and dismember Zu Ye!

Noda knew well his superior’s ruthless cruelty. If he couldn’t complete this mission, he’d probably really have to enter Yasukuni Shrine. Just when he was at his wit’s end, a spy came to report that Jiang Tiancheng of Manchuria’s “Shuntian Sect” had come to see him.

This old fox had been scolded by Zu Ye during the divination debate competition until his asthma flared up and he nearly died. Later he was chased by poisonous snakes until he nearly wet his pants. He swore: If I don’t avenge this, I’m not a man!

“Your Excellency,” Jiang Tiancheng entered with a smiling face. “I have a plan that can force ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ out!”

“Speak,” Noda glanced at him.

“Your Excellency…” Jiang Tiancheng smiled mysteriously and explained in detail.

After hearing, Noda laughed heartily: “This plan is excellent! If this matter succeeds, Master Jiang will have great merit. When Great East Asia achieves peace and co-prosperity, Master Jiang will be Manchukuo’s first National Guardian Master.”

Jiang Tiancheng chuckled: “This old one is already past sixty. Duke Tai met King Wen at eighty, yet I met an enlightened ruler twenty years earlier than him. This is this old one’s fortune!”

Immediately, Jiang Tiancheng brought several disciples and secretly departed from Shandong, heading straight for Shanghai.

At Shanghai’s “Heavenly Sage Way” main helm, Zuo Yongchan hobbled out on crutches to greet them. Sect Leader Zuo had been bitten on the left leg by a poisonous snake that day in Zhoushan. If the Japanese gu master hadn’t rescued him in time, he’d probably have died long ago. To prevent the poisoned blood from flowing backward, they had no choice but to saw off his left leg. From then on, Sect Leader Zuo could only sit to “propagate the dharma.” His vajra guardians had to explain to the several hundred “Blue Robes” below: “Sect Leader Zuo severed his leg seeking the dharma, using a formless body to comprehend the Great Dao’s formless techniques—this is a sage’s act! The Sect Leader has penetrated the mysteries of heaven and earth. Henceforth he will no longer appear to teach the dharma, but will sit in meditation and enter samadhi, wandering the four seas, making friends with all the star deities of heaven, praying blessings for all living beings.”

After Jiang Tiancheng and Zuo Yongchan met, they dismissed the left and right dharma protectors and the two spoke alone.

“Sect Leader Zuo, how have you been?” Jiang Tiancheng said, looking at Zuo Yongchan’s severed leg.

Zuo Yongchan felt Jiang Tiancheng’s gloating way of asking was very uncomfortable. He immediately smiled coldly: “Can’t compare to Master Jiang—backed by a great tree, good for enjoying the shade.”

Jiang Tiancheng stroked his goatee and also smiled: “Grievances have heads, debts have owners—it’s all the fault of that ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ Zu Ye. Working well with the Imperial Army, with food and drink and fame and status—what a good thing. But no, had to make it a fight to the death. The youth isn’t worth consulting! Now the Imperial Army has already occupied one-third of China. Fight for another year or so, and when Chiang Kai-shek’s remnant forces are all used up, all of China will belong to Japan. At that time, you and I will both be meritorious ministers protecting the nation, palace religious masters!”

Zuo Yongchan smiled disdainfully: “Don’t talk about those things we can’t see or touch. Master Jiang, what instruction do you have in gracing this humble dwelling with your presence?”

Jiang Tiancheng nodded: “Noda-kun’s written order—take a look.” As he spoke, he handed a secret letter to Zuo Yongchan.

Zuo Yongchan took it doubtfully, slowly opened it, and after reading, his expression grew serious. Then he looked up to the sky and laughed: “Hahaha, Noda-kun truly has great wisdom…”

Watching Zuo Yongchan’s self-satisfied appearance, Jiang Tiancheng secretly gloated: You stupid prick, this was this old man’s idea. But this old man can’t tell you, otherwise you, this cripple, would be even more jealous of this old man! Great achievers accomplish great things. Just wait and see how this old man becomes Manchukuo’s first National Guardian Master!

Thinking this, Jiang Tiancheng said: “Sect Leader Zuo, this matter can’t be done without you. Years ago when the Jianghuai region was divided three ways, that Zu Ye’s subordinate Si Batou Qi Chunfu was once bribed by Sect Leader Zuo and used as a blade. Now this ghost is dead, but his wandering spirit persists. The time has come for Sect Leader Zuo to display his great skills!”

Zuo Yongchan chuckled: “Qi Chunfu could also be considered an intelligent person. Back then, to kill Zu Ye, he betrayed and sided with Mei Xuanzi, then used the conflict between me and Mei Xuanzi to reveal some true and false information to me to swindle my silver. Such a disloyal and unrighteous person—his death isn’t worth regretting. So after I figured out the ins and outs of the relationships, I revealed his information to ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ That Zu Ye used this as a clue to follow the vine to the melon and cut down this fellow. However, when this fellow was my informant back then, it seems he never revealed information about Zu Ye’s personal affairs…”

Jiang Tiancheng smiled coldly: “Sect Leader Zuo, Noda-kun has placed great hopes in you.”

Zuo Yongchan yawned wearily and said: “Let me think carefully. Master Jiang has traveled a long way—rest a moment first. We’ll discuss further shortly.”

Having said this, he summoned a disciple. Supported by the disciple, he hobbled out.

Watching Zuo Yongchan’s bobbing back, Jiang Tiancheng revealed a sinister smile…

“Liaofan’s Four Lessons”

These past few days, something was wrong—Zu Ye was constantly restless. The Batous and Xiao Jiaos were all planning matters for re-entering the jianghu, but Zu Ye didn’t say a word.

What consequences would come from raising the banner “Number One Fortune-Teller of Jianghuai” at this border of Hunan and Hubei where Nationalists and Communists divided territory, bandits ran rampant, and the devils coveted—Zu Ye had no certainty in his heart. Ninth Master Wang Yaqiao was dead, Zeng Jingwu had joined the Communists, Jiang Feiyan was far away in Guangxi… Zu Ye’s heart was full of confusion, and he thought again of Huang Farong.

If Huang Farong were here, she could help Zu Ye devise strategies. Right or wrong, she could always ease Zu Ye’s mind. She was rebellious, she dared to speak. Though she always made Zu Ye unhappy, she dared speak truth and could make Zu Ye think about the same problem from a different angle. Right now Zu Ye needed this kind of rebelliousness, the kind that could bring impact to his thinking! But these current Batous all treated Zu Ye with utmost respect—what Zu Ye said was law, with not one daring to contradict him. Zu Ye felt so powerless.

At this moment, Zu Ye returned to the feeling he’d had when his family was destroyed and relatives died—an inexplicable sense of loneliness surged up. Alone and helpless, with no one to help him, he could only rely on himself to support himself forward. He suddenly remembered when he was eight years old, his mother had invited a Daoist to tell his fortune. That Daoist gave him several judgments: “Fate commits the Heavenly Lone Star of Calamity. Fate is solitary, solitary enough to exterminate all things—seedlings won’t grow for ten li, grass won’t be seen for eight li. Lifelong without noble people to help, lean on a mountain and the mountain falls, lean on a river and the river dries. Fate lies in being an ambitious hero, fortune lies in being a trapped dragon. Life ends at fifty, without sons or heirs. Six types of relatives should avoid from afar.”

This frightened his mother to tears on the spot. She quickly asked: “Master, is there a way to resolve this?”

The Daoist shook his head.

Mother became even more anxious: “If fate can be calculated but cannot be resolved, what use is the sage’s creation of the Yi?” Zu Ye’s mother was the daughter of a late Qing examination candidate. From childhood she read extensively and had studied the Book of Changes, which is why she had such a startling question.

This was also the question countless common people, even countless Yi scholars, continuously asked through the river of history: Do people really have fate? Can fate really be calculated? If calculated, can it be changed? If it can’t be changed, why did the sage invent the Book of Changes? Just to add worries for later generations and prepay troubles?

That Daoist sighed and said: “As for methods of resolution, you could say there are, you could say there aren’t.”

Mother didn’t understand: “Master, what does this mean?”

The Daoist asked in return: “What does Madam mean by methods of resolution?”

Mother thought for a moment and said: “For example, feng shui adjustments, drawing talismans and reciting incantations, changing names, recognizing godparents, or transferring fortune, changing fortune, or asking you to perform rituals, or wearing certain ornaments, like jade pendants, Buddhist beads, peace talismans…”

After hearing this, the Daoist looked up to the sky and laughed, noncommittal. He then asked Zu Ye’s mother in return: “Madam, let me ask you—do you think these methods work?”

“I don’t know, but common people often do these things,” Mother answered.

The Daoist nodded and said: “Seeking good fortune and avoiding misfortune is human nature. Everyone wants to live a few more years, everyone wants wealth and honor, everyone wants to avoid disaster, everyone wants to marry into a good family or marry a good wife, everyone wants descendants filling the hall and filial children. But Madam, look around at this world—each person’s fate is always different. Whether you acknowledge it or not, people have fate. Therefore, the sage created the Yi, hoping later generations would understand their own fate.”

“Master speaks extremely correctly,” Mother said.

That Daoist continued: “After people understand their own fate, they want to change it. The bad want to become good, the good want to become better—this is human nature, beyond reproach. But for methods of change, people place their hopes on those crooked ways. Madam, think carefully…” At this point, the Daoist suddenly raised his voice. “If drawing talismans and reciting incantations, adjusting feng shui, changing names, and such techniques could make fate change, then fate would be too easy to change! Those beggars on the street—if we change their names and change the place they live, can they become rich men? Definitely not! Those terminally ill people—if we draw talismans and perform rituals for them, hold ceremonies, can we make them not die? Absolutely not! Those who should die will still die! Those fortune-tellers who shout all day about changing names and altering fortune for this person,催 wealth and extending life for that person—if they could really do it, they wouldn’t be running around the streets telling fortunes to earn this hard money. They’d long ago hide somewhere, summon a great fortune, then live for several hundred years, beautifully enjoying wealth and honor!”

Mother listened dumbfounded, suddenly having a feeling of sudden enlightenment.

The Daoist continued loudly: “Madam has read extensively and must know the anecdotes of sages. That First Emperor of Qin gathered all the world’s sorcerers, exhausted all methods, consumed all elixirs, yet couldn’t extend his life by a single day! That Han Dynasty’s Jing Fang was a master of the six-line method—calculating heaven, earth, people, and events with unfailing accuracy—yet couldn’t escape his own death! That Three Kingdoms’ Zhuge Kongming possessed the arts of heaven and earth’s creation, could summon wind and rain, reached the pinnacle of achievement, yet ultimately couldn’t save the crumbling Han dynasty! That Song Dynasty’s Shao Kangjie, whose Supreme Principles Governing the World spanned past and present, whose Plum Blossom Divination spread throughout the land, yet on his deathbed said he didn’t believe in fate! That Ming Dynasty’s Liu Bowen, who knew five hundred years before and five hundred years after, knew he would die yet couldn’t escape, resentfully drinking Hu Weiyong’s poison—if he could resolve disasters, he should have resolved one for himself!”

Zu Ye’s mother listened with shock and awe. A feeling of sudden enlightenment surged up. After pondering a moment, she couldn’t help asking: “Are you saying the Book of Changes can only calculate but cannot resolve?”

The Daoist sighed and said: “Of course it can resolve! It’s just that most people in the world pursue the trivial while neglecting the essential, sullying the sages’ original intention in creating the Yi. Madam, look—in this Book of Changes, all sixty-four hexagrams discuss principles of how to be human. Through hexagram images and the corresponding relationships between lines, hexagram texts and line texts are produced. Through the Ten Wings, philosophies of being human are explained. Speaking back and forth, the entire text discusses one ultimate principle—’Families that accumulate goodness will surely have abundant blessings; families that accumulate evil will surely have abundant calamities!’ Broken down further, under the premise of ‘goodness,’ it discusses specific methods and principles for being human. For example, the first of the sixty-four hexagrams, the Qian hexagram, requires people to ‘As heaven’s movement is ever vigorous, so must a gentleman ceaselessly strive to strengthen himself.’ It admonishes people to be like heaven—self-reliant, self-strengthening, endlessly vital, not to abandon or give up on oneself, not to be slack or lazy. Look at the second hexagram, Kun—it requires people to ‘As earth’s condition is receptive devotion, so must a gentleman with his generous virtue support all things.’ One must be like the earth, have a tolerant heart, not be jealous, not scheme against others, otherwise one will suffer the consequences. There’s also what people often say about extremes reversing, bad fortune turning to good—’Pi’ and ‘Tai’ are two hexagrams among the sixty-four. They admonish people that when life is at a low point, don’t lose heart, don’t lose your conscience, don’t go mad. As long as you persist in the way of goodness, everything will get better…”

Zu Ye’s mother was entranced listening, feeling this old gentleman spoke so reasonably! Suddenly she felt something was wrong and quickly asked: “Master, according to your view, we can only wait to be tormented by fate? Facing various disasters, can we only accept passively and be helpless?”

The Daoist shook his head and said: “The Book of Changes has already given us the answer! This is the ignorance and shortsightedness of the masses. Look, I’ve spoken for so long, yet Madam still hasn’t comprehended…”

Mother’s face reddened: “Please, Master, explain clearly!”

“Do good! Do good! Do good!” The Daoist said three times.

Mother was startled: “Oh, I understand!”

The Daoist smiled slightly: “You could say you understand, you could say you don’t. Let me give Madam a book. Madam should study it carefully—the method to save your son is all within!” He then pulled from his bosom a book yellowed with age and handed it to Zu Ye’s mother.

Mother took it and looked—it was a book called “Liaofan’s Four Lessons.” When Mother looked up again, the Daoist had already disappeared. She stood stunned, then returned to her room to study it carefully. Later, Mother often told Zu Ye about the characters and stories in this book. This was a treasure manual for changing fate.

The book recorded such a story: In the twelfth year of Jiajing, in Weitang Town, Jiashan County, a person named Yuan Liaofan was born. Later he became an important Ming Dynasty thinker, and even more so, a great master who struggled against fate and changed his destiny through doing good. His entire life thoroughly explained the Book of Changes’ truth about fate: “Families that accumulate goodness will surely have abundant blessings; families that accumulate evil will surely have abundant calamities.”

Master Liaofan lost his father young. His mother told him not to pursue any official titles, had him change to studying medicine, and admonished him that studying medicine could earn money to support life and also help others. Moreover, if medical skills were mastered, he could become a famous doctor—this was also his father’s previous wish.

So Master Liaofan began studying medicine. Later, Master Liaofan met a divination master surnamed Kong at Ciyun Temple. Master Kong was a successor to the Song Dynasty prediction master Shao Kangjie. Master Kong calculated Liaofan’s fate, telling him he shouldn’t study medicine but should pursue official titles, that he would definitely pass, and even calculated the ranking of each examination. He also calculated Liaofan’s official career, telling him when he would be promoted, when he’d become county magistrate, and calculated that Liaofan could only live to fifty-three, would pass away at the chou hour on the fourteenth day of the eighth month that year, and that his fate held no sons.

Later when Liaofan went to take exams, it was exactly as Master Kong said—every single prediction came true. Many subsequent events also came true one by one. So Liaofan lost his will to live. He felt that since a person’s life is already predetermined, thinking wildly is useless. Better to drift along, muddle through—what’s meant to come will come anyway, when it’s time to die he’ll still die, if fate holds no sons then there are no sons, no use thinking about it.

Later when Yuan Liaofan was studying in Nanjing, he visited Master Yungu at Qixia Mountain. He pessimistically told the master about fate’s constraints on people. He said: “My fate was determined by Master Kong—when I’ll be born, when I’ll die, when I’ll succeed, when I’ll fail, all have fixed numbers that cannot be changed. Even if I wildly imagine getting some benefit, it’s imagining in vain, so I honestly don’t think about it…”

After hearing this, Master Yungu enlightened him: “An ordinary person cannot be said to lack that consciousness of wild thinking. Since there exists this ceaselessly active deluded mind, then one will be bound by yin-yang numerical fate. Since bound by yin-yang numerical fate, how can you say there’s no number? Though numbers definitely exist, only ordinary people will be bound by numbers. If someone is supremely good, numbers cannot constrain him.” Meaning, people are all constrained by the qi of yin-yang and the five elements, but if a person can achieve supreme goodness, he can break through fate’s constraints.

Master Liaofan seemed to understand something: “Truly?”

“Just go do it!” Master Yungu said loudly.

So Master Yuan Liaofan first made a great vow to do three thousand good deeds. He said it and did it—every time he did a good deed, he recorded it with his pen. His wife couldn’t write, so after doing good deeds she would draw a circle on the old almanac. As the good deeds progressed, Liaofan gradually broke through fate’s constraints. What happened later began to not match what Master Kong had calculated: Master Kong calculated he’d place third, but Yuan Liaofan placed first; Master Kong calculated he wouldn’t pass the provincial exam, but Yuan Liaofan did pass. The scales of fate began to be controlled by Master Liaofan himself.

After completing three thousand good deeds, Master Liaofan vowed another three thousand. After completing those three thousand, he vowed ten thousand more. In the jisi year, the master and his wife actually had a son. The master happily named his son “Tianqi.” Later, Liaofan’s son also passed the imperial examination. Because Master Yuan accumulated merit through good deeds, he also smoothly passed the hurdle of age fifty-three.

In his later years, Master Yuan told his son about his experience of changing fate through doing good: “Master Kong calculated my fate—at fifty-three I should face disaster. Though I didn’t pray to heaven for longevity, at fifty-three I had not a bit of illness or pain. Now I’m already sixty-nine, having lived sixteen extra years!”

Master Liaofan used his personal experience to change his fate, explaining the Book of Changes’ life truth that “Families that accumulate goodness will surely have abundant blessings; families that accumulate evil will surely have abundant calamities.” He wrote books and established theories, admonishing the world not to be bound hand and foot by fate, to ceaselessly strive, to grasp their own destiny.

This book was compiled by later generations and titled “Liaofan’s Four Lessons.” Through his personal experiences and vivid examples around him, Master Liaofan told the world that fate can be changed through effort. This book contains profound cultural connotations and Eastern wisdom, praised as “The First Inspirational Wonder Book of the East.” Since its publication it has been deeply revered and circulated to this day.

Later, the Hong Kong Chinese Moral Society praised Yuan Liaofan for “transforming fate with determination, creating happiness for himself and for society, the nation, even all humanity’s bright future,” calling “Liaofan’s Four Lessons” a “treasure manual for creating happiness.” Master Liaofan enjoys extremely high reputation not only in China, but also in Japan, Korea, the United States, Australia and other places.

Therefore, from childhood, Zu Ye’s mother told him: “You must be a good person!” Later, Zu Ye joined “Jiang Xiang Sect” also to punish evil and promote good, carry out heaven’s way. But after all these years, Zu Ye was suddenly confused. He didn’t know if what he was doing were good deeds or evil deeds.

Zu Ye’s Ancestral Grave Is Dug Up

“Zu Ye, bad news! Bad news!” Just as Zu Ye was feeling melancholy, Er Batou ran in panicked, with Little Liu Zi following close behind.

Zu Ye’s heart jumped: “What happened?”

“Zu Ye, look at this.” Er Batou handed a newspaper to Zu Ye.

“Where did this come from?” Zu Ye asked doubtfully.

“Liu Zi got it when he went into the city to scout,” Er Batou said.

Zu Ye looked down, his head roared, and he forcibly held back tears. His hand gripped the newspaper tightly, a fury surging to his chest.

“Zu Ye?” Er Batou and Little Liu Zi called out timidly.

Zu Ye’s expression was grave. After a long while, he slammed the table and stood up, saying through gritted teeth: “Digging up my ancestral grave! They can even use such sinister and vicious methods!”

“Zu Ye…” Er Batou was waiting for Zu Ye’s decision. “Kill our way back to Jianghuai?”

Zu Ye didn’t speak, his eyes full of grief and rage.

Er Batou and Little Liu Zi both knelt on the ground: “We swear to follow Zu Ye to the death!”

Excavating graves and digging up corpses, greatly damaging the yin dwelling’s feng shui—since ancient times this grudge was irreconcilable! Zu Ye’s entire family had died miserably. Later the villagers helped bury the bones. After Zu Ye joined “Jiang Xiang Sect,” he returned to his hometown to pay respects. Every time he thought of his family’s tragic deaths, Zu Ye would shed tears. Now Zuo Yongchan actually dug up Zu Ye’s ancestral grave in Jianghuai, dug out the bones to whip and burn them, and even deliberately made the news big, proclaiming in newspapers to make this demon Zu Ye have no sons or descendants!

The number one master of Jianghuai, “Mr. Tieban,” suddenly became a demon. This greatly shocked the Jianghuai common people who had received his kindness. In the newspapers, Zuo Yongchan and Jiang Tiancheng portrayed Zu Ye as heinously criminal, his crimes too numerous to record. People seemed to feel “Mr. Tieban” was truly a wolf in human skin. At the same time, Zuo Yongchan’s “kind heart” burst forth. At that time Shanghai was suffering cholera, the plague spreading madly. Rich people rescued in time survived, but poor common people died in great batches. In one day Zhabei District’s corpses could pile into a small mountain. Zuo Yongchan personally held ceremonies to dispel disaster and pray blessings for the common people, and distributed medicinal soup for free to help everyone. The numb common people instantly forgot Zu Ye. Great Benefactor Zuo had become like a living father and living Bodhisattva.

Zu Ye helped Er Batou and Little Liu Zi up, had them withdraw first, closed the door himself, held the newspaper, and thought quietly: Who revealed my ancestral grave information? I’ve been in the trade over ten years—no one has ever uncovered my background. How could they suddenly find my ancestral grave so accurately? Qi Chunfu! Only him! That traitorous old Batou! Digging my ancestral grave is to enrage me, then draw me out. Such a big operation isn’t something Zuo Yongchan’s ilk can manipulate alone—it must be the Japanese behind the scenes trying to force me to show myself. If I return to Jianghuai now, more danger than safety, and the brothers would also die in vain. Suddenly thinking of his family’s scattered bones, his heart filled with endless melancholy, tears unstoppably sliding down.

Zu Ye forcibly controlled his grief and rage, slowly organizing, planning… At midnight, he finally had a response strategy and urgently convened a Council Meeting!

“Zu Ye, kill our way back to Jianghuai and cut down that bastard Zuo Yongchan?” Da Batou said fiercely.

Zu Ye shook his head and said: “Since they want to play, let’s play it big. Just a small disturbance arose and we can’t sit still—how would that do?”

“Zu Ye means to muddy the waters?” San Batou said.

Zu Ye nodded: “Muddy water is good for fishing.”

“What fish to catch! Great-grandfather and great-grandmother’s graves have been dug up! I’ll go with Liu Zi to Shanghai right now and cut down that bastard Zuo Yongchan!” Da Batou said viciously.

“Zuo Yongchan is just a clown jumping around on stage. Cutting him down is easy. The key is the devils. We ruined their big plans on Zhoushan Island and burned their shamans to death in Wuhan. They won’t let it rest…” Zu Ye said.

“Zu Ye, perhaps things aren’t so simple.” Little Liu Zi, who’d just become Liu Batou, suddenly said. “Zu Ye, look—the Zhoushan incident was over two years ago. The Japanese army is busy with war and hasn’t made any moves specifically targeting our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.’ This time they suddenly act in Shanghai—could it be… could it be related to us robbing their corpse-driving team?”

“Not likely, right? Just a few rough maps?” Wu Batou interjected.

Zu Ye pondered a moment, then suddenly ordered: “Bring those rough maps out to look at again!”

Zu Ye and the Batous reexamined those rough maps. Mountains, rivers, and waterways were clearly delineated, counties and cities appropriately arranged. After looking a long while, they still discovered nothing particularly special.

Zu Ye smacked his lips: “Hmm, we’ll use their own tactics against them… The devils want to fight us to the death, then we’ll accompany them to the end! We’ll do this…” The Batous listened carefully, nodding continuously.

That night, Da Batou, Liu Batou, and Fan Yifei, the three of them, rushed toward Jianghuai under the moonlight. Simultaneously, Er Batou, San Batou, and Wu Batou led brothers with the newly seized firearms to hunt other corpse-driving teams according to the routes Fan Yifei provided.

Within a few days, large quantities of handbills began appearing in Shanghai. The handbills said Zuo Yongchan had become a traitor, was the Japanese’s running dog, that he killed his own master—the previous leader of “Heavenly Sage Way,” Zhang Jiyao—and slandered the sage Zu Ye. He would surely suffer heaven’s punishment. Heaven deliberately crippled his leg as a forewarning, and heaven’s thunder god was enraged, releasing heavenly thunder to blast open his family’s ancestral grave! As the saying goes “Sins committed by heaven may still be forgiven, but sins brought upon oneself cannot be survived.” Zuo Yongchan himself would suffer the five thunders’ attack within the month. When that happened, the five thunders would strike together—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth arriving simultaneously. Fire thunder would strike his head, starting a fire in his hair; wood thunder would strike his chest, bursting his organs; metal thunder would strike his back, exploding his shoulder blades; water thunder would strike his abdomen, ripping open his belly; earth thunder would strike his feet, sinking him five feet into the ground!

After Zuo Yongchan saw this handbill, his beard stood up in anger: “Good! Good! Let’s see who dies faster!”

Though he said this aloud, his heart was worried.

“Someone come!” Zuo Yongchan called a dharma protector, lowered his voice and said: “Immediately take people to my hometown to see if the grave has really been destroyed.”

“Your command!”

The protector led several Blue Robes and rushed to Anhui overnight.

Several days later, at the foot of Huangshan Mountain in Anhui, the protector and Blue Robes arrived at the gravesite near Zuo Yongchan’s hometown. At a glance, the gravesite was quiet and orderly. In the wild grass several crows hopped about. The entire gravesite showed no signs of damage.

“Hahahaha!” The protector laughed heartily. “Demonic rumors collapse on their own!”

“Hahahaha!” A cold laugh came from the mountain hollow. “Stupid prick, you fell into the trap!”

“Who?” The protector immediately sensed something wrong.

“Still recognize your master?” Da Batou’s figure vaguely emerged in the mountain hollow.

“Fuck your mother! This old man was just looking for you! You delivered yourself to the door!” The protector said, about to draw his gun.

Bang bang bang—several gunshots. Liu Batou and Fan Yifei rushed from behind the protector with guns: “Don’t move!” Several Blue Robes were shot dead. The protector’s arm was also shot through, blood flowing continuously.

Da Batou walked over, pointed his gun at the protector’s head and said: “Let you die understanding! We had no idea where Great Leader Zuo’s ancestral grave was, so we deliberately released false information. Zu Ye figured that big stupid prick would definitely send people to check the ancestral grave after seeing the news. As expected, you came out that very day. We followed all the way. Thank you, Great Protector, for leading us to find your leader’s ancestral grave!”

“Fuck your mother…” The protector was humiliated and enraged.

Before he could finish cursing, Da Batou suddenly pulled the trigger. Bang—the bullet shot into the protector’s head. The protector’s body stiffened and fell. Brain matter and blood gushed out.

Da Batou looked at Liu Batou and Fan Yifei: “Brothers, don’t just stand there—begin!”

The three pulled out explosives wrapped around their waists, stuck them into Zuo Yongchan’s ancestral grave, lit the fuses. Boom—the grave pit exploded!

“Revenge for Great-grandfather and Great-grandmother!” Little Liu Zi shouted, jumping into the grave pit for a thorough stomping and kicking!

“Sixth Master, wait, wait! First get out the gold and silver valuables!” Fan Yifei said anxiously.

“Liu Zi, careful not to damage the skull!” Da Batou ordered.

The three tossed about for half a shichen. The wealth was looted clean, the bones desecrated. Only one skull was preserved intact. Da Batou wrapped it in cloth, then cut off the protector’s head—bloody—also wrapped it in cloth. Stuffing the two round balls at their waists, the three returned to Shanghai.

Deep at night, in front of the newly completed Shanghai Museum, three black shadows busily worked tensely.

“Liu Zi, done?”

“Done!”

“Yifei?”

“No problem!”

“Good! Action!” Da Batou commanded.

Liu Batou and Fan Yifei applied force with their feet, took a running start and climbed the museum’s high wall pillars. Then their bodies clung to the wall like geckos crawling, then another flip onto the bell tower at the top of the building. They suspended the two human heads from two tower corners respectively, then shook down the hanging cloth several zhang long, inscribed with: The great traitor Zuo Yongchan has suffered heaven’s punishment—the skulls of his parents struck by heavenly thunder at his tomb are here!

After everything was done, the three quietly disappeared.

The reason Zu Ye had the Batous choose this place to hang the skulls was because it had the largest foot traffic. After the Shanghai Museum was built, the first exhibition had nearly forty-five thousand visitors. Sure enough, early the next morning, when throngs of people surged toward the museum, they all froze. Soon the crowd exploded—those calling police called police, those screaming screamed, and the Shanghai newspaper reporters who came to visit picked up cameras and photographed continuously.

At this time, Zuo Yongchan at “Heavenly Sage Way” had just finished breakfast and was pondering why the protector and Blue Robes sent to check the gravesite hadn’t returned. Suddenly a servant reported: “Leader, bad news, bad news!”

This shout made Zuo Yongchan’s heart pound: “What’s so panicked?”

“Your ancestral grave was truly blasted by thunder!”

“Ah?”

As they spoke, people from the Police Command came, holding two round packages: “Leader Zuo, do you recognize these two people?”

The packages opened. The head and skull rolled out together. Zuo Yongchan looked—”Aiya!”—screamed miserably, beat his chest and stamped his feet. “I was tricked!”

Anyone who could be a hall master had quite high intelligence. When Zuo Yongchan saw the protector’s head roll out, he immediately understood. Needless to say, the other skull must be from his ancestral grave.

“Ah—” Zuo Yongchan sighed again at length. “If I don’t avenge this, I’m not worthy of being human!” In his heart he cursed Zu Ye’s sinister cunning.

Da Batou and the others rushed day and night back to Hunan. Zu Ye personally held a welcoming feast for the three. At the same time, Er Batou, San Batou and others had eliminated several more Japanese corpse-driving teams, killed dozens of people, seized dozens of guns. The hall’s brothers large and small each had a box gun. “Mu Zi Lian” had clearly become a small-scale armed force.

Zu Ye raised his wine cup, full of determination: “Brothers, you worked hard! The devils won’t let it rest—there are still tough battles ahead!”

“We swear to follow Zu Ye to the death!” The brothers called out together.

“Bottoms up!” Zu Ye and all the brothers drained their cups.

Suddenly, the oil lamp’s flame on the table slowly shrank, flickered a few times, and went out. Everyone looked around—the doors and windows were tightly closed, no wind blowing in.

“Jiang Xiang Sect’s” great taboo: “The lamp flower extinguishes itself.” The oil lamp on the table went out for no reason—this was a great inauspicious omen. What would happen? Everyone’s eyes turned to Zu Ye.

Only Liu Batou remained calm and composed: “Extinguished, just light it again. What’s the big deal!”

Zu Ye’s heart felt blocked, but still smiled and said: “When soldiers come we’ll block with generals, when water comes we’ll cover with earth. I have dozens of brothers, also aided by military weapons. Brothers are devoted to each other—what is there to fear?”

“Hehehehe!” The whole room burst into laughter.

At this moment the steward relit the lamp. San Batou stood up, smiling and said: “We’re all fortune-tellers. The way is called the alternation of yin and yang. Understanding fate brings no worry. Ordinary people fear, but we shouldn’t fear. We can predict fortune and misfortune. This year’s Grand Duke is jimao, the earthly branch is wood. My ‘Mu Zi Lian’ hall’s name according to five elements division is also wood. Wood compared with wood, aided by the Grand Duke—this is a greatly auspicious sign!”

Wu Batou nodded: “Third Brother speaks reasonably.”

Zu Ye was greatly pleased after hearing this. Though these were comforting words, they sounded pleasant. After Huang Farong left, the only Batous in the hall with real skills were Third, Xue Jiaren, and Fifth, Zhang Qiling.

“Aiya, stop talking about useless things!” Er Batou interrupted San Batou’s words. “Zu Ye, how do we arrange the next step?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Hold the troops without moving, observe changes quietly, counter each move, wait at ease for the exhausted enemy!”

Er Batou lacked education and only understood the phrase “hold the troops without moving.” Seeing others nod frequently, Er Batou also nodded along.

Ancient Fortune-Telling by Drawing Slips

“What methods do fortune-tellers in the Two Lakes region like to use?” Zu Ye suddenly changed the subject. “Jiang Xiang Sect” was at bottom still about fortune-telling to swindle money. Murder, arson, grave robbery—these weren’t in-trade work. When the storm passed, they’d still have to return to the old trade. Zu Ye understood this principle all too well.

“As far as I know, they dabble in all fortune-telling arts. Eight characters, six lines, face reading, palm reading go without saying. There’s also a type specializing in fortune-telling by drawing slips—even easier to fool people,” San Batou said.

“Drawing slips?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“Hmm, fortune-telling by drawing slips originates from fortune-telling by drawing lots, except drawing lots uses bamboo sticks with only text on them, like ‘Supreme Fortune,’ with a passage carved below to explain the lot. Since not many people could read, drawing lots for divination wasn’t easy to understand at a glance and still required special people to explain. But fortune-telling by drawing slips is different. Slips are wrapped in red paper, each slip about playing-card size. The slip’s front has a picture, the back has explanatory sentences. Generally, those drawing slips see the picture and understand whether it’s fortune or misfortune,” San Batou continued explaining.

“What kinds of pictures are there?” Er Batou also became interested.

“Hehe, I once saw all the slips of an old fortune-teller. He was blind, but as long as you roughly described the slip’s picture content, he could skillfully recite the judgment on the back, then eloquently explain to you. For example, one slip’s front showed a little person wanting to cross a river but couldn’t cross, with shoes falling into the river and getting wet. Second Brother, do you know what this means?” San Batou asked Er Batou.

Er Batou scratched his head: “Shouldn’t be good. The shoes got wet—is it the meaning of ‘often walk by the river, how can your shoes not get wet’?”

San Batou shook his head: “This is a romance slip. The slip says: ‘The Red Phoenix and Heavenly Joy play at true love, yet a great river blocks the path. Losing footing, immortal shoes fall away—a scene of romance becomes empty.’ Generally, those asking divination about romantic matters will draw this slip. The fortune-teller will tell you this is an inauspicious omen—the other person has a wandering heart or is having an affair. Disaster resolution is needed to turn danger to safety.”

“Hahahaha!” Er Batou nearly laughed himself to death. “Pure nonsense! Let me ask you—if I’m not asking about romance but about business, and happen to draw this slip, what would he say?”

“Hmm, Second Brother asks well!” San Batou shook his head, turned to look at the smiling Zu Ye, and continued: “If you’re not asking about romance but other matters, then he’d still pull it back to romance. This is the in-trade method of sophistry! This oral formula has over a thousand interpretations. No matter what you ask, he can fit it on you. Believe it or not?”

Er Batou tilted his head: “Don’t believe it! Right now I’m a businessman. I just drew this slip. How do you explain?”

“May I ask what business the gentleman does?” San Batou also entered the role.

“Mule and horse business,” Er Batou answered.

“This is exactly right…” San Batou nodded.

“What’s exactly right? Right about what?”

“I calculate the gentleman doesn’t do mule and horse business, but also medicinal materials business. In any case, it’s the sign of ‘noble person on horse,’ seeking wealth through movement,” San Batou said.

“Enough, stop conning me. I’m just asking how you interpret this slip?” Er Batou pressed.

“Recently the gentleman’s business hasn’t been too good. There are always unexpected events happening, right?” San Batou continued asking.

“You’re talking nonsense. Who with good business comes to get their fortune told?” Er Batou exposed San Batou.

“The gentleman has encountered the Peach Blossom Calamity!” San Batou said loudly. “There’s a woman causing you trouble, right?”

Before Er Batou could respond, San Batou explained: “Generally at this critical juncture, the other party has only two types of answers—one is affirmative, one is negative. The reason fortune-tellers dare open their mouths and say businessmen have the Peach Blossom Calamity is because they’ve grasped the pulse of human nature. Everyone think about it—people all have the seven emotions and six desires. Never mind businessmen who travel far and wide, even ordinary poor common people, once they’re fed, engage in some trifling romantic affairs. The Zhang family’s son screws the Li family’s daughter-in-law, the Liu family’s concubine seduces her own hired hand, the brother-in-law touches the younger sister-in-law’s hand… Such things are too numerous. What about businessmen? Rushing about all day, lonely on the road, either going to brothels to ‘blast girls’ or customers mutually hooking up with each other. So when the fortune-teller reveals this heavenly secret in one sentence, eight or nine out of ten people will nod. At this point the fortune-teller will seize every opportunity, using fortune-telling terminology like Red Phoenix, Heavenly Joy, Peach Blossom to explain, warning the other party that if romantic entanglements aren’t handled well, they’ll lose their entire fortune, ultimately losing both person and wealth, getting nothing.”

“Hmm. The principle is the same. Human hearts, human nature—as long as you grasp this point, everything is manageable,” Zu Ye said while listening and nodding.

“But what if this businessman absolutely refuses to admit having a Peach Blossom Calamity? Or if he really doesn’t have one?” Er Batou added another question.

“This isn’t difficult. If he really doesn’t have one or doesn’t admit it, the master will say anyway, the slip you drew yourself is like this. It’s written clearly on the slip—since ancient times it’s been interpreted this way. If you don’t believe it, I have no solution. In this way, the fortune-teller shifts responsibility to the slip. He’s just an interpreter. The slip was drawn by the divination seeker himself—who told you to draw this one? People who come to seek divine guidance are generally very devout, believing that what they drew must be heaven’s will. No one ever thinks about who made these slips, when they were made, much less imagines that the fortune-teller uses every slip’s judgment with consummate skill. In fortune-telling about life, it’s nothing more than these few matters: wealth fortune, official fortune, beautiful women, lifespan. So no matter which slip is drawn, the fortune-teller can talk eloquently, aligning it with human nature’s greed, anger, and delusion—hitting the mark every time, repeatedly verified!” San Batou said.

“Brilliant! Brilliant!” Little Liu Zi was already addicted to listening and kept praising.

“Not so!” San Batou glanced at Liu Batou. “Sixth Brother doesn’t know—this isn’t even considered brilliant. There’s even more awesome stuff!”

“Tell us,” Little Liu Zi asked with a smile.

San Batou looked at Zu Ye and said: “Zu Ye, should we popularize knowledge about the ‘Ten Great Gates of the Jianghu’ for everyone?”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “The Ten Great Gates of the Jianghu: Wind, Horse, Swallow, Sparrow, Porcelain, Gold, Review, Skin, Color, Hanging. We of ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ belong to the Gold Gate, but our level far exceeds the common mortals of the Gold Gate. Years ago before Master Zhang passed away, he often mentioned stories of the Ten Gates to me, letting me see through human evil and the deep waters of the jianghu. The reason I don’t let everyone get involved in the jianghu’s Ten Great Gates and am unwilling to mention these matters is because I fear everyone will go astray and forget their mission to carry out heaven’s way. Now we’re wandering outside, war continues endlessly, life and death hard to predict. It’s harmless for everyone to hear this knowledge—first, to raise vigilance and avoid being caught in a scheme within a scheme; second, when the war ends in the future and you all establish families and careers, tell it to your descendants so they won’t be deceived and swindled.”

“Excellent!” San Batou saw Zu Ye nod in agreement and immediately became energized. He rolled up his sleeves, opened wide his jowls, unlocked his back molars, and eloquently began to speak.

The Ten Great Swindles of the Jianghu

Wind, Horse, Swallow, Sparrow, Porcelain, Gold, Review, Skin, Color, Hanging—these are the jianghu’s ten great swindles, referring to ten great con arts, and even more so to ten types of swindlers or gangs.

Wind, also called “Bee.” Looking at this character, you know it’s gang crime—like bees swarming, arriving suddenly and dispersing instantly, coming fast and leaving fast. Let me give an example.

In the late Qing period, official circles were corrupt. Many officials who’d committed crimes would grease palms up and down, spending enormous sums to seek disaster relief. There was a Shanxi governor who was reported for corruption and embezzlement. The whole family was frantically anxious. Just as they were preparing silver to operate, they suddenly discovered a group of strangers had come to the city and secretly lodged at an inn. These people all wore fine clothes and spoke with Beijing accents. The governor looked and understood immediately: “These are people from the capital’s Censorate! They’ve come to investigate me! I understand this routine.”

The next day the governor sent someone to the inn to deliver a message requesting an audience.

The person sent entered the inn and while delivering the message also observed those people’s situation. That group deliberately displayed vigilant expressions, saying they had important business and it was inconvenient to see guests.

The messenger was rebuffed and hurried back to report. The governor heard this and understood. The next day he prepared 200,000 taels in bank notes and had someone deliver them.

After that person delivered the 200,000 taels in bank notes, he brought back a “three-foot white silk.”

The governor looked and was shocked and dismayed: “This is the higher-ups’ meaning—death by hanging.”

The governor racked his brains, scraping together from here and there, and gathered another 200,000 taels. Before dawn even broke, he sent someone to deliver it. This time that person brought back a string of official caps and plumes, plus a string of peace buttons.

The governor looked and relaxed—his head was saved: “Remove the official cap and plumes, demote to commoner status.” But having spent 400,000 taels of silver, he couldn’t just become a commoner. He’d operate some more, take out the family’s cat’s-eye jade bracelets and pendants to smooth things over. Even if he could just get a county magistrate position, with time, the scattered wealth would come back.

That group of people, after receiving these things, knew this governor had taken out his entire fortune and quickly disappeared.

The governor was still waiting for news when soon the real Censorate people arrived. Seeing the inspection officials personally at his door, the governor thought the matter was naturally resolved. He quickly put on a smiling face to greet them: “Not knowing Elder Brother was arriving, I failed to welcome you properly!”

The Censorate people thought this governor was incredible—about to die yet still so happy. His psychological fortitude was extraordinary—an old fox.

“Governor, tell us yourself!” The Censorate person wanted the governor to confess.

The governor heard this and was overjoyed, thinking they were letting him choose a position: “Elder Brother, a fifth-rank prefect is sufficient! If that really won’t do, I’ll go back to my hometown to be a county magistrate.”

The Censorate person was stunned: “What are you saying?”

“Elder Brother means…?”

“This person’s mind is confused and unclear—escort him to the capital for further interrogation!” With the inspector’s command, Qing soldiers came up and bound the governor.

The governor at this moment felt suddenly enlightened and shouted: “Black eating black—you’re ruthless enough! After taking my 400,000 taels in bank notes, you turn your back on me!”

The inspector’s nose was nearly twisted with anger: “You scoundrel dare spray blood from your mouth—beat him!”

At this time, that gang of swindlers had long since left. Later, despite nationwide manhunts for a long time, these people were never caught. This is “Wind”—arriving suddenly, dispersing suddenly.

After San Batou finished this story, everyone was already laughing until their stomachs hurt. Even Si Batou Zhang Zizhan, who’d been melancholy all along, laughed.

San Batou drank a sip of tea and continued with “Horse.”

Horse means a lone horse, one person swindling, corresponding to “Wind’s” gang swindling. This type of person either disguises as a Daoist or as a monk, giving people the feeling of a worldly master. Late Qing Qiantang once had such a case: There was a wealthy household surnamed Zhang who was charitable and kind, called Great Benefactor Zhang. One day a person dressed as a monk came to Great Benefactor Zhang’s door and shouted loudly: “Give me one hundred taels of silver!”

Great Benefactor Zhang opened the door and looked: “Who are you? Why should I just give you one hundred taels of silver?”

“If you don’t give it, I won’t leave!” He then sat at Great Benefactor Zhang’s doorstep. At that time it was the depths of winter, with bitter cold wind and wild blowing snow.

Great Benefactor Zhang said: “High Monk, if you have something to say, come inside.”

“No.” The monk sat cross-legged, closed his eyes to meditate.

For three days and nights straight, motionless, without water or food. People all thought this monk had frozen to death. Walking closer to look, they saw his breathing was even, his face glowing with health. Everyone exclaimed in wonder: “A true high monk! An ordinary person would freeze to death if not starve to death!”

Great Benefactor Zhang still wouldn’t give money.

The monk opened his eyes and said to Great Benefactor Zhang: “Do you believe I can slap you to death with the Tathagata Divine Palm?”

“Buddhist monks are compassionate and merciful. The High Monk won’t slap me to death,” Great Benefactor Zhang said with a smile.

The monk glanced at Great Benefactor Zhang: “Let you see!” Having said this, he pressed his palms together, then suddenly rubbed them. His hands were immediately wrapped in a ball of blue flames, yet the monk showed no sign of pain whatsoever.

The surrounding people were frightened: “An immortal!”

Great Benefactor Zhang still didn’t consent.

The monk finally had no tricks left. He took out a bundle of rope, tied it to Great Benefactor Zhang’s door ring, then lit it, shouting: “I’ll burn you to death with the Samadhi True Fire!” Having said this, he raised his butt and left.

People discovered with amazement that the rope kept burning but just wouldn’t burn through. They couldn’t help warning Great Benefactor Zhang: “This is a true immortal. You’d better comply with him.”

Great Benefactor Zhang still smiled without speaking.

Two days later one evening, that monk quietly returned and knocked on Great Benefactor Zhang’s door.

“How did you see through it?” the monk asked.

Great Benefactor Zhang smiled: “If you hadn’t performed these techniques, perhaps I would have given you some money. You doing this made me want to play with you instead. I, Great Benefactor Zhang, am not foolishly kind. If I stupidly gave money to every person who came, wouldn’t that make me an idiot?”

“Hehe.” The monk laughed.

“You didn’t eat or drink for three days and nights, didn’t starve or freeze to death. Others don’t know what’s going on, but I discovered it. When you first came to my door, you wore a string of Arhat beads around your neck. I counted thirty-six. After three days they became thirty. Those beads were all made from ginseng, with effects of dispelling cold and preserving warmth, resisting illness and prolonging life. You ate two daily, so you were fine. Ordinary people wouldn’t notice the number of beads on your neck, but I did.”

“Haha.” The monk laughed again.

“Your Tathagata Divine Palm was actually wrapping your hands in paste mixed with phosphorus. Phosphorus self-ignites without burning your hands. Your rope that burned without breaking was simply soaked in brine water first. We all understand this.”

“Hahahaha!” The monk laughed heartily. “No fight, no friendship! Great Benefactor Zhang, considering how I racked my brains to swindle you—even without merit there’s hard labor, right? Just reward me with a bit!”

Great Benefactor Zhang smiled slightly: “With this intelligence, what couldn’t you do?” He took out an ingot of silver and handed it to him. “Do some proper business.”

The monk took the silver, looked up to the sky laughing, and left.

Afterward, Great Benefactor Zhang thought carefully: “Alas, I was still swindled.”

San Batou reached this point. Da Batou said with a smile: “This monk is far inferior to Zu Ye. All using props to set up schemes, with no intelligence whatsoever.”

Zu Ye smiled and shook his head: “After all, he got the money.”

San Batou continued with “Swallow.”

Swallow, also called “Yan,” refers to beautiful women, taken from the saying “face like jade.” “Swallow” refers to those who specialize in using beauty to set up swindles—not just beautiful women, but also handsome men. Women swindling men, men swindling women—as long as lustful hearts arise, they’ll be deceived. Late Qing, many of the Eight Banner children were idle. Some aristocratic lords had nothing to do all day, wandering the Eight Great Hutongs, drinking flower wine, sleeping in brothels. At this time female swindlers could take advantage.

This type of swindler had high cultivation and learning, understood music, chess, calligraphy, and painting, could compose poetry and lyrics, occasionally could even discourse on national affairs and rant about world patterns, from time to time displaying a state of fate’s helplessness—unavoidably falling into the world of courtesans.

The aristocratic lord loved this sort: “Young lady, why do you sigh so?”

“Your Lordship doesn’t know—this young woman is originally from XX place. Only because my family fell into decline did I drift here, becoming a person of the dusty world.”

The aristocratic lord had a flash of inspiration: “What if I redeem you?”

“How dare I, how dare I—this young woman is humble.”

“Young lady is too modest. It’s just that the young lady cannot enter my main residence. I can only purchase a house in the suburbs of the capital—the young lady can only be a concubine.” The aristocratic lord schemed.

“If so… this young woman is willing to be Your Lordship’s ox and horse!” The female swindler knelt down in tears.

“Get up quickly! I have five hundred taels in bank notes here—take it to redeem yourself!”

“Thank you!” The young lady took the bank notes, went out the door, and ran out in a flash. Her husband waiting outside quickly helped her change clothes and apply disguise. The two fled the capital overnight.

When dawn came and the aristocratic lord saw the young lady still hadn’t returned, only then did he sense something wrong—but it was already too late!

“Hahahaha.” Er Batou laughed continuously at this point. “Stupid prick. If it were me, I’d first knock that woman out with sleeping powder, then screw her before anything else.”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “The character for lust has a knife above it. Whether man or woman, as long as you’re confused by lust, sooner or later something will happen.”

“Zu Ye’s teaching is correct,” San Batou continued. “Next we discuss ‘Sparrow’—this is the most calculating gate!”

Sparrow, also called “Que,” meaning vacancy, refers to positions in official circles. Wherever there’s a vacancy, someone will take office to fill it.

Such large schemes require mobilizing many elements, contacting many people. The schemer plans strategically until the scheme succeeds, then leaves with bulging pockets.

The people in this scheme generally consist of the following types: a beautiful young wife—breathtakingly beautiful, well-educated and courteous, outwardly gentle as water, inwardly extremely vicious; an advisor—this person’s true identity is often the beautiful wife’s husband or lover; in any case, the two copulate in tacit understanding, wolves in cahoots; a prop master—this person is skilled at engraving seals, making official credentials and official seals; an assassin—this role is often personally undertaken by the advisor, or there’s a specialized assassin, but must be someone close to the beautiful wife and advisor, generally a disciple or biological son; a foolish bird—a down-and-out scholar with a belly full of ambition to serve the country but no door to serve.

In the early Republic, such a swindle appeared in western Sichuan.

The advisor first gathered intelligence, seeing which place’s county magistrate was about to move. Once a position vacancy appeared, it meant a new magistrate would come to fill the position. At that time buying and selling offices was rampant. Sometimes one person concurrently held magistrate positions for seven or eight counties. New and old magistrates came and went—common people couldn’t figure out who the magistrate actually was. Moreover, at that time magistrates took office with just an appointment letter, bringing an advisor to conduct business. No one could distinguish true from false.

The advisor first found out where a magistrate was about to take office, then gathered information and addresses of some down-and-out scholars nearby, then began setting up the scheme.

On the day the new magistrate took office, the advisor arranged for the assassin to ambush on the road where the magistrate would take office, burying land mines and taking the opportunity to blow the magistrate to death, then taking the official credentials and leaving.

After killing the magistrate, they began finding the down-and-out scholar they’d targeted beforehand.

The scholar was at home with nothing to do when knocking sounds arose. The scholar opened the door. The advisor stepped forward: “Sir, my family’s mistress has fallen into hardship. Could we borrow lodging at your residence for one night?”

Scholars were generally sentimental. Looking at the young wife’s alluring figure behind, he felt pity: “Come in first.”

“What do you all do? How did you drift to this place?” the scholar asked.

“Alas…” The mistress wept and entered the inner room.

“Alas!” The advisor began speaking. “Sir, please listen to me. We came this time to assume the county magistrate position. My master spent forty thousand taels of silver to buy this magistrate position. I’m the master’s advisor. Today I accompanied the master and his whole family to take office. Unexpectedly, we encountered bandits in the mountains who bombed the master’s sedan chair. The master was blown to death, the wealth was all robbed. Now only the mistress and her not-yet-adult son remain.” As he spoke, he pointed to the assassin who’d killed the magistrate during the day.

“Oh,” the scholar nodded, sympathy immediately arising. “Truly pitiful.”

“Now that the master is gone, we don’t know what to do.” The advisor wept, then asked, “What does the gentleman do?”

The scholar sighed: “I was the last batch of xiucai in the Great Qing. Later I failed the juren exam. Later the imperial examinations were abolished. Now I’m past thirty with nothing accomplished.”

“Oh?” The advisor said in surprise. “The gentleman is well-read in poetry and books!”

“How dare I, how dare I.” The scholar’s face reddened.

The advisor pretended to think for a moment, then suddenly shouted: “Mistress, we’re saved, we’re saved!”

This startled the scholar: “What does the old man say?”

The advisor said with tears: “Sir, only you can save my family’s mistress.”

“Old man, why do you say this?”

“Sir, please listen to me. My master spent half a lifetime’s savings to buy this position. He died before serving a single day—this is too unjust. We’ve already spent the money, smoothed the relationships—all that’s left is taking office. Now my family’s mistress is an orphan and widow—no money, no people, no one to depend on. If… if the gentleman doesn’t mind, you could marry my family’s mistress, then take the official credentials to assume office. The gentleman is well-read—you must know strategies for governing the country and pacifying the land. Governing this small county is like cooking a small fish! This way the money isn’t wasted, the mistress has someone to depend on, and after the gentleman takes office you can fully display your talents and thoroughly exhibit your ambition to serve the country. Isn’t this killing three birds with one stone?” The advisor finished speaking and looked at the scholar.

The scholar heard this and was so happy he nearly pissed himself, but said coldly: “Old man, what kind of talk is this! Your family’s mistress is at a time of hardship. As advisor, instead of thinking of expedient strategies, you arrange this improper affair—what are your intentions?”

This gang of swindlers had thoroughly studied the down-and-out scholar’s psychology. The advisor thought to himself: “What are you pretending for!”

At this moment the mistress lifted the curtain, walked out in tears, and said to the advisor: “The gentleman is well-read, of high moral character—this remaining wife’s body doesn’t deserve the gentleman at all.”

The scholar looked—couldn’t pretend anymore. Pretend more and it would fly away. He quickly said: “Mistress’s words destroy me. I have no meaning of disdaining the mistress… it’s just… it’s just…”

The mistress wiped the tears at the corner of her eyes and affectionately called out: “Gen—tle—man—”

The scholar melted completely.

The advisor laughed heartily: “Heaven never seals off all exits! Heaven acts beautifully, heaven acts beautifully!”

Just like this, the scholar consummated with the mistress, then took office, full of determination, looking around with authority, wishing he could display all his talents at once to realize his long-suppressed great ambitions.

In the accounting room, the advisor and mistress darkly schemed. In the few months the scholar held office, the two ingeniously invented pretexts to extort over a hundred thousand taels of silver.

The scholar investigated cases by day, embraced the beauty in sleep at night, happy to the extreme. Later the advisor presented an opium pipe, saying this thing invigorated the spirit and strengthened virility. The scholar also began smoking opium paste. Tossing about like this for a year—case documents exhausting him, battling in bed, plus opium harming his body—the scholar was reduced to skin and bones, on the verge of death. The advisor and mistress saw this fellow had no more use value. Taking advantage of him drowsily sleeping at night, they smothered him with a pillow, then took all the bank notes and fled.

The local common people went several days without seeing the county magistrate and complained bitterly. The higher-ups heard the wind and quickly sent people down for surprise inspection. They pushed open the county office’s main gate—empty of everything. Entering the rear hall, a foul stench hit them head-on—the scholar magistrate had already rotted and grown maggots.

San Batou reached this point. Zu Ye sighed: “This is a real case. Later the Nationalist government even investigated this matter but ultimately never found that gang of swindlers. Alas, all evil karma created in the past arises from beginningless greed, anger, and delusion. The Buddhist scriptures are completely correct—human nature is very fragile. Once greed, delusion, and anger arise, you open the great door to inviting evil. ‘Liaofan’s Four Lessons’ said: Creation of fate is in heaven, establishment of fate is in people. Fortune and misfortune have no door—only people summon them themselves. All disasters are summoned by oneself.”

“We could also do this type of scheme, and do it even better!” Er Batou suddenly said.

Zu Ye shook his head: “Harming loyal and good people—we don’t do this. Sooner or later there’s retribution.”

“Wind, Horse, Swallow, Sparrow, Porcelain, Gold, Review, Skin, Color, Hanging—you’ve told four. What about the rest? Keep talking!” Little Liu Zi pursued relentlessly.

San Batou sipped tea and said: “Sixth Brother don’t be anxious. I’ll continue with Porcelain.”

Porcelain refers to “bumping porcelain”—deliberately staging accidents. This was popular around Tianjin. You’d be walking on the street when an old woman deliberately holding a porcelain vase would rush over, then you’d collide, the old woman would fall to the ground, the porcelain vase would shatter, and the old woman would lose consciousness. At this time the old woman’s eldest son, second son, third son, even grandsons and great-grandsons would suddenly emerge from the surroundings, crying for father and mother, shouting to report to officials! At this time a good-hearted person would definitely emerge from the crowd, telling you when dealing with such poor people, quickly pay money to avoid disaster. Otherwise, once you report to officials, the matter becomes big. Just give them a few dozen taels of silver to send them off. After you empty your pockets and give them all the silver on your person, they’ll carry the old woman away, saying they’re going to see a doctor, but actually going to divide the money in secret.

“If these porcelain bumpers really bump into official family people, what do they do?” Liu Batou suddenly asked.

“What do they do?” San Batou raised his eyelids. “Admit bad luck! Some stupid goods once bumped into Li Hongzhang who was making a private visit to Tianjin. They lay on the ground rolling and refusing to get up. Finally soldiers came and said since you don’t want to get up, never get up again! Those people saw things were very wrong and quickly climbed up from the ground, hugging Li Hongzhang’s thighs saying we were just joking with you, playing around. Was Li Hongzhang someone who casually joked with people? He directly had these birdmen brought to justice!”

“Hahahaha…” Several Batous laughed heartily.

San Batou continued eloquently: “Gold refers to fortune-tellers, that is, people like us. Review refers to those telling storytelling on street corners. To attract more people to listen, to tell stories more sustainably, to earn a few more bowls of gruel money, they can often tell one segment for three to five years. A very short story—they add oil and vinegar, official history and unofficial history, make things up randomly, things that exist and don’t exist, speak irresponsibly. The purpose is to swindle common people into listening with relish so the financial source won’t dry up. Skin refers to those selling folk medicine. Gourds filled with various immortal elixirs and miraculous medicines, claiming to cure all diseases. For poor common people who can’t afford medical treatment, these are life-saving straws; for swindlers, these are treasures for deceiving. Color refers to those performing magic tricks—Westerners call it magic. Now a pigeon flies out of the sleeve, now smoke rises from the head, taking objects from the air, spitting white lotus from the mouth—all are deceptive techniques. Hanging refers to street performers. While performing, they also sell folk medicine. First they use a big hammer on their own chest to smash big stones, then stick swords into their own throats, or break bricks with a single palm, or fish copper coins from boiling oil, then proclaim how powerful their qigong is, then say this all benefits from ‘Great Strength Pills,’ then they start selling medicine—all swindles…”

That night, the hall brothers seemed to walk a circle through the old jianghu. San Batou spoke with animated expressions, the brothers listened as if drunk or entranced. Later, these swindles were exposed one by one by a kind person with the pen name “Cloud Wanderer” in Beiping’s “Shiyan Daily,” then compiled into a book titled “Jianghu Miscellanea.” This “Cloud Wanderer” was the later famous storytelling performance artist, the venerable Lian Kuoru. Over many years, the content in “Jianghu Miscellanea” was repeatedly dramatized, forming traditional comic dialogues like “Bee Hemp Swallow Sparrow” and circulating to this day.

Chapter 4: The Feng Shui of Nanjing City
Liu Congyun’s Dream of Being a Zhuge-Style Military Strategist

At the fourth watch, wind rose outside the window, and tree leaves rustled in response.

From the mountain hollow, a dark mass of troops emerged—roughly several hundred men—slowly advancing toward Zu Ye’s position.

Little Liu Zi, responsible for the hall’s security, was leading several Xiao Jiao members on rotating sentry duty when he suddenly sensed other sounds mixed in the wind, as if something was approaching. He leapt onto a large tree and looked out into the distance: “My God!”

He jumped down with a swoosh and ran quickly to Zu Ye’s bed: “Zu Ye, trouble, trouble! Unknown people—a whole company of troops heading our way!”

Zu Ye had just lain down to sleep, but upon hearing this he immediately became alert: “Wake the brothers, load the bullets.”

“Yes.”

Zu Ye went outside and hid behind a tree, looking toward the mountains. He thought to himself: So many people—have the Japanese devils attacked? No, that’s not right—I haven’t heard any gunfire or cannon shots, nor have I heard the Nationalist Army retreating. While he was pondering countermeasures, Little Liu Zi rushed over again and patted Zu Ye’s shoulder: “Zu Ye, look behind you!”

Zu Ye had been focused on looking ahead. When he turned around, he couldn’t help but gasp—several hundred people had also come from down the mountain. They were surrounded!

All dozen or so brothers had gotten up, holding their box cannons, just waiting for Zu Ye’s command.

“Could it be the New Fourth Army again?” Zu Ye thought to himself.

Zu Ye thought tensely, then said to Little Liu Zi: “Get close and shout at them. Understand?”

Little Liu Zi nodded.

Zu Ye patted his shoulder: “Be careful.”

Little Liu Zi waved his hand, and Fan Yifei and several others followed. “Halt! What are you doing?” Little Liu Zi shouted loudly.

The troops stopped, quiet and silent. Zu Ye immediately sensed something was wrong: “Liu Zi, get down quick!”

In an instant, gunfire rang out. Several hundred bullets swept over together. If Zu Ye hadn’t shouted that warning, Little Liu Zi and the others would have been riddled with holes.

Zu Ye and his brothers lay on the ground, returning fire.

After firing for a while, the other side stopped, and a voice shouted: “Spray guns can’t match black donkeys,念短吧, keep fighting and you’ll be清碎了!”

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye understood—real bandits had come—it was all black speech code. The meaning was: Your weapons are no good, stop fighting, or we’ll kill you all!

“并肩子! 合吾! Friends, tread lightly!” Zu Ye responded in black speech code, hoping to build rapport. Translated into plain language, this meant: “Friends, we’re all brothers of the path, give us a way to live!”

“招子放亮点! 开山立柜洪五爷!”

Zu Ye understood immediately: Hong Laohu’s troops—Hong Laohu himself had really come!

“合吾! 合吾!” Zu Ye said loudly, “Borrowing your territory for a meal, 撸扣! 撸扣!”

The other side told Zu Ye to open his eyes wide and not oppose Hong Wu Ye; Zu Ye told the other side they were all friends, just eating a meal on their territory, and they would surrender their guns!

After speaking, Zu Ye said quietly to his brothers: “Are all the bullets chambered?”

The brothers nodded.

Zu Ye looked at everyone and said: “In a moment, fire all the bullets. Kill one and we break even, kill two and we profit one, understand?”

The brothers nodded again.

Zu Ye was feinting surrender, wanting to strike a desperate blow when the other side let their guard down.

At this critical moment, another voice came from the other side: “Over there… could that be Zu Ye?”

Zu Ye heard this voice—it sounded very familiar. Who was it? The wind was too strong to hear clearly. He then responded: “That’s right, it’s me!” The fierce wind carried Zu Ye’s voice over.

“It really is Zu Ye!” that person shouted loudly, then said to the people around him, “Quick, put down your guns, put them down! Our own people, our own people!”

“Zu Ye, it’s me, Liu Congyun (the former grand master of the West Sect’s ‘Dragon Whisker Sprout’ hall, whose position was taken by his disciple Qin Baichuan in 1936)!” another shout came from that direction, against the wind.

Zu Ye finally heard clearly—it really was Liu Congyun’s voice.

Liu Congyun ran over. Zu Ye slowly stood up, and the two men paused for a moment before embracing tightly.

People on both sides were dumbfounded—what kind of relationship was this? They had been ready to fight to the death, but in an instant they were shaking hands and making peace.

“How did Zu Ye come to be here?” Liu Congyun asked.

“How is Master Liu here?” Zu Ye asked almost simultaneously.

“Let’s talk inside,” Zu Ye said to Liu Congyun.

Liu Congyun looked at the surrounding bandits and said: “You all wait for me here.”

It turned out that after Liu Congyun had been driven out of Sichuan by Qin Baichuan and pursued by the great warlord Liu Xiang with no place to settle, he had no choice but to steel himself and go to Shanghai to find Zu Ye. Though family disgrace should not be made public, Liu Congyun had no alternative but to request Zu Ye’s help in killing his way back to Sichuan. But at that time Zu Ye was busy fighting the Japanese, and furthermore, the West Sect’s internal turmoil was good for the East Sect. The conflict between Liu Congyun and his disciple meant Zu Ye could profit as the fisherman—otherwise, if master and disciple, both supremely clever, were bound together doing things, they would also be a threat to the East Sect. The deeply calculating Zu Ye, facing the down-and-out Liu Congyun, first consoled him with kind words, then helped arrange lodging and took a large sum of silver from the hall for Liu Congyun’s expenses. Liu Congyun was moved to tears of gratitude. But Zu Ye kept delaying on helping him kill his way back to Sichuan. Liu Congyun’s heart grew utterly desolate. Zu Ye had an excuse—since ancient times the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had rules, Patriarch Fang Zhaoyu had left instructions: the four great halls each had their duties, and no hall should interfere in another hall’s internal affairs, otherwise the “Jiang Xiang Sect” would collectively denounce them.

Liu Congyun felt what Zu Ye said made sense, but later felt Zu Ye was deliberately not helping. Liu Congyun was a man of great ambition, who had devoted his life to military and political affairs. In his glory days he commanded military authority over several hundred thousand troops and often compared himself to Zhuge Kongming. How could he live such a life now in Shanghai, eating and drinking daily while waiting to die?

Later Liu Congyun requested to resign himself: “Zu Ye, this old one cannot spend every day doing nothing. Though over fifty years old, the person may be old but the heart is not. I still want to do things myself… I hereby request to resign.”

Zu Ye quickly asked: “Where does Master Liu want to go?”

Liu Congyun smiled and said: “Jiang Xiang A’Bao—wherever we land, we can take root. The world is vast, wealth is everywhere. But Zu Ye can rest assured, this old one will absolutely not operate on Zu Ye’s territory.”

Zu Ye tried repeatedly to make him stay, but still couldn’t keep Liu Congyun.

“Zu Ye’s kindness can never be repaid in this lifetime. Zu Ye, take care of your health. The green mountains remain unchanged, the green waters flow long—we shall meet again.”

Zu Ye took out much gold and silver: “Master Liu, take care. If you encounter difficulties in other lands, please return to my humble abode!”

After Liu Congyun left, Zu Ye began laying plans for the Zhoushan matter.

Actually, Liu Congyun had kept something back—during his recuperation in Shanghai, he had learned about the Hunan-Hubei bandits through the Shanghai underworld. Liu Congyun had great political acumen and was skilled at observing current affairs. At that time China was divided by warlords, the Nationalists and Communists were at war, Japanese invaders had entered, bandits occupied mountains as kings—various forces intertwined in the roiling Republican-era drama. Heroes contended, and who would ultimately win was still uncertain.

Times create heroes, chaos produces outstanding men. Taking advantage of chaos, fishing in troubled waters, waiting for opportunities, acting when the time is right—these were the instincts of a politician. Liu Congyun began conceiving his grand enterprise again!

The Nationalist side was closed to him. Whether the Central Army or local military forces, with one command from Old Chiang or Liu Xiang, no one would dare receive him. Going there meant seeking death! The Communist side was even less accessible—his background was not clean, and going there he feared being purged! Mixing in the underworld also had little meaning—ultimately it couldn’t become a great force! Thinking it over, he felt there was only one path: ally with a great bandit, at least have his own troops, have several hundred guns, occupy one region, and wait for opportunities!

Thus, Hong Laohu of the Hunan bandits, who had weapons dealings with the Shanghai underworld, entered Liu Congyun’s sights.

Liu Congyun came to Hunan to recommend himself. Hong Laohu at first was not impressed by this little old man. Later, after Liu Congyun recounted his glorious history, Hong Laohu suddenly understood: This was the “White Crane Gentleman” who had assisted Liu Xiang in defeating Liu Wenhui back then!

He then made Liu Congyun his military strategist. Liu Congyun knew Hong Laohu was testing him. After receiving the strategist title, Liu Congyun first helped Hong Laohu defeat another great Hunan bandit, Zhang Tianba, then eliminated the marauding bandits Liu Zhanshan who had invaded from Western Hunan, and furthermore ambushed a Nationalist convoy, seizing large quantities of weapons and supplies. Now Hong Laohu was reassured: The military strategist truly lived up to his reputation!

Now under Hong Laohu’s command were over a thousand men. Besides box cannons and Type 38 rifles, they also had American equipment shipped from Shanghai, and even several artillery pieces. They had become a small warlord occupying one region.

In the jianghu, this force was called righteous bandits. Like the righteous bandit Zhang Baima of the Northeast, Hong Laohu was also respected. They were called “Southern Tiger, Northern Horse.”

The Green-Haired Tiger

Hong Laohu’s real name was Hong Shichang. He ranked fifth in his family and was then in his early forties, in the prime of life. In his early years he had been a schoolteacher. Later, because he couldn’t pay the land rent, the landlord brought people to seize his wife. His wife, already three months pregnant, was defiled and then threw herself into the river. At night Hong Shichang took a cleaver, climbed over the wall into the landlord’s home, and hacked to death all seven members of the landlord’s family, old and young, then fled to the mountains to hide.

At that time a beast disaster was occurring on the Hunan-Hubei border. People spread rumors that a man-eating monster beast had appeared in the great mountains. The monster beast looked like a tiger, was covered in green fur, and was called the “Green-Haired Tiger,” making common people afraid to enter the mountains even during the day. Even when entering the mountains, they went in groups.

Hong Shichang also feared this monster beast, but having killed people, he had no choice but to flee into the mountains. Running deep into the old-growth forest was safest.

Hong Shichang hid in the mountains for a week, suffering from hunger and cold. He picked a few wild fruits to eat, but they didn’t satisfy his hunger. While hesitating, he suddenly saw a wild rabbit hopping over. Hong Shichang immediately perked up. If he could catch this rabbit, he could satisfy his hunger!

Hong Shichang pulled out his cleaver and quietly walked over, afraid the rabbit would run away. As he slowly approached, he discovered this rabbit moved sluggishly, its belly very large and bulging on the ground—it was pregnant!

Hong Shichang suddenly thought of his beloved wife and could no longer bear to eat this rabbit. He sighed and shook his head: “Ah, little rabbit, go home quickly.”

Having said this, he tucked the cleaver into the back of his waist and walked away.

Suddenly a dark wind swept from behind. Hong Shichang turned sharply. A fierce tiger leapt from the bushes, bit the pregnant rabbit in one mouthful, and tore at it violently. The rabbit struggled a few times then stopped moving. Its belly burst open, blood flowing freely.

Hong Shichang shouted “Ah ya!” and reached to pull out his cleaver.

It turned out this tiger had been watching the rabbit for a long time. Earlier when Hong Shichang held the cleaver nearby, the tiger didn’t dare advance rashly. When Hong Shichang turned to leave, it suddenly pounced over and bit the rabbit to death.

Hong Shichang stood holding his raised cleaver. The tiger, gripping the bloody rabbit, glared with fury, thinking Hong Shichang wanted to steal its prey.

Hong Shichang stared intently at this tiger—it really was covered in green fur. He thought: You beast, you’ve harmed so many living creatures, I must hack you down today!

Though he thought this, his calves kept trembling. He had killed people but never killed a tiger—this thing was not easy to deal with. Better to run away now. Thinking this, Hong Shichang began slowly retreating, preparing to slip away. The tiger still stared at him unblinkingly. Suddenly, the tiger dropped its prey from its mouth, leapt up fiercely, and pounced toward Hong Shichang.

Hong Shichang cried out “Ah” and in panic raised his cleaver to hack at it. As their forms crossed, Hong Shichang’s shoulder took a claw from the tiger, but his blade also struck the tiger’s neck.

Hong Shichang’s left shoulder was nearly shattered, his clothes ripped apart, blood gushing forth. The tiger’s hide was thick and its fur dense. Though it took a blow, it wasn’t injured internally—only the surface skin was cut and bleeding.

Hong Shichang leaned to one side, his right hand barely raising the cleaver. The tiger looked at him and began circling. Hong Shichang followed the tiger’s rhythm, constantly turning.

The tiger was seeking an opportunity. Suddenly it leapt to the right. Hong Shichang raised his blade to chop. Unexpectedly the tiger feinted east and struck west—it turned its body and pounced at Hong Shichang’s left shoulder, biting onto Hong Shichang’s bleeding left shoulder in one bite.

Hong Shichang was instantly knocked to the ground. The flesh on his shoulder was torn, the pain unbearable. In desperation, he twisted his right hand and thrust the cleaver right into the tiger’s mouth with a swoosh. The tiger felt pain and tried to retreat, but unexpectedly the blade had entered vertically—the blade edge caught on the tiger’s fangs, the entire lower jaw blocked by the blade. It couldn’t spit it out or swallow it in. The tiger kept shrinking backward. Hong Shichang gripped the cleaver tightly, not daring to let go. Like a tug-of-war, they were deadlocked.

The tiger became furious, constantly shaking its head, its strength so great it seemed it would shake Hong Shichang into the sky. Hong Shichang was shaken like a kite, swaying back and forth, nearly exhausted. “Can’t die! Can’t die! Can’t die like this!”

The greatest difference between humans and animals is that humans have willpower. The power激发ed by spiritual strength sometimes exceeds one’s own imagination. Hong Shichang was going all in! In the brief moment when the tiger paused to catch its breath, the desperate Hong Shichang threw caution to the wind and thrust his right hand into the tiger’s mouth. His entire arm slid past the throat, reaching directly into the tiger’s stomach. The tiger was so choked it kept shedding tears. It wanted to bite, but with an arm in its cavity, it simply couldn’t close its jaws. Hong Shichang used his last bit of strength and with a great shout of “Fuck—” exerted himself and pulled out half the tiger’s stomach!

The tiger’s stomach was turned inside out. It retreated a few steps. Soon blood flowed from all seven orifices. Its body went limp and it collapsed on the ground, constantly vomiting blood. Its breathing grew weaker and weaker. Finally it blinked and moved no more.

Hong Shichang went completely soft and collapsed on the ground. By this time the sky had darkened. Crows flew overhead calling. Hong Shichang touched his bloody, mangled arm and couldn’t help shedding streaming hot tears.

“Hero!” Two people emerged from the bushes.

Hong Shichang was startled: “Who’s there?”

“Hero, you’re truly formidable! That tiger-fighting just now was so mighty!”

“You saw it?”

“Yes!” The two nodded repeatedly.

“Then why didn’t you come up to help?” Hong Shichang said angrily.

“It was dark. At first we couldn’t see clearly, only heard tiger roars. We thought it was two tigers fighting over territory. We two didn’t dare get close, afraid of being eaten by the green-haired tiger. Later we heard human shouts and rushed over, but by then the hero had already killed the tiger,” one of them said.

“What do you do?” Hong Shichang asked.

The two looked at each other: “Sigh, to be honest with the hero, we two… we two are deserters.”

“Deserters?”

“The Central Plains War was a complete mess. We were Han Fuju’s soldiers, defending the south bank of the Yellow River. Later Feng Yuxiang’s army attacked. The officers didn’t charge forward but stayed behind pointing guns at us, forcing us to charge. We soldiers aren’t afraid to die, but we can’t die so senselessly. That generals don’t charge is understandable, but company commanders and platoon commanders also didn’t charge—every one of them was greedy for life and afraid of death, using us as human shields. Selling our lives for such an army isn’t worth it. Not just us—many people ran! By the way, where are you from, hero? Why did you come up the mountain alone to fight tigers?”

“Sigh—I was forced. My surname is Hong, given name Shichang. I’m from this very county…” Hong Shichang told of his past.

After hearing this, the two felt deep admiration. The taller one said: “My name is Wang Jikun, his is Liu Xuequan. We’re both from Shandong. We three are all people fleeing for our lives. Meeting here today is fate. Why don’t we become sworn brothers—three people becoming sworn brothers of different surnames? In this chaotic world we can look after each other. How about it?”

Upon hearing this, Hong Shichang felt it made good sense. One person alone in the mountains would be hard-pressed to survive. Several people together could get things done. Looking again at these two—they were honest men—he said: “I’m 34. And you?”

Wang Jikun said: “I’m 28.”

Liu Xuequan said: “I’m 25.”

“Good!” Hong Shichang shouted. “Today we’ll use this tiger head as our offering, seal our oath with blood, and become brothers. We don’t seek to be born on the same year, month, and day, but seek to die on the same year, month, and day!” So saying, he used the cleaver to chop off the tiger’s head.

The three men placed the tiger head on a large bluestone. Facing the bright moon, backed by pine waves, they kowtowed and swore oaths, becoming brothers. From this moment, the greatest bandit gang of the Hunan-Hubei region began to sprout.

Wang Jikun and Liu Xuequan both had guns. After the three became sworn brothers, they first used guns to go down the mountain and rob several landlords and wealthy households. Later, having money, they began recruiting desperate poor wretches to come up the mountain, expanding their armaments. Thus the troop grew larger and larger. Meanwhile, in view of Hong Shichang’s tiger-killing deed, the brothers felt Big Brother was even mightier than a tiger—a true king of the mountains—and suggested the boss adopt the name “Hong Laohu.” Impressive!

Hong Shichang nodded in agreement. From then on, the name Hong Laohu grew more and more renowned. Hong Laohu’s troops had strict discipline: First, don’t oppress common people; second, don’t forcibly seize women; third, don’t abduct young children; fourth, don’t plunder legitimate merchants; fifth, don’t kill revolutionary patriots.

In the jianghu they all called this force righteous bandits. Like the righteous bandit Zhang Baima of the Northeast, Hong Laohu was also respected. They were called “Southern Tiger, Northern Horse.”

Liu Congyun’s arrival gave Hong Laohu wings like a tiger. Liu Congyun also seemed to have found a kindred spirit, and his thoughts of achieving great things rose again.

After hearing Liu Congyun’s account, Zu Ye felt infinite emotion. Heroes are forced into being. He then also told Liu Congyun how he had come to this place.

After listening, Liu Congyun gave a thumbs up: “Zu Ye’s patriotic loyalty and meticulous planning—this old one admires! Come, go with me to meet Commander Hong! After meeting, we’ll clear up the misunderstanding. Commander Hong thought you were outside thieves causing trouble on his territory, which is why he came to suppress you!”

Zu Ye hesitated: To go or not to go? Swindlers and bandits weren’t on the same path. If he didn’t go, he definitely couldn’t stay on this territory anymore—where else could he go?

Suddenly he thought of another key problem: “Master Liu hasn’t told Hong Laohu all the internal情况 of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ has he?”

Liu Congyun chuckled: “Of course I told him.”

“This…” Zu Ye hesitated for a moment.

“Ha ha ha ha!” Liu Congyun laughed again. “Hasn’t Zu Ye heard that military strategy emphasizes illusion and reality? I told him our group are all fortune-telling masters deeply versed in yin-yang arts, all with real abilities. Nationwide there are so many ‘secret societies and religious sects’—one more ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ doesn’t matter. It’s just that abilities are real or fake, and ours are real. That’s why Zu Ye can be called the number one master by the Jianghuai common people, and why I could become a military strategist holding military authority under Liu Xiang. Moreover, in the Pacification War, I greatly defeated Liu Wenhui—who in the Nationalist and Communist parties and各路 warlords doesn’t know? Zu Ye, my traitorous disciple Qin Baichuan was right—illusion and reality, reality and illusion, we’ve already whitewashed ourselves! As for our scheming and swindling, who knows? Who can see through it? I already told Commander Hong that even the gang leader of the ‘Axe Gang,’ Wang Yaqiao, holds you in high regard! And speaking of which, Hong Laohu himself is a bandit—these are all trades that can’t see the light of day. Who would expose whom?”

At this moment, Zu Ye suddenly recalled what Jiang Feiyan had once said: “Zu Ye, we’ve long been true masters!”

After thinking it over, Zu Ye decided to meet Hong Laohu. After exchanging words, he would make his decision.

The Four Great Flying Thieves of the Republican Era

Hong Laohu was waiting for news in the mountain cave in the back hills, fuming inwardly: A bunch of outside thieves causing trouble on my territory, even robbing several corpse-driving teams—this is simply not taking me seriously!

At this moment Liu Congyun entered leading Zu Ye: “Commander!”

Hong Laohu stood up from his tiger-skin chair: “Military Strategist.”

“Who is he?” Hong Laohu pointed at Zu Ye and asked Liu Congyun.

“Commander, don’t panic, it’s all a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding. Just listen to this old one explain…” Liu Congyun told Hong Laohu everything he knew.

“Ha ha ha ha… I was wondering who it was—turns out it’s the ‘Mr. Tieban’ who commands awe throughout Jianghuai! Long admired, long admired!” Hong Laohu said, grasping Zu Ye’s hand.

“The Commander flatters me. Just a crude jianghu nobody who has wandered to your esteemed territory and offended the Commander—I hope you’ll forgive me,” Zu Ye said.

“Sir is too modest. My military strategist has mentioned you many times. Sir is a peerless genius of talent, and loyally righteous. Meeting you today is truly fate! Someone, bring wine!” Hong Laohu was very pleased.

At the banquet, besides Hong Laohu and Liu Congyun, four more people arrived. Hong Laohu smiled and said to Zu Ye: “Sir, let me introduce them to you one by one…”

Following Hong Laohu’s introductions, Zu Ye became acquainted with these people—all backbone members of Hong Laohu’s gang, known as the “Four Great Vajras.”

“Hundred-Pace Piercing Yang” Wang Jikun—this was Hong Laohu’s sworn second brother. Wang Jikun had taken up arms on the battlefield at age fifteen, participated in the Second Northern Expedition and the Central Plains War. His marksmanship was incredibly precise—within a hundred paces he could hit an enemy right between the eyebrows, thus earning the elegant sobriquet “Hundred-Pace Piercing Yang.”

“Black-Faced Evil Star” Liu Xuequan—this was Hong Laohu’s third brother. He was called “Black-Faced Evil Star” because his skin was dark—place him in the night and only his eyeballs showed white. If he closed his eyes and didn’t open his mouth to show his teeth, you couldn’t sense his presence at all. Moreover, every time the bandit gang took action, he wore a black mask, struck ruthlessly, and left no survivors.

“Twin Blades Heroine” Zhu Jin—the only female among the Four Great Vajras. In her early years she studied under the Hunan martial master Meng Dahong, practicing excellent saber skills and wielding a pair of mandarin duck blades. Mandarin duck blades—one scabbard, two blades, each handle forming a semi-circle, the two blades together forming a full moon shape. Moreover, Zhu Jin was also Hong Laohu’s mistress, and subordinates all called her “Madam.”

“Soaring on the Grass” Yan Laoqi—this person had superb lightness skills. He could tread on duckweed, pass through mountains and caves, travel several hundred li daily without tiring, and could even fly through forests. Later someone explained: it wasn’t flying—it was because he leapt between trees so quickly it looked like flying. This person, together with “Rival to the Living Monkey” Fan Yifei of Henan, “Rival to the Civet Cat” Duan Yunpeng of Beiping, and “Especially the Pigeon” Wang Jinquan of Chongqing, were called the “Four Great Thieves of the Republican Era.” Later, “Rival to the Living Monkey” followed Zu Ye, Yan Laoqi followed Hong Laohu, Especially the Pigeon was shot dead by Dai Li, and Duan Yunpeng defected to the Nationalists. After the founding of New China, Duan Yunpeng, following Chiang Kai-shek’s orders, infiltrated back to the mainland to assassinate Mao Zedong, was caught by Luo Ruiqing who was then Minister of Public Security, and was executed by firing squad in 1969.

Hong Laohu introduced them one by one, and Zu Ye bowed to each in turn. Looking at Hong Laohu’s capable soldiers and strong generals plus a force of over a thousand men, then thinking of his own glory days in Shanghai, Zu Ye felt a pang of sadness—a small sorcerer meeting a great one. From that moment, Zu Ye became even more determined to unify the “Jiang Xiang Sect” and revive its glory.

The Batous and Xiao Jiaos were currently eating in the outer hall. They hadn’t eaten meat in a long time, and the mountain wild rabbit meat tasted quite fragrant. While eating, everyone wondered: What is Zu Ye planning this time, what will happen next?

“Sir, why rob the corpse-driving teams? Corpse-driving in Hunan and Hubei has a long history—it’s our local old custom,” Hong Laohu said. Up to this moment, he still didn’t know the secret of the Japanese corpse-driving teams.

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Does the Commander really believe corpses can stand up and walk?”

“Of course not! When a person dies it’s like a lamp going out—just a pile of rotten flesh. But the corpse-drivers doing this can comfort the hearts of the deceased’s families. Many things are better not understood too clearly. Confused people are happy. Zheng Banqiao said, ‘Rare is confusion.'” Hong Laohu’s scholarly origins and cultural nature now revealed themselves.

“Then hasn’t the Commander noticed anything wrong with the recent corpse-driving teams?” Zu Ye asked.

“What’s wrong? There are more teams? The devils have invaded on a large scale—first the Henan Campaign, then the Wuhan Campaign. So many people died, it’s normal for corpse-driving teams to increase,” Hong Laohu said.

“Has the Commander heard of people using corpse-driving to smuggle opium and silver dollars?” Zu Ye asked again.

“Heh heh heh heh! Of course!”

“The Commander doesn’t intervene?”

“Passing through my territory, how could I not intervene? Those who should pay their cut have all paid. Old Beard Liu from Western Hunan, Pockmark Zhang from Southern Sichuan, Commander Xu in the Central Army, Steward Du from Shanghai—aren’t these just the famous names and numbers? Eastern route, western route, the two lakes, Southern Guangdong—everyone who should give has given. Can’t kill the chicken to get the eggs, and can’t push your luck either,” Hong Laohu said.

“No wonder, no wonder.” Zu Ye kept nodding.

“No wonder what?”

“No wonder Commander Hong didn’t take the corpse-driving teams seriously. Commander, look at what this is?” So saying, Zu Ye pulled several sheets of drawings from his sleeve and handed them to Hong Laohu.

“This is…” Hong Laohu was somewhat puzzled.

“Maps of the two lakes. Accurate, aren’t they?” Zu Ye said.

Hong Laohu looked carefully and said: “Not off by a hair! Where did these come from?”

Zu Ye leaned over, staring at the map, then suddenly pointed his finger at a black circle on it, as if discovering something: “Commander… I just discovered this myself—even you all have been marked…”

“Where?”

“Here!”

A black circle with two characters written inside: Over Thousand.

Zu Ye picked up the drawings and couldn’t help nodding, then said: “At first I thought this marked the mountain’s elevation. Just now when Master Liu brought me to you, I got a sense of the general route and position. Just now looking at this drawing again, I discovered this black circle represents a location that’s exactly your base. The black circle should represent… forgive my presumption, should represent ‘bandits,’ and the two characters ‘Over Thousand’ refer to the number of people in the Commander’s force…”

“Where did these drawings come from?” Hong Laohu became a bit anxious. Mountain bandits all had multiple hideouts like a cunning rabbit—what they feared most was having their positions exposed.

“Commander, don’t worry, just listen to me explain…” Zu Ye laid out the true situation of the Japanese corpse-driving teams one by one.

After listening, Hong Laohu nodded repeatedly, then said: “The devils are clever! Chairman Chiang probably doesn’t have this attention to detail, doesn’t have this boldness, and doesn’t have this time. How can this battle even be fought!”

“Mm,” Zu Ye nodded, “but I always feel… always feel…”

“Feel what?” Hong Laohu pressed.

“I feel these drawings are far more than just military maps, or they have other uses. Otherwise the devils wouldn’t have been so desperate as to dig up my ancestral graves to force me out!” Zu Ye said fiercely.

Seeing Hong Laohu didn’t understand, Zu Ye continued: “According to my subordinate brothers, there are many such corpse-driving teams nationwide. In the south they drive corpses, in the north they call the dead—it seems… it seems when these drawings are assembled together they have even greater use.”

“Greater use?” Hong Laohu was puzzled. “Isn’t drawing military maps a big enough matter?”

“I feel this is only one aspect. The devils seem very afraid we’ll see through the hidden secrets in these maps…” Zu Ye said deeply.

Hong Laohu nodded and said: “Like this… Sir… let’s sort this out. The ancients said: ‘A craftsman who wishes to do good work must first sharpen his tools.’ Buddhism says: ‘Where there is cause there must be effect, where there is effect there must be cause.’ The devils went to such trouble with these maps—they definitely have major schemes. The maps are the cause, their future conspiracy is the effect, and cause and effect are continuous. Today’s effect is yesterday’s cause. Let’s carefully look at what shameful things the devils have done since invading China—perhaps we can find clues. Sir deals in the I Ching, so you must know the Taiji principle of ‘so small it has no interior, so large it has no exterior.’ A dewdrop can reflect the entire world. Let’s work backwards and see what clues there are…”

Hong Laohu was indeed a bandit with scholarly origins—learned in ancient and modern knowledge, eloquent as flowing water. Zu Ye couldn’t help but feel admiration.

At this moment, Liu Congyun also put down his wine cup and leaned over. These three were all old foxes whose brains turned three times faster than normal people. At this moment, facing maps hiding mysterious secrets, they intended to see through the Japanese invaders’ heaven-deceiving conspiracy.

“No need to mention the main battlefield—from the three northeastern provinces downward, advancing into Hebei, Shandong, and Henan, then pushing into the heartland of the two lakes, while simultaneously attacking Shanghai and Southern Guangdong. This conforms to the devils’ China invasion strategy… Places they can’t reach for now, they bomb. After occupying Nanjing, they began massacring… these are all normal strategic and tactical measures…” Hong Laohu said.

“Mm. After Nanjing fell, Old Chiang fled to Chongqing… Sigh, the founding father Dr. Sun Yat-sen didn’t understand feng shui at the time. If he had understood feng shui, he absolutely wouldn’t have set the Nationalist Government capital in Nanjing…” Liu Congyun interjected.

“How so?” Hong Laohu asked.

The Feng Shui of the “Ancient Capital of Six Dynasties” Nanjing City

Liu Congyun stroked his beard and said: “The Commander is well-read in history and must know of Nanjing’s dynastic changes. Nanjing is called the ‘Ancient Capital of Six Dynasties,’ but Commander, look—among the dynasties that established their capital in Nanjing throughout history, was there one that was long-lived? Was there one that prospered? During the Three Kingdoms period, Eastern Wu established its capital in this place and was quickly eliminated. Next came the Eastern Jin, which also quickly ended. Then came the four small dynasties of Song, Qi, Liang, and Chen. After that came the Southern Tang, which lasted less than forty years. Then came the great Ming Dynasty. Fortunately Ming Chengzu Zhu Di was relatively clever—after taking power he immediately moved the capital to Beijing. Later at the end of the Ming period the capital returned to Nanjing, and as a result after persisting for just over ten years all the Ming remnants were completely destroyed by the Qing. Look at these dynasties that established capitals in Nanjing—at most over a hundred years, at least several decades. If not short-lived, then weak. This is all because Nanjing’s feng shui is unsuitable for a capital. Now that the Nationalist Government has moved away, that’s actually good—who knows, perhaps the War of Resistance will now see a major turning point!”

After listening, Hong Laohu nodded repeatedly: “It really is like this—dynasties established in Nanjing are short-lived. Why is that?”

Liu Congyun chuckled: “Commander, hear me out. A place for establishing a capital must inherit the dragon vein’s energy, depend on mountains and adjoin water, with mountains behind as a barrier and clear water in front as a source of wealth. But Nanjing City lacks this good fortune. According to the ancient rule of sitting north and facing south, behind Nanjing is the rolling Yangtze River—nothing to rely on, undercurrents surging—an image of unrest and instability, thus unsuitable for a capital. But this kind of place with rolling river waters and lush greenery happens to accord with the spiritual energy of scholars splashing ink and letting their divine thoughts soar, thus Jiangnan produces many talented scholars while the north produces sages.”

Zu Ye nodded: “What Master Liu says is extremely correct—that’s exactly the principle. Throughout the ages, in the thousand-year Jiangling history, how many talented scholars and beauties has Jiangnan produced!”

Speaking of this, Zu Ye thought for a moment, then suddenly asked: “What I want to know more is, after the devils captured Nanjing, besides burning, killing, raping, and pillaging, were there any other unusual actions?”

“There were!” Hong Laohu thought and said, “It sounds quite ridiculous. I have several brothers who ran out from Nanjing City. They said after the devils occupied Nanjing, they put chains and locks on the bull’s nose at Niutou Mountain in Nanjing, and stationed a company’s worth of soldiers to guard that mountain… Oh right, do the Military Strategist and Sir know what Niutou Mountain is all about? Why is it called Niutou Mountain?”

“Mm. Niutou Mountain is where Nanjing’s dragon vein is located,” Zu Ye said. “Legend has it that when Zhu Yuanzhang was herding cattle for a landlord, he often couldn’t eat his fill. While herding, his stomach would get hungry. One day, he was so unbearably hungry that he killed a small calf and roasted it to eat. That evening when he returned, the landlord counted the cattle and discovered one was missing, so he asked Zhu Yuanzhang where it went. Zhu Yuanzhang lied and said the small calf had eaten grass and gone into the mountains and couldn’t be chased back. The landlord smiled sinisterly and said, ‘My cattle will respond whenever they hear my call. I’ll go up the mountain now to call. If there’s no mooing sound answering me, I’ll slaughter you.’ After hearing this, Zhu Yuanzhang was so scared his forehead was covered in sweat, thinking this time he was dead for sure. Unexpectedly, when the landlord stood on the mountaintop and called, mooing sounds of a cow really came from the mountain, but it just wouldn’t come out. Later the landlord brought people to search the mountain but found nothing, so he could only beat Zhu Yuanzhang and let it go. Much later when Zhu Yuanzhang became emperor, people spread the story that Zhu Chongba was the true dragon son of heaven. After that calf was killed and ascended to heaven, it still had to obey the true dragon son of heaven’s command, so when the landlord called, the small calf’s spirit quickly responded. Later that mountain’s shape slowly changed, gradually growing into the shape of a bull’s head. Once when Zhu Yuanzhang left the palace to inspect, he passed below the mountain and casually glanced up, getting quite a fright. He quickly asked the attending eunuch why this mountain looked like a bull’s head—it was frightening, level it for me! The eunuch said, ‘Cannot do that, cannot do that! This mountain is the very calf that saved Your Majesty’s life transformed!’ After hearing this, Zhu Yuanzhang nodded. When he looked up again, the bull’s head on the mountain actually smiled faintly at him. Zhu Yuanzhang got another fright and quickly ordered the eunuch, ‘Quick! Quick! Put a shackle on this bull’s head!’ So skilled craftsmen from the palace began chiseling at Niutou Mountain, opening a hole at the position of the bull’s nose and threading it with iron chains. Only then did Zhu Yuanzhang feel at ease looking at it. From then on people said whoever grasped the chains on the bull’s head grasped Nanjing’s dragon vein.”

After listening, Hong Laohu scratched his head and said: “This thing—does Sir believe it?”

Zu Ye laughed and said: “I don’t believe it, but the devils do.”

Liu Congyun also smiled: “Throughout the ages, how many legends are there in the Chinese land! The devils invading China have used every trick!”

Zu Ye said: “Right! I heard that not long ago they also bombarded Laojun Platform in Luyi, Henan, and as a result fired thirteen artillery shells without a single one exploding—scared a bunch of soldiers until they were dumbfounded!”

“This is a true matter!” Hong Laohu said. “The whole nation knows! This matter is truly strange—what are the odds of thirteen artillery shells simultaneously becoming duds?”

“Very small, small enough to be negligible, but it really happened. It’s like choking yourself to death drinking water, or sneezing so hard you break a rib—very low probability, but it happens in the world,” Zu Ye said with a smile.

“Heh heh,” the “Twin Blades Heroine” Zhu Jin, who had been listening from the side, couldn’t help laughing. “Sir is so humorous—sneezing so hard you break a rib, heh heh…” She laughed again.

“Hundred-Pace Piercing Yang” Wang Jikun also began interjecting: “This can only show that Japanese devils’ military production isn’t up to par. Look at Hitler’s munitions factories—ammunition is randomly inspected, and if the dud rate exceeds one in a thousand, everyone in the entire factory gets cremated. Under such circumstances, who would dare manufacture duds!”

“Black-Faced Evil Star” Liu Xuequan also came over: “In my view, it’s still our ancestors’ spirits manifesting. That’s Taishang Laojun we’re talking about! No matter how formidable the devils are, they’re still human. Laojun is a celestial immortal. In the cloud layers with a flick of his whisk, he knocked down all the artillery shells. It’s just that ordinary mortals can’t see it…”

“Then he should flick his whisk and drive the devils back to Japan!” Wang Jikun retorted.

“Alright, alright, we’re getting off track,” Hong Laohu said. “Looks like the devils are very superstitious. Besides military attacks, they’re also using all these unorthodox methods…”

Chapter 5: The Counter-Espionage Stratagem: Stealing the Dragon Vein Map of China
Three Types of “Book of Changes”: “Lianshan Yi,” “Guicang Yi,” “Zhou Yi”

Zu Ye seemed to have thought of something. He furrowed his brow, his eyes staring motionlessly at the oil lamp as various clues intertwined together in the flickering lamplight.

“Sir? Sir?” Boss Hong looked at Zu Ye’s dazed appearance, very puzzled.

Liu Congyun also gazed at Zu Ye. As fellow disciples of Jiang Xiang Sect, they shared an unspoken understanding. He knew that this master of “Muzi Lian” was about to make a major discovery.

Zu Ye suddenly slapped his forehead, his shrewd bright eyes flashing: “Corpse-driving teams… maps… feng shui… dragon veins… dragon acupoints… could the Japanese be searching for…”

“Death acupoints!” Liu Congyun immediately understood. “Looking for the death acupoints of China’s dragon veins!”

“Once the death acupoints are struck, China’s vital energy will be completely lost!” Zu Ye added.

“That’s it! The ‘Lianshan Yi’ mentioned that there are dragon-traveling tunnels beneath the land of China!” Liu Congyun said urgently.

“‘Lianshan Yi’? Dragon-traveling tunnels?” Everyone was shocked.

Zu Ye smiled and glanced at Liu Congyun, then said to everyone: “When it comes to feng shui matters, Military Advisor Liu is an expert in this field. It’s better to let the Military Advisor explain.” Zu Ye knew how to handle people. He deliberately praised Liu Congyun, letting him show off in front of Boss Hong.

Liu Congyun understood his intention. He took a sip of tea, smacked his lips, and said: “Everyone, don’t be anxious. Let this old man explain slowly! Most people today know about the ‘Book of Changes,’ but don’t know that there are three types of ‘Book of Changes.’ In ancient times, the ‘Book of Changes’ consisted of ‘Lianshan Yi,’ ‘Guicang Yi,’ and ‘Zhou Yi.’ Later, both ‘Lianshan Yi’ and ‘Guicang Yi’ were lost, and only ‘Zhou Yi’ was passed down. The ‘Book of Changes’ that people speak of today actually refers specifically to ‘Zhou Yi.’ Later, it was said that when the Dunhuang Scripture Cave was opened, there was a copy of ‘Lianshan Yi,’ but after the列強 came, it was lost. Could it be… could it have fallen into the hands of the Japanese devils?” Speaking of this, even Liu Congyun himself became anxious.

“If it falls into the hands of the devils, what would happen?” Boss Hong asked.

“Ancient legends say that ‘Lianshan Yi’ records that after Pangu separated heaven and earth, when the basic pattern of heaven tilting to the northwest and earth sinking to the southeast was established, twelve dragon-traveling tunnels were hidden within the earth! The ancients believed that dragons shuttled between the five lakes and four seas, among mountains, rivers, and streams. Once the death acupoints of the dragon-traveling tunnels are struck, that place will obstruct the qi of the Five Elements, thus losing all vital energy, causing heaven to collapse and earth to cave in!”

“Hehe, Military Advisor, your words are somewhat absurd!” Boss Hong interjected. “If there are dragon-traveling tunnels underground, wouldn’t we have already fallen down long ago! The Japanese devils’ massive military invasion—tank brigades, infantry brigades, cavalry brigades—penetrating thousands of kilometers into our country, yet we haven’t seen a single tank fall into a dragon-traveling tunnel.”

Liu Congyun thought for a moment, then said: “Perhaps later generations misunderstood. The dragon-traveling tunnels that the ancients spoke of are not the kind of tunnels we understand, but rather a type of qi, like the qi in the human body—invisible, intangible, yet circulating throughout the body. Traditional Chinese medicine says: Blood flows where qi leads, qi is the commander of blood; where qi flows, blood follows, blood is the mother of qi. It truly exists! When qi and blood are vigorous, a person has vitality. When both qi and blood are deficient, a person becomes ill. It probably means this. The wisdom of the ancients cannot be casually comprehended by people today.”

“Mm, when the Military Advisor puts it this way, it makes some sense.” Boss Hong nodded in agreement.

The moon was dark and the wind was high. The mountain cave echoed with the howling wind. Zu Ye, Liu Congyun, and Boss Hong analyzed the situation carefully.

Boss Hong had established himself in the deep mountains as a bandit since the Central Plains War began. Now, having ruled the mountains as king for nearly ten years, after the Battle of Wuhan, the Japanese army had occupied Hubei and would soon likely attack Hunan. As the major bandit stationed at the Hunan-Hubei border, he too began contemplating his future.

The survival of this special group called bandits was also very difficult. Whether they were utterly heinous major bandits or righteous bandits forced up Liangshan Mountain, none had it easy. The Kuomintang suppressed bandits, the Communist Party suppressed bandits, and even the Japanese suppressed bandits. Sometimes in occupied territories, the Japanese would launch large-scale bandit suppression operations, and ordinary people would applaud. Ordinary bandits only wanted to seize a share in this chaotic situation, while ambitious bandits would constantly develop and expand, like Zhang Zuolin in the Northeast, carving out territory and forcing the court to legitimize themselves, eventually becoming extraordinary heroes who influenced the course of Chinese history.

But bandits, after all, were a weak gray-area group. Ruthless methods could not compensate for their shortage of cunning strategies. Though brave, they ultimately could not escape the fate of being eliminated. If any bandit group had people as intelligent and brave as Boss Hong and Liu Congyun, or had a think tank that could rival various other forces, they would not be far from achieving great things.

Boss Hong carefully contemplated his future. As a schoolteacher—learned, refined, educating posterity—it was originally a gentle and elegant profession. Yet things did not go as he wished. Forced to take up the knife and gun, he occupied mountains as king and became rough as a bandit. Boss Hong had broad vision. He saw that Zu Ye was excellent material and wanted to recruit him.

“What are your plans for the future, sir?” Boss Hong suddenly asked Zu Ye.

“Hehe,” Zu Ye smiled. He expected Boss Hong would ask this. “Commander, my brothers and I are people of the Jiang Xiang Sect in life, and ghosts of the Jiang Xiang Sect in death. Although we are currently in a dangerous situation, our nature of controlling heaven and earth, divining the heavens and earth, hasn’t changed. Today, being able to meet Commander Hong, such a person of wholehearted sincerity, is already a blessing of three lifetimes. When daylight comes tomorrow, my brothers and I will naturally go south, leave your territory, to avoid adding more trouble for the Commander.”

“Sir is too polite. Sir is under the tutelage of Ninth Master. I have always respected Wang Yaqiao. Sir has a heroic yet tender heart, learned in both ancient and modern knowledge, and the Military Advisor has also mentioned you many times. Now that the situation is chaotic and the devils are relentlessly pursuing, sir, why not stay at my humble abode for a while? After the situation becomes clearer, it won’t be too late to make plans.”

Before Zu Ye could speak, Boss Hong continued: “Just now we analyzed the dragon veins and discovered the matter is becoming increasingly serious. Although I have become rough as a bandit, I am Chinese. Even if I don’t cooperate with the Kuomintang or Communist Party, I don’t want the Japanese to flatten China! If there truly are dragon veins, and if the Japanese devils truly find the dragon-traveling tunnels, wouldn’t our Chinese nation suffer a great disaster? Therefore, we must work together to clarify this matter, so as not to dishonor our identity as descendants of the Yellow Emperor!”

Zu Ye was waiting for Boss Hong to say exactly this. Zu Ye understood that relying solely on his own strength to fight the Japanese and that group of “secret society” people would leave him isolated and weak. If he could bring Boss Hong in, things would become much easier.

Both old foxes wanted to use the other for their own purposes.

Zu Ye nodded: “Commander Hong profoundly understands righteousness. I admire and respect that! However, my brothers and I are all fortune-tellers and diviners. I don’t know what help we could provide under Commander Hong’s command. Eating and drinking for free? Not to mention me, even my subordinate brothers wouldn’t be willing.”

“Hehe, sir is too modest. My subordinate brothers and I are all ordinary people. Pick up guns, kill people, and we become bandits. Sir stirred up quite a storm in Shanghai—we’re all people of the same path. After the devils occupied the Wuhan Three Towns, next they will attack Hunan. I won’t hide it from you, sir. We are also considering whether to fight the devils to the death, retreat, or surrender and be recruited by the devils as puppet troops. Over a thousand brothers, over a thousand mouths to feed—I must be responsible for them.”

“Mm,” Liu Congyun nodded beside them. “The devils are in the open, we are in the shadows—this is one favorable condition for us. The devils’ invasion of China has stretched their battle lines too long. Although they have accurate maps, they still inevitably suffer from acclimatization—this is our second favorable condition. Especially these several mountains with treacherous terrain, easy to defend and difficult to attack. When the devils come, if we fight while retreating, self-preservation is completely no problem. Of course, the devils have excellent equipment—airplanes bombing from above, tanks advancing from below. If we fight a protracted battle, we’re no match. Moreover, the devils have chemical weapons. Once a north or northeast wind blows, this mountain pass ahead becomes our gate of death. If the devils take the opportunity to release poison gas, none of us can escape.”

Zu Ye nodded: “There’s another point in our favor. The devils’ invasion of China focuses on occupying large cities and main railway lines. They rarely station troops in remote poor places—they don’t have that many people. A brother under my command said that in his hometown in Henan, a county only has a few real Japanese people; the rest are all puppet troops and traitors. So even if the devils attack Hunan, they’ll attack large cities like Changsha. To put it bluntly, the devils will only march on this ground. Once the main force passes and enters the frontal battlefield, we can perfectly ambush them from behind, just like the Communist Party’s guerrilla warfare teams behind enemy lines—appearing and disappearing mysteriously, suddenly striking. Fight when we can win, run when we can’t. Focus on seizing weapons and strategic materials. This way the Commander’s troops will grow larger and larger, and will also be praised by the common people.”

“Hahaha, what the Military Advisor and sir say is extremely right! Fleeing and surrendering are both inferior strategies! Eliminating the devils’ effective forces and strengthening ourselves is the superior strategy.” Boss Hong said with a laugh.

“Of course, if there truly is a dragon vein map and we can obtain it, that would be the best!” Liu Congyun said.

“Are there any records throughout history about dragon-traveling tunnels?” Boss Hong shifted the topic back to feng shui.

“Of course there are. Both Zu Ye and I study this field, so we know quite a bit about it.”

“This thing called feng shui has been passed down mysteriously through the ages. How much effect does it really have?” Boss Hong pressed.

Zu Ye smiled: “The effect of feng shui—speak of it as large and it’s large, speak of it as small and it’s small. It can determine life and death, or have no effect at all!”

“How so?” Boss Hong was startled. Even Liu Congyun felt that Zu Ye’s words were somewhat biased.

“Feng shui, called geomancy in ancient times, simply put, is the study of where people should live to be auspicious. From large imperial palaces to small thatched cottages, their orientation, direction, surrounding geographical conditions including the trend of mountains and rivers, the position of trees—all are within the scope of feng shui examination.”

Feng Shui Schools Throughout History

Zu Ye took a sip of tea and continued: “This technique originated in the pre-Qin period, developed in the Han Dynasty. In the Eastern Jin Dynasty, Guo Pu wrote the ‘Book of Burial,’ which is the foundational work of feng shui studies. Throughout all dynasties, there have been people specializing in feng shui research. Those with good reputations even entered the court, responsible for palace construction. Ordinary feng shui masters mixed in the countryside, serving the common people. The development of feng shui theory has roughly three stages. The first stage is the development period of ‘Form School’ feng shui. The so-called ‘Form School’ focuses on observing ‘form,’ such as the appearance of buildings, the dragon vein shapes presented by mountains and rivers, the direction of rivers, and so on. Later, people gradually discovered that even if the ‘form’ of buildings was exactly the same, if built in different places—say one in the north, one in the south—the fortunes would be different. Thus, ‘Qi School’ feng shui emerged naturally. On the basis of examining ‘form,’ it added elements of the Five Elements, Eight Trigrams, and directions. It not only looked at form but also at the Eight Trigrams position, solving the problem of different fortunes for identical buildings in different locations. For example, the north belongs to water, the south belongs to fire. If you find the same terrain in the north and south to build the same houses, because water qi is strong in the north and fire qi is strong in the south, the qi of the Five Elements around the two buildings is different, creating different fortunes. Later still, people discovered that even in the same location, building the same structure, even the same building with different people living in it produces different fortune effects. Thus, ‘Fate School’ feng shui was born. Besides examining form and Five Elements qi, it must also examine individual birth charts, combining feng shui’s Five Elements qi with individual Five Elements qi, achieving a dialectic between feng shui and the human body. For example, a house facing north, in a high position, a place where water qi is strong—if a person whose fate lacks water lives there, it will naturally be like a fish in water, very auspicious. Conversely, if a person lacking fire lives there, the feng shui is reversed, naturally very inauspicious. Throughout history there have been many feng shui schools, but classified broadly, all feng shui schools can be categorized into three major schools: Form, Qi, and Fate feng shui!”

“Makes sense! Makes sense!” Zhu Jin couldn’t help but applaud.

“But does everyone know where the best feng shui is?” Zu Ye suddenly asked back.

“Where?” Everyone asked.

Zu Ye pointed at his chest and said: “The best feng shui is in the human heart. When the state of mind is good, everything will turn misfortune into fortune! This is the principle I mentioned earlier about feng shui being useful yet also useless!”

“Please explain in detail!” Everyone eagerly awaited Zu Ye’s explanation.

“I’ll explain through a real example. During the Zhengde period of the Ming Dynasty, there was a merchant in Anhui named Wang Shan. Three generations of his ancestors were vegetarian Buddhists. He himself was also charitable and benevolent. In his business dealings, he was honest with young and old alike. His trade was very prosperous. The only regret was that he was nearly forty but still had no son. One day, he asked a Daoist priest to tell his fortune. The priest looked at his birth chart and exclaimed in shock: ‘Sir, although your wealth star is very strong in your eight characters, your life foundation is unstable, and your children’s palace is even more conflicted. Not only do you have no son in your fate, but this year you have a death disaster. You belong to the type who has money to earn but no life to spend it. Sir, your fate avoids water. This year don’t go to places near the sea or rivers to do business.’ After hearing this, Wang Shan laughed heartily and said: ‘If my fate dictates I should die, I cannot escape it. I haven’t done bad things in my life, so I have no regrets.’ That year, Wang Shan went to Suzhou to collect goods during the plum rain season when it rained incessantly. At a ferry crossing, the river water surged. Wang Shan was pondering whether he should still cross the river when he suddenly heard someone shouting ‘Save someone!’ Looking around, a woman had fallen into the water. The current was very swift at the time, and everyone was unwilling to go in. Wang Shan himself couldn’t swim, so he shouted loudly: ‘Whoever can swim, save her and I’ll reward twenty taels of silver!’ The fishermen heard this and all jumped in. The woman was saved. Later, Wang Shan asked the woman why she fell in the water and learned she had attempted suicide. It turned out the woman’s husband was working away from home, and she had raised a pig at home. Yesterday she sold the pig to pay the land rent, but unexpectedly all the silver was counterfeit. Fearing her husband would blame her when he returned, she couldn’t think it through for a moment and jumped in the river. Wang Shan quickly asked how much the pig sold for and immediately gave her double the silver. After the woman returned home, her husband happened to have just come back, so she told him about this matter. After hearing it, not only did the husband not sympathize with his wife, he actually cursed the woman for having an affair with Wang Shan, otherwise why would he give double the silver for nothing—where in the world is there such a foolish person? Then he forcibly dragged his wife to confront Wang Shan. That night Wang Shan happened to be staying at an inn not far from the river. That night there was torrential rain and the river water surged violently. In feng shui terms, for people whose Five Elements avoid water, this is very inauspicious. But Wang Shan himself didn’t take this matter to heart and was reading by lamplight in his room. Hearing someone knock on the door, Wang Shan asked who it was. The woman answered, saying she was the woman who fell in the water during the day and had come specially to give thanks. Wang Shan said loudly: ‘This small matter is nothing to mention. A woman coming here at night—men and women should maintain propriety. Madam, you need not come in. I accept your sentiment. Return home early.’ The woman’s husband, upon hearing this, immediately had his doubts dispelled. He quickly shouted loudly: ‘Benefactor, I am this woman’s husband. We husband and wife have come specially to thank you!’ Hearing this, Wang Shan quickly came out of the room to greet them. Just as he walked out of the room, because the rain was too heavy and the house was old, with a crash, the entire room collapsed. Because Wang Shan single-mindedly did good deeds, in the most inauspicious room he unknowingly ‘escaped!’ This is the principle that feng shui cannot overcome the human heart!”

“Good, good, very good.” After listening, Boss Hong kept nodding. “The human heart, the human heart—the human heart is most important. How many people in the world exhaust all their efforts to adjust their feng shui and change their fortune, yet in the end it’s all for nothing. Little do they know the best feng shui lies in the human heart.”

“Moreover, later Wang Shan had eleven sons. Two achieved imperial examination success. Wang Shan himself lived to ninety-eight years old and died peacefully of natural causes.” Zu Ye added.

Liu Congyun also kept nodding.

After listening, Boss Hong’s eyes brightened: “We people have become bandits. We cannot let our descendants become bandits too. Originally I was still hesitating whether to interfere with the Japanese map matter. Now it seems this matter must be done. If there truly is a dragon vein map, we must obtain it. We cannot let the devils ruin China’s feng shui.”

Liu Congyun said: “Right! Previously when I was in western Sichuan, I met an old monk. He told me about something—he said in the Tarim Basin of Xinjiang there is a large cave that is the outlet where the true dragon breathes qi. Every year at Qingming Festival, one can hear breathing sounds from that great cave. Years ago, the Xinjiang warlord Sheng Shicai’s troops once investigated there. It’s said that a team of several hundred people went in and never came out again. Could it not be one outlet of the dragon-traveling tunnels mentioned in ‘Lianshan Yi’?”

Zu Ye nodded and said: “This matter, I’ve also heard Daoist Peng mention. Regardless, the devils going to such great lengths for this matter shows it’s extremely important to their entire strategic deployment. As long as we obtain the national dragon vein map the devils have drawn, the matters that follow will be easier to handle.”

“How do we get it?” Wang Jikun, “Hundred-Step Piercing Yang,” said.

“A disciple of mine, Fan Yifei, said the devils established a new spy organization in Jinan, Shandong—Meihua Mansion. That place is responsible for collecting maps from all over the country. All maps from corpse-driving teams will continuously be transported there…” Zu Ye said.

Before Zu Ye finished speaking, Yan Laoqi, “Flying Across Grass,” suddenly stood up and asked loudly: “Which Fan Yifei? ‘Sai Huohou’ from Henan?”

Zu Ye looked at him, not knowing why he was so excited, then nodded: “However, he’s not called ‘Sai Huohou’ anymore. To avoid attention, the brothers gave him a new nickname—’Little Shi Qian.'”

Yan Laoqi continued: “I heard that Henan’s Fan Yifei became a traitor. All of us in the profession were deeply shocked. Did he truly become a traitor?”

Zu Ye chuckled and said: “He was also forced. After Henan fell, Fan Yifei was captured. The Japanese threatened him—if he didn’t join the ‘Maintenance Association’ they would cut him to pieces. He had no choice but to work for the devils, responsible for transmitting blueprints in the Hunan-Hubei region. Not long ago he was captured by me and joined us. His nature is still good.”

Yan Laoqi nodded: “Two years ago, Fan Yifei and I met once in Wuhan. At that time no one knew each other. Coincidentally, we both wanted to steal the treasure box of a brothel madam. An informant said this madam had close ties with Military Statistics people. After being a madam for many years, she had many valuable treasures. That night after I entered the madam’s room, I finally opened the box, only to discover it was completely empty with nothing inside. Just as I was about to turn back, I noticed the curtain flutter and a black shadow flew out the window. I immediately gave chase and discovered this fellow was extremely agile—clearly someone from the profession. We went back and forth several rounds on the rooftop, but he couldn’t shake me off. Finally he smiled and said: ‘Brother, stop chasing. Half for each person.’ As he spoke, he held up a bag and poured half the jewels into the courtyard. I asked: ‘Brother, which path are you from?’ He answered: ‘”Sai Huohou” Fan Yifei.’ After speaking he fled rapidly. Just then the brothel’s manager discovered someone on the roof and shouted to catch the thief. We took off running. Coincidentally, Japanese planes roared overhead and dropped several bombs. With a thunderous explosion, the madam, the prostitutes, the managers—all went to heaven!”

“Hehehehe,” Zu Ye laughed. “No wonder when Fan Yifei was mentioned, Seventh Master Yan got so excited.”

“The fellow has good skills. He’s excellent material.” Yan Laoqi said.

“Mm, military strategy says: Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated. To truly understand what this dragon vein map is about, we must infiltrate the Japanese interior, otherwise we’re just sitting and waiting for death.” Liu Congyun stroked his beard and said.

Zu Ye nodded: “I have a plan. I wonder if I can get the Commander’s support?”

“Please speak!” Boss Hong said.

“Now Fan Yifei has joined us, but the Japanese side doesn’t know. Because the traitors who traveled with him were all killed by me, the devils don’t know whether Fan Yifei is dead or alive. Why not have Fan Yifei return to the Henan-Shandong area, pretending he escaped? His qinggong is good and he runs fast, so it’s quite credible. Have him infiltrate the Japanese spy organization and see if he can steal the China dragon vein map?”

“Mm, good strategy, but…” Liu Congyun said. “Fan Yifei just pledged allegiance to us. Whether he’s reliable is still uncertain. If he returns to the Japanese and is threatened or bribed by them, finally telling them all our situation, wouldn’t that be a catastrophe?”

“This is where I need to request the Commander’s instruction,” Zu Ye said with a smile. “If Commander Hong is willing to lend Seventh Master Yan’s services, this matter has a sixty percent chance of success.”

“How so?” Boss Hong asked.

“Seventh Master Yan, as one of the four guardians under the Commander, must be a person of loyalty and righteousness. Having Seventh Master Yan accompany Fan Yifei can provide an opportunity to test Fan Yifei’s loyalty. Commander, hear me out. Using this strategy, we can kill two birds with one stone…” At this moment, Zu Ye lowered his voice.

Boss Hong and the others listened carefully, nodding frequently: “Mm, good strategy.”

“It’s just… it’s just that it will require Seventh Master Yan to personally take action. The risks involved cannot be predicted. If there’s any mishap…”

“Hehe, sir worries too much. Yan Laoqi is not one who fears death. With the cases I’ve committed, being executed a hundred times would be enough.” Yan Laoqi laughed.

Thus, several people carefully plotted together. The next day, they began acting separately…

Two Master Thieves Infiltrate the Japanese Spy Organization

At Meihua Mansion, Noda Kaichi was racking his brains in distress: The Jiang Xiang Sect was truly difficult to deal with. He had originally thought that after digging up their ancestral graves, that Zu Ye would desperately rush back to Jianghuai like a cornered dog, and then he could catch a turtle in a jar, achieve fame and success, and wouldn’t even need to enter Yasukuni Shrine! Now not only had he failed to capture anyone, but Zuo Yongchan’s ancestral grave in Shanghai had been destroyed, and he had lost a dharma protector! Now the Jiang Xiang Sect was biding their time and not making a move. What should he do? The deadline set by Kodama Yoshio was getting closer and closer. Had his death date truly arrived?

“Jiang Tiancheng has arrived,” someone announced outside the door.

“Let him in!”

“Your Excellency…” After Jiang Tiancheng entered, he kept his head lowered.

“What now?” Noda’s face was full of resentment. He thought to himself: You’re still waiting for your Duke of Zhou to meet King Wen at eighty? With your old bones and granite head, you’re only fit to deceive illiterate common people. What kind of idiotic ideas have you come up with?

Jiang Tiancheng hemmed and hawed, wanting to speak but not daring to.

“Speak!”

“Your Excellency, please calm your anger… Uh, actually… this old fool’s ancestral home is also in Shandong. In 1899, my entire family, due to livelihood issues, followed the great wave of people venturing beyond the pass to Fengtian…”

“All this is written clearly in your file. Why are you talking about this?!”

“Therefore, this old fool’s ancestral graves are still in Shandong…”

“And then?”

“Your Excellency!” Jiang Tiancheng’s tears flowed down his face as he fell to his knees with a thud. “Your Excellency, save my life!”

Noda Kaichi was startled: “What’s the situation?”

“That scoundrel Zuo Yongchan’s ancestral grave was dug up by Zu Ye. He’s taking his anger out on this old fool, saying if I can’t persuade Your Excellency to eliminate the Jiang Xiang Sect, he’ll tell Zu Ye the location of my ancestral graves. If we’re going to die, we’ll all die together! That scoundrel is vicious and ruthless—he’s capable of anything. If he truly becomes desperate and really reveals the location of my ancestral graves, my family ancestral hall has enshrined seventeen generations of ancestors since the Yan King swept north. If this gang of desperados from the Jiang Xiang Sect destroys them, wouldn’t I become the sinner of my entire clan? Your Excellency, save my life…”

Noda was stunned: That scoundrel Zuo Yongchan was truly despicable. But upon reflection, if his own family cemetery were destroyed and his parents’ remains scattered, he would probably do the same thing.

He looked up at Jiang Tiancheng with his face full of white whiskers: “You may withdraw. I’ll speak to Zuo Yongchan personally about this!”

“Thank you, Your Excellency!” Jiang Tiancheng kowtowed repeatedly, then turned and left wiping his tears.

Noda sat indignantly on the sofa: Damn it, the blueprints were lost, the corpse-driving teams were successively destroyed. You’re just hiding at the border between Hunan and Hubei, right? Can’t the great Imperial Army of Japan deal with you bunch of bandits?!

Thinking it over and over, there was no other solution. He’d better write directly to Kodama Yoshio requesting orders!

This letter requesting orders was more like a desperate military command. In the letter he frankly stated: Our great Imperial Japanese Army has already captured the Wuhan Three Towns. Currently, Wuhan alone has stationed 400,000 troops. This gang of vagabonds from the Jiang Xiang Sect is hiding at the border between Hubei and Hunan. Please have military headquarters dispatch a force from Wuhan to directly enter the border between the two lakes. When the time comes, the air force will coordinate, and ground forces will directly sweep through with a “carpet-style” advance to thoroughly eliminate the Jiang Xiang Sect. I volunteer myself to serve as commander-in-chief of the bandit suppression campaign. The required troops are not many—a force of 1,000 men is sufficient! This time, if I don’t succeed, I will die for the cause, remaining loyal to the great Empire of Japan until death!

After Kodama Yoshio received this letter, he thought Noda Kaichi had been driven mad! The one-month deadline given to him to eliminate the Jiang Xiang Sect seemed hopeless.

Kodama Yoshio also pondered: Our great Empire of Japan has raised armies southward, invincible and unstoppable. One-third of China is now in our hands. Why can’t we deal with the small Jiang Xiang Sect? The more he thought about it, the more his head ached, the more distressed he became. He turned and went to headquarters to consult with several big shots from military command.

Several days later, Noda Kaichi received a reply telegram: Noda-kun must not act rashly. Attacking Hunan is part of our strategic deployment. Military headquarters has long had plans. You absolutely must not act impetuously, lest you ruin the military’s overall arrangements. Moreover, the terrain of the Hunan-Hubei region is complex, and there are many bandit groups in the mountains. If you advance deep alone, you might fall into an ambush! The one-month deadline is temporarily suspended. Noda-kun should devise other strategies.

After reading this, Noda was moved to tears. He suddenly felt affection for this ruthless superior of his.

When he calmed down to think about the problem, the world took on a different appearance. His head was preserved, his heart was at ease. Carefully sorting through everything, Noda suddenly had a flash of inspiration: “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!”

“Summon Jiang Tiancheng for me!” Noda ordered.

Jiang Tiancheng was in the middle of consuming an immortality pill he had refined. Before he could swallow what was stuck in his throat, he received the order and hurried over stumbling.

“I have a solution…” Noda said to Jiang Tiancheng.

Jiang Tiancheng’s eyes lit up: “What brilliant plan does Your Excellency have?” His voice was faint as gossamer, shrill and thin as if he’d been violated.

Noda was startled: “What happened to your voice?”

Jiang Tiancheng’s face was full of fear: “Just now eating the immortality pill, it was too big, haven’t swallowed it yet…”

Noda quickly poured a glass of water and handed it to him: “Quickly wash it down!”

Jiang Tiancheng took it and gulped it down, tilted his neck back, smacked his lips: “Better now.”

Noda felt both angry and amused. He thought to himself: What kind of people do I have under my command?! Then he said: “Immediately notify Zuo Yongchan to find a way to transmit the location of your ancestral graves to that Zu Ye in an appropriate manner…”

“Ah?” Upon hearing this, Jiang Tiancheng’s whiskers immediately began trembling. “Your Excellency, what do you mean…”

Noda smiled cunningly: “Master Jiang, listen to me. To catch this person Zu Ye, we must force him to show himself. Even if we catch one of his subordinate brothers, that’s good. As long as we catch his people, we won’t fear he won’t come out. We deliberately tell them the location of your ancestral graves. He will certainly send people to destroy them. This person values both loyalty and filial piety. We destroyed his ancestral graves, so he absolutely won’t let this rest. At this moment, he’s also waiting for an opportunity. If we spread the word, saying that you and Zuo Yongchan have fallen out, and Zuo Yongchan deliberately leaked the location of your family’s ancestral graves, what will he do? When the time comes, I’ll naturally dispatch people to guard near your family’s ancestral graves and ancestral hall, waiting at ease for an exhausted enemy, catching a turtle in a jar. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“Uh… hehe… hehe…” Jiang Tiancheng finally understood. “Good idea, good idea. Your Excellency is brilliant, brilliant! Then why not simply have Zuo Yongchan announce it in the newspapers? That way the other party will know quickly!”

“No! When setting up a trap, it must be made real. With that bastard Zu Ye’s intelligence, if we overdo it, he’ll see through it, and then he won’t take the bait!”

“Then how should we notify them?”

For a moment, both men had no ideas.

Just at this moment, a soldier came in to report: “Fan Yifei has returned!”

“What?” Noda suddenly stood up.

“Your Excellency—I’m back! I’m back!” Fan Yifei rushed in.

“Who is he?” Noda noticed there was another person following behind Fan Yifei.

“Your Excellency, don’t be anxious. Please listen to me!” Fan Yifei was out of breath from running. “Our corpse-driving team was wiped out by a gang calling themselves the Jiang Xiang Sect! Everyone was killed. They saw that my qinggong was good and I’d be useful, so they didn’t kill me and made me work for them. Later, when they weren’t careful, I found an opportunity and escaped!” Then he pointed to the person beside him. “Your Excellency, I’ve also brought back a master for you. This is Yan Qi, the famous thief ‘Flying Across Grass’ known throughout the great rivers and north and south. The great heist of two hundred taels of gold from Zhengzhou Bank in earlier years was done by him…”

Noda looked at Fan Yifei and Yan Qi with a sinister expression, sizing them up and down. Suddenly he said: “Drag them out and shoot them!”

“Ah? Your Excellency, what do you mean?” Fan Yifei cried out in alarm.

Two Japanese soldiers walked in, seized the two men and shoved them toward the door.

“Your Excellency! Your Excellency!” Fan Yifei shouted like a pig being slaughtered.

“Hahahaha!” Yan Laoqi laughed loudly.

“Stop.” Noda shouted. The two soldiers released them. Noda walked up to Yan Laoqi: “What are you laughing at?”

“I’m laughing that Fan Yifei is blind!”

“Blind?” Noda looked at Fan Yifei. “Where is he blind?”

“Fan Yifei, Yan Laoqi, Duan Yunpeng, You Gezi—the four great thieves of the martial world. Duan Yunpeng pledged allegiance to Dai Li, You Gezi died. Now various forces are trying to recruit the remaining two, but I remained unmoved. Fan Yifei told me that only by following the Imperial Army is there a future. China will soon perish, and then there will be Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity. He said the Imperial Army treats people sincerely, with humility and courtesy toward the worthy. That’s why I, Yan, came with him. Seeing things today, Fan Yifei has misled me!” Yan Laoqi said.

“Hehe, let me expose you two before you die.” Noda glanced at Yan Laoqi and said, “You two, one playing the good cop, one playing the bad cop, must be spies from the Jiang Xiang Sect, deliberately feigning surrender to extract information from me. Am I wrong? Also, Fan Yifei, you’re smooth-tongued. You say everyone was killed and only you were spared. Who would believe such lies?”

Yan Laoqi still laughed loudly: “Fan Yifei, you’ve misled me! This is the enlightened ruler you spoke of? I brought the map of the Hunan-Hubei border region for nothing. It clearly marks all the bandit strongholds and hideout locations of the Jiang Xiang Sect. Hehe, now it seems useless!”

“Hmm?” Noda cocked his head. “You say you have a map?”

“Treating me so rudely, why talk about maps!” Yan Laoqi said indignantly.

“Uh… Fan Yifei, why didn’t you say so earlier?” Noda asked Fan Yifei in a mocking tone.

“Ah?” Fan Yifei was also bewildered. He thought to himself: Wasn’t it agreed we came to steal the dragon vein map? Why are you giving them your own map? Could it be that Yan Laoqi is going to betray them?

“Quickly! Seventh Master Yan, please take the seat of honor!” Noda had someone bring a chair. “Please—”

Yan Laoqi looked at Noda and sat down indignantly.

“Serve tea!” Noda ordered again.

“Seventh Master Yan, I’ve long heard of your great name. Today I was remiss. Of course, as you Chinese say, the martial world is treacherous, and one must be on guard.”

Yan Laoqi accepted the tea, took a sip, and glanced at Jiang Tiancheng on the side.

“You may withdraw!” Noda immediately understood Yan Laoqi’s meaning and instructed Jiang Tiancheng to leave. Jiang Tiancheng nodded and withdrew.

Yan Laoqi put down the teacup, pulled a map from his bosom, and handed it to Noda.

Noda took it and examined it carefully. Greatly delighted inwardly, he then said: “How does Seventh Master Yan have these maps?”

“Hehe, Your Excellency doesn’t know. I was originally under the command of the great bandit Boss Hong…”

“Boss Hong?” Noda couldn’t help but tremble. This name was too famous.

“Correct! All these years I’ve served him loyally and diligently. Not only does this person not show gratitude, he’s suspicious of me everywhere. The ancients said: Don’t use those you doubt, don’t doubt those you use. I’ve risked life and limb, stolen countless treasures for him, yet he practices nepotism. Those with real power under him are only his sworn brothers. We all have to stand aside. I, Yan Qi, am at least a man. How could I submit to such humiliation? So I suggested voluntarily withdrawing. Unexpectedly, Boss Hong flew into a rage, had people bind me, and wanted to kill me. Fortunately, I performed my bone-escape technique, stole the map, and escaped under cover of night. Not knowing where to go, I saw a black shadow flying through the forest, so I followed. Turned out I fought several rounds with Fan Yifei. In the end, no discord, no concord. Who would have thought two master thieves were both fleeing for their lives and ran into each other—heaven’s will, heaven’s will! Yifei persuaded me to abandon darkness for light. I thought it made sense, so I came along.”

“How did you know about the Jiang Xiang Sect?” Noda pressed.

“The Jiang Xiang Sect has colluded with Boss Hong! Your Excellency, listen to me…”

Noda listened with great interest. Fan Yifei listened dumbfounded, thinking to himself: What’s happening? Why is he telling them everything?

“You two have worked hard. Rest here for now.” After Noda finished speaking, he turned and left the room.

After Noda left, Fan Yifei lowered his voice and said viciously: “You traitor! You’ve betrayed Zu Ye and Commander Hong! You deserve to be cut into a thousand pieces, you beast!”

Yan Laoqi smiled slightly: “Being a master here is better than being a bandit in the mountains. If you don’t agree, you can leave on your own!”

“You… are you even human? Damn it! I’ll kill you!” Fan Yifei raged.

“Hehe, our martial arts and qinggong are evenly matched. Now I’m a man of the Imperial Army. Between us two, who’s killing whom?” Yan Laoqi laughed sinisterly.

“Zu Ye and Commander Hong won’t let you off!” Fan Yifei said harshly.

“We’re all mixing in the martial world. Who’s afraid of whom?” Yan Laoqi said. “Let’s work together. The Kuomintang’s millions of troops can’t hold out anymore. Boss Hong’s few men will be eliminated sooner or later. I’ve long thought it through—following anyone, isn’t it still living a lifetime? Here there’s food and drink, better than being stuck in a poor mountain valley!”

Fan Yifei looked at Yan Laoqi and suddenly said: “If it’s truly like this, then it’s mutual destruction!”

“Hmm? What can you do?” Yan Laoqi challenged.

“I’ll tell Noda directly that we two were sent by Boss Hong and Zu Ye. We’ll die together!”

“Will he believe you?”

“Hehe, this Noda is the most cunning person. Even if he doesn’t completely believe it, he’ll be extremely wary of you and certainly won’t trust you with important tasks! Haha, you think being a traitor is so easy?”

Yan Laoqi stared at Fan Yifei without blinking.

“Will you do it? Want to silence me now?” Fan Yifei took two steps back.

Yan Laoqi suddenly said in a low voice: “Bing jian zi, zong piao ba zi nong dian zi!” Yan Laoqi used thieves’ cant to tell Fan Yifei that they were setting up a trap for the Japanese.

“Ah? Really?”

Yan Laoqi nodded.

“Damn it, you should have said so earlier. You scared me to death.”

At this moment, Noda Kaichi was reporting to Kodama Yoshio in the northeast, saying he had obtained the hiding location of the Jiang Xiang Sect, and had unexpectedly gained the hiding place of Boss Hong, the great bandit.

After listening, the first thing Kodama Yoshio told him was: Trust your instincts—this is a trap. You need to be extremely careful.

Noda hung up the phone and found Jiang Tiancheng.

Jiang Tiancheng was pondering the matter of Fan Yifei’s sudden return: “Your Excellency, there’s deception in this matter!”

“Of course I know there’s deception! The military has already dispatched a reconnaissance team from Wuhan to investigate the situation according to the markings on the map. If we find the bandit strongholds according to this blueprint, we’ll strike first to gain the upper hand.” Noda said.

“What are these two people here for this time?” Jiang Tiancheng asked doubtfully.

“Hmph, I guess it should be the dragon vein map. That group from the Jiang Xiang Sect has some real skills. They probably guessed something through the blueprints, but aren’t certain, so they’re using espionage methods to probe our actual situation.” Noda said.

“Then why don’t we eliminate these two threats?” Jiang Tiancheng asked.

“No,” Noda shook his head. “Master Jiang is well-versed in the ways of yin and yang. Don’t you know that military tactics emphasize feints and realities? We were just worrying about having no one to act as intermediary, and now—people have come!”

“A counter-espionage stratagem!” Jiang Tiancheng understood.

“Hehe, originally there was no one to pass information, but now there is. Notify Zuo Yongchan to come to Shandong immediately!”

“Mm.” Jiang Tiancheng nodded.

That night, Noda held a banquet to entertain Yan Laoqi and Fan Yifei, greatly praising the two for “abandoning darkness for light.” During the feast, Noda, emboldened by alcohol, said: “The Imperial Army will soon capture all of China! When the time comes to reward merit, you two have distinguished achievements and will certainly be greatly rewarded!”

Several days later, Zuo Yongchan from Shanghai came to Meihua Mansion in Shandong.

Noda personally told him about the entire trap he had set up and had him act according to the plan.

After listening, Zuo Yongchan secretly admired Noda’s brilliance. That night, Zuo Yongchan came to the residence of Yan Laoqi and Fan Yifei.

“Gentlemen, I have a matter that requires your help. If it succeeds, it will be a great achievement.” Zuo Yongchan said with a smile.

“Please speak!”

“Do you two know? The idea to dig up Zu Ye’s grave came from Jiang Tiancheng. This old fox is deeply cunning and calculating. He thought it could force Zu Ye out. Who would have thought—alas, who would have thought I’d also be implicated by him. Now Zu Ye has retaliated by digging up my ancestral graves. Both sides are hurt, but Jiang Tiancheng sits on the sidelines watching. I hate Zu Ye, but I hate Jiang Tiancheng even more. I secretly sent people to investigate Jiang Tiancheng’s background. Turns out his ancestral home is in Shandong. His hometown also has ancestral graves and an ancestral hall. I’ve written down the addresses. You two can spread the news, let Zu Ye also destroy Old Thief Jiang’s grave sites! At the same time, you two can personally bring some people to set up defenses around the area. When Jiang Tiancheng’s ancestral graves are completely destroyed, you can suddenly strike and capture the people Zu Ye sent. This way you kill two birds with one stone—both resolving the hatred in my heart and capturing Zu Ye’s people, a great achievement before the Imperial Army! How about it?”

Fan Yifei and Yan Laoqi looked at each other and said in unison: “Excellent strategy!” Then they said, “We two have just arrived and our foundation with the Imperial Army is not solid. In the future, we hope Master Zuo will provide much protection and support!”

“Easy to say, easy to say.” Zuo Yongchan said with a smile.

After the three discussed matters, Zuo Yongchan left.

Noda was waiting. Seeing Zuo Yongchan come, he quickly asked: “How did it go?”

Zuo Yongchan said with a smile: “Absolutely foolproof.”

“Mm, as soon as people from the Jiang Xiang Sect come, immediately kill Fan Yifei and Yan Laoqi!” Noda said ruthlessly.

At this moment, a soldier entered: “Report, there’s news.” After entering, he handed Noda an encrypted telegram.

Noda opened it and read. After finishing, he laughed heartily: “The map is real! It seems to gain our trust, they’ve also paid a heavy price!”

“Is Your Excellency certain?” Zuo Yongchan asked.

“Of course. The Imperial Army’s reconnaissance team, according to the map’s markings, entered the mountains in the dark and truly discovered traces of Boss Hong and the Jiang Xiang Sect. Hmph, killing two birds with one stone. When the time comes, Wuhan’s troops will enter the mountains to catch bandits, while on our side we’ll invite them into the trap—achieving two goals at once, hahaha.”

“Hehe! My great revenge can be avenged!” Zuo Yongchan also laughed, dragging his lame leg.

But for several consecutive days, the ambush troops at Jiang Tiancheng’s ancestral graves in Shandong still discovered no movement. No one came to blow up the graves. Noda was somewhat confused: “What’s going on?”

“Could it be you’ve been watching those two too closely these past days? Were you discovered?” Noda asked his subordinates.

“No! We followed your instructions and made no defensive arrangements, allowing those two to come and go freely.”

“This is strange.”

As he was pondering, someone came to report that Yan Qi and Fan Yifei were requesting an audience.

“Mm, let them in!”

“Your Excellency, we came to pledge allegiance, yet why do you press us so hard?” As soon as he entered, Yan Laoqi said indignantly.

“What does Seventh Master Yan mean by this?” Noda pretended not to know.

Yan Laoqi looked at the people around. Noda ordered: “All of you withdraw.”

Yan Laoqi said: “Fan Yifei and I have pledged to serve the Imperial Army loyally unto death. We’ve even献上Boss Hong’s lair to the Imperial Army, yet the Imperial Army still doubts us!”

“This…”

“A few days ago, Master Zuo Yongchan visited in the night. Using his personal grudge with Jiang Tiancheng as an excuse, he deliberately told us a grave site address and had us pass the message out. Your Excellency, think about it—if we could release this information, wouldn’t that prove we’re spies? Your Excellency, we’ve devoted ourselves wholeheartedly, yet instead face suspicion. The Central Plains ‘Maintenance Association’ and police force all say the Imperial Army keeps its word like gold. Countless heroes from the greenwood are willing to serve under the Imperial Army’s banner. If the Imperial Army treats people this way, how can you use Chinese to control Chinese?”

These words from Yan Laoqi struck at Noda’s heart. After the Battle of Wuhan, the devils had suffered great losses and were temporarily unable to launch major wars. The war of resistance had also entered a stage of strategic stalemate. The devils had penetrated deep into China’s heartland with battle lines stretched too long. They didn’t have enough manpower. Even teenagers over ten years old in Japan had enlisted. To maintain rule over occupied territories, they could only adopt a policy of using Chinese to control Chinese. China had many traitors. By placing one Japanese soldier in each county, they could govern the entire county submissively.

Noda said nothing.

“Your Excellency, if you want to kill us, then kill us. To endure such humiliation and live—Yan Qi is unwilling! If you won’t kill us, if this place doesn’t keep us, there will be places that will. We’ll leave right now!” After saying this, he turned to go.

“Wait!” Noda raised his hand. “Hahahaha, Seventh Master Yan is truly loyal and righteous. These were all ideas from those ‘secret society’ people below. Seventh Master Yan has misunderstood! The Imperial Army absolutely keeps its word and cherishes talent above all! Tomorrow, you’ll both take positions in the police force as battalion commanders!”

“How dare we!” Yan Laoqi said. “No reward without merit! Unless we do something that makes those ‘secret societies’ tremble with fear, we’ll always have difficulty winning people over! Why doesn’t Your Excellency notify the Imperial Army stationed in Wuhan to follow the map index and directly take out Boss Hong’s lair? Fan Yifei and I are willing to lead the way. When the time comes, we’ll personally cut off the heads of Boss Hong and Zu Ye and present them to Your Excellency! What do you think?”

“Mm…” Noda was contemplating.

“What concerns does Your Excellency still have? That Boss Hong has only about a hundred men. The Jiang Xiang Sect is also just a rabble. Both sides together are only about two hundred people. Your Excellency need only dispatch a force of five hundred men for a nighttime surprise attack to wipe them all out! You should know, Boss Hong has ruled the mountains as king for ten years. The gold, silver, and treasures he’s plundered are countless. In just one cave in the back mountain alone, there are two sacks of silver ingots!”

“Mm, let me consider it. You two go back and rest first.”

After Yan Laoqi and Fan Yifei left, Noda summoned Jiang Tiancheng and Zuo Yongchan.

“What do you two think about this matter?”

“Your Excellency, it seems these two are not spies…” Jiang Tiancheng said, sucking on his teeth.

“Not necessarily!” Zuo Yongchan said. “Are these two requesting to suppress bandits trying to escape?”

“Escape? Is qinggong faster than bullets? When the time comes, I’ll arrange for people in the force to directly monitor them. If there’s any unusual movement, kill them without mercy!” Noda said ruthlessly.

“How many men does Your Excellency plan to mobilize for bandit suppression?” Jiang Tiancheng asked.

“I’m afraid what Yan Qi said has deception in it. We must mobilize at least one thousand men! I’m contacting the Wuhan garrison through military headquarters. The specific timing is still being discussed.”

“Your Excellency is brilliant.”

The Feng Shui Trap: Burning the Japanese Battalion

Ten days later, the Japanese army in Hankou began assembling, temporarily forming a bandit suppression regiment of over a thousand men. Fan Yifei and Yan Laoqi were also incorporated into the bandit suppression regiment as reconnaissance company soldiers.

That night, a thousand devils marched mightily toward the Hunan-Hubei border.

That day there was no moon and the wind was strong. The Japanese army feared exposure and turned off all vehicle lights, advancing recklessly into danger. The reconnaissance company was in front. Dozens of men nervously searched according to the map.

“We’re here!” Yan Laoqi shouted. “See it? That mountain hollow ahead is it. We’ll divide our forces three ways—one route goes straight there, the other two climb the left and right hills. From the high ground, we’ll fight a thorough battle of annihilation!”

The bandit suppression regiment commander examined the terrain and said: “Yoshi!” He thought to himself: This terrain is exactly the same as what his scouts had investigated earlier. There were indeed bandits active here. He then drew his military sword and deployed his troops.

At the third watch, the Japanese army deployment was complete.

“Begin the attack!” At the commander’s order, dozens of mortars fired into the mountain hollow. Shells exploded thunderously as fire blazed in the hollow. Then the central army charged in.

After advancing just over a thousand meters, the Japanese army suddenly fell into chaos. There were landmines underfoot exploding with bangs. The devils behind didn’t know what was happening and thought the mortar range calculations were wrong, accidentally bombing their own people.

Soon more landmines were detonated. Explosions connected into a continuous chain. Several hundred men entered the minefield and fell into complete disarray.

“Not good! There’s an ambush!” The Japanese army finally reacted.

The Japanese forces on the left and right hilltops couldn’t figure out what was happening and didn’t dare act rashly. Then they suddenly discovered people firing from behind in the mountain hollows.

“Bang bang” two shots.

“What’s happening?” “Not good! There’s an ambush! Quickly down the mountain!”

It was too late. Fire suddenly erupted at the base of the mountain. Those two shots were the signal. The people below began igniting sulfur-soaked straw. The fire borrowed the wind’s momentum, the wind borrowed the fire’s power. The great fire instantly swallowed halfway up the mountainside. At the same time, battle cries rose from both sides of the hollow as Boss Hong’s forces charged over.

Yan Laoqi and Fan Yifei saw the moment had come. “To hell with you!” They channeled power to their feet and with a whoosh leaped into the forest. Their steps rose continuously as they vaulted onto the treetops, moving like monkeys, shuttling through the forest sea. The devils raised their guns and fired randomly into the forest but didn’t hit a single shot.

On a distant mountain slope, Zu Ye, Boss Hong, Liu Congyun, Zhu Jin and others gazed intently. In a sea of fire, the Japanese army fell into complete chaos.

“In the past, the Shu chancellor Zhuge Kongming used this strategy to ambush Sima Yi. Today we use it to deal with the devils. When Kongming employed this tactic, Heaven wouldn’t destroy Sima. Suddenly it began to rain, and only then could the Sima father and son escape by chance. But today the weather is dry as tinder. Heaven absolutely won’t send rain now. Burn, burn.” Zu Ye squinted his eyes and said distantly.

“To set up this trap, we deployed for several months, walking over mountains large and small, and selected this place. This location naturally forms a Nine Palaces Eight Trigrams formation. The left and right hilltops slope with six beasts, the White Tiger probes forward. Only the Vermillion Bird and Black Tortoise directions are wide open. The south wind is rising—perfect for using fire attack. Tonight’s battle was worth it!” Liu Congyun said with a smile.

“My several hundred silver ingots spent on tons of sulfur were also worth it!” Boss Hong said with emotion.

“Commander, don’t worry. After this disastrous defeat, the devils will certainly lose their helmets and shed their armor, leaving behind many weapons and ammunition. When we clean up the battlefield tomorrow, we’ll count and know.” Zu Ye said.

After daybreak, the bandit suppression regiment left behind over a dozen corpses and retreated. Boss Hong tallied the spoils of war—altogether they captured 15 rifles and 208 hand grenades.

“Withdraw.” At Boss Hong’s command, everyone disappeared into the mountains.

This place was still over ten li of mountain road from the real bandit lair. When everyone arrived, Fan Yifei and Yan Laoqi were already sitting in the mountain cave drinking wine.

Seeing the main forces arrive, they quickly stood up: “Commander!” “Zu Ye!”

“You two have worked hard! A great achievement!” Boss Hong said with a loud laugh.

“The China Dragon Vein Map—are there any leads?” Zu Ye asked.

Yan Laoqi and Fan Yifei shook their heads: “The blueprint is definitely in Meihua Mansion, but it’s heavily guarded. No one can get in.”

“Mm,” Zu Ye nodded. “It’s good that you’ve returned safely.”

“Zu Ye, should we still dig up Jiang Tiancheng’s ancestral graves? We obtained the exact address!” Fan Yifei said.

Zu Ye contemplated for a moment: “Forget it. The risk is too great.”

News of the bandit suppression regiment’s defeat reached Kodama Yoshio’s ears. Kodama Yoshio rushed furiously from the northeast to Shandong.

Noda was in the room polishing his military sword, preparing for seppuku.

“Noda-kun!”

“Hai!”

“What are you doing?”

“Repeated failures—I can only commit seppuku for the nation.”

Kodama Yoshio looked at him and sighed: “Victory and defeat are common in military affairs. The Chinese are full of deceit. Let’s record this account for now and make up for it with future achievements.”

“Yes!” Noda’s tears nearly fell.

“Are you certain that those who ambushed us were Boss Hong’s people?” Kodama Yoshio asked.

“Uh… who else could it be?”

“During the retreat, the bandit suppression regiment suffered a second round of ambush. It seems to have been done by the National Revolutionary Army’s New Fourth Army.”

It turned out that day after the bandit suppression regiment withdrew from the mountains, they happened to encounter a New Fourth Army force transferring to northern Jiangsu. The two armies suddenly met and fought an encounter battle. The Japanese bandit suppression regiment was severely damaged again, losing half its men and equipment.

Kodama Yoshio was somewhat baffled: “Military headquarters has issued a serious warning, telling us not to act on our own initiative anymore! Now in front we have Chiang Kai-shek’s army resisting, behind we have the Eighth Route Army ambushing. We need to act carefully. The Battle of Changsha is about to begin. You must manage the ‘secret societies’ under your command well. Once we capture Changsha, immediately set up operations to coordinate with the military occupation.”

“Yes!… What about the Jiang Xiang Sect matter?”

“If the enemy doesn’t move, I don’t move. Otherwise, with them in the shadows and us in the open, we’ll always suffer losses. Never lose the greater for the lesser!”

“Yes!”

“After we take all of China, let’s see where the Jiang Xiang Sect can still hide!” Kodama Yoshio said viciously.

Chapter 6: The Fengshui War: Protecting the Dragon Veins
A Mistaken Operation Brings Catastrophic Disaster

In September 1939, under the command of General Okamura Neiji, the Japanese Eleventh Army launched the “Hunan-Jiangxi Campaign,” attacking Changsha.

Japanese aircraft flew overhead all day long, forcing Zu Ye and Hong Laohu’s group to hide in the mountain hollow, not daring to come out.

At night, Zu Ye fell into deep contemplation again: if Hunan were to fall, where should they go?

Several bandits under Hong Laohu were fiddling with a green box they had captured a few days ago when ambushing the Japanese. No one had seen such a thing before, so they were all curious, poking here and touching there. The thing occasionally emitted one or two strange sounds.

Si Batou Zhang Zizhan heard the noise and came over. After looking at it, he suddenly shouted loudly: “Don’t touch it! This is a military radio! It can emit signals!”

“What thing?”

“A radio! The enemy can track the signal and find us! Destroy it quickly!”

“Huh?” Several bandits didn’t understand. “It looks like a phonograph. We were hoping to use it to listen to news! It would be such a waste to smash it!”

Si Batou saw that this group had pig brains and couldn’t reason with them, so he ran directly to Zu Ye’s room and said: “Zu Ye, we should leave. This group will bring trouble!”

“What happened?” Zu Ye asked.

“A few days ago when we ambushed the Japanese army, we captured a radio. This group doesn’t know what it is and fiddles with it all day. Radios emit signals. If the Japanese track it down, we’re all finished!”

After hearing this, Zu Ye nodded and hurried to tell Hong Laohu about it. Liu Congyun, listening nearby, became anxious: “Damn it, didn’t I tell them to smash that thing the other day?”

Hong Laohu was quite shocked upon hearing this: “This thing is so magical? Then burn it quickly!”

At Hong Laohu’s command, the bandits built a fire and threw the radio into it.

But it was already too late. A Nationalist army unit was approaching this area. Military Statistics Bureau agents had intercepted this signal and reported it to Dai Li. Because these bandits had been pressing buttons randomly, the signals emitted were also garbled. Dai Li had his most capable intelligence personnel try to decode it, but they still couldn’t penetrate the mystery in this telegram.

Recently, with frequent warfare, Dai Li had intercepted too many strange codes. Many telegrams were incomprehensible, like heavenly books that couldn’t be figured out no matter how hard they tried.

Later, Dai Li sent reconnaissance soldiers to scout the location where the signal was emitted. The scouts returned and reported: it’s a gang of mountain bandits, about a thousand people.

Dai Li immediately judged that they must be in league with the Japanese devils, and promptly issued an extermination order. He thought: I can’t defeat the Japanese, but dealing with you bandits is more than enough.

Just as the Battle of Changsha was raging intensely, a thousand-man mixed regiment quietly advanced into the deep mountains. After two days of observation and troop deployment, at dawn on the third day, they launched an attack on Hong Laohu’s mountain stronghold.

This time Hong Laohu was completely unprepared. The sudden arrival of the army shocked him greatly. The military equipment Chiang Kai-shek had obtained from America demonstrated its power before the bandits. Heavy machine guns and cannons fired together, and the bandits responsible for the outer defense line were beaten dizzy. Soon the first line of defense was breached.

Hong Laohu was frantic with anxiety: “Who the hell is this, attacking me right off the bat!”

A bandit came to report: “It’s the Nationalist army.”

Upon hearing this, Hong Laohu seemed to understand: “It must be because I ambushed their transport convoy a few years ago, and now they’ve come to settle accounts.”

The four great warriors under Hong Laohu, upon hearing this, clamored: “Then let’s fight to mutual destruction!” They took up weapons and rushed out, each taking defensive positions.

However, there was one thing Hong Laohu didn’t understand: How did they find us? Could it really be that broken radio?

The Nationalist army’s attack became increasingly fierce. They seemed to know the terrain like the back of their hand, and all three of Hong Laohu’s defense lines were breached. Wang Jikun, the first of the four great warriors known as “Hundred-Pace Sharpshooter,” was shot through the head by a Nationalist sniper. “Twin-Blade Heroine” Zhu Jin was also wounded. Before the regular army, the bandit force’s unprofessionalism was fully exposed.

Military Advisor Liu Congyun was sweating with anxiety and finally said to Hong Laohu: “Commander, retreat. While the green hills remain…”

Before he could finish, Hong Laohu became anxious: “Retreat? Retreat where? Since I, Hong Laohu, became a bandit in 1930, I’ve killed landlords, captured evil tyrants, ambushed the Nationalists, and resisted the little Japanese. I’ve beaten all the leaders in the surrounding territories into submission. Where can I retreat to?”

“Commander, this time is different. The other side came prepared,” Liu Congyun said anxiously.

Zu Ye also frowned deeply on the side: What’s going on? The Nationalists are resisting the Japanese army in Changsha, so how do they still have troops to spare for bandit suppression here? No matter what, today looks more ominous than auspicious.

“Commander,” Zu Ye said, “why not raise white flags first and feign surrender, then let me call out to probe their true intentions?”

Hong Laohu looked at Zu Ye: “That works.”

Zu Ye walked out of the cave and ordered the bandits all around to raise white flags and stop shooting.

Zu Ye lay behind a large rock and shouted loudly: “Officer—we are righteous bandits. We never oppress the common people or cause trouble for the government. A few days ago we even ambushed the Japanese army. Chinese don’t fight Chinese!”

Hearing this, the other side stopped attacking: “Surrender and you won’t be killed! All of you come out with your hands up!”

“Officer, please give us a way to live!”

“Can’t you understand human speech! I told you to surrender and come out!”

Zu Ye realized this was a trap to lure the enemy. If they surrendered their weapons, they would surely be shot. After much thought, he suddenly shouted: “Officer, I’m an old acquaintance of your General Dai. Please pass on a message—tell him ‘Mr. Tieban’ from Jianghuai is here!”

The leader, upon hearing this, immediately reported to Dai Li via radio.

At this moment, Dai Li was frantic with anxiety over not being able to find Zu Ye. Before the Battle of Wuhan, Dai Li had asked Zu Ye to return to Sichuan with him, but Zu Ye hadn’t agreed. Later, when Zu Ye set up the trap in Wuhan to burn the Japanese shamans, Dai Li guessed this scheme was Zu Ye’s doing. After that, Zu Ye’s group disappeared without a trace. Dai Li thought Zu Ye’s fate was likely grim, thinking: “Mr. Tieban” is truly a rare talent. I had wanted to convince him sooner or later to join Military Statistics as my private advisor, but now his life or death is unknown. Heaven does not help me!

Later, Dai Li specially sent out a special agent squad to search everywhere for Zu Ye’s whereabouts. He never imagined that Zu Ye had hidden in a bandit cave.

The baffled Dai Li, seeing the urgent telegram from the front, was overjoyed and immediately replied: Continue the attack, spare “Mr. Tieban,” kill all the rest without exception!

After receiving the encrypted message, the bandit suppression regiment commander began calling out: “General Dai orders ‘Mr. Tieban’ to come forward for a conversation.”

The brothers gathered around: “Zu Ye, don’t go. What if…”

Zu Ye looked at everyone, then at Hong Laohu, and said: “Don’t worry. If it’s fortune, it’s not disaster; if it’s disaster, you can’t avoid it.”

“Zu Ye, be careful,” Hong Laohu said.

Zu Ye stood up and walked over.

As soon as he entered the territory controlled by the other side, he heard gunfire and cannon fire suddenly erupt. This time the firepower was even fiercer, with hundreds of shells fired at Hong Laohu’s stronghold.

“What is the meaning of this?” Zu Ye was greatly shocked.

“Please rest here for a moment, sir. After the bandit suppression is successful, we’ll chat with you leisurely,” the regiment commander said. “Fire! Fire hard!”

Zu Ye immediately understood: Dai Li is ruthless indeed! He turned to leave, but several soldiers rushed over: “Sir, you’d better stay here obediently!”

On the mountain, the bandits’ cries and shouts became chaotic. A quarter hour later, the Nationalist army launched a general assault. Hong Laohu was killed by random gunfire. Liu Congyun and “Black-Faced Demon” led a team and fought their way out of the encirclement, fleeing in an unknown direction. The rest put down their guns, placed their hands on their heads, and walked out one by one.

Zu Ye ran over quickly. Several Batous were walking over with their hands raised. “Zu Ye! Zu Ye!” Upon seeing Zu Ye, they all rushed toward him.

Several soldiers were about to intercept them when Zu Ye glared at them: “These are all my disciples!”

“Brothers, is everyone all right?” Zu Ye asked.

Er Batou said with a smile: “We’re fine, we’re fine. It wasn’t our business to begin with. When Hong Laohu told us to go up, the brothers just picked up guns and hid in the back pretending. Who would charge forward? They’re suppressing bandits, not suppressing the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’!”

Zu Ye seemed to remember something and hurriedly ran toward the cave.

Inside the cave, Nationalist soldiers were checking bandit corpses. In a corner, they discovered the wounded “Twin-Blade Heroine” Zhu Jin.

“Hey—come look, come look! There’s a female bandit!” a soldier called out loudly.

Several others gathered around: “Quite pretty, and nice breasts.” They began groping her.

“Get away!” Zhu Jin’s leg was bleeding and she couldn’t move.

“Well, well, quite the temper! The chief’s wife, huh! Ha ha ha ha. This young master will have his way with you today.” One soldier started to unbuckle his belt.

“Stop!” Zu Ye shouted and rushed in.

That soldier looked at Zu Ye dismissively: “None of your business. Go stand wherever it’s cool!”

“Fine, go ahead and do it,” Zu Ye smiled. “Then I’ll go back and report to Director Dai and have you all court-martialed!”

Upon hearing this, the soldiers’ ears drooped. “Damn it! Meddling busybody!” They cursed a few times, pulled up their pants, and left sullenly.

Zhu Jin looked at Zu Ye and said weakly: “Sir, please leave quickly and don’t worry about me. I’ll just die in this cave.” Tears rolled down as she spoke.

“Madam, why do you say this? While the green hills remain, there’s no worry about having firewood. I have a passing acquaintance with Dai Li of Military Statistics. Let me inform them, and perhaps they’ll spare you.”

Zhu Jin shook her head: “If you truly want to help me, just give me a bullet and I’ll be free.”

Zu Ye looked at her, then turned and walked to the cave entrance, shouting outside: “Bring a stretcher! Medic!”

The bandit suppression regiment commander looked at Zu Ye and said: “Medics don’t treat bandits!”

Zu Ye lowered his head in thought for a moment, then said loudly: “She’s not a bandit, she’s my wife!”

The regiment commander was stunned. The brothers of “Muzi Lian” were also stunned. Zhu Jin was even more shocked.

The regiment commander walked over cheerfully and said cunningly: “Sir enjoys this sort?”

“Will you save her or not?” Zu Ye squeezed out each word.

“Save! Save!” The regiment commander squinted his eyes, then patted Zu Ye’s shoulder. “Good taste.”

Zu Ye’s group withdrew with the main force.

At this time, the sky had brightened. A few birds flapped their wings and flew quietly over the secluded mountain hollow. The valley, where the gunsmoke had cleared, returned to its former tranquility.

## Military Statistics Chief Dai Li Decrypts Japanese Fengshui Intelligence

“How did you get mixed up with bandits, sir?” In the Nationalist official residence, Dai Li asked with confusion.

“Hehe, when Wuhan fell, my disciples and I all fled. While passing through a mountain hollow, we were ambushed by bandits, but later we became acquainted through our conflict. The other side were righteous bandits who don’t kill common folk.”

“Hehe,” Dai Li smiled. “Bandits are still bandits. Before the Battle of Wuhan, I asked you to go to Chongqing first, but you didn’t agree, and I had no choice. After Wuhan fell, I never heard from you again. I never imagined we would meet again by such coincidence. It’s fate!”

“Indeed,” Zu Ye said with a smile.

“This mountain bandit suppression yielded twelve sacks of silver ingots, an unexpected harvest. The Chairman is very pleased,” Dai Li said.

“General Dai is blessed by heaven,” Zu Ye agreed.

“However… that ‘Twin-Blade Heroine’ is not actually your wife. Why did you protect her so? Could it be that even heroes fall to beautiful women?” Dai Li asked with a smile.

“General Dai jests. Zhu Jin was severely wounded at that time. In that moment she wasn’t the ‘Twin-Blade Heroine’ or a bandit, just a wounded woman. I feared the soldiers would harm her life, so I had no choice but to resort to this desperate measure. The general laughs at me.”

“Chivalrous with a tender heart, righteous! I, Dai Li, built my career on the word ‘righteousness.’ Back in Shanghai, when the Blue Shirts Society was just established, all three major Shanghai gangs gave me some respect. By what? Loyalty! However… I see Zhu Jin does have some charm. Why doesn’t sir make the act real? Otherwise, I can neither kill nor release her. Wouldn’t that make things difficult for me?”

Zu Ye hadn’t expected to be outmaneuvered by Dai Li. At that critical moment, to protect Zhu Jin he had been forced to lie. Now this matter had become difficult. The Nationalists had expended manpower and resources on bandit suppression and finally captured one of the four great warriors. If they released her quietly, there would be no way to explain it to superiors or subordinates.

Zu Ye didn’t sleep all night, tossing and turning over this matter. Then he went to Zhu Jin’s hospital room.

“Thank you for saving my life, sir,” Zhu Jin said.

“Madam is too kind. It’s just that… this act must continue… otherwise you’ll have difficulty escaping.”

Zhu Jin smiled helplessly: “The commander is dead, and my heart died with him. Sir needn’t worry about me. Whether you kill or execute me, I accept it. It’s just… it’s just…”

Zhu Jin’s tears fell as she spoke.

“Just what?”

Zhu Jin touched her belly: “I’m already carrying the commander’s child.”

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye had mixed feelings. After a long while he said: “So… all the more reason for you to escape unscathed. During the day I talked with Dai Li, and he wants to arrange a marriage between us. This way you can be safe. What does madam think?”

Zhu Jin looked at Zu Ye, then touched her belly: “This troubles you so much…” Tears rolled down again.

Zu Ye said nothing, gazing at the night sky, standing still.

Zu Ye got married, taking as his bride the widow of a bandit chief. The Batous were all dumbfounded.

“Zu Ye, there are plenty of virgin girls! This… if word gets out in the jianghu, won’t it damage your reputation!” Er Batou said, scratching his head.

Zu Ye’s face was expressionless.

Privately, San Batou said to everyone: “I always thought Zu Ye had a problem with that thing down there, which is why he didn’t marry. Seeing this today, I was really wrong. Zu Ye truly has willpower, holding out all these years. Now he’s comfortable, hehe.”

Er Batou shook his head: “Should I also find a woman…”

Da Batou grinned widely: “What are you two babbling about! How could you fathom Zu Ye’s taste?”

Si Batou listened quietly. He thought of Huang Farong again, and his heart ached like needle pricks. He shook his sleeves and walked out alone.

Liu Batou followed him out: “Fourth Brother!”

Si Batou raised his head, gazing at the stars in the distant sky: “Alas… The autumn light of silver candles chills the painted screen, with a light silk fan fluttering at fireflies. The night colors on the celestial steps are cool as water, sitting to watch the Cowherd and Weaver stars.” After reciting this, tears streamed down his face.

“Fourth Brother,” Little Liu patted Zhang Zizhan’s shoulder and pulled out a pack of “Peacock” cigarettes from his chest. “Have one. I got these from a Shanghai tobacco merchant when I was with Ninth Master.”

Zhang Zizhan never smoked, but in that moment he took one. Little Liu lit it for him, and he tried hard to smoke it.

“Fourth Brother, Sixth Brother, what are you chatting about?” Wu Batou Zhang Qiling walked over.

“Chatting about this inscrutable life, unfathomable romance, and endless true feelings…” Si Batou sighed deeply.

“What’s wrong with him?” Wu Batou asked Little Liu in confusion.

“Passionate souls have always grieved at partings, all the more when neglected in this clear autumn season…” Si Batou sighed again.

“You two play. I’m going to sleep,” Wu Batou said confusedly and left.

“Perhaps… I was wrong to join the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’…” Si Batou suddenly blurted out.

“Shh—” Little Liu looked around alertly. “Fourth Brother, you can’t say such things casually!”

“Are we upholding the Way of Heaven? Is there still a ‘Way’ in this world? I keep wondering what the true meaning of life is. Fame and fortune? Wine, women, and money? No matter how glorious one’s life, death is inevitable. Wealth and reputation—you bring nothing when born and take nothing when you die. A few days ago Hong Laohu was still mighty and powerful, but in an instant became a ghost under the gun. His wealth went to the Nationalists, his woman remarried to another. If his spirit exists below, what would he think?”

“Fourth Brother, you’re too pessimistic.”

“They say a real man must not live this life in vain. But what does ‘not in vain’ mean? One general’s success is built on ten thousand bones. One person’s fame and glory is always accompanied by countless deaths. Sometimes I truly envy the pastoral wilderness where ‘the bright moon shines among the pines, clear springs flow over stones,’ far from slaughter, without conspiracies, guarding one’s family, watching the sun and moon wax and wane, listening to summer rain and winter snow, then growing old peacefully. That would be true happiness…”

“Fourth Brother, let me do some boxing for you. Watch my ‘Zonghe Fist’ to shift your attention.”

With that, Little Liu suddenly leaped up, and a set of “Zonghe Fist” punches whooshed through the air. When he finished and turned around, Si Batou had disappeared: “Fourth Brother?”

“Keep practicing. I’m going to sleep,” Si Batou said from far away.

“Sir, now that personal matters are settled, let’s discuss some official business.” Dai Li pulled out a stack of telegrams. “These are some Japanese military codes we’ve intercepted recently. They involve many place names and fengshui terminology. The bureau has few people who understand fengshui. Please help me look at them, sir.”

Zu Ye was startled. No wonder Dai Li insisted on matchmaking his marriage—he wanted to put a shackle on him and trap him here to serve!

Zu Ye looked at the decoded messages one by one—fragmentary and without pattern.

Dai Li continued: “I’ve also found several masters from the Nationalist-controlled areas. Starting tomorrow, you and they will help Military Statistics decrypt these telegrams. I always feel the Japanese devils are planning something big…”

Zu Ye nodded and said: “The Dragon Vein Map of China.”

“What?” Dai Li was shocked.

“The Dragon Vein Map of China. Let me explain in detail, General…” Zu Ye told Dai Li in detail about the secrets of the Japanese corpse-driving team, along with his and Liu Congyun and Hong Laohu’s analytical conclusions.

After listening, Dai Li’s whole body shook. He said: “So you’re saying that the Japanese attacks, besides strategic needs, also consider fengshui matters?”

“Definitely! Bombarding Laojun Temple, binding Niutou Mountain—these are all fengshui warfare!” Zu Ye said firmly.

“Indeed!” Dai Li nodded. “Two battlefields—one is the smoke-filled battlefield of guns and cannons, the other is the silent fengshui war. Ruthless enough, vicious enough!”

“Can you use one sentence to clearly and plainly tell me what ‘dragon veins’ are?” Dai Li suddenly asked.

Zu Ye pondered for a moment and said: “Dragon veins are the veins of mountains. Soil is the dragon’s flesh, stone is the dragon’s bones, vegetation is the dragon’s hair. Mountain ranges have origins and destinations, which is called the dragon’s origin and course.”

“Excellent! What about plains without mountains?” Dai Li asked again.

“In plains we consider terrain and buildings, looking at the trends of the earth’s surface. The ground anywhere is never completely flat—there are always rises and depressions.”

“That makes sense! Where are the best dragon veins?”

“In people’s hearts. When people’s hearts are good, everywhere has good dragon veins. Good people in dangerous places can turn misfortune into fortune, while bad people in prosperous places encounter obstacles everywhere!” Zu Ye answered.

“Does sir also believe in religion?” Hearing this, Dai Li asked.

“Believe in religion?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“Sir just went from fengshui to discussing hearts, which has quite a Buddhist flavor, so I ask,” Dai Li explained.

“Oh, I’ve only dabbled occasionally, never converted, much less taken monastic vows,” Zu Ye said.

“Dai Li begs you, sir—please help decrypt the Japanese dragon vein code. Saving the Chinese people would be great compassion!” Dai Li said, bowing deeply.

Zu Ye thought to himself: Everyone has two sides. Even the best person has flaws, and even the worst person has good aspects. Whether Military Statistics Chief Dai Li does this for his own promotion and wealth or for the interests of the Chinese nation doesn’t matter at this moment. Working together to thwart the Japanese conspiracy is the goal of all Chinese people!

“Since ancient times, China has had the theory of three dragon veins. The Northern Dragon enters Shanxi from the Yinshan and Helan mountains, rises at Taiyuan, and stops at the sea. The Central Dragon enters Guanzhong from Minshan, reaches the sea at Qinshan. The Southern Dragon goes from Yunnan-Guizhou through Hunan to Fujian and Zhejiang, entering the sea. But does the General know where the ancient books record these three dragon veins originate?” Zu Ye asked.

“Where?”

“Mount Kunlun.”

“Mount Kunlun?”

“Mount Kunlun is the ancestor of all mountains, the source of dragon veins! The mountain rises ten thousand feet high. Above is the Queen Mother’s Jade Pool, below are waters that won’t even float a feather. Since ancient times it’s been called ‘the capital of the Yellow Emperor, the gate of a hundred beasts’…”

Hearing this, Dai Li suddenly interrupted Zu Ye: “Sir, look quickly at the telegrams. The words ‘Kunlun’ appear several times!”

Zu Ye bent down to observe carefully. In the fragmentary decoded messages, the words ‘Kunlun’ indeed appeared many times. Zu Ye exclaimed: “The Japanese want to occupy Mount Kunlun?”

“Hmm… probably not. Several thousand meters above sea level, remote mountains and long roads, white snow everywhere, desolate and uninhabited—the devils wouldn’t be stupid enough to ignore common sense just for fengshui.” As chief of Military Statistics, Dai Li was quite level-headed.

“Let me think more carefully,” Zu Ye nodded.

Over the following days, Zu Ye studied the decoded messages together with several other fengshui masters. During this time they consulted hundreds of ancient fengshui texts that Dai Li had collected, but still had no clue.

## The Death Point of the Dragon Vein—Kunlun Pass

At night, Zu Ye brewed a pot of tea and thought quietly.

Origin and course—where there’s origin, there’s course; where there’s course, there’s origin. The words “Kunlun” appear several times, yet they’re not occupying Mount Kunlun, so it must be… it must be referring to another Kunlun. But there’s only one Mount Kunlun in all of China. Besides that, what other Kunlun could there be? Hmm, change perspective… since the Japanese invasion of China… the battle line has been drawn too long. The Nationalist army has retreated to Chongqing, which still hasn’t fallen. Besides Chongqing, the regions still undefeated include Guangxi… East of Mount Kunlun—could they mean “Kunlun Pass” in Guangxi? The ancients said: The road passes through Kunlun Pass, in the forest you cannot see the sky, low nests shelter hidden birds, old trees entangle with strange vines, one pass leads to the bird’s path, the most dangerous under heaven! Fengshui books also mention: Kunlun Pass chokes the dragon’s belly, wind and fire make the earth dry with no retreat, like a ghost robbing the dragon—since ancient times it’s been called a fengshui death point. Could the Japanese be planning to advance on Kunlun Pass in Guangxi?

Thinking of this, Zu Ye immediately summoned Wu Batou Zhang Qiling.

Zhang Qiling was sleeping groggily when he was suddenly summoned by Zu Ye. He quickly threw on his clothes and rushed over.

“What are your orders, Zu Ye?”

“Fifth Brother, how much do you know about the Dragon Vein Map of China that has been passed down through the ages?” Zu Ye asked.

“There are two theories. One says China has a total of twelve dragon veins, penetrated by three main veins, each branching into four smaller dragon veins, totaling twelve! The other theory says China has only one great dragon vein, and all the mountains, hills, and rivers, large and small, are components of this dragon vein,” Zhang Qiling answered.

“Good!” Zu Ye nodded. “If we follow the second theory, where is Guangxi located on the dragon vein?”

Zhang Qiling pondered for a moment: “My grandfather once said that in China’s dragon vein, the dragon’s head is in the Pingjin area, the two dragon eyes—one is in Beiping, one is in Baoding, the dragon’s claws are in Fujian, the dragon’s whiskers in the Northeast, the dragon’s tail in Xinjiang, and Guangxi happens to be the belly of the coiled dragon!”

“That’s it!” Zu Ye said loudly. “That’s why since ancient times there’s been the saying ‘Kunlun Pass chokes the dragon’s belly’!”

After saying this, Zu Ye suddenly stood up and headed straight for Dai Li’s residence.

“Kunlun Pass?” Dai Li was greatly shocked after hearing this.

“It should be,” Zu Ye nodded.

“The Battle of Changsha is locked in a stalemate. Would they dare penetrate deep into Guangxi?” Dai Li didn’t understand.

“We must guard against it,” Zu Ye said.

Dai Li hesitated for a moment, his heart pounding: Should I report this to the Chairman or not? There’s no joking in military matters. Intelligence must be accurate and error-free before reporting. Is the conclusion this fortune-telling master deduced from fengshui reliable? If the Chairman truly believes it and deploys superior forces to guard Guangxi, would the Battle of Changsha end in failure? I mustn’t become a sinner against the nation! I wanted to gain merit, but if it backfires, that would be trouble!

Zu Ye saw through Dai Li’s thoughts and said slowly: “The General can make this suggestion to the Chairman—say that this is the conclusion given by the nation’s fengshui masters. You yourself find it difficult to judge whether it’s true or false, but you also feel you must guard against it. Let the Chairman decide.”

Dai Li nodded: “Alright, I’ll report to the Chairman.”

“Principal! According to Japanese telegrams intercepted by your student, the devils’ next step may be to advance on Guangxi…” Dai Li reported with his head lowered.

Chiang Kai-shek said nothing. He took a sip of coffee, then slowly stood up and picked up a telegram from the desk: “Yunong (Dai Li’s courtesy name), look at this.”

Dai Li took it and saw it was intelligence from American and British intelligence agencies sent by Roosevelt: The Japanese fleet was assembling in Tokyo Bay, with the possibility of taking a sea route to attack Guangxi.

Dai Li’s heart jumped in shock: This is too much of a coincidence!

“But… they haven’t completely taken Hunan yet. If they travel far to the Southwest, it doesn’t conform to conventional tactics…” Dai Li said.

“Yunong, all is fair in war. If I were Japanese, I would also risk my life to take Nanning!” Chiang Kai-shek said.

“Please instruct me, Principal!”

“After the Battle of Wuhan, the Japanese invaders suffered great losses. Now the Hunan campaign is in a stalemate, and the Japanese plan to quickly destroy China has already gone bankrupt. They’ve already occupied the southeastern coastal cities, and all the ports and docks have been cut off by them. Guangxi is our only channel for obtaining foreign material aid! In September alone this year, over ten thousand tons of supplies provided by America, Britain, and patriotic overseas Chinese were transported into the country through this route. This is our ‘Anti-Japanese Lifeline.’ If we lose Guangxi, we’ll truly become turtles in a jar!” Chiang Kai-shek said.

Dai Li listened with alarm. The dragon vein theory coincided with actual strategic needs. Was this a coincidence, or destined by fate?

“Principal, recently Military Statistics decrypted Japanese telegrams that repeatedly mentioned the word ‘Kunlun.’ The nation’s fengshui masters concluded that Kunlun Pass in Guangxi is a dragon vein death point. Kunlun Pass absolutely cannot be lost. If it’s lost, then…” Dai Li finally revealed the truth.

“Hehe,” Chiang Kai-shek smiled. “Kunlun Pass is the southern frontier barrier. Since ancient times it’s been a strategically contested place. During the Tang Dynasty, Huang Shaoqing’s rebellion against the Tang used this as a stronghold. During the Song Dynasty, Nong Zhigao’s rebellion against the Song also defended this pass. During the Ming Dynasty, the ‘Eight Strongholds’ rebellion against the Ming also held this pass. This place has dangerous terrain. Since ancient times there’s been the saying ‘one man guards the pass, ten thousand cannot open it.’ Yunong, even without looking at fengshui, we should be vigilant about this!”

“Yes! The Principal’s instruction is correct!”

Dai Li returned to his residence, deeply impressed by the abilities of Zu Ye and the others. He then held a banquet to host Zu Ye and also invited Zu Ye’s “wife” Zhu Jin. At this time, Zhu Jin’s belly was already slightly swollen.

After seeing this, Dai Li thought it was Zu Ye’s seed and thought to himself: This fortune-teller is formidable—he had already planted his seed long ago. Even heroes fall to beautiful women. People in all times and places are the same.

“Sir, there are so many ‘secret societies’ across China. Your ‘Tiebuzi Daoist Sect’ is in a class of its own, walking the jianghu using yin-yang methods, relieving worries and solving problems. It’s truly a great blessing for the common people.”

“The General flatters me. Now that the enemy’s secret telegrams have been decrypted, I wish to take my leave…”

“Where does sir plan to go? With war and chaos everywhere, it’s safer here,” Dai Li asked anxiously.

“Fortune-tellers make their home everywhere. Our group is accustomed to traveling north and south. If we stay in one place for a long time, we feel uncomfortable. Moreover, I have dozens of disciples under me who eat and drink for free every day, which troubles my conscience. I plan to go to Guangxi first. The Battle of Guangxi is about to begin. I’ll wait for the General there.” Zu Ye, fearing Dai Li would suspect him of going to the Communists, had already planned his escape route.

Hearing this, Dai Li’s eyes darted around. He had long wanted to recruit Zu Ye, but also knew that Zu Ye wasn’t someone willing to serve under others. He further feared that if he pressed too hard, it would instead make Zu Ye grow distant.

Thinking of this, Dai Li smiled: “Hehe, sir, you and I thought of the same thing! I was just about to trouble you to make a trip to Guangxi to personally examine the terrain around Kunlun Pass and offer opinions on military deployment from a fengshui perspective. Kunlun Pass absolutely cannot be lost!”

“I’ll contact General Bai Chongxi right away. When you arrive in Guangxi, someone will naturally receive you,” Dai Li said while raising his wine glass. “Sir, see you in Guangxi!”

Zu Ye raised his glass and drained it in one gulp.

Under Dai Li’s careful arrangements, three heavy trucks carrying Zu Ye and dozens of brothers drove toward Guangxi.

Zu Ye knew his real purpose for coming to Guangxi—Jiang Feiyan. War was about to break out, and the “Yue Haitang” could not become extinct. Zu Ye never expected that this trip to Guangxi to find Jiang Feiyan would lead to an enormous surprise.

On the road, Zhu Jin said to Zu Ye: “Sir, now that we’ve escaped danger, I should leave…”

Zu Ye looked at her body and said: “Madam, the current situation is incomparable to the past. You are no longer the ‘Twin-Blade Heroine’ ruling the mountain, but a mother about to give birth. In this remote, desolate wilderness, you should rest easy and give birth to the child before making long-term plans.”

Zhu Jin lowered her head. Thinking of Hong Laohu, tears came again.

In the truck behind, San Batou kept chuckling along the way. Sometimes he tried to hold it in, but then suddenly burst out laughing.

“Are you sick?” Er Batou asked, confused.

“There’s going to be excitement to watch…” San Batou said.

“Excitement? The devils are attacking Guangxi. People are going to die, and there’s excitement?” Er Batou said.

“I’m not talking about the war. I’m talking about Zu Ye.”

“What about Zu Ye?” All the Batous gathered around.

“Yan Niang has secretly loved Zu Ye for so many years, but Zu Ye married a wife, and she’s a bandit’s widow at that. You tell me… this is big trouble, can’t handle it, hehe…”

Everyone heard this: “That’s right, Zu Ye’s in trouble this time.”

“Who do you think is prettier, Yan Niang or Zhu Jin?” San Batou asked, blinking.

Er Batou said loudly: “Need you ask? Of course Yan Niang! In 1932 when I accompanied Zu Ye to Nanyue, I saw Yan Niang for the first time. My head went buzzing, my heart went thumping, and down there went fluttering. She was so beautiful, and Yan Niang has a fragrance on her body. When she walks by, it makes you… makes you…”

“Intoxicated!” San Batou finished the sentence for Er Batou.

“Right, right, intoxicated.” Er Batou lacked culture and always wanted to use words but couldn’t find them.

“That’s not quite right!” Wu Batou came over. “In my view, each has her merits. Yan Niang is a southerner, not as tall as Zhu Jin, and Zhu Jin has lived in the mountains for a long time without good skincare. But if you let Zhu Jin stay in the city for a while and give her all those things Yan Niang puts on her face and rubs on her body, within a month I guarantee Zhu Jin will blossom into a great beauty. Look at that figure, with curves in all the right places, distinct eyebrows and eyes, and when she smiles she has two dimples…”

Hearing this, San Batou seemed to suddenly remember something. He tilted his head and said: “Dimples, right! She does have two dimples! In the next life she’ll definitely find Hong Laohu again!”

“Why?” Everyone was confused.

San Batou shook his head: “Do you know where dimples come from?”

Everyone shook their heads, waiting for his explanation. San Batou nodded slightly with an air of profound mystery.

Er Batou couldn’t wait: “Hurry up and tell us!”

San Batou quickly said: “After people die, they must cross the Bridge of Helplessness and drink Meng Po’s soup. After drinking Meng Po’s soup, they forget everything from their lifetime, so when they’re reborn in the next life they can’t remember things from their previous life. But some passionate people after death can’t forget their lovers and refuse to drink Meng Po’s soup no matter what. For these people, Meng Po makes a mark on their faces, and only after going through countless hardships and suffering can they be reborn as humans. These people are born with dimples on their faces. They remember more or less about their previous life and keep searching until they find the person they’re waiting for.”

“Ha ha ha ha!” Er Batou laughed loudly. “Third Brother, you haven’t grown any other abilities, but your bullshitting skills are getting stronger! By your logic, Zhu Jin must have had two lovers in her previous life—one was Hong Laohu, one was Zu Ye…”

“Is this interesting? Gossiping behind the Master’s back!” Si Batou said coldly.

Er Batou glanced at Si Batou: “Fourth Brother, stop thinking about sister-in-law. When we get to Guangxi, Second Brother will find you another one!”

Si Batou glanced at him, turned his head away, and didn’t respond.

Er Batou was instantly embarrassed. To save face, he patted Da Batou, who had been silently watching the rolling dust behind the truck: “Big Brother, what are you looking at?”

“Looking at the dirt.”

“What’s interesting about dirt?”

“More interesting than listening to you all talk nonsense!”

Everyone froze, then burst into laughter.

“Alas… it’s been so long since I visited a brothel,” Er Batou sighed. “Zu Ye has taken a wife too. I can’t stand it anymore.”

“Does Guangxi have brothels?” San Batou asked, eyes wide.

“Of course! They’re everywhere. Build an outhouse and there’ll be someone to shit in it. Believe it or not?” Er Batou said firmly.

“Visit brothels! Visit brothels! All you fucking know is visiting brothels! Careful a Japanese bomb doesn’t drop down and send you to heaven bare-assed! When I get to Guangxi, I’ll first buy ten catties of smoked meat, then buy a big pot of liquor. Eat! Drink!” Da Batou said.

“Then what?” Er Batou asked.

“Then go visit a brothel!”

“Ha ha ha ha.” The Batous laughed again.

After several days of jolting travel, Zu Ye’s group arrived in Guangxi.

After settling in, Zu Ye went to find the “Yue Haitang” hall based on the address in Jiang Feiyan’s previous letter. Having not been in contact for a long time, Zu Ye worried they had already moved.

Guangxi residences were mainly strongholds. The places where common people lived had two levels, commonly called “ganlan”—upstairs for people, downstairs for livestock or storing miscellaneous items.

Zu Ye, bringing Little Liu, came before a residence and knocked lightly on the stronghold gate.

A maid came out, utterly shocked: “Zu Ye?”

She then slammed the door shut with a bang and ran back like flying.

This left Zu Ye stunned, and Liu Batou also stunned: “What’s going on?”

After a while, the maid came out again. Looking at Zu Ye and Liu Batou, she said: “Yan Niang orders that she receives no guests today!”

“Huh?” Liu Batou got angry. “Little sister, look carefully—who’s a guest? This is the Master!”

“Yan Niang said she sees no one today,” the young girl ignored Liu Batou.

“You…” Liu Batou’s nose nearly twisted with anger.

Zu Ye was also pondering: What’s going on? This doesn’t match Jiang Feiyan’s style. Could she already know about my “marriage”? Not this quickly, surely? If that’s the case, I should go in and explain even more.

“You girl are so rude. I’m looking for Sister Yan on an important matter. Go announce me quickly!” Zu Ye feigned anger.

“No seeing!” Bang—the door closed again.

Having been refused twice, Zu Ye’s anger rose a bit. As the dignified Master, being refused at the door by Xiao Jiao, especially with Little Liu present, greatly damaged his prestige as Master.

Liu Batou looked at the surrounding wall and was about to leap up when Zu Ye grabbed him: “What are you doing?”

“Then what do we do?” Liu Batou said.

“Go back!” Zu Ye walked away without looking back.

Liu Batou looked around and helplessly followed.

That evening, Zu Ye drank alone under the moon, thinking about what Jiang Feiyan was doing. No matter how angry she was, she should at least let him in to explain clearly.

While pondering, there was a knock at the door. Soon Little Liu led in a female servant.

“Zu Ye, Yan Niang requests your presence.”

“How did you find this place?” Zu Ye asked.

“I followed you. Yan Niang requests your presence.”

“Mm.” Zu Ye put on an outer garment and said to Little Liu: “Let’s go. We won’t be turned away this time.”

“Yan Niang said only Zu Ye may go alone,” the female servant said.

“This…” Zu Ye was completely baffled. He looked at Little Liu, then at the female servant. “Fine.”

After several turns, Zu Ye arrived at Jiang Feiyan’s location.

Jiang Feiyan personally came out to greet him: “Zu Ye, please—”

“Oh, good.” Zu Ye didn’t know what medicine Jiang Feiyan was selling in her gourd.

After the two sat down, neither spoke. Both seemed to have something on their minds. Zu Ye thought: Alas, I’d better speak first.

“Sister Yan, about my marriage…”

“What?” Before Zu Ye could finish, Jiang Feiyan was shocked. “Zu Ye married?”

“What, Sister Yan didn’t know about this?” Zu Ye was also shocked.

“I know now,” Jiang Feiyan said disappointedly. “Didn’t Zu Ye say our identities weren’t suitable for marriage?”

“Sister Yan, this is what happened…” Zu Ye told her the whole truth in detail.

After listening, Jiang Feiyan’s face bloomed with a smile, which then disappeared. This left Zu Ye baffled. What’s wrong today? So abnormal!

“Since Sister Yan didn’t know about this, why didn’t you let me in during the day?” Zu Ye felt this matter was very strange.

Jiang Feiyan glanced at Zu Ye, then shifted her gaze away. She looked up at the ceiling, then moved her eyes back to Zu Ye. She pursed her lips with a look like she had a toothache.

“Sister Yan?” Zu Ye waited eagerly.

Jiang Feiyan took a deep breath: “Zu Ye, no matter what happens next, you must stay calm, calm! Alright?”

## Huang Farong Opens a Fortune-Telling Parlor in Nanyang

Zu Ye was completely confused. From her words, it sounded like the sky was about to fall: “Sister Yan, what’s wrong?”

Jiang Feiyan took another deep breath, then shouted toward the loft: “Come out!”

Zu Ye looked in that direction. A person walked out of the loft. In the dim lamplight, that figure became increasingly familiar. Is it her? It’s her! Zu Ye’s heart ached, and his eyes couldn’t help but moisten.

That person walked over and slowly knelt before Zu Ye, softly calling out: “Zu Ye.”

Four years—Zu Ye hadn’t heard this voice again for four years. Four years—Zu Ye hadn’t seen this figure again for four years. Countless times, Zu Ye had thought of her, missed her. He had thought they could never meet again in this lifetime, but now she appeared.

“Zu Ye.” That person cried out again.

“Farong.” Zu Ye’s tears flowed endlessly.

Zu Ye could no longer hate Huang Farong. He only felt guilt, though he didn’t know what he felt guilty about. Was it guilt that this evil “Jiang Xiang Sect” turned good people bad, or guilt that this chaotic romantic confusion kept people so close yet worlds apart? Zu Ye couldn’t say. Zu Ye didn’t know. In that moment, Zu Ye’s heart was in chaos. Years of memories flooded his mind all at once—proposing marriage in Nanyue, feigning madness to defeat the Little Devil General, catching the traitor at the drinking contest where a thousand cups couldn’t make him drunk, weeping before the gardenia flowers after getting drunk, escaping death on the Zhoushan Islands… Past scenes intertwined with this girl before Zu Ye’s eyes.

Zu Ye stood up and personally helped Huang Farong up, carefully examining this girl he hadn’t seen in four years.

Huang Farong looked at Zu Ye with tear-filled eyes and slowly leaned into his embrace. Zu Ye didn’t avoid her but held Huang Farong tightly, like a wanderer returning home whose parents tightly embrace their child.

In that moment, Huang Farong wept freely, and Jiang Feiyan on the side also shed tears.

“Zu Ye, you’ve lost weight,” Huang Farong said, touching Zu Ye’s back. All these years, Huang Farong’s longing for Zu Ye hadn’t diminished in the slightest.

After a long while, Jiang Feiyan wiped her tears and said: “Stop crying, both of you. Girl, report to Zu Ye about these past years.”

Huang Farong also wiped her tears and personally poured Zu Ye a cup of water, then began to reminisce tearfully.

After arriving in Nanyang, Huang Farong had thought she wouldn’t adapt to the climate, but unexpectedly found it was all Chinese people there—immigrants from various dynasties and generations. When everyone met, they all spoke Chinese. Huang Farong felt life wasn’t so difficult after all.

Those Chinese people making a living in Nanyang still had the blood of the Yellow Emperor flowing in their bones. Wherever there were Chinese people, there was Chinese culture. Where there was Chinese culture, there was yin-yang and the Eight Trigrams, there was fortune-telling and drawing lots.

Huang Farong’s knowledge came into use there. In the fortune-telling trade, “accuracy” is the hard truth. Huang Farong fully utilized her “Yingyao” talent, using combinations of techniques. Every divination she performed was extremely accurate. Just like that, by word of mouth, Huang Farong’s fortune-telling parlor flourished.

Later, a boss in the purple clay business had Huang Farong adjust his fengshui, which accidentally led to a boom in his business. He developed romantic feelings for this beautiful “divine woman” and kept sending matchmakers. Huang Farong never responded. Later the boss came in person to propose marriage. Only then did Huang Farong learn that this businessman’s hometown was also Shandong. As they talked, they spoke of homesickness, of the red sorghum, white sweet potatoes, and earthen stoves back home. The more they talked, the more intimate they felt. Two people who had left their homeland found common ground in a foreign land.

Huang Farong knew in her heart that she could never return to the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Later, she gradually came to understand that her godmother also seemed to like Zu Ye very much. This was a karmic entanglement among three people. She couldn’t interfere anymore, and moreover, she had no face to see Zhang Zizhan again. Just like that, in the gradually fading sorrow of separation, Huang Farong wavered. Finally, one day when that young boss proposed marriage again, Huang Farong steeled her heart and married him!

In this way, Huang Farong washed away her past. No one knew she had once been a servant of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” No one knew of her past passionate love and ruthlessness. No one knew she was remarrying. She had taken the right path.

Subsequently, that boss’s business grew larger and larger. At the start of the War of Resistance, Chinese people around the world donated money, materials, and aircraft. The Huang Farong couple also donated a large sum of money. At this point, Huang Farong had become a wealthy patriotic overseas Chinese. In 1938, when Chiang Kai-shek received the patriotic overseas Chinese delegation from Southeast Asia, Huang Farong even shook hands with Soong Mei-ling, who accompanied him.

At that time, she was no longer “Huang Farong,” but gave herself a new name—”Huang Liaoliao.” Liaoliao—to settle and be done with, settled yet still unsettled. What she wanted to settle, what she could conclude, she didn’t know. In any case, she wanted to sever everything from the past. From then on, whether business partners or Nationalist aides, everyone respectfully called her “Ms. Liaoliao.”

Huang Farong’s husband, Hu Wanxiong, also became vice chairman of the Nanyang Chinese Merchants Association, actively calling on Chinese people worldwide to jointly resist Japan. After Japan’s full-scale invasion of China, in order to realize their conspiracy to completely cut off China’s foreign aid, they began planning an operational plan to occupy Nanyang. After American and British intelligence agencies obtained this intelligence, they notified Chiang Kai-shek. Chiang Kai-shek arranged for Mao Renfeng, the number two figure in Military Statistics, to notify patriotic overseas Chinese in Nanyang to temporarily avoid the spotlight to prevent being assassinated by the Japanese.

After receiving the secret order, Hu Wanxiong and other Chinese merchant leaders fled in panic to America, and Huang Farong went to America with them.

Stepping onto the vast, peaceful land of America, Huang Farong was shocked: under the same blue sky, on the other end of the earth there was raging warfare and displaced people, yet here there were singing birds and fragrant flowers, blue sky and white clouds, neat asphalt roads, quiet coffee houses, glorious and solemn churches. Smiles beamed from everyone’s faces, and the entire society operated in an orderly manner. In that moment, Huang Farong shed tears. She thought of her impoverished Shandong hometown, of her parents she hadn’t seen in over ten years, of her godmother Jiang Feiyan, and even more of Zu Ye who was still running and struggling desperately, and of her ex-husband Zhang Zizhan…

This is not my hometown! This is not my land! This is not my life! My fathers and fellow villagers are still groaning under the Japanese iron heel! “I want to go back! I want to go back!” Huang Farong suddenly lost control and cried.

“Liaoliao! Liaoliao! What’s wrong?” Hu Wanxiong exclaimed in alarm.

“I want to go back,” Huang Farong regained her calm.

“Why? Going back is too dangerous!” Hu Wanxiong didn’t understand.

“Husband…” Huang Farong threw herself into Hu Wanxiong’s embrace, crying, “I miss home.”

“When the war ends, we’ll go back immediately!” Hu Wanxiong comforted her.

“When the war ends, will my family still be there?” Huang Farong asked in return.

“This…”

“Then… I’ll go back with you together!” Hu Wanxiong said.

“No! You’re already on the Japanese army’s assassination list. Going back would expose you too easily. It’s relatively safer for me to go back alone,” Huang Farong said.

“But… but it’s too dangerous now. Many places in the country have fallen. There’s fighting everywhere. If you go back alone and the Japanese capture you…” Hu Wanxiong said worriedly.

“Husband, you only need to get me a German expatriate certificate,” Huang Farong was extremely clever. During World War II, Japan, Germany, and Italy formed an evil alliance as the Axis powers. The Japanese didn’t kill Germans.

Hu Wanxiong thought for a moment and nodded: “You must take good care of yourself. After visiting family, return quickly! I’ll wait for you!”

A month later, Huang Farong returned to Nanyue via Hong Kong. When she got there, she discovered the hall had disappeared. With no other choice, she returned to Nanyang to contact the liaison who had received her when she first fled. That liaison took out a letter and said: “This is what Yan Niang wrote to you. After you left, there was no news from you, and I had no way to contact you.”

After reading the letter, Huang Farong learned that “Yue Haitang” had moved to Guangxi, so she hurried to Guangxi.

It was one afternoon when Jiang Feiyan was imitating Qiao Wumei, performing rituals to pray for rain for the locals. Not long after returning to the hall upon finishing, Xiao Jiao ran in: “Master, Ghost Sister has come!”

“Farong?” Jiang Feiyan was startled.

Before she finished speaking, Huang Farong had already walked in. “Godmother!” The two embraced tightly, crying endlessly.

As it turned out, Zu Ye arrived the next day.

When Zu Ye knocked on the door, Xiao Jiao of “Yue Haitang” saw it was Zu Ye and was shocked. She hurried inside to announce him. Jiang Feiyan, upon hearing this, broke out in a cold sweat. She told Huang Farong to hide first, but Huang Farong insisted on not hiding, crying: “I must see him once, even if I die!”

Seeing that Huang Farong was determined, Jiang Feiyan had Xiao Jiao first send Zu Ye away. She then carefully considered the matter. In the evening, she had Xiao Jiao go again to invite Zu Ye, instructing Xiao Jiao: only let Zu Ye come alone. She feared that if word leaked out and Si Batou Zhang Zizhan learned of this matter, there would be trouble!

After listening to Huang Farong’s account, Zu Ye was extremely melancholy. He wanted to speak but didn’t know what to say. The night was deep. The moon quietly glided past the treetops. The oil lamp gave off a dim yellow light. The three people sat in silence, staying quietly.

“Zu Ye,” after a long while, Huang Farong spoke. “Let me come back.”

Zu Ye shook his head: “You’ve already washed away your past. This is your good fortune.”

“Zu Ye…” Huang Farong wanted to say more.

“Not only should you not return to the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ you shouldn’t even do fortune-telling anymore. After so many years, so many things, don’t you understand yet? Taking the right path, doing right things—that’s the fundamental basis of being human. You can sleep peacefully. Money earned through scheming, setting traps, and risking death nine times out of ten—you can’t spend it peacefully either. Human calculations are inferior to heaven’s calculations. What’s yours will ultimately be yours. What’s not yours, you’ll have to spit out sooner or later. Karmic retribution follows like a shadow. You married that overseas Chinese—just be a good wife and mother. No fortune-teller has a good ending. If you’re accurate, you’re revealing heavenly secrets. If you’re inaccurate, you’re misleading people. Whatever you do is wrong. Why suffer?” Zu Ye said.

Huang Farong nodded vigorously, then asked bewilderedly: “Does this mean all fortune-tellers in the world have taken the wrong path?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Whether real fortune-tellers or fake fortune-tellers, the purpose is the same—all for money, all driven by greed. Real and fake are just the pot calling the kettle black. Don’t believe that nonsense about helping people avoid misfortune. When fortune-tellers speak eloquently and talk smoothly, their minds are thinking about the money in the client’s pocket. It’s just that their acting skills vary in level. Those who hide it well and can temporarily remain unmoved before money are masters. Those who hide it poorly and whose eyes gleam when they see money are swindlers. But once you strip away the master’s painted skin, you’ll discover he’s greedier and more deceitful than the swindler! According to Buddhist theory, after death all fortune-tellers must go to hell!” Zu Ye remembered the words that Daoist Peng had spoken back then.

Huang Farong and Jiang Feiyan were stunned by Zu Ye’s words, but upon careful reflection, it was indeed so. Later, Huang Farong returned to America. In 1978, she converted to Buddhism. At the Buddhist holy site “City of Ten Thousand Buddhas” in America, she met the eminent monk Master Hsuan Hua from Northeast China. Master Hsuan Hua also said similar words: “Those who engage in fortune-telling will fall into the animal realm in their next life.”

“Then when will Zu Ye withdraw? What about Godmother?” Huang Farong looked at Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan.

Zu Ye looked at Jiang Feiyan, then gazed blankly out the window. The undulating mountain ridges in the darkness were just like Zu Ye’s unsettled heart at this moment. He didn’t know how to answer. “Alas…” Zu Ye sighed deeply.

“Why don’t Godmother, Zu Ye, and I leave together? When we get there, I’ll say you’re my… my… my aunt and uncle…” After saying this, Huang Farong’s tears fell again.

Jiang Feiyan was truly moved. She was tired and had nowhere left to run. From Guangdong to Guangxi, from Da Batou to sect leader, from inside the schemes to outside them, she was truly exhausted.

“Zu Ye…” Jiang Feiyan called out.

Zu Ye turned his head and looked at Jiang Feiyan. In that moment, Zu Ye hesitated. For the first time, he realized without question that joining the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had truly been wrong!

Upholding the Way of Heaven, robbing the rich to help the poor—easier said than done! Everyone has a selfish heart. With selfishness comes selfish thoughts. Many things become uncontrollable. These years, fighting with gangs, fighting with secret societies, fighting with the Japanese, fighting with Military Statistics—families destroyed, bodies left without burial, himself wandering displaced, brothers leaving their hometowns. When would it end! All these years, never sleeping peacefully, either fearing the scheme wouldn’t succeed or the scheme would be exposed, or fearing assassination and losing his head. Exhausting all mental energy, risking death nine times out of ten!

Zu Ye was also tired.

Once upon a time, Zu Ye also wanted to return to the past, to return to those carefree days. He truly missed that clean and pure version of himself. The scorching hot power could be abandoned, the prestige of commanding hundreds could be abandoned—he just wanted safety, reunion, to marry and have children, to live peacefully.

Suddenly, the figures of the Batous began to flash before his eyes. The figures of Xiao Jiaos began to flash before his eyes. Zu Ye instantly returned to reality: “It’s not that I don’t want to leave. After I leave, what about my brothers?”

Huang Farong said: “Zu Ye, each person follows their destiny. Everyone has their own way of living. In fact, no one can save anyone, no one can control anyone… Everyone will complete their life according to their own destined trajectory. Zu Ye only needs to walk his own path well, and he won’t have failed his parents’ grace in raising him…”

Zu Ye nodded, then said: “Although you say this, whoever plants the seed bears the consequence. I’ve managed ‘Muzi Lian’ for nearly twenty years. All the decisions these years have been planned by me. All the life and death, gatherings and separations of the hall have been created by my hand. This cause has been planted, and I must bear this consequence…”

Jiang Feiyan sighed: “When will jianghu grudges end! Getting deeper and deeper…”

“At least, I must see the day the Japanese invaders are destroyed…” Zu Ye said. “The devils killed so many of our people. The rise and fall of the nation is everyone’s responsibility. If there truly is karmic cause and effect in this world, I believe the devils will certainly reap what they sow!”

“Zu Ye…” Huang Farong wanted to persuade him further.

“Farong, you have the wisdom of nine transformations to godhood and an unyielding nature. I believe nothing can stump you. Whether in China or abroad, life won’t be a problem. The only thing Zu Ye worries about is your scheming nature. Your schemes are too heavy. You must know there’s an old saying: Too clever by half, schemes backfire and cost one’s life! Just like the yin-yang dualism—when yin reaches its extreme, yang is born; when yang reaches its extreme, yin is born. When cleverness reaches its extreme, great mistakes will be made. Do you understand what I’m saying?” At the end, Zu Ye emphasized his tone.

Huang Farong knew Zu Ye was thinking of Pei Jinglong again. She quickly lowered her head, saying repeatedly: “I understand! I understand!”

“I only hope you return safely to America and live well with your husband. Don’t scheme against those closest to you anymore, or there will be karmic retribution.”

“But… I’ll miss Zu Ye and Godmother,” Huang Farong said softly.

“If there’s fate, we’ll meet again! If you have us in your heart, the ends of the earth are close at hand. If you don’t, even close at hand is far away. Do you understand?” Zu Ye said.

“I understand.” Huang Farong’s tears came again.

“Remember, after you go back, lobby those American politicians with your husband to give aid to China. Use as much strength as you can. Over there, be kind to others, do more good deeds, and use the rest of your life to atone for the sin of killing Pei Jinglong!”

“Yes! Zu Ye!” Huang Farong answered.

“Zu Ye… I…” Huang Farong said hesitantly. “I still want…”

“Want what?”

“I want… to see Zizhan once.”

Zu Ye thought for a moment and nodded: “All right. Tomorrow I’ll arrange to meet him in the woods to discuss matters. You hide nearby. You absolutely must not make a sound, otherwise…”

“I understand!”

Around midnight, Zu Ye returned. Jiang Feiyan held Huang Farong in her arms. The two were immersed in the dark night, silent.

The next afternoon, Zu Ye summoned Si Batou Zhang Zizhan.

“Zizhan, accompany me for a walk.”

“Yes, Zu Ye.”

To this day, Zu Ye felt the brother he had wronged most was Zhang Zizhan. Years ago, he had recklessly recruited him from Shanghai to his command, sacrificed his father, and used psychological manipulation to make him completely submit to himself. Later, feeling guilty, he arranged a marriage for him, but unexpectedly this very marriage destroyed Zhang Zizhan.

A perfectly good person had now become half-crazy, half-demented. The once handsome, elegant young scholar with a brilliant pen was gone, replaced by an unkempt, slovenly lovesick patient. All this was created by Zu Ye’s own hand.

The Batous also occasionally reported to Zu Ye: Fourth Brother is now moody and mentally confused. If we continue letting him be responsible for props for the schemes, errors may occur. Once a major matter is bungled, everyone may be implicated. The implication was that he was no longer suitable to be a Batou.

Zu Ye was very familiar with each Batou under him—who had what temperament, who was good or evil, who had what faults. Zu Ye knew them all like the palm of his hand. For each person, Zu Ye could summarize with one word.

Da Batou was fierce. Whether black gangs, devils, Military Statistics, or pigs, dogs, cats, snakes, or beasts—he’d slash at them all with one blade. He never considered his own life. This was his admirable quality and also his tragic quality. The body, hair, and skin are received from parents. Parents give birth to sons not to have them risk their lives. If his parents had spirits in the underworld, they would die with eyes unclosed.

Er Batou was bold. He was born not knowing what fear meant. Things like wild ghosts and demon foxes could never scare him. In his eyes, people were just walking skeletons and flesh and blood. After death, they were just rotting flesh—what could they do to him? But he didn’t know that in Buddhism there are six realms of beings. When foxes die, they still face their burrows. When humans die, how could they have no spirits? Digging up graves and desecrating corpses deserves heaven’s punishment and earth’s destruction. Zu Ye also knew that Er Batou’s end would likely be very tragic, but when he reconsidered, wasn’t he himself the same?

San Batou was clever. He was very smart. When walking the jianghu alone, he did quite well. He had read many books, was well-versed in the various schools of thought, knew all about the three teachings and nine schools, and could even fathom Zu Ye’s thoughts. But cleverness doesn’t equal wisdom. He and Huang Farong committed the same mistake: too clever, cleverness backfires.

Si Batou was genuine. This child had no evil thoughts in his heart. He was very authentic and had good family upbringing. But being too kind was also foolish—what’s called foolish kindness. After all, not everyone in this world is kind. If you blindly show kindness without being particular about methods, you’ll be played for a fool by others. In the end, you won’t be doing good deeds but instead achieving evil. Si Batou was the least suitable person to be a servant, yet Zu Ye had recruited him because of his special skills. Especially after he suffered blows and became muddled, Zu Ye felt even more that he had wronged him.

Wu Batou was cunning. He had good memory, was good at reading expressions, never contradicted Zu Ye, and never contradicted the Batous. He had determined that among all the Batous, San Batou was the smartest, so he always followed behind San Batou. Unfortunately, he followed too closely, and Zu Ye became guarded against him.

Liu Batou was loyal. This probably related to his origins in the “Axe Gang.” From childhood, he had been exposed to people and matters of loyalty and righteousness. Those under Wang Yaqiao were all people who didn’t seek to be born on the same day, month, and year, but sought to die on the same day, month, and year. After following Zu Ye, he gradually became Zu Ye’s personal bodyguard.

Now everyone had complaints about Si Batou. Zu Ye heard the implication, but Zu Ye hesitated.

If he removed Si Batou at this moment, he would truly go mad. This wasn’t a question of a position, but a matter of life and death. Zu Ye was thinking about how to save Si Batou, or rather, how to atone for his own sins. In that moment, Zu Ye hated himself for destroying a person’s entire life for his own selfish interests.

Zu Ye and Si Batou walked side by side: “Zizhan, has your health been better recently?” Since losing Huang Farong, Zhang Zizhan suffered from insomnia every day. Zu Ye personally prescribed medicine for him, hoping he would recover quickly.

“Much better,” Zhang Zizhan answered.

“Much better means not better. Zizhan, you yourself know traditional Chinese medicine. Normally, press your acupuncture points for yourself to relax…”

“Yes. If only Farong were here… Back then, she always pressed my acupuncture points before sleep…”

In the bushes, Huang Farong heard this sentence and tears gushed out. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand. Jiang Feiyan beside her kept shaking her head and sighing.

“Zizhan, what is love? You’re such a great scholar, learned in both Chinese and Western knowledge. Explain it to Zu Ye,” Zu Ye suddenly changed the topic.

Zhang Zizhan thought for a moment and said: “Love is daring to sacrifice one’s life for the person one loves.”

“Who said that?” Zu Ye asked.

“Plato.”

“What diagram?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“Oh… hehe,” Zhang Zizhan smiled. “Plato was a philosopher from ancient Greece. It’s been over two thousand years since he died. If Farong were still here, I would be willing to die once for her.”

Huang Farong secretly watched the thin and haggard Zhang Zizhan. Listening to these words of his, she almost cried out loud. Jiang Feiyan quickly tugged at the corner of her garment. In that moment, Huang Farong finally felt she had wronged Zhang Zizhan. She, as a married woman, secretly loved Zu Ye and compared her husband with Zu Ye. During the Zhoushan scheme, the first person she thought of was not her husband’s safety but Zu Ye’s safety. Although Zizhan had a bad temper, he loved her wholeheartedly with no second thoughts. “I’m truly not human!” Huang Farong felt deep guilt.

“Zizhan, Plato was right. However, Zu Ye has another view. Listen and see if it makes sense?” Zu Ye knew Huang Farong was listening.

“Please speak, Zu Ye.”

“Dying for love is the first realm. Living for love is an even higher realm. If you truly love someone, whether or not you can be together, as long as she’s happy, that’s enough. Your love is to make her happy. She’s already happy—what regrets remain? Whether in heaven or on earth, in life or death, let’s assume for now that Farong has passed away. If her spirit exists in heaven and she sees you like this, she won’t be happy either. Only if you live well will she be at peace.” After saying this, Zu Ye looked at Zhang Zizhan.

Zhang Zizhan suddenly stopped, squatted down, and sobbed. “But I didn’t give Farong happiness. I really miss the days when we were together. I regret not treating her well. Now… now there’s no chance anymore.” He then burst into loud sobs.

In the bushes, Huang Farong was almost about to walk out. Jiang Feiyan desperately held her back.

Zu Ye also stopped walking and said: “Zizhan, let me tell you a true story. When I was young, my neighbor loved his wife very much, but she didn’t feel happy because they had no common language and incompatible personalities. The wife wanted to run away, so he locked her up with chains, respectfully delivering meals and water every day. Later, this woman bit off her tongue and killed herself. Only at that moment did my neighbor understand that loving someone doesn’t mean possessing her—that’s not love, that’s selfishness! When burning paper money at the grave, the neighbor said one sentence: ‘If you were still alive, I would definitely let you go. As long as I knew you were still in this world, I would be happy.’ Later, this man became a monk.”

Zhang Zizhan wiped his tears and said: “But now I don’t even know whether Farong is alive or dead. Even if she died, at least I could go to her grave and have a good cry!”

Zu Ye had finished speaking. He had thought about these words all night, not only to tell Zhang Zizhan but even more for Huang Farong to hear. Zu Ye wanted Huang Farong to be completely awakened, completely guilt-ridden. This way she wouldn’t harbor lingering feelings for Zu Ye. Zu Ye wanted her to leave without looking back and live well in her current life!

Afterward, Huang Farong gave Zu Ye all the money she had on her. “Zu Ye, this money is clean. Give it to Zizhan.” She then removed the jade bracelets from her wrists. “And these bracelets—I bought them with money I saved myself when making a living in Nanyang. Give them to him too.”

After saying this, she suddenly knelt before Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, you brought Zizhan into the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ with your own hands. Farong dares to beg you for one thing—save him. You can’t let him sink like this. You just said in the woods that loving someone means making them happy. If Zizhan continues like this, I won’t be at peace over there either!”

Zu Ye helped her up: “Don’t worry. I’ll do everything in my power.”

“Also, if… if one day the war ends, I hope… I hope Zu Ye will spare Zizhan’s life. He… he’s not suited for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’…”

Zu Ye nodded vigorously.

At night, Huang Farong had to leave. After crying in Jiang Feiyan’s embrace, she hugged Zu Ye: “Godmother, Zu Ye, Farong is leaving!”

Watching Huang Farong’s figure gradually disappear, Zu Ye and Jiang Feiyan had mixed feelings. The pitch-black night, the pitch-black mood, just like this pitch-black life—without purpose, unable to see the end.

Heart sickness requires heart medicine. To untie a bell, one must seek the person who tied it. After much thought, Zu Ye felt that to save Zhang Zizhan, he still had to start with women.

“Sister Yan, Farong has left. Zizhan is confused. To save him, we still need to…”

Before Zu Ye could finish, Jiang Feiyan said: “Zu Ye, ever since the incident between Farong and Zizhan, I established a hall rule that ‘female servants never marry.’ Such things can never happen again. Too hurtful!”

Zu Ye hit a wall. This path was blocked. But what could awaken a man’s nature still had to be a woman, especially for a passionate man like Zhang Zizhan. If no second woman entered his heart, he would likely become increasingly deranged. All the evil karma created in the past stems from beginningless greed, anger, and delusion. His own brother had now violated the precept of “delusion.” Forget about having him cooperate in setting traps for others now—even if others set a trap for him, he’d stumble into it in his confusion. This was very unfavorable for the hall.

Zu Ye felt so tired. From the hall’s survival to romantic entanglements, he had to manage everything, or problems would arise.

This state of Zu Ye’s was noticed by the observant Little Liu: “Zu Ye, do you have worries?”

Zu Ye looked at him and said: “Ever since Fourth Brother’s wife had her incident, he’s been melancholy all day. If this continues, problems will arise.”

Little Liu scratched his head and said: “Zu Ye, I can’t help with this. I don’t understand romance between men and women.”

Zu Ye glanced at him and said nothing.

After dinner, Zu Ye didn’t speak a word. Zhu Jin came over and asked: “Does sir have worries?”

Zu Ye nodded.

“Is it because I’ve burdened you?”

Zu Ye quickly said: “No, no. Madam worries too much. It’s about one of my brothers. Three years ago, his wife unfortunately perished. My brother can’t forget her. Now lovesickness has become an illness, his spirit confused. I don’t know what to do…”

This sentence made Zhu Jin shed tears. She thought of Hong Laohu again.

“What is this thing called love in the world, that it demands life and death pledges? If not for the child in my belly, I would have followed the commander long ago.”

“Please accept my condolences, madam,” Zu Ye said.

“Sir,” Zhu Jin wiped her tears and said, “if you want to forget someone, the best method is to love another. When the rice is cooked, you must love even if you don’t want to. You need to divert your brother’s attention.”

Zu Ye nodded repeatedly, but Si Batou’s heart only thought of Huang Farong now. He wouldn’t even glance at other girls. Moreover, what girl would like a half-crazy person who was muddled all day?

“Zu Ye, Bai Chongxi has sent someone requesting an audience.” While Zu Ye was thinking, Little Liu came in.

“‘Mr. Tieban,’ greetings. General Bai orders that you quickly go to Kunlun Pass to discuss strategies for defending the pass.”

“Good! I’ll be there immediately.”

Bai Chongxi’s Bloody Battle at Kunlun Pass Dragon Vein

In the Kunlun Pass Defense Command, Zu Ye met the Nationalist war god for the first time—Bai Chongxi.

Bai Chongxi was a core figure of the Guangxi warlord clique, known together with Li Zongren as “Li-Bai.” Because of his ingenious adaptability and extraordinary courage and insight, he was known as the “Little Zhuge Liang.” His outstanding military talent and political maneuvering were recognized by both the Nationalist and Communist parties. Back then, the person Marshal Lin Biao cared about most was Bai Chongxi. The two clashed many times, each winning and losing.

Bai Chongxi’s ancestors were Arabs. Many of his forebears passed the imperial examinations and became officials. Only by his father’s generation did they abandon scholarship for commerce. Bai Chongxi had been exceptionally intelligent since childhood, able to recite from memory after one reading. In 1907, he ranked sixth in the entire province and was admitted to the Guangxi Military Primary School. When the 1911 Revolution broke out in 1911, Bai Chongxi joined the dare-to-die squad, thus beginning his military career. During the Northern Expedition, he fought all the way from Zhennan Pass to Shanhai Pass and was called “the first person to complete the Northern Expedition.”

Before the Central Plains War, disapproving of Chiang Kai-shek’s dictatorial autocracy, he cried out: “If party and government are returned to the people, swords and spears can be transformed into jade and silk.” After the defeat in the 1937 Battle of Shanghai, Bai Chongxi volunteered to fight the Japanese army head-on. Chiang Kai-shek agreed. As a result, the Guangxi army with no experience fighting Japan was severely damaged by the Japanese Ninth Division. The tens of thousands in the dare-to-die squad that Bai Chongxi had carefully organized were instantly scattered under the Japanese concentrated artillery fire. Bai Chongxi was heartbroken and refused food and water for several days. From then on, Bai Chongxi lived through hardships with determination. In 1938, he finally assisted Li Zongren in greatly defeating the Japanese army at Taierzhuang, achieving another great anti-war victory after Lin Biao’s “Great Victory at Pingxingguan”—the “Great Victory at Taierzhuang,” avenging his deep grievance.

This time, to hold Kunlun Pass and ensure victory in the Nanning Campaign, defending China’s southwestern gateway, Chiang Kai-shek also invested heavily, placing the Nationalist Party’s most elite force, the only mechanized army—the Fifth Army—under Bai Chongxi’s command. Chiang Kai-shek’s decision was also carefully weighed, because he had mixed feelings of love and hate toward Bai Chongxi. He needed to use Bai Chongxi well but couldn’t let his prestige become too great, lest it endanger his own rule. Especially after Dai Li personally sent people to examine the fengshui of Bai Chongxi’s birthplace, Chiang Kai-shek became even more wary of Bai.

Bai Chongxi’s former residence was in Lingui. Two peaks rose and fell at his birthplace, receiving the energy of the Huixian dragon vein. The entire mountain peak looked like a camel raising its head, and the Bai family residence was on the camel’s head. In fengshui studies, this is called “camel bringing treasure”—it must produce kings, ministers, and high officials.

This time Bai Chongxi himself deeply felt the heavy responsibility. Having always studied fengshui, after receiving Dai Li’s telegram, he immediately invited Zu Ye to examine together the direction of Kunlun Pass’s dragon vein to deploy troops.

However, Bai Chongxi was not superstitious. The so-called fengshui deployment of troops absolutely could not contradict actual strategic needs—it could only serve as a reference.

After Zu Ye and Bai Chongxi planned together, Bai Chongxi began deploying troops and generals.

On November 23, 1939, under air cover, the Japanese Fifth Division forced a crossing of the Yong River and attacked Yongning. The Nationalist 170th Division resisted ineffectively. On the evening of the 24th, Nanning fell.

Bai Chongxi was furious and sent an urgent telegram to Chiang Kai-shek: While the Japanese foothold in Nanning is unstable, the Nationalist army should counterattack comprehensively and will surely inflict heavy damage on the Japanese! He wanted to catch Japan off guard.

Chiang Kai-shek once again repeated his personality of “using those he doubts and doubting those he uses.” He remembered Bai Chongxi’s disastrous defeat two years ago when he volunteered to actively attack the Japanese. So this time he hesitated: What if this fellow loses my Fifth Army? Won’t I be severely weakened?

Bai Chongxi was so anxious he almost vomited blood, shouting: “If the opportunity is lost, Kunlun Pass is in danger!”

Sure enough, after two days of rest and reorganization, the Japanese integrated all Japanese forces to form the Yongqin Corps. On the 26th, they fiercely attacked Gaofeng Pass. On December 4, Kunlun Pass fell. The Japanese side immediately telegraphed military headquarters: The dragon vein has been locked. China can perish in an instant!

After intercepting the Japanese telegram, Bai Chongxi collapsed into his chair: “It’s over, all over! When will Chairman Chiang allow a counterattack!”

Zu Ye was also quite puzzled by Old Chiang’s slow response, anxiously stamping his feet: “We’ve been deploying troops for so long, but in the end we’re tripped up by our own people, missing the opportunity!”

In handling several major events in modern Chinese history, Chiang Kai-shek always displayed a rhythm that was one beat slow—not fighting when he should fight, stubbornly resisting when he shouldn’t. This probably related to his name, “Zhongzheng”—impartial, not advancing rashly, but not retreating either. From this perspective, his “old friend” Mr. Mao Zedong was exactly the opposite. Mao Zedong could always preempt and surprise. The course of history is often irregular, so Mao defeating Chiang was also historically inevitable.

Only three days after Kunlun Pass fell did the inscrutable Chiang Kai-shek issue orders: Counterattack! Fight to the death to retake Kunlun Pass!

At night, Zu Ye secretly met with Bai Chongxi, pointing out: To retake Kunlun Pass, they must first capture the two high grounds of Xiannü Mountain and Laomao Ridge. These two places were like the horns of an ox, forming what in fengshui is called “hook angle sha.” As long as these two places were occupied, the malevolent energy would disappear, and Kunlun Pass would be easy to break!

Bai Chongxi said: “This is the same principle as the tactical advantage of occupying high ground and building from a commanding position! Damn it! Even if we lose everything, we must take Kunlun Pass!”

On December 18, the heroic and tragic Battle of Kunlun Pass erupted. Every inch of mountains and rivers, every inch of blood. The Nationalist army retook Kunlun Pass three times and was driven out by the Japanese three times. Nationalist Army Major General Zheng Dongguo led the Honorary First Division in hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese. The entire division fixed bayonets and engaged the devils in close combat. The blood that flowed at Kunlun Pass became a waterfall, soaking the earth several inches deep! Of the entire division’s 13,000 men, only 700 remained when they withdrew from the battlefield!

By the end, regular troops were almost gone, and common people picked up guns and charged forward following the troops! Seeing such a tragic scene, Zu Ye’s face was covered with tears. He immediately summoned all the brothers: “Everyone get your spirits up! All of you go to the battlefield! If we don’t retake Kunlun Pass, no one is allowed to come back alive!”

“Yes!” the brothers shouted loudly.

Although this group from “Muzi Lian” hadn’t received regular military training, they were much more ruthless than ordinary civilians, not even inferior to regular troops. Speaking of regular troops, most were actually conscripted through forced recruitment—yesterday they were still leading oxen and plowing fields at home, today they put on a uniform and became soldiers. The brothers of “Muzi Lian” saw red as soon as they entered the battlefield. Those with guns fired them; those without used kitchen knives and axes. Especially Da Batou and Er Batou—they stripped off their shirts, bare-chested, wielding two gleaming kitchen knives, “I’ll fuck your mother, little Japanese devils!” charging to the very front more than once. Zu Ye, worried they’d both die together, always followed behind with a gun to prevent enemy snipers.

This battle lasted over two months. “Muzi Lian” lost 15 brothers. Zu Ye and the Batous were all wounded, especially Little Liu, who took a bayonet thrust in close combat with the devils.

On February 24, 1940, the Chinese army finally liberated Kunlun Pass! That day, strong winds raged, the mountain forests howled. The soldiers fired their guns in mourning, their tragic songs soaring to the clouds!

Bai Chongxi tightly grasped Zu Ye’s hand: “You are not just fortune-tellers, but meritorious servants of the nation!”

The severely weakened Zu Ye shook his head: “The General overpraises! Protecting home and country is everyone’s responsibility!”

When the news reached Japan, even the Japanese had to praise the Chinese soldiers: This Chinese army offensive was very large in scale. Its fighting will was vigorous, its actions active and tenacious—rarely matched in previous offensives. Although our army’s achievements were great, our losses were also considerable.

At this point, the Japanese invasion of China entered its most difficult and troublesome period. The battle line was stretched too long, material supplies couldn’t keep up, personnel continuously lost, new troops couldn’t be replenished, the Nationalist Party’s frontal battlefield couldn’t be taken, and the Communist Party’s Eighth Route Army kept attacking from behind. Especially during the “Hundred Regiments Offensive” launched by the Communists in North China from August to December that year—in just three months, they launched over 1,800 battles large and small, killed and wounded over 20,000 Japanese troops, completely crushing the Japanese “cage policy,” leaving the Japanese unable to attend to both ends, delaying their southward advance.

Facing the bankruptcy of the plan to quickly destroy China, Japan began implementing the “support war with war” plan. How to quickly replenish energy? Only through invasion! Occupation and plunder were the quickest methods to obtain resources. At this moment, Army Minister Tojo Hideki turned his attention to the small countries of Southeast Asia and memorialized the Japanese Emperor to explain this matter.

The Emperor quickly approved. But Tojo Hideki’s next suggestion left the Emperor and cabinet bigwigs scratching their heads in bewilderment. Even the spy chief Kodama Yoshio was stunned speechless: Tojo Hideki wanted to attack America!

The Japanese Prime Minister at the time, Konoe Fumimaro, questioned Tojo Hideki: “America’s current attention is on Europe. We can take the opportunity to seize Southeast Asia. Why does the General want to attack America first? Moreover, whether the Imperial Army can match the American army is hard to say. If the American army counterattacks, it may be unfavorable to the East Asian war effort!”

The supremely intelligent yet mentally disturbed Tojo Hideki gave an unprecedented answer: “If you don’t hit him, he’ll hit you sooner or later! Sometimes when doing something, don’t think too much. It’s like suicide—just close your eyes and do it!” He didn’t realize that while he himself could commit suicide, he was taking all the Japanese people with him.

The Emperor finally placed his bet on this madman: “If the Army Minister says fight, then fight!”

At this moment, Kodama Yoshio dared to speak up: “Mr. Tojo, according to the Qimen cosmic method, going to war with America at this moment doesn’t conform to fengshui warfare principles. There’s an old saying in Chinese divination: ‘When the declining spirit attacks the prosperous, the prosperous flourishes; when the prosperous spirit attacks the declining, the declining is uprooted.’ Compared with America, we are still the weaker party. If we anger America…”

“Never mention your bullshit theories to me again! I am fengshui! I am divination principles! Any objections?”

“Uh… no.”

Tojo Hideki then reorganized the cabinet, concentrating military and political power in his own hands, then together with another gambling general born in the same year, Yamamoto Isoroku, planned the Pearl Harbor incident.

On the morning of December 7, 1941, American soldiers were sleeping with nurses in their arms when the droning of aircraft woke them. The soldiers rolled over, yawned, thinking it was their own people conducting exercises. Then bombs fell. The Pacific Fleet was engulfed in a sea of fire. Pearl Harbor was attacked. The Pacific War erupted!

When the news reached the American mainland, President Roosevelt nearly fell from his wheelchair. Just as an adult wouldn’t expect a child to suddenly come up and squeeze his testicles, this wheelchair president who had become disabled from polio had always been known for “not playing by the rules,” but this time he encountered someone who played even less by the rules: the split-personality master Tojo Hideki.

Subsequently, Japan launched invasions of Southeast Asian small countries and certain regions. In less than half a year, they occupied Hong Kong, Malaysia, the Philippines, Guam, Singapore, Burma, Indonesia, and other places.

Huang Farong’s shop in Nanyang was also forced to close. The hired shopkeeper sold everything, then brought the money to America to find Huang Farong.

Huang Farong’s husband Hu Wanxiong laughed: “This is good now. The American Congress has been debating whether to enter the war. With Tojo Hideki’s meddling, America must enter the war even if it didn’t want to! Once America takes action, the devils will be unable to attend to both ends. Victory in the War of Resistance is in sight!”

Huang Farong nodded repeatedly.

On June 4, 1942, the Battle of Midway erupted. The American military fully grasped Japanese intelligence and fought a beautiful ambush. The Japanese suffered heavy damage, losing 300 aircraft and over 100 pilots, severely weakened.

In 1943, China, Britain, and America met in Cairo and issued the joint “Cairo Declaration” on operations against Japan, confirming joint warfare against Japan until Japan’s unconditional surrender.

At this point, Japan’s ace armies were almost completely destroyed. Troop strength was severely insufficient, forcing them to contract their battle lines. Inside Japan, teenagers were stirred up by militaristic ideology to enlist in droves. Batches of child soldiers were transported to Northeast China. Even if they couldn’t swallow all of China, they would defend the puppet state of Manchukuo.

Meanwhile, Japanese material supplies became even more scarce. Aircraft, cannons, and firearms were continuously lost. Follow-up military production couldn’t keep up. Troop equipment deteriorated with each passing day.

Once, American forces ambushed a batch of Japanese paratroopers and were shocked to discover that the paratroopers descending from the sky were all bare-chested, holding only a military sword. Besides this, they had no other equipment. The American soldiers were momentarily dumbfounded, not knowing what tactical strategy this was. They tentatively fired a few shots, and the devils died from their wounds. Later, after completely capturing the Japanese paratroopers, they learned: This batch of paratroopers had just enlisted. The quartermaster didn’t have enough equipment to arm them, but you can’t go to war without pants, so each person was issued one pair of pants and one military sword. Before boarding the aircraft, the shrine indoctrination institution gave each person a protective talisman: “Don’t worry, bullets won’t hit you. Even if they do hit you, your soul can still enter Yasukuni Shrine!” So the recruits put on their underwear, pulled on their pants, boarded the aircraft, and charged over.

Chapter 7: Man’s Calculations Cannot Match Heaven’s Will
Zu Ye Relocates the Council Back to Shanghai

Amid the complex and chaotic wartime situation, Zu Ye assessed the circumstances and in one decisive move relocated the council back to Jianghuai in 1943! At the same time, Chinese military forces and civilians began their strategic counteroffensive against the Japanese army. In 1945, Mao Zedong published “The Final Battle Against the Japanese Invaders,” launching a full-scale counteroffensive in the War of Resistance. On August 15th, the Japanese Emperor announced unconditional surrender.

At that moment, Zuo Yongchan of “Tian Sheng Dao” panicked, Jiang Tiancheng of “Shun Tian Jiao” panicked, and the “Huidaomen” of Shandong also panicked. Several protectors under Zuo Yongchan contemplated dividing up the assets and each seeking their own way out.

Zuo Yongchan flew into a rage: “Damn it! ‘Tian Sheng Dao’ has been around for so many years, and you want to disband just like that? So what if the devils lost? Every dynasty needs great masters! Hasn’t the Kuomintang come back? I’ll take them down just the same, I’m still ‘Jianghuai’s Number One Great Master’!”

The protectors thought to themselves: Stop bragging, times have changed! The devils are gone, and what comes next is settling accounts with traitors! You’re not afraid of death, but we don’t want to die with you!

That night, several protectors quietly crept into Zuo Yongchan’s room and stabbed the sleeping Zuo Yongchan to death with a knife, then took all the gold and silver and scattered in all directions!

Poor Master Zuo Yongchan, after struggling for half his lifetime, first lost a leg, and ultimately was assassinated by his own disciples. The “Tian Sheng Dao” that Zhang Jiyao had single-handedly established also completely collapsed in his hands. He could only hobble on his crutches to the underworld to apologize to his teacher.

Zu Ye’s organization reopened for business. That night, Zu Ye hosted a banquet for all the Batous, filled with emotion.

“Ten years ago, the Jianghuai region was divided among three powers: ‘Mu Zi Lian,’ ‘Mei Hua Hui,’ and ‘Tian Sheng Dao.’ Now only ‘Mu Zi Lian’ stands alone in its excellence—this is Heaven’s will and also the people’s will. Now that peace has returned to the land, our days should be easier!” After speaking, Zu Ye emotionally composed a poem:

*Seeking the Dao*

*Years spent seeking the Dao, yet the Dao remains elusive,*

*Having seen all manner of things, all are inferior.*

*One palm turns yin and yang to virtuous fruit,*

*In this vast world exist myriad gates.*

“Excellent!” San Batou led the applause, and all the brothers stood up to applaud.

The next day, Zu Ye wore a brand-new robe onto the streets. After six years away, Shanghai had changed its appearance. Traces of Japanese occupation remained: wall slogans promoting the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, strongpoint defense lines stationed at intersections, ominously towering concentration camps, Japanese civilians who hadn’t had time to evacuate. However, these Japanese people were no longer arrogant and domineering, but instead were hiding here and there, afraid of catching a Chinese person’s blade in the dark.

Zu Ye kept shaking his head and sighing. He suddenly thought of Nishida Yoshiko and the words she said before dying: War not only harms the other side but also harms oneself.

At this moment, from a corner not far away, a sixteen or seventeen-year-old young man was quietly watching Zu Ye, secretly following behind him.

Liu Batou and Er Batou followed behind Zu Ye but didn’t notice. Zu Ye was careless, and the Batous were careless too. Everyone thought that with the devils surrendering and the Jianghuai traitor “Huidaomen” disbanded, there were no more enemies, so they all relaxed their vigilance and strolled leisurely.

That fellow observed for a while, slowly approached, and while walking pulled out a bowl from his waist. Walking up to Zu Ye, he said: “Sir, spare a couple of coins…”

Zu Ye smiled and lowered his head to reach for money. Unexpectedly, the fellow suddenly whipped out a sharp knife from his sleeve and fiercely stabbed at Zu Ye. Zu Ye instinctively blocked with his hand—his arm was pierced through, and fresh blood immediately stained his clothing. Liu Batou and Er Batou behind him rushed forward upon seeing this and instantly knocked the fellow to the ground.

“Don’t kill him! Keep him alive!” Zu Ye looked around and said quietly, “Take him back to the council for interrogation!”

At the council, the steward bandaged Zu Ye’s wound. Zu Ye sat in a chair carefully examining the young man, as if he had seen him somewhere before but couldn’t remember.

“Do we know each other?” Zu Ye asked.

“I know you!” the fellow said loudly.

“Do we have a grudge?” Zu Ye asked in surprise.

“The hatred of a father’s murder cannot be shared under the same sky!” the fellow shouted.

“Murder of your father?” Zu Ye was stunned. “May I ask who your esteemed father was?”

“My father was Mei Xuanzi, my mother Gai Xia!” the fellow said.

“Ah?” Zu Ye was greatly shocked. Looking at this fellow more carefully, no wonder he looked familiar! In 1934, when Mei Xuanzi had invited Zu Ye to the West Asia Restaurant to discuss cooperation, he had left this boy in Zu Ye’s council care. At that time, he was only five years old.

“Quickly untie him, he’s my sworn nephew!” Zu Ye thought of his sworn brother Mei Xuanzi, hence called his son sworn nephew.

Da Batou was stunned. Zu Ye repeated: “Quickly untie him!”

The fellow was also confused: “Who’s your nephew? You caused my father’s death!”

Zu Ye didn’t know why he said this, but still had Da Batou untie him, then said: “Your father and I were sworn brothers. We went to the island together to set up the scheme against the Japanese. Your father unfortunately perished—I was deeply pained!”

“Hmph, crocodile tears! It was that very time when you caused my father’s death!”

“Nephew, why do you say this!” Zu Ye asked urgently.

“Why didn’t you die?! Why didn’t your brothers die? Why did only my father die? And without even remains left!”

Zu Ye was startled: “Your father and I were sworn brothers—your mother knows this too. We went to the island together to set up the scheme. Your father was killed by a Japanese bomb. I was extremely pained…”

“You liar! You still have the face to mention my mother? My parents fell for your trick! Going to the island with you, in the end Father died, and Mother was captured by the Japanese, living in shame and disgrace…”

“Your mother is still alive?” Zu Ye quickly asked.

“So you were hoping our whole family would die! ‘Mei Hua Hui’ threatened your ‘Jiang Xiang Sect,’ so you wanted to exterminate us completely, right?”

Zu Ye’s temper flared. He walked over and grabbed the fellow by the collar, about to slap him. He raised his hand, then slowly lowered it. The fellow’s features were too much like Mei Xuanzi’s—Zu Ye couldn’t bear it.

“Your mother is…” Zu Ye asked.

“You want to ask how my mother survived? Of course it was because of my father! Because my father died, the Japanese believed my parents weren’t allied with the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’! Mother said that day all the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ people escaped by boat and abandoned them. What shared loyalty, what living and dying together—all bullshit!”

“So that’s how it was…” Zu Ye nodded after hearing this. “Like this, you take me to see your mother, and I’ll explain this matter!”

“Hahaha!” The fellow laughed wildly. “You think I’m a fool? You want to kill my mother too? Today I’ve fallen into your hands—kill me or torture me as you please! If I so much as blink, my name isn’t Mei Liren!”

Zu Ye also laughed: “You’ve got guts! So nephew’s name is Mei Liren—standing in benevolence and walking in the Dao, what a good name! Hehe!”

“Cut the crap with your false familiarity!”

Da Batou and Er Batou on the side were so angry they wanted to slap this fellow a few times, but were stopped by Zu Ye.

“Nephew, it seems we have quite a misunderstanding. Like this—since you’re so clever, think carefully. If I wanted to harm your whole family, would I still be here wasting words with you? Who treats their enemy this well?”

“You want to get my mother’s whereabouts, then eliminate everyone in one sweep,” Mei Liren said.

“Mm, that makes sense. If I were you, I’d think the same. How about this—I’ll give you a gun. You hold it, press it against my back, and go with me to see your mother. If we still can’t clear up the misunderstanding then, you can shoot me dead with one bullet. How’s that?”

“You dare?” Mei Liren immediately perked up hearing this.

“Of course!” Zu Ye answered.

“Zu Ye, absolutely not! This fellow is vicious and ruthless…” The Batous all advised Zu Ye together.

Zu Ye waved his hand, then drew a gun from his waist, removed the cylinder, and shook out the bullets. He said to Mei Liren: “To show my sincerity, watch.” Then, before Mei Liren’s eyes, he loaded the bullets one by one into the chambers. “These are six bullets, a full cylinder, so every shot will fire true. As long as you pull the trigger, I’ll die. Are you satisfied?”

Having said this, he handed the gun to Mei Liren.

“Zu Ye!” The Batous cried out in unison.

Zu Ye waved his hand indicating they should remain calm: “I believe nephew will be like his father—keeping his word, upright and honorable!”

Mei Liren took the gun and weighed it: “Alright, we have a deal.”

The two turned through several alleys and walked a long distance before arriving at Gai Xia’s residence. Zu Ye looked—this was formerly a Japanese-occupied area.

“Mom…” Mei Liren knocked on the door.

A woman came out: “Ah!” Seeing Zu Ye, she cried out in alarm.

“Madam, don’t be afraid!” Zu Ye looked at Gai Xia, who had been through so much hardship, his face full of shame. “I came here to explain the situation to you!”

Mei Liren waved the gun in his hand: “Mom! He can’t escape, don’t be afraid!”

Gai Xia looked around: “Come in and talk!”

“Madam, you’ve wronged me!” After entering, Zu Ye saw Mei Xuanzi’s memorial portrait in the room and quickly offered a stick of incense.

“Wronged you? Hmph,” Gai Xia said with a cold laugh. “Zu Ye is such a clever person—luring us onto the island to cooperate in your scheme, then you escaped while my husband died, and Pei Jinglong died too. Three families in the scheme, two families died, only your family escaped. And I wronged you?”

“Madam, the situation was urgent then. No one knew whether they would live or die. My brothers and I didn’t escape together either. Madam, please hear me out…” Zu Ye recounted the escape experiences of each Batou.

“Zu Ye is eloquent—we’ll just listen for what it’s worth,” Gai Xia didn’t believe him.

Zu Ye thought for a moment and said: “Master Mei was hit by a shell that day. Madam thinks the body washed into the sea, never to be found again. But does Madam know that when I escaped that day, I carried away Master Mei’s body and buried him in a place in Shaoxing? If I wanted to harm you, how could I have thought about Master Mei’s remains in such a critical moment? Madam, please reconsider—Master Mei and I were sworn brothers!”

Hearing this, Gai Xia was stunned. For years, she had believed Mei Xuanzi had been hit by the shell and fed the fish: “Is this true?”

“Madam can go with me to Shaoxing—one look will tell!”

“Wait!” Mei Liren said. “How do I know you won’t set up a fake grave to deceive us?”

Zu Ye looked at him and said: “Nephew makes a good point. At the time, the situation was urgent. After I buried Master Mei, I wanted to erect a tombstone with my sworn brother’s name, but considering safety issues and fearing it would expose Master Mei’s identity, I gave up on that idea…”

“See, see? Isn’t that so? Still setting up a nameless fake grave to fool us!” Mei Liren said.

Zu Ye looked at him again and said: “But I was also afraid it would be difficult to identify later, so I dug a pit in front of Master Mei’s grave and hid an ink stone in it for future verification! On the ink stone I carved my handwriting—’Money green calyx tree, fragrance comes from bitter cold!’ The money green calyx represents the finest plum blossoms. I lamented that Master Mei was noble and upright, like plum blossoms unafraid of cold and hardship—a true gentleman!”

“Is this true?” Gai Xia became excited.

“If there’s half a false word, may Heaven and Earth punish me!”

Soon, Gai Xia, Mei Liren, and Zu Ye’s group arrived in Shaoxing. Fortunately, the Japanese bombing hadn’t affected this place. After ten years of wind and frost, Mei Xuanzi’s grave mound had nearly flattened. Zu Ye forcefully dug up the earth in front of the grave, and an ink stone was revealed. Zu Ye slowly picked it up, wiped the mud off it, and held it up: “Madam, nephew, please look!”

Gai Xia took it—the characters on it matched Zu Ye’s description exactly. “Husband—” Gai Xia cried out in grief and knelt before the grave.

“Father!” Mei Liren also knelt down.

Zu Ye couldn’t help but shed tears either. Scenes from the past revolved in his mind—once separated by the boundary between yin and yang for eternity, ten years of life and death, both boundless and bleak.

After crying, Zu Ye arranged for Da Batou and Er Batou to erect a monument for Mei Xuanzi. Zu Ye personally wrote the epitaph for his sworn brother, and on the front of the tombstone, Mei Xuanzi’s name was carved according to Zu Ye’s handwriting.

Afterward, Gai Xia said to Zu Ye: “‘Mei Hua Hui’ is no more, but the Plum Blossom Daoist Temple still exists. I want to become a nun, cultivate virtue at my husband’s temple, and finish out my remaining years.”

Zu Ye nodded: “If there are difficulties, you can come find me at my residence anytime.”

Gai Xia also said to Zu Ye: “My son is young and impetuous, but his good nature is not yet lost. I hope Zu Ye will look after him.”

Zu Ye nodded repeatedly: “Madam can rest assured. I will treat nephew as my own son and definitely won’t let him go down the wrong path!”

After Gai Xia left, Mei Liren requested to formally join the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

Zu Ye sighed deeply: “You can do anything, and I’ll support you in everything—except you cannot join the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’!”

“Why not? Isn’t it about carrying out Heaven’s will?”

Zu Ye laughed bitterly: “Hehe, when I was your age, I was the same as you. Now that the war is over, your fate is better than mine. Study well! Which school do you want to attend? I’ll support you.”

“But I’m slow at learning.”

“Practice makes perfect. Smart people don’t necessarily have wisdom—great talents often mature late! Your father’s heroic sacrifice for the country will surely result in merit that will bless his descendants.”

“Oh.”

Zu Ye looked at the thin and gaunt Mei Liren and suddenly had a new idea: “Want to go abroad?”

“Go abroad? To do what?” Mei Liren had never thought of this.

“Listen, let me tell you—why did Japan dare invade China? Because it was advanced, had good weapons. It’s like two households—the better-off one bullies the worse-off one. Being backward means getting beaten. Look at this Shanghai Bund—where is it most prosperous? The ten-mile foreign settlement! Because those are all buildings constructed by foreigners. Banks, securities—these things were all brought by foreigners! And those gramophones, phonographs, movie projectors—these fun things were all invented by foreigners. So you must also learn these things. Once you’ve learned them, return to China and make these things for the common people. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Zu Ye said.

“Mm! Now that you put it that way, I find it interesting! I love tinkering with gramophones and cameras! I’ve always dreamed of having my own camera! Before when I worked for a master at a photo studio, the master wouldn’t even let me touch it!” Mei Liren said excitedly.

“So you need to go learn. After you’ve learned well, return to China and open your own photo studio! Then you can take pictures for me.”

“It’s a deal!” Mei Liren said with a smile.

“It’s a deal!”

“Uncle, which country should I go to?” Mei Liren suddenly asked.

“Nanyang, Britain, America—you pick whichever, and I’ll find a way to send you there!”

Mei Liren thought for a moment and said: “Then America! I heard America has some kind of atomic bomb that blew up several hundred thousand Japanese people at once. I’ll go there and learn, come back and make a few. If the Japanese ever invade us again, we’ll throw them at the little devils!”

“Hehehehe,” Zu Ye was amused. “Good! Good!”

One month later, one evening, Zu Ye wrote a letter and handed it to Mei Liren, saying: “Tomorrow I’ll buy you a boat ticket. When you get there, someone will naturally meet you. At that time, give this letter to them, and they’ll arrange your lodging and studies.”

“Uncle, I’ll come back to see you and Mom…” Mei Liren took the letter, and his eyes suddenly reddened.

“A great man has his ambitions in all directions. Don’t cry. Be like your father—dare to venture, dare to act, and have a kind heart. Don’t disgrace the Chinese people!”

“I’ll remember.”

Mei Liren left. Several months later, Zu Ye received a return letter from him. After reading it, Zu Ye was filled with emotion.

*Mom, Uncle:*

*I trust this letter finds you well!*

*Upon opening this letter, I wish you health. After I arrived in America, Auntie Liaoliao received me. I feel America is especially good—you can’t imagine how developed it is here, you can’t imagine how advanced the industrial system and educational system are here! There’s a kind of meat patty made with ground beef and onions called a hamburger. I also drank that beverage called “Coca-Cola” that I saw rich people drinking in Shanghai.*

*There are also many Chinese gathering areas here. Since I can’t speak English, I often only play with Chinese people. Auntie Liaoliao told me that if I want to integrate into America and learn more knowledge, I must learn English well. So I started learning English. Auntie Liaoliao is very capable—her English is especially fluent, and she forces me to speak English with her every time.*

*Auntie Liaoliao found me a school specializing in photographic arts. The teacher who gives us lessons is a journalist who took many photos in China during the War of Resistance exposing Japanese crimes. I heard he even won the “Pulitzer Prize for Journalism.”*

*Mom, Uncle, I finally have my own camera! Auntie Liaoliao paid for it, but I’ve decided that when I earn money in the future, I’ll definitely repay Auntie. In America, people emphasize the spirit of “contract.” I reached an agreement with Auntie Liaoliao—the money Auntie lends me, I must repay in the future. Otherwise, I will no longer accept Auntie’s assistance. Auntie agreed to my request.*

*Mom, Uncle, do you know? The better life is in America, the more I miss you. Before when I was in China, I never had a concept of country or awareness of patriotism, but now I do. I’m not afraid you’ll laugh at me—I really want to learn good skills and return to use my abilities to change the face of my hometown. I want more children to know that besides poverty and war, this world also has beauty and prosperity. I want everyone to eat hamburgers and drink Coca-Cola.*

*Mom, Uncle, I can’t write anymore. It’s time for my English conversation with Auntie Liaoliao again. Finally, I want to say in English: Mom, Uncle, I love you!*

*Take care of yourselves. I’ll return to China to see you.*

*Oh, right—Auntie Liaoliao asked me to send her regards to Uncle. She asked me to tell Uncle that she already has two daughters. The elder daughter’s Chinese name is Hu Aizhong, the second daughter is Hu Aihua, and their family of four lives very happily. In addition to formal American classroom education, Auntie Liaoliao personally supplements lessons in “Di Zi Gui” and “Liao Fan’s Four Lessons” for her two daughters every day.*

*Liren*

*January 6, 1946*

Seeing the letter mention “Di Zi Gui” and “Liao Fan’s Four Lessons,” Zu Ye knew Huang Farong had completely awakened. Reading to the end, Zu Ye’s eyes filled with tears, but the corners of his mouth showed a trace of gratified smile.

## The Discourse Between Two Great Fortune Tellers of the Republican Era

When Zu Ye delivered this letter to Gai Xia at the Plum Blossom Daoist Temple, Gai Xia held the letter and couldn’t stop crying. The two went to Mei Xuanzi’s grave once more, read the letter to the long-sleeping Mei Xuanzi beneath the earth, and then burned the letter before the grave. Zu Ye sighed: “Brother Mei, nephew is humble and studious. In the future he will surely achieve great things. You can rest in peace.”

That night, after Zu Ye returned to the council, his thoughts were myriad. Shanghai had recovered its former prosperity, and moreover, the foreign concessions that had persisted for nearly a hundred years were gone. All over Shanghai were posted portraits of Chiang Kai-shek, with those singing praises everywhere. Various spirit mediums and charlatans swarmed out again. Those drawing fortune-telling slips each established their own signboards, and common people who had survived the catastrophe began entering temples and Daoist shrines to fulfill vows.

“Mu Zi Lian” reemerged, and under the identity of “Patriotic Master” made the front page of Shanghai newspapers. “Mr. Tieban” had returned. “South Yuan, North Wei, East Lewu—the Three Immortals return to consult Zu Ye.” That year Yuan Shuzhan was 65, Wei Qianli was 35, Xu Lewu was 60, and Zu Ye was 44. These four were all nationally famous fortune-telling masters, each summarizing human nature and categorizing human life on their respective paths of fortune-telling.

Zu Ye very much wanted to hear the views of the other three great destiny masters on fortune-telling. For many years, Zu Ye had wanted to visit these distinguished figures. But in the early period, Zu Ye was busy reorganizing the council, and also felt his foundation wasn’t sufficient, so he didn’t dare act rashly. Later he was busy struggling against the “Huidaomen” and the Japanese, wandering displaced, and lost the opportunity. Now Zu Ye had clearly become a recognized master, and moreover a patriotic master. Whether in terms of status or ability, Zu Ye was qualified.

Zu Ye first went to visit Yuan Shuzhan, this 65-year-old senior.

Yuan Shuzhan was an extremely kind person. In his life he most admired two people: one was Fuxi, the founder of the Former Heaven Eight Trigrams; the other was Wu Xun, a pioneer of modern popular education and educator of the poor. Yuan Shuzhan didn’t love wealth—all his money was used for charity. He established an elementary school in his hometown, not only charging no tuition but also distributing writing brushes, ink, paper, and inkstones to poor children for free. During the War of Resistance, because his hometown suffered from warfare, he had no choice but to abandon teaching and flee to the Shanghai foreign settlement to take refuge. When Shanghai people heard a fortune-telling master had come, they all came to seek his counsel.

Later, because too many people came seeking consultations, Yuan Shuzhan had no choice but to have people queue up and wait. Moreover, those seeking consultations had to fill out a form first, writing down their birth date and time before submitting it. After Yuan Shuzhan reviewed it, the consultation seeker would then enter to respectfully hear his guidance.

This prosperity at the fortune-telling studio made the local hoodlums around jealous. This fellow was making so much money—he should share some at least. So every few days petty thugs and hooligans would come to the door threatening: “You’ve made so much—cough some up, otherwise we’ll smash your place!”

Yuan Shuzhan was completely unafraid: “Fine! Smash it and I’ll have peace! I didn’t want to do fortune-telling anyway!”

Hearing this, the hoodlums were at a loss, but soon came up with another dirty trick. They guarded at the fortune-telling studio entrance, and whenever they saw someone come out after having their fortune told, they’d go up and ask: “How was it?”

Generally people would say: “Mm, pretty accurate.”

The hoodlums would immediately say: “Then he didn’t predict you’d have a bloody disaster today?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll beat the hell out of you! Teach you to come give him money again!” Having said this, the hoodlums would swarm forward and beat the common people who came for fortune-telling black and blue.

After this kind of disturbance, Yuan Shuzhan couldn’t take it anymore: What can be done about this?

At this time, Huang Jinrong, one of Shanghai’s Three Tycoons, also heard news of Yuan Shuzhan settling in Shanghai and came to seek his counsel. Yuan Shuzhan helped Huang Jinrong analyze his birth chart with precise accuracy. After listening, Huang Jinrong was filled with endless emotion: “Sir’s mastery of the principles of the I Ching is profound—I’m impressed, impressed!”

Having said this, he was about to take out silver dollars.

Yuan Shuzhan said: “I don’t need the silver dollars. I have a matter to request of you…”

“Please speak, sir!”

Yuan Shuzhan shared his recent troubles.

Upon hearing this, Huang Jinrong became very indignant: “Is there still law? Is there still justice?”

Returning to the gang, Huang Jinrong personally created a painting scroll titled “Hero Standing Alone” and had his subordinates drive a jeep carrying a band, making a clamorous procession all the way to deliver it to Yuan Shuzhan.

When the hoodlums saw this display, they were all scared witless. This fortune-teller was buddies with the Green Gang boss—they were finished, this time they’d bitten off more than they could chew! So they all came to Yuan Shuzhan’s fortune-telling studio to beg for mercy.

Yuan Shuzhan knew how to handle people well. Not only did he not reproach them, he smiled and said: “Gentlemen are all forest heroes, you just robbed the wrong place. The money I earn here all has its purpose—part for the war effort, part for building schools. So please, heroes, show mercy.” Having said this, he took out some silver dollars. “I don’t have much, but each hero take two coins—consider it money to buy wine!” The hoodlums took the money, expressed their gratitude profusely, and then withdrew politely.

This incident spread throughout all of Shanghai, and even Huang Jinrong felt Yuan Shuzhan knew how to handle affairs.

Zu Ye had been away from Shanghai for many years. After returning, he also heard of this matter and admired the old senior Yuan Shuzhan even more. His only worry was that years ago he had created a big publicity stunt in the newspapers with “South Yuan, North Wei, East Lewu—the Three Immortals return to consult Zu Ye.” He didn’t know if Old Master Yuan might harbor displeasure.

Zu Ye arrived at Yuan Shuzhan’s home and knocked on the door. A young woman came out: “Who are you looking for?”

“I’m looking for Old Master Yuan.”

“My master no longer does fortune-telling.”

“Oh, I’m not here for fortune-telling. Please go in and announce that ‘Mr. Tieban’ requests an audience.”

“Please wait a moment.” The young woman went inside.

After a while, the young woman returned: “Sir, please come in.”

Zu Ye’s anxious heart settled, and he quickly followed the young woman inside.

“Greetings to Old Master Yuan, this junior pays his respects.” Upon entering, Zu Ye respectfully saluted Yuan Shuzhan.

Yuan Shuzhan smiled benevolently: “Zu Ye is a rising star of Jianghuai, masterful in divination arts, noble in patriotism—not like us old relics who could only hide in the foreign settlement and compromise.”

“Old Master is too kind, too kind. This junior truly doesn’t deserve such praise. I’ve long heard of Old Master’s great name and always wanted to visit, but helplessly got caught up in warfare, rushing east and west. Having just returned, I’ve come specially to pay my respects today.”

“Zu Ye’s great name—this old fool has long heard it like thunder. The Iron Plate Divine Numbers form their own school. Holding an abacus, you can tell fortunes. Among 520,000 types of birth charts, with a movement of your fingers, you can calculate instantly…”

Zu Ye’s face reddened, and he quickly said: “All empty reputation, all empty reputation. Before… before, this junior was young and impetuous, and with the council newly established, so I made a show of force in the newspapers. If I’ve offended the old senior anywhere, I hope…”

Before Zu Ye could finish, Yuan Shuzhan laughed: “Zu Ye worries too much! Hehe, the waves behind in the Yangtze River push forward the waves ahead, each wave higher than the last. If a person studying the I Ching doesn’t have a broad mind, how can he achieve great mastery of comprehending yin, yang, and all things? I am thus, and in the future Zu Ye must be thus as well. When juniors emerge, you must never be jealous, and mustn’t suppress them—you must nurture and cultivate them. Only this way can Chinese I Ching studies be passed down through generations and flourish!”

After hearing this, Zu Ye admired him immensely in his heart: “Old Master truly has both virtue and skill!”

“What instruction does Zu Ye have in honoring my humble dwelling?” Yuan Shuzhan turned to the main topic.

“I dare not, I dare not. Actually, this junior has come to ask one question, and ask Old Master to teach me…”

“Please speak.”

“Sir, after engaging in destiny studies for so many years, what is your greatest insight?” Zu Ye asked.

“My greatest insight is that yin and yang have fixed numbers, but human life has no constants.”

“Please enlighten me, Old Master.” Zu Ye said humbly.

Yuan Shuzhan nodded and said: “Zu Ye yourself are also a great master of destiny studies and surely know the profundity of the I Ching. All things and matters exist within yin, yang, and the Five Elements. Grasping the patterns of the Five Elements enables one to comprehend the trajectory of human life. Whether it’s Eight Characters, Six Lines, Qi Men, or Six Ren—all paths lead to the same destination, the principles are all the same. Using different methods to tell fortunes for the same person, the results obtained must be the same. Otherwise, wouldn’t one person have two or more destinies? People are born receiving the qi of the Five Elements. The Five Elements have patterns, so human life must have patterns. This is called yin and yang having fixed numbers, and it’s also the source and value of the I Ching’s existence. But does having these fixed numbers mean human destiny becomes unchangeable? The answer is no. You and I have both told fortunes for decades—don’t we often encounter such situations? According to the I Ching, when telling someone’s fortune, you predict great disaster in a certain year, but that year they’re safe and sound? Or you predict someone should make great wealth in a certain year and month, but they don’t make wealth, or only make a small fortune?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Yes. Every fortune-teller has encountered this situation.”

“Then has Zu Ye summarized the relevant patterns—why does this situation occur?” Yuan Shuzhan asked in return.

Zu Ye nodded deeply again: “I have summarized it. Those whose destiny trajectories change are nothing more than two types of people: one is those of great goodness, one is those of great evil. Those of great goodness can turn misfortune to blessing even when encountering danger, and encounter auspiciousness even when meeting difficulty. But those of great evil, even wealth and blessings they should have in their destiny, will gradually diminish as they commit evil deeds, until finally they have nothing!”

“Hehe.” Yuan Shuzhan smiled kindly. “Since Zu Ye has already glimpsed through life’s mysteries, why come ask me?”

“Is this the reason Old Master no longer tells fortunes?” Zu Ye asked another question.

“It’s one of the reasons. Saying I don’t tell fortunes—actually I’ve created this cause, and for a time can’t escape it. There are always visitors at the door. I have my disciple go out to turn them away, but if we really can’t turn them away, I can only receive them. Zu Ye, those of us in this profession all know that those who come for fortune-telling are nothing more than three types: one is those who’ve suffered major trauma, two is those obsessed with fame and fortune, three is those with nowhere else to turn. So no matter what, we must counsel them—let the despondent person regain courage, let the arrogant person understand restraint.”

“Old Master’s teaching is correct.” Zu Ye nodded.

Yuan Shuzhan lifted his head, looked out the window, and said with endless emotion: “This thing called fortune-telling—no matter how you calculate, there’s always something you can’t calculate. This is called man’s calculations cannot match Heaven’s calculations. Just like life—no matter how you plan, there’s always something you can’t anticipate. This is called Heaven’s will. Therefore, in this world there’s no division between clever and foolish people, only division between good and evil. No matter how clever a person is or how many calculations they make, there’s always a time when they stumble. Heaven’s eye cannot be avoided, Heaven’s will cannot be defied!”

Finally, Yuan Shuzhan gave one statement. On the way back, Zu Ye carefully pondered it, not knowing whether it was advice or prophecy: *The greater the gang, the deeper the karmic debt—nothing else, just cause and effect.*

Later, Zu Ye didn’t visit Wei Qianli, nor did he disturb Xu Lewu. Zu Ye had already found his answer. From then on, he began to plan—to plan the final scheme of his life.

In 1947, Mr. Yuan Shuzhan published an article in Shanghai newspapers titled “On Fortune-Telling.” After reading it, Zu Ye was filled with endless emotion.

*Destiny is the creation of the prenatal, fortune is the progression through eight steps. Destiny is carried by the Five Elements, calculated through the Four Pillars. Entering the Great Fortune, yin and yang interchange; encountering the flowing year, stems and branches transform. The Great Fortune is like the place one arrives at, the flowing year is like the person one encounters—internal and external interaction is the dialectical method.*

*Destiny can be calculated, yet also cannot be calculated. What can be calculated is the reasoning of yin and yang; what cannot be calculated is the law of cause and effect. Fortune-telling is not the goal but the means—using the method of deducing destiny to achieve the purpose of seeking fortune and avoiding calamity. Divination arts are popular in this age for this sole reason! But how to seek fortune and avoid calamity? Can destiny be changed? I have practiced divination for over thirty years, attempting to help people seek fortune and avoid calamity through feng shui, names, talismans and such methods. Ultimately, the results were minimal!*

*Why? Feng shui cannot overcome the human heart; supernatural powers cannot overcome karmic force.*

*Feng shui and talismans are external causes, supplementary and superficial. Personal cultivation is fundamental and primary—the internal cause. Those with poisonous and corrupt hearts, no matter how adjusted, will never have good destiny. For instance, someone spends hundreds of taels of silver searching everywhere for prosperous feng shui locations but ultimately cannot obtain them. Yet those with kind hearts effortlessly and naturally reside in the most prosperous arrangements. This is called: blessed people dwell in blessed land, blessed land dwells with blessed people.*

*The I Ching is a book of supreme goodness. Within it contains the way of being human. If people simply understand the principles of being human, they can seek fortune and avoid calamity, encounter auspiciousness in difficulty—there’s no need to take a roundabout path through feng shui, talismans, naming and other heterodox methods to cultivate destiny and change fortune. With a heart directed toward goodness, knife mountains melt away; with complete purity of mind, seas of fire run dry!*

*Those skilled in the I Ching do not divine. Only at the age of my destiny did I understand this principle. Now relying on my old age to give counsel to the younger generation—the ruts of the cart ahead, let the world observe for itself. I only wish that future great worthies will expound more on the principles of the I Ching and less on the tricks of divination arts. Only thus will we not disgrace the intentions of the sages…*

Yuan Shuzhan did as he said. In his later years, when his son Yuan Furu wanted to learn fortune-telling from him, Yuan Shuzhan solemnly told him: “I have two legacies—one is fortune-telling, one is medicine. After I die, you must smash and burn the fortune-telling legacy and inherit my medicine!”

Yuan Furu was very obedient. From then on he never touched half a bit of destiny studies, focused entirely on medicine, later studied abroad in Japan continuing to study medical arts, and still later lived in America, opening a Chinese medical clinic, healing the sick and wounded, promoting Chinese medicine, becoming a great medical master.

Of the four great fortune-tellers of the Republican era, Wei Qianli in his later years used the I Ching to speculate in stocks and lost almost everything, Xu Lewu died suddenly of heart disease, Zu Ye’s life and death were unknown—only Yuan Shuzhan exited gracefully. This was because Yuan Shuzhan was the earliest to recognize that fortune-telling creates karmic debt, so he stopped in time, dissolving karma and averting disaster.

## Dai Li’s Naming and Dai Li’s Death

Several days later one morning, San Batou was sitting in the hall telling fortunes when a person wearing a duck-billed cap walked in with his head lowered.

“Sir, what do you want to ask about—marriage? Wealth? Official fortune?” San Batou yawned and said.

That person still kept his head lowered, spoke in a low voice, and said: “I want to ask if your Zu Ye is still alive and well?”

“Hmm?” San Batou immediately became alert. “You are…”

That person slowly lifted his cap. San Batou saw clearly and was greatly shocked: “Instructor Zeng!”

“Quickly follow me to the back hall!” San Batou looked at the bustling crowd outside the door and said quietly.

In the back hall, Zu Ye was tasting tea.

“Zu Ye, guess who’s here?” San Batou shouted upon entering.

Zu Ye looked up and quickly stood: “Instructor Zeng!”

“Zu Ye!” Zeng Jingwu called out happily.

Brothers reunited, the two embraced tightly.

“Third, you may withdraw.” Zu Ye ordered.

San Batou acknowledged and withdrew.

“How has Instructor Zeng been all this while?” Zu Ye could hardly believe his eyes.

“All well, all well. Has Zu Ye made a comeback?” Zeng Jingwu said with a smile.

“The devils left, peace has returned, and over a hundred brothers need to eat. Hehe. By the way, wasn’t Instructor Zeng in northern Shaanxi? How did you return to Shanghai?”

Zeng Jingwu looked outside the door, then listened for any sounds: “Zu Ye doesn’t know—I secretly returned to Shanghai two years ago. We have underground organizations here. The central command felt I was familiar with Shanghai, so they sent me back!”

“Underground Party?” Zu Ye asked quietly.

“Mm,” Zeng Jingwu nodded. “Otherwise, how would we have obtained so much intelligence on the devils?”

“Oh,” Zu Ye nodded. “Now that the devils have surrendered, is Instructor Zeng going back?”

Zeng Jingwu looked at Zu Ye and said: “Does Zu Ye truly believe peace has returned?”

“What else would happen?” Zu Ye didn’t understand.

“There’s going to be war again!” Zeng Jingwu said.

“War? With whom?”

“The Kuomintang and Communist Party.” Zeng Jingwu answered.

“The Kuomintang and Communists will fight? Wasn’t there just negotiations in Chongqing not long ago? The newspapers even published the ‘Double Tenth Agreement,’ saying the two parties reached unanimous agreement for peaceful nation-building!” Zu Ye was greatly shocked.

“Bullshit! Old Chiang has no sincerity in negotiating at all! It was just to delay time and reorganize military preparations before launching civil war!” Zeng Jingwu said indignantly.

“What? Then the Chongqing negotiations?” Zu Ye asked.

“After Japan surrendered, Old Chiang telegraphed the whole nation, not letting the Communist Party take over Japanese-occupied territories, and not letting us confiscate strategic materials. What does this mean? The battlefield behind enemy lines was opened by us Communists. To open these base areas, how many of us died! In 1942 alone during one devil sweep operation, we lost over ten thousand people! Every inch of land, an inch of blood. Now the devils have withdrawn, our comrades’ heroic spirits still remain—if we don’t reclaim these territories, how do we account to our fallen comrades? How do we account to the local common people? Old Chiang on one hand is anxious to usurp the fruits of victory in the War of Resistance, on the other hand tells us not to move. Isn’t this making us sit and wait for death? To fully prepare for exterminating us, he deliberately set up the trap of Chongqing negotiations. He thought Chairman Mao and Vice Chairman Zhou wouldn’t dare go to Chongqing. As a result, both chairmen went, which caught Old Chiang completely off guard. So the Chongqing negotiations all proceeded according to terms we proposed, because Old Chiang had no sincerity at all, so he also hadn’t prepared any proposals. Just like that the two sides began talking. At the same time, Old Chiang secretly mobilized troops to suppress our base areas—but we beat them all back!” Speaking to this point, Zeng Jingwu paused. “Do you know how Chairman Chiang Kai-shek evaluated Chairman Mao after these negotiations?”

“Two great figures meeting—there must be interesting stories. How did he evaluate him?” Zu Ye also became interested.

“Chiang Kai-shek said Chairman Mao is a person of great determination!”

“Why?”

“Because Kuomintang staff all know Chairman Mao is addicted to smoking like life itself. Whether in meetings or reviewing documents, he always has a cigarette in hand, smoke swirling—this has been his habit for many years. But during the Chongqing negotiations, when Old Chiang and the Chairman met, Chairman Mao didn’t smoke even one cigarette, because the Chairman knew the Generalissimo doesn’t like the smell of smoke.”

After hearing this, Zu Ye praised repeatedly.

Suddenly, Zeng Jingwu’s face filled with worry again: “A great war is about to begin again…”

“Is Old Chiang really going to fight?” Zu Ye asked.

“No choice. We want peace, but the Generalissimo won’t give it. Chairman Mao said, if Chiang Kai-shek wants to fight, we’ll fight to the end! It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“Just that this time we’re not fighting the Japanese—it’s our own people fighting our own people…”

After hearing this, Zu Ye’s heart filled with melancholy: “Yes, Chinese fighting Chinese.”

“There’s more…” Zeng Jingwu said.

“What else?”

“Intelligence shows Chiang Kai-shek wants to dig up Chairman Mao’s ancestral grave! Using such despicable tactics! Old Chiang believes the Chairman’s ancestral grave’s feng shui is too prosperous, showing the sign of a true dragon emperor—it must be dug up before he can defeat the Chairman!” Zeng Jingwu said.

“Then… what did your Chairman Mao say?” Zu Ye thought of his own ancestral grave being dug up.

“Hehe! Chairman Mao laughed and said: ‘Chiang Kai-shek wants to dig up my ancestral grave—this is something that loses the people’s hearts. Those who lose the people’s hearts lose the world!'”

After hearing this, Zu Ye secretly admired him: Truly worthy of being the Communist Party’s leader! Such bearing, such boldness—it would be strange if he didn’t win!

Zu Ye suddenly thought of something: “Did Instructor Zeng visit this time just to tell me there’s going to be war?”

Zeng Jingwu nodded: “A few days ago, I went out on business and suddenly saw Zu Ye’s council had opened. After so many years without contact, I thought it was someone else using the name. After observing for several days, I discovered it truly was Zu Ye who had returned! The newspapers even said Zu Ye assisted Bai Chongxi in arranging defenses at Kunlun Pass in Guangxi, protecting China’s dragon veins—Zu Ye’s reputation is very great!”

Zu Ye shook his head: “Alas! Instructor Zeng doesn’t know—many things were coincidence, neither you nor I could have imagined. People like us who’ve entered the jianghu, our lives are no longer our own to control. These ten years, I’ve escaped death nine times. I thought I’d never return to Shanghai, never see Instructor Zeng again! Heaven truly opened its eyes and let me return alive.”

“Hehe, using a phrase you fortune-tellers often say—Zu Ye ‘the auspicious have Heaven’s protection.'”

“Hehe, hardly, hardly. Escaped death nine times, nine times.”

“Zu Ye, the current situation is thus—the Kuomintang and Communists will soon be at war. Ten years ago, I strongly invited Zu Ye to go with me to northern Shaanxi. Zu Ye didn’t accept. Now the great powers are no longer here, only the two major forces of the Kuomintang and Communists exist. Has Zu Ye thought about where to go?” Zeng Jingwu finally said what he most wanted to say.

Zu Ye’s heart jumped in alarm. Not knowing how to answer, after a long while he said: “I… am a rough and unrefined person. Party or politics—I’m not qualified to participate…”

“Zu Ye is mistaken! All these years, Zu Ye has killed many people and deceived many people, but they were all people who deserved to be killed and deceived, just like Ninth Master conducting assassinations—he has a clear conscience. Joining the Party isn’t that difficult. Back when the devils were sweeping through, at the most difficult moment, when a distant cousin of mine requested to join the Party, the organization only asked him two questions—Do you love your country? Yes! Are you afraid of death? No! Good, approved! Just that simple!”

Zu Ye still didn’t speak. After a long while, he pushed open the door and sighed deeply: “Please look, Instructor Zeng—over a hundred brothers, fierce as wolves and tigers, of varying quality. If I just leave, what will happen to them?”

Zeng Jingwu looked for a long time, thought for a long time, but had no answer.

Finally, Zeng Jingwu said: “Zu Ye has Zu Ye’s difficulties. The reason I came to explain this matter is also… is also… is also because I’m afraid…”

Zu Ye instantly understood: “Is Instructor Zeng afraid that in the future we two brothers will become enemies in the great environment of Kuomintang-Communist confrontation?”

Zeng Jingwu nodded: “I don’t want our brotherly relationship to become an enemy contradiction…”

Zu Ye also nodded firmly, stood up, put his hands behind his back, paced and thought, then said resolutely: “Please be assured, Instructor Zeng. I guarantee that I and my brothers will never join any party for our entire lives! This council has its own destined end. In the future, regardless of whether the Kuomintang or Communists win the world, as long as I’m alive, I won’t let this council do things that harm Heaven and reason!”

Zeng Jingwu raised his head and grasped Zu Ye’s hand: “It’s a deal.”

“It’s a deal.”

At this moment, Liu Batou rushed in frantically: “Zu Ye! Zu Ye!” Just entering the room, he saw Zeng Jingwu and froze: “Uncle Zeng!”

Zeng Jingwu rushed over and embraced Liu Batou: “Little Six!” The former “Axe Gang” brothers met again.

Liu Batou’s tears flowed down. Suddenly he jerked his head: “A group of Kuomintang soldiers came outside, saying they’re catching Communist bandits!”

Zu Ye and Zeng Jingwu were greatly shocked.

“Instructor Zeng, first hide in the inner room. I’ll go out and see!” Zu Ye strode outward, then suddenly turned back and said to Little Six, “Notify Er Batou to give Instructor Zeng the needle treatment!”

“Needle treatment?” Instructor Zeng didn’t understand.

Zu Ye didn’t answer and walked out.

“Oh—Zu Ye? Truly, there’s no place in life where paths don’t cross!” Zu Ye followed the voice and looked—he could tell it was that Kuomintang soldier from the day in Hunan when they were suppressing Tiger Hong, the one who wanted to rape Zhu Jin.

“Hehe, yes. After several years’ separation, I still don’t know the commander’s esteemed surname and great name?” Zu Ye clasped his fists.

“Don’t do that—won’t that be the death of me? You have such a great reputation—don’t call me commander. My humble surname is Cai, given name Xuezhong. Just call me Little Cai.” That fellow said with a sinister tone.

“Oh… Master Cai!” Zu Ye said with a smile.

“Don’t! Don’t! If this reaches Director Dai’s ears, won’t I be punished by military law?” Cai Xuezhong still hadn’t forgotten the grudge from that day when Zu Ye stopped him from raping.

“Master Cai is joking…”

“Enough nonsense!” Cai Xuezhong interrupted Zu Ye. “Cai is currently the captain of Shanghai Police Bureau’s First Brigade. Now conducting routine business—someone reported that there’s a Communist hiding in Zu Ye’s residence. Please cooperate, Zu Ye!”

“Hehehehe, Captain Cai performing official duties impartially—of course I must cooperate, must cooperate. It’s just that Captain Cai brought so many people to my residence. First, it affects my family’s business. Second, if you can’t find any Communists, won’t it ruin my reputation? I’m a patriotic diviner personally appointed by Director Dai. Captain Cai should think carefully…” Zu Ye was stalling for time.

“Haha, how will we know if it ruins Zu Ye’s reputation without searching?” Cai Xuezhong said.

“Mm! Makes sense! Does Captain Cai know what this Communist bandit looks like?”

“Hehe, I’m always meticulous in my work!” Saying this, Cai Xuezhong pulled out a paper from behind him, pointed at the portrait on the paper and said, “I’d recognize this person even if he turned to ash. He used to be with the ‘Axe Gang,’ then ran over to the Communist side! I’ve been watching him for a long time. His skills are good—he escaped every time. But today even with wings he can’t escape. However, what I’m most worried about is once I catch him, how will Zu Ye account to Director Dai? Harboring Communist bandits—that’s a beheading offense…”

“Hahahaha!” Zu Ye also laughed. “Alright, since Captain Cai is so confident, please…” Saying this, he opened his arms and made a gesture of invitation.

“Search!” With Cai Xuezhong’s order, dozens of people rushed in.

After bustling about for a long time, the police force people came out one after another: “Report—nothing!”

“What?” Cai Xuezhong was a bit confused. “Didn’t they say they clearly saw him walk in?”

Having said this, he walked in himself.

In the inner room, Cai Xuezhong saw someone lying on the bed covered with a blanket: “Who’s this?”

Zu Ye said: “This is my disciple’s father. Not long ago he had a stroke and is convalescing at my place.”

“Convalescing?” Cai Xuezhong looked at Zu Ye suspiciously, then suddenly reached out and yanked the blanket off the bed. Immediately he was so frightened he leaned backward, stumbled and nearly fell. “Holy shit! What the hell? Scared me to death!” He quickly threw the blanket back down.

“I already said—stroke.”

Zeng Jingwu had been treated by Er Batou using the needle displacement method—his facial features had been moved, especially his left cheek, which sagged very long. His eye and cheek drooped together, the flesh all collapsed down to under his chin.

At this moment a policeman said quietly: “I clearly saw him walk in just now…”

Cai Xuezhong went up and slapped that policeman: “Fuck your mother! Do your eyes work? Last time you said that prostitute was beautiful. After I went in and kissed her all over, her face was covered in rouge and powder falling off—she was almost fifty years old!”

Cai Xuezhong adjusted his peaked cap and faced Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

“Captain Cai, please calm down, calm down. The young ones have it hard doing their work—just forgive him this time.” Saying this, he walked in front of the beaten policeman. “Brother, see more clearly next time.”

“No, it was an informant who told me, so I followed…” That person said while covering his cheek.

“Fuck your mother!” Cai Xuezhong rushed up and gave another round of slaps. “I’ll teach you to have a loose mouth, I’ll teach you to have a loose mouth! Your damn mouth is looser than a prostitute’s waistband!”

All of this, Zeng Jingwu on the bed heard. An informant? It seems someone inside had betrayed them!

“All of you fuck off back!” Cai Xuezhong was angry and ashamed.

The policemen withdrew one after another.

“Zu Ye, farewell!” Cai Xuezhong said.

“Captain Cai, go well. Come visit when you have time.”

That night, Zu Ye personally treated Zeng Jingwu to restore his blood circulation. Zeng Jingwu slowly recovered his appearance.

“Someone has betrayed us,” Zeng Jingwu murmured. “I must send out the signal to have everyone transfer locations.”

“Mm,” Zu Ye nodded. “The fellow who came today used to be Dai Li’s man. Dai Li truly infiltrates every crack.”

Zeng Jingwu said: “Dai Li’s power is growing larger and larger. The Military Statistics Bureau he controls not only interferes in military and political affairs, but also penetrates into national defense, transportation, diplomacy, police administration, and finance in all areas… But this isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

“What do you mean?” Zu Ye asked.

“What kind of person is Old Chiang? He’s a suspicious person! Dai Li’s made it so big—can Old Chiang feel at ease?”

Zeng Jingwu’s words proved prophetic. At this moment, Dai Li was sitting on pins and needles.

Actually, as early as 1942, on the tenth anniversary of the Military Statistics Bureau’s establishment, Dai Li had already been “too clever for his own good.” On April 1st of that year, the Military Statistics Bureau held a tenth anniversary celebration. Chiang Kai-shek attended the ceremony personally with his wife Song Meiling. To demonstrate his abilities and achievements before his superior, and moreover to show the Military Statistics Bureau’s unified determination to serve the Generalissimo, Dai Li organized a grand military review of the special agent forces, and to ensure success, rehearsed three times in advance.

When Chiang Kai-shek mounted the reviewing platform, what he saw was a uniformly aligned special agent force. These people were in high spirits, wearing American-style equipment, heroically and spiritedly passing below the platform. At that moment, Chiang Kai-shek became suspicious. Ten years ago, this organization was just a small special agent office with only a few dozen people. Now under Dai Li’s painstaking management, it had become the most combat-capable force. The entire system had hundreds of thousands of people—180,000 plainclothes agents, 70,000 guerrilla armed forces, 20,000 special operations teams, 10,000 dare-to-die squads. A force with such powerful combat capability now entirely obeyed Dai Li’s orders alone—this was not a good thing.

At that moment Chiang Kai-shek smiled, and Dai Li also smiled. Chiang Kai-shek was grateful he discovered it in time. Dai Li believed his loyalty had been recognized.

After the Japanese surrender, facing the Military Statistics Bureau at the height of its power, Chiang Kai-shek suddenly issued an order to “disband the Military Statistics Bureau.”

At that moment, Dai Li understood: he had been too capable, too clever, and had invited the Generalissimo’s suspicion.

He sighed to his confidants: “If I don’t die at the hands of the Communists, I’ll die at the hands of the old man.”

With the Military Statistics Bureau’s dissolution imminent, Dai Li’s heart was full of confusion about where to go. Just as Yuan Shuzhan had said, fortune-seekers fall into three types—at this moment, Dai Li belonged to the category of those with nowhere else to turn.

In February, Dai Li secretly arrived in Shanghai.

“How have you been, sir?” Dai Li met Zu Ye in secret.

“Thanks to the General’s concern, all is well.”

“I remember sir said before that in ten years I would certainly become a prince or minister. Counting from 1936, it’s almost been ten years.”

“The General led the Military Statistics Bureau and defeated the Japanese invaders. Now you hold the highest position among officials—doesn’t that count as prince or minister?” Zu Ye said.

“Sir, you must not deceive me! Say whatever there is to say!” Dai Li intensified his tone.

“I dare not! I dare not! When have I ever deceived the General?”

“But now the old man wants to abolish the Military Statistics Bureau!” Dai Li roared like a trapped beast.

“The old man?” Zu Ye was startled.

“Generalissimo Chiang…” Dai Li said.

“Oh, abolishing the Military Statistics Bureau—perhaps it’s the Generalissimo’s normal arrangement. As for General Dai… perhaps there’s another important appointment.”

“Another important appointment? The Military Statistics Bureau is Dai’s lifeline! Without the Military Statistics Bureau, Dai Li is water without a source, a tree without roots—I’ll be nothing!”

“From this perspective, is the Generalissimo moving against General Dai?” At this moment, Zu Ye secretly sighed about what Zeng Jingwu had said a few days ago—Dai Li was truly finished.

“But I’ve never had divided loyalties! Since I began following the old man, Dai has upheld the leader’s will, understood the leader’s painstaking efforts, served before and behind like a horse, without complaint or regret, willingly laboring like a dog for over a decade! The old man should know this! Not to mention anything else, just during the Xi’an Incident, how many people wanted to kill the old man? Yet I risked my life accompanying Madam Song to Xi’an—the old man couldn’t possibly not know this!” Dai Li almost cried these words out.

“General, don’t be anxious. Perhaps it’s colleagues framing you?” Zu Ye reminded him.

Hearing this, Dai Li suddenly broke out in goosebumps all over: All these years, to bring down opponents, I’ve killed so many people, harmed so many people. Many Kuomintang big shots hate me to the bone. How many want to put me to death? But all of this was approved by the old man! I’m like a loyal dog, always obeying my master’s commands. Now that the master wants to abandon me, without the master’s protection, those enemies can tear me apart in an instant. No, no—I can’t just surrender like this! Gamble one more time! Gamble one more time!

Dai Li’s sweat poured down. At that moment, Zu Ye didn’t take pleasure in Dai Li’s state of struggling like a trapped beast. Instead, he felt more desolation. In a hundred years of worldly affairs, how many times glory, how many times sorrow? Who could have imagined that the once infinitely glorious “Gestapo” would fall to such a state?

“Sir, what brilliant strategy can save me?” Dai Li’s eyes stared fixedly at Zu Ye.

Looking at the desperate Dai Li, Zu Ye no longer wanted to discuss Zhou Yi and the Eight Trigrams, but said frankly: “General Dai, would you listen to my advice?”

“Please speak, sir!” Dai Li looked at Zu Ye urgently.

“General Dai might as well emulate Zhang Liang of the Han Dynasty—retire bravely from the rapids. Before the Generalissimo speaks, first resign from the position of Military Statistics Bureau Director yourself. Then don’t seek other positions, claim illness and return home, and from then on no longer concern yourself with official matters…” At that time, Zu Ye truly had good intentions.

“What?” Before Zu Ye could finish, Dai Li became anxious. “You want me to voluntarily retire?! Never mind not retiring—even if I voluntarily withdrew, could I keep this life? Without power, those people could crush me like crushing an ant! Sir surely knows the principle of ‘the tree desires stillness but the wind won’t stop’?”

“General, please hear me out. The General has always been loyal to the Generalissimo. If upon honorable retirement you could obtain an immunity plaque from the Generalissimo, what could the Kuomintang staff do to you? The Generalissimo, mindful of the General’s many years of hard work, would certainly spare you.” Zu Ye said.

Having said this, Zu Ye himself became confused. Facing this executioner who had killed Ninth Master Wang Yaqiao, he had actually shown a Bodhisattva’s heart.

Dai Li lowered his head and thought for a moment, then suddenly felt something was wrong: Why does this fortune-teller always advise me to hand over power? Could he have already been taken by the old man, deliberately persuading me?

Seeing Dai Li’s eyes constantly rolling, Zu Ye, as an old trickster, instantly understood: It’s over—Dai Li has become suspicious!

As expected, Dai Li suddenly laughed: “Hehe, sir predicted in earlier years that I would certainly become a high official in the future, but now advises me to retire. Isn’t this self-contradictory?”

Zu Ye shook his head, remembering Yuan Shuzhan’s words: “Yin and yang have fixed numbers, but human life has no constants. Some things—man’s calculations cannot match Heaven’s calculations. I hope the General will forgive me.”

“Haha. What a good ‘man’s calculations cannot match Heaven’s calculations’! Sir has probably already met with the old man, haven’t you!”

“Absolutely not!” Zu Ye looked at Dai Li without blinking.

Dai Li stared fiercely at Zu Ye: “I want to take another step forward—is it possible?”

“How does the General want to proceed?” Zu Ye felt he had gone mad.

“I want to become China’s Naval Commander!” Dai Li said.

“Uh…” Zu Ye was momentarily confused.

“The old man won’t abandon me! He won’t! People in America also support me. With the Kuomintang-Communist confrontation imminent, the old man needs to establish a navy and still needs me—I’m still useful! I want to fight to the death!” Dai Li had become nearly deranged.

“This…” Zu Ye didn’t know what to say.

“Sir, just wait for my good news.” Dai Li stood and left. Just as he was about to exit, he suddenly turned back and said, “Before, sir told me to choose a name with earth in the Five Elements. I never did, but this time, I want to try it!” Having said this, he left without looking back.

After Dai Li left, Zu Ye thought for a moment, then urgently召集ed a council meeting and announced they would skip town.

“Why, Zu Ye? We just opened, business is booming—why skip town?” The Batous asked, puzzled.

“Someone’s going to die!” Zu Ye said this sentence and gave no further explanation.

The Batous and Xiao Jiaos all skipped town, hiding in the countryside.

Zu Ye’s analysis was correct. If someone as clever as Dai Li revealed his innermost thoughts to you, how could he let you live? Especially a fortune-teller who knew so many of his secrets—he had to be eliminated no matter what!

Sure enough, shortly after Zu Ye and the others left, Cai Xuezhong led a team, armed with guns, and charged into the council—only to come up empty.

When Dai Li heard this news, he became even more anxious. He believed Zu Ye had already been bought by the higher-ups, and all his secrets would surely be leaked. What could be done?

At this moment, the telephone rang. Dai Li jumped, slowly picked it up, and timidly said: “Hello?”

“Director Dai?”

Hearing it was his secretary-assistant Yuan Qibin, Dai Li’s pounding heart settled: “It’s me. What is it?”

“The Military Statistics Bureau is being reorganized, all code names must be changed. The Director’s code name must also change. What name this time? Still with the water radical?” Secretary Yuan asked.

“Oh…” Dai Li cleared his throat and said in a low voice, “This time give me one with earth…”

“Ah?” Secretary Yuan was stunned, suspecting he’d heard wrong. Director Dai had always felt he lacked water in his destiny and always preferred names with water. What happened this time? “With… earth, right?”

“Yes! It must have earth—the more the better.” Dai Li repeated.

“Oh, alright.” The secretary shook his head helplessly.

Thus, Dai Li left his final code name in the Military Statistics Bureau roster: Gao Chongyue.

This name was extremely “strange”—absolutely belonging to earth in the Five Elements. Lofty mountains and towering peaks, majestic Five Sacred Mountains—top, bottom, inside, and out, all earth. To supplement his earth, the secretary nearly named him “Gao Diqiu” (High Earth-Ball).

After hearing this, Dai Li nodded secretly.

On March 12th, Dai Li met with his subordinate Zheng Jiemin in Beiping and gave detailed instructions on handling the aftermath of the Military Statistics Bureau’s dissolution.

On March 13th, Dai Li went to Tianjin and handled a corruption case with the Military Statistics agents there.

On March 15th, he returned to Beiping and discussed matters with Du Yuming.

During this period, Chiang Kai-shek’s phone calls were incessant, constantly urging Dai Li to return to Chongqing. So much so that whenever the phone rang, Dai Li’s heart would pound.

Dai Li was stalling for time. He had been waiting for the availability of Admiral Cooke, Commander of the U.S. Seventh Fleet. He wanted to meet Cooke face-to-face, because Cooke had promised he would help General Dai rebuild China’s navy. Dai Li wanted to secure Cooke first. With Cooke’s complete support, he could negotiate with the old man to continue serving loyally.

Dai Li’s delay in returning to Chongqing, coupled with his running east and west, made Chiang Kai-shek even more suspicious: This fellow better not be cornered and run over to the Communist side.

The ruler and minister grew further apart in mutual suspicion.

On March 16th, Dai Li finally received news from Cooke. Cooke said he was currently in Qingdao, Shandong, but couldn’t get to Beiping for the time being. He hoped General Dai would wait two more days.

Dai Li couldn’t wait. He arranged for a special plane and flew directly to Qingdao.

Upon arrival, it was already dark. Dai Li learned that Cooke had already flown to Shanghai on business. Dai Li had no choice but to stay in Qingdao.

That night, Dai Li desperately shut himself in his room and didn’t turn on the lights. In the dim room, Dai Li held his head and sobbed. No one knows how Dai Li got through that night, no one knows what he was thinking. Was he thinking about his decades-long thrilling spy career, or about his former glory and arrogance? Perhaps he thought of nothing except his elderly mother far away in another land, and that childhood without conspiracies and killings…

After dawn, Dai Li changed into a fresh shirt, took a bath, shaved his beard clean, and before going out, looked at himself in the mirror one more time. Twenty years ago, he had also examined himself in the mirror like this—it was on the eve of applying to Huangpu Military Academy. He said to himself in the mirror: “You can do it.” And indeed he passed, and was lucky enough to become Chiang Kai-shek’s aide-de-camp, thus beginning his spy career… Spring and autumn passed several times, past events became wind. Now standing before the mirror again, he didn’t know what to say to himself. Finally, he smiled—smiled bitterly at himself in the mirror…

Around 10 AM, after confirming by phone that Cooke was still in Shanghai, Dai Li immediately boarded a plane bound for Shanghai.

That day, everything in the world seemed to be working against Dai Li. Shortly after the plane ascended into the sky, the originally cloudless sky suddenly turned bad. Then fierce winds arose, torrential rain poured down, and the plane nearly lost balance in the storm.

“Director, the rain is too heavy. The plane cannot fly to Shanghai according to the flight path,” Dai Li’s subordinate reported.

Dai Li didn’t speak. Looking through the plane’s window at the murky sky, he thought: Heaven is trying to destroy me!

“Should we turn back?” the little spy asked.

“No! First fly to Nanjing. After the weather improves, then fly to Shanghai,” Dai Li ordered.

“Yes!”

The plane bumped all the way through the rain curtain to the skies above Nanjing.

Unexpectedly, the rain in Nanjing was even heavier, with thunder and lightning intertwining. The plane couldn’t land at all.

The pilot nervously circled above Nanjing. In the torrential rain, he lost his bearings. Suddenly a mountain loomed ahead.

“Pull up quickly! Pull up quickly!” the co-pilot shouted. “Quick! Quick! Quick!”

“Too late! Too late! Ahhh—”

The ground dispatcher at Nanjing airport lost the signal from the plane Dai Li was on and hurriedly reported to superiors: Director Dai’s plane has disappeared!

When Chiang Kai-shek heard this news, he was first unusually calm, then immediately said to Mao Renfeng, the Military Statistics Bureau’s number two: “If alive, I want to see the person; if dead, I want to see the corpse!”

Chiang Kai-shek didn’t know whether the plane had crashed or whether Dai Li had shut off the radio and flown toward the Communist side.

Two days later, the plane wreckage and Dai Li’s remains were found. The plane had truly crashed into a mountain.

Those who collected the body returned and reported to Chiang Kai-shek: “The mountain Director Dai’s plane crashed into is called ‘Daishan,’ and the gully where the plane fell is called ‘Kunyu Gully.'”

People inside the Military Statistics Bureau were all quite shocked, discussing among themselves: Dai Li, courtesy name Yunong, throughout his life his Eight Characters lacked water, so he constantly gave himself names with water. Now, having just taken the name “Gao Chongyue,” which belongs to earth in the Five Elements, he crashed into “Daishan” and died in “Kunyu Gully!” Was it timing? Was it destiny?

The Military Statistics chief, whose crimes were too numerous to record, thus drew the final period on his life.

When Zu Ye learned this news, he didn’t speak for a long time.

Jiang Feiyan sent a congratulatory letter: Congratulations to Zu Ye for finally avenging Ninth Master! She believed that nine years ago, she and Zu Ye had jointly set up a scheme to tell Dai Li’s fortune, suggesting Dai Li choose a name belonging to earth in the Five Elements, and now it had taken effect.

Zu Ye didn’t think so. Having experienced so much turmoil, Zu Ye knew deeply this wasn’t something a name could decide. Otherwise, wouldn’t randomly giving someone a name be able to put them to death? Conversely, randomly giving someone a good name could make them escape poverty and become wealthy? Fantasy!

Zu Ye knew that Dai Li’s death was only a matter of time. Any emperor fears subordinates whose achievements overshadow the master. Accompanying a ruler is like accompanying a tiger. Done well, one accepts “releasing military power over cups of wine” and takes the silver home to retire. Done poorly, it’s the fate of Han Xin or Hu Weiyong. Dai Li had exhausted all his mental effort killing so many people, calculated everything, yet never thought he would be forced to death by Chiang Kai-shek.

Only at this moment did Chiang Kai-shek feel some regret: Perhaps Dai Li had no rebellious heart. He investigated Dai Li’s itinerary before death in detail. Dai Li’s trip to Tianjin was truly to handle a corruption case within the Military Statistics Bureau. Meeting the commander of the 94th Army in Tianjin wasn’t plotting rebellion but managing the scandal of the 94th Army commander taking a concubine. Dai Li meeting Du Yuming in Beijing also wasn’t plotting rebellion but visiting Du Yuming’s illness. Dai Li going to Qingdao then heading to Shanghai was truly to discuss establishing China’s navy with Cooke…

At that moment, Chiang Kai-shek also recalled Dai Li’s recent speech at the Military Statistics Bureau’s Beiping office: “Last year the leader asked me to become a Central Committee member. I firmly declined because scrambling for power and profit is unworthy of a revolutionary… Recently the Central Committee held the Sixth Plenum of the Second Session. The situation displayed over ten-plus days didn’t exceed my expectations. Regarding the Investigation and Statistics Bureau issue, it seems praise and criticism are half and half. Some say they want to overthrow us. I don’t know what ‘overthrow’ means, what ‘abolish’ means. I only fear our comrades won’t progress, will become bureaucratic and corrupt. If so, even without others attacking, we’ll fall ourselves. What I constantly think about is how to be worthy of the martyrs, how to maintain our glorious history. I’ve never thought about how others might overthrow me. I personally have no political stance—everything follows only the Generalissimo’s wishes. Burying my head to work—only then will the nation have a way forward, will individuals have prospects…”

“It seems Dai Li truly had no rebellious heart. I pushed him too hard.” Chiang Kai-shek felt a wave of self-reproach: With the great Kuomintang-Communist war imminent, I’ve lost such a loyal talent! Thinking of this, Chiang Kai-shek felt a headache.

Later, after defeat in Taiwan, Chiang Kai-shek cried out many times: “If Comrade Dai Yunong hadn’t died, we wouldn’t have retreated to Taiwan today!”

## The Lost and Recovered Remains

Zu Ye’s council reopened for business.

One day, the sun was warm and gentle, the streets bustling with traffic. San Batou was sitting at the storefront telling fortunes when suddenly a middle-aged man wearing a black felt hat walked over, looking left and right.

This person looked east, looked west, as if searching for something.

San Batou gave a look to a nearby Xiao Jiao: “Go out and see.”

Xiao Jiao went out and patted that person’s shoulder: “Sir, do you want your fortune told?”

That person smiled: “No, no, I’m looking for someone.”

“Looking for whom?” Xiao Jiao asked.

That person looked Xiao Jiao up and down, shook his head, and said with a smile: “You’re still young—I estimate you wouldn’t know him.”

Hearing this, Xiao Jiao was displeased, but as a trickster, his mind was always full of scam ideas. He immediately said cleverly: “You’re right—I’m only in my teens, short on experience and shallow in knowledge. However, you could have my master tell your fortune, calculate where the person you’re looking for is. Otherwise, in this vast Shanghai, how will you find them?”

That person’s eyes lit up: “Accurate?”

“Whether it’s accurate or not, one reading will tell! Please come in!” Xiao Jiao coaxed and deceived, “fishing” the person into the room.

San Batou inside heard clearly and thought: This Xiao Jiao really has a future.

“Sir is looking for someone?” San Batou asked the man wearing the felt hat.

“Mm.” That person nodded.

“Male or female?”

“Male.”

“How old?”

“Nominal age 45.”

“Mm,” San Batou nodded and said, “This person is an old acquaintance of yours, correct?”

“Right, right, right!” That person excitedly said three times.

San Batou laughed secretly to himself: Nonsense—of course it’s an old acquaintance. Otherwise why would you be looking for him? Hehe, this mark is really cute.

San Batou continued: “This person has done you a favor…”

“Exactly right!” That person was so excited he nearly stood up.

San Batou was even more delighted inwardly: Definitely a favor. If it were a grudge, you wouldn’t have this expression after entering.

That person had fallen into San Batou’s trap. Unable to wait, he started speaking himself: “This person is my fellow villager. I only know he’s in Shanghai, seems to be in your line of work, also a great master. Over ten years ago he returned home to worship ancestors. Later when the devils attacked, there was no more news of him…”

Hearing these sentences, San Batou broke into a cold sweat: A great master? “Do you know what he’s called?” San Batou urgently pursued.

“Childhood name Guansheng, formal name Chengming, compound surname Shangguan…”

San Batou’s whole body ran cold with sweat. He gave Xiao Jiao a look, and Xiao Jiao quickly closed the consultation room door. Then San Batou and Xiao Jiao rushed forward together and tied that person up.

That person was terrified: “What are you doing? What are you doing?”

San Batou pulled out a strip of cloth and stuffed it in his mouth, then said to Xiao Jiao: “Quickly go get Zu Ye!”

Zu Ye was drinking tea in his residence when Xiao Jiao burst in recklessly: “Zu Ye, something’s happened!”

Zu Ye put down his teacup and followed Xiao Jiao to San Batou’s storefront. The two looked around in all directions—no one was following. They pushed open the door and went in.

“It’s this person!” San Batou pointed at the felt-hatted man.

Zu Ye lowered his head and looked carefully, then his body shuddered: “Daifu!”

That person, upon seeing Zu Ye, tears fell down his face. He struggled desperately and shouted, but helplessly his mouth was stuffed with cloth and he couldn’t make a sound.

“Quick! Quick, untie him!” Zu Ye ordered.

San Batou and Xiao Jiao were a bit dazed: “Oh… yes! Yes!”

After being untied, that person threw himself onto Zu Ye’s shoulder: “Brother Guansheng, I finally found you!” Tears streamed down.

Zu Ye’s eyes reddened: “Good brother, good brother, speak slowly…”

San Batou was somewhat at a loss. Zu Ye said to him and Xiao Jiao: “This is my fellow villager who grew up with me since childhood, Brother Daifu. You should all call him Uncle Daifu!”

A silly mark instantly became an uncle. San Batou’s brain couldn’t quite process it: “Oh, Uncle… Daifu.”

“Back then, when my entire family suffered cruel murder, the remains of my grandfather, grandmother, mother, and eldest brother were all buried by Daifu’s help…” Zu Ye added another sentence.

Hearing this, San Batou and Xiao Jiao immediately knelt down and shouted: “Uncle Daifu, receive this junior’s bow!”

Daifu had never seen such a display and quickly said: “Don’t! Don’t! Honored sirs… what is this… quick… quickly get up!”

“Let’s go, let’s talk at home.” Zu Ye patted Daifu’s shoulder, then looked at San Batou and Xiao Jiao still kneeling on the ground. “Third, you come along too.”

“Yes, Zu Ye.”

Arriving at Zu Ye’s residence, Zu Ye personally made tea for Daifu.

Daifu looked at Zu Ye’s spacious and bright house and just smiled foolishly: “Brother, your house is so big, so beautiful.”

At this moment, steward Wu Lao’er brought up refreshments and fruit plates. Zu Ye personally took a piece of osmanthus cake and handed it to Daifu: “Brother, eat this… don’t be constrained…”

Daifu embarrassedly accepted it, then pushed it toward Zu Ye: “Brother, you eat, you eat first.”

Zu Ye smiled and pushed it back to him, then grabbed another piece himself: “Let’s eat together!” He stuffed it in his mouth in one bite.

San Batou knew that usually Zu Ye never ate sweets—these things were for entertaining guests. Today, to make this Daifu less reserved, he actually swallowed a whole piece of osmanthus cake in one bite. It seemed Zu Ye’s relationship with this country bumpkin was quite special!

“Third, you come eat too!” Zu Ye ordered.

“No, no, thank you Zu Ye.” San Batou thought to himself: What’s so good about eating this stuff!

“Hmm?” Zu Ye’s eyes shifted sideways.

San Batou immediately understood: It’s not enough for you to accompany him eating alone—you have to drag me in too. He could only step forward, grab a piece, and force it down his throat.

Seeing everyone eating, Daifu stopped being reserved and wolfed it down ravenously.

After eating for a while, Zu Ye had him drink tea. Daifu took a few sips, rinsed the osmanthus cake stuck in his mouth, and swallowed it down with a gulp. Seeing this, San Batou nearly vomited.

“Brother, where have you been all these years? Over ten years ago, you returned to our hometown and left me a note saying if there was anything, I could come find you in Shanghai at this address… Two years ago I came to Shanghai once, but the place was full of Japanese devils everywhere. I was so scared I didn’t dare enter the city and ran away. After the devils were driven out, I came to find you again at the address on your note, but that place is now all cloth shops, all businesses… This is my fourth time coming to Shanghai to find you… The travel expenses were all pooled together by the villagers…” Speaking to this point, Daifu’s eyes reddened and he was about to cry again.

Zu Ye sighed deeply: “Brother, it’s a long story. I haven’t been in Shanghai all these years… Alas, it’s hard to explain in a few words… Brother, what brings you to find me? Just speak freely!”

“Brother…” Daifu finally couldn’t hold back. Tears gushed out like a tide. “Our hometown ancestral hall was bombed by Japanese planes! The Shangguan family clan ancestral hall is gone! A three-hundred-year-old ancestral hall, completely blown to pieces! This year there was a great drought, not a single grain harvested. The elders all say this is because the ancestral hall’s feng shui was destroyed. The ancestral tablets and genealogy records were all blown away—our lineage will have no descendants…”

Hearing this, Zu Ye’s heart felt like it was being cut by knives. He thought again of his own ancestral grave being destroyed by Zuo Yongchan and others, waves of sharp pain in his heart.

“Brother, I came this time entrusted by the villagers. Everyone says you’re someone of status and reputation in the city, and you’re also a great master. See if… see if you can raise some money… to rebuild the ancestral hall?…” Daifu said.

San Batou immediately understood upon hearing this: He’s come to ask for money! Although Zu Ye is the leader of the council, the money was earned by the brothers risking their lives. Moreover, Zu Ye’s own parents’ remains have long been scattered—there’s no need to help them build an ancestral hall!

Thinking of this, San Batou mustered his courage and said: “Alas… Uncle Daifu, my Zu Ye understands your feelings. Actually, my Zu Ye’s situation is even worse than yours. Although your ancestral hall was bombed, each family’s ancestral graves still exist, the ancestors’ remains still exist. As long as the ancestral hall is rebuilt and each family’s tablets are erected, everything can start over… But pitiable is my Zu Ye… the old master and old mistress’s remains are no longer there. What meaning is there in erecting empty tablets? Thinking of this, my heart aches for Zu Ye…” San Batou wiped away tears, quietly waiting for Zu Ye to respond.

San Batou’s words had double meaning: the first layer meant to advise Zu Ye not to spend silver participating in this ancestral hall construction; the second layer blamed Daifu and the other villagers—you didn’t even watch over Zu Ye’s grave properly, yet you still have the face to ask for money?

Zu Ye looked at San Batou, then picked up his teacup, took a sip of tea, and said: “In life I am a person of the Shangguan clan, in death I am a ghost of the Shangguan clan. Without the Shangguan clan’s blood lineage passed down through generations, how could there be Guansheng’s body today? My father originally came from a humble family. Later he abandoned his brush for military service, and the family circumstances gradually improved. No matter where a person goes, no matter how they fare, they must not forget their roots… As for my parents’ scattered remains, that too is fate…”

Hearing this, Daifu suddenly interrupted: “Brother, uncle, aunt, grandfather, grandmother, and brother’s remains aren’t lost!”

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye’s hand holding the teacup froze in midair, staring blankly at Daifu. San Batou was also stunned, staring foolishly at Daifu.

“You didn’t know?” Daifu continued. “Alas, that’s right—how would you know! A few years ago, wasn’t there always fighting? All kinds of fighting—we couldn’t figure out who was fighting whom. Anyway, troops kept passing through our hometown. Sometimes the Central Army came, sometimes the Northeast Army, sometimes the Sichuan Army, sometimes the devils. There were good soldiers and bad soldiers. When good soldiers came, at most they’d ask for some food and water. If bad soldiers came, that was trouble—stealing things, stealing women. And some defeated soldiers, if they couldn’t steal anything, would set off explosives to blow up graves and steal the burial goods inside. Later the village head and several clan elders discussed it and moved all the graves to another location. Each family’s ancestral graves were secretly relocated. The new grave site had no grave mounds—no one could tell it was a cemetery. They still planted crops on top. The old grave site still existed, only underneath was no longer the ancestors’ remains but pig bones and sheep bones instead. Without careful examination, no one could tell!”

Zu Ye’s eyes lit up.

Daifu paused, scratched his head, and continued: “But it was quite dangerous too. That night when we were moving the graves, I was pushing a small cart. I had just wrapped up uncle, aunt, grandfather, and grandmother’s remains when I saw a dark mass of people coming toward us. Everyone was terrified. When they got close, we saw it was a group of fleeing common people. That group thought what we had on the cart was food and rushed over to grab it. The villagers wouldn’t let them touch it, so fighting broke out. I clutched uncle and aunt’s remains tightly—they hit my head with stones. Later the village head brought out his long blunderbuss (a hunting rifle used in the countryside to hunt rabbits), fired one shot, and they ran away!” Speaking to this point, Daifu lowered his head and removed his felt hat. “Brother, look, this is the scar from being hit that night. The scalp was completely smashed off—it’s bald, won’t grow hair anymore. Hehe, that’s why I wear a hat every day to cover the ugliness…”

Zu Ye stood up, looked at the bald patch of scalp on Daifu’s head, and embraced him tightly.

“You didn’t want your life anymore…” Zu Ye patted Daifu’s back, forcibly holding back tears from flowing.

Daifu laughed foolishly: “Brother, you forgot—my whole family’s lives were given by aunt! That year my father died and our family had no money for burial, so we borrowed usury from the landlord. Later the interest compounded and we couldn’t pay it back. The landlord brought people to our house to cause trouble and even had people dig up my father’s grave. My mother wanted to fight the landlord to the death and was beaten with a broken leg. Later… later it was aunt who paid the money, and only then did the landlord give up. Afterward my mother told aunt we probably couldn’t pay back this money for a while. Aunt said whenever you have it, pay it back then. But… but before I could pay it back… aunt… aunt…” Speaking to this point, Daifu couldn’t help crying.

Zu Ye could no longer hold back. Thinking of his kind mother, tears streamed down his face.

Good deeds bring good rewards, evil deeds bring evil retribution—this is the eternal unchanging law. Zu Ye’s mother did good deeds in life and her descendants received blessings after death. Originally Zu Ye had despaired. In China where clan concepts were extremely strong, a man whose ancestral grave was gone couldn’t hold his head up anywhere he went. Daifu’s arrival gave Zu Ye new life.

This was tremendous good news for the entire council! The brothers saw a long-absent smile on Zu Ye’s face. At the council meeting it was unanimously approved: take out silver to build the ancestral hall.

On the day the new ancestral hall was completed, Zu Ye personally composed six couplets for the ancestral shrine, starting from both sides of the main gate all the way to both sides of the genealogy records:

First couplet: A thousand branches return to one root, ten thousand families all share the same source.

Second couplet: The Shangguan name unchanged for a hundred generations, ancestral worship eternal as thus.

Third couplet: Ancestral virtue revives the great enterprise of a thousand autumns, clan merit initiates the civilization of a hundred generations.

Fourth couplet: Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, trust; loyalty, filial piety, integrity, virtue, conduct.

Fifth couplet: Achieving harmony and balance, clan descendants’ bloodline shares one source; knowing honor and shame, the family’s backbone comes from the same root.

The final couplet: Ancestral virtue and clan merit remain for a hundred generations, father’s kindness and son’s filial piety last ten thousand years.

Then the sacrificial ceremony began. That day, Zu Ye drank a lot of wine.

Later returning to the old residence, he fell asleep and dreamed of his kind mother smiling at him, dreamed of his mother once again telling him stories from “Liao Fan’s Four Lessons.”

The next day returning to Shanghai, after just two days, Zu Ye went out alone again. This was Zu Ye’s habit of many years—sometimes when he went out, he brought neither Xiao Jiao nor Batou, not even his personal bodyguard Little Six. No one dared ask Zu Ye where he went, much less dared ask what he went to do.

Zu Ye thought of one person—a council member who was once honest and loyal, an old Batou who had now devoted himself to Buddhism—Dharma Master Qingfeng, Zhou Zhenlong.

After eight years of war, he didn’t know if that small temple still existed, if the people in the temple were still there. Sometimes, some words—Zu Ye felt he could only speak to someone who had left secular life.

Zu Ye finally saw that familiar figure again.

“How have you been, Dharma Master?” Zu Ye pressed his palms together in greeting.

“Amitabha. Thank you for Zu Ye’s concern—this poor monk is well.” Dharma Master Qingfeng looked at Zu Ye. “Zu Ye’s seal hall is bright, rosy clouds shine through—it seems there’s joyous news again.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly: “What a karmic retribution.” He then told Dharma Master Qingfeng everything about his family members’ remains.

After hearing this, Dharma Master Qingfeng nodded repeatedly: “All dharmas are empty, but cause and effect are not empty. Cause and effect follow each other like shadow following form.”

Zu Ye suddenly felt another wave of sadness and couldn’t help asking: “Speaking of this cause and effect, sometimes I’m also confused. My mother was kind-hearted all her life, charitable and generous—how did she end up dying cruelly at the hands of villains? The one who should have died was me…”

“Amitabha. Zu Ye, please listen to me. What you see is the karmic retribution of one lifetime. This poor monk sees the karmic retribution of three lifetimes. Let me tell you a story: In the Song Dynasty in Kaifeng there was a man named Wang Jue. This person was born into a wealthy family, but unfortunately was born blind. However, this person was extremely kind-hearted and charitable. At age thirty, his parents died. After burying his parents, he took all the remaining family money to build a bridge for the local people. During the bridge construction, he was hit by a stone and both his legs were broken. The villagers advised him to stop building and use the remaining money to treat his illness. He insisted on continuing. Later the bridge was finally completed. But on the day of completion, suddenly heavy rain fell from the sky. After a lightning bolt, Wang Jue was struck by lightning, then lost consciousness and soon died. The common people were all enraged—they couldn’t take it anymore. Pointing at Heaven, they cursed: Is there still heavenly justice? He was already blind, and building the bridge broke both his legs. Just as the bridge was completed, he was struck dead by lightning. Does Heaven still have eyes? Later this matter grew bigger and bigger and reached Bao Zheng’s ears. To calm the people’s resentment and anger, Bao Zheng personally came to the bridge and erected a stone tablet reading: ‘Heaven has no eyes, but the human world has compassion.’ But in his heart, Bao Zheng also couldn’t understand. He found a senior monk named Zhiyu to seek enlightenment. Great Master Zhiyu laughed and told Bao Zheng: ‘You should not grieve for Wang Jue, but be happy for him. Due to past life causes, this person should have suffered for three lifetimes—one lifetime as a blind person, one lifetime as a cripple, one lifetime struck by lightning. But because he single-mindedly did good, Heaven let him complete three lifetimes of suffering in one lifetime, so he could quickly reincarnate as a normal person!’ After hearing this, Bao Zheng asked candidly: ‘How do I know the Great Master isn’t deceiving me?’ Zhiyu said: ‘A monk dare not speak falsely. Three days from now, twenty li south of Kaifeng Prefecture, there’s a village called Baoshan Hall. A baby will be born, and on his back from birth will be a birthmark—the trace of that day’s lightning strike. This child will have the talent of a Hanlin scholar in the future!’ Three days later, Magistrate Bao personally brought people to Baoshan Hall village to investigate. When Bao Zheng lifted the infant’s swaddling clothes with trembling hands, a thumb-sized birthmark met his eyes. Bao Zheng couldn’t help taking a deep breath…”

After hearing this, Zu Ye nodded repeatedly.

“Zu Ye, although your mother was harmed by evildoers, she ultimately preserved you. The bloodline continued down, and only thus could Zu Ye carry out Heaven’s will and do good deeds in the world. This is a good karmic connection,” Dharma Master Qingfeng said. “Otherwise, wouldn’t Zu Ye’s entire household have all died at the hands of villains? Moreover, Zu Ye yourself has also felt the karmic law of good deeds bringing good rewards. If not for your mother doing good deeds while alive, who would risk their life to rescue remains for your family?”

Zu Ye nodded: “Yes, Dharma Master’s words are reasonable. But are the things I’m doing now good deeds?”

Dharma Master Qingfeng sighed deeply: “It seems Zu Ye has also sensed the drawbacks of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect.'”

“Dharma Master, what should I do?”

“Zu Ye will find a way himself—it’s just that the karmic opportunity hasn’t yet arrived…” Speaking to this point, Dharma Master Qingfeng paused slightly. Looking out the window at the vast mountains, he recited a Buddhist verse:

A human body is hard to obtain, yet now obtained; The Buddhist dharma is hard to hear, yet now heard; If this body is not saved in this life, What other life awaits to save this body?

This seemed spoken for Zu Ye to hear, yet also seemed spoken for himself to hear.

Zu Ye nodded deeply.

From then on, Zu Ye began planning his great charitable undertaking. Later, he finally set the “Jiang Xiang Sect” on the right path. Because of his single-minded pursuit of goodness, he also broke through destiny’s constraints like Master Yuan Liaofan—the Daoist priest said he wouldn’t live past fifty and would have no sons or descendants, yet he had a son, and moreover an outstanding military man. As for his lifespan, the living brothers all believed he died at age fifty-two, but jianghu rumors varied and there was never a definitive conclusion…

The Military Statistics Number Two Hunts Down the Fortune-Teller

Just as Zu Ye was visiting his teacher to discuss philosophy and planning the grand scheme, Jiang Feiyan in southern Guangdong was extremely busy. The War of Resistance had ended, and after Jiang Feiyan returned, local common people eagerly came to seek divination. Even people from Hong Kong across the strait took boats over to consult fortunes. The great disciple of “Hui Ci Fairy Maiden”—this title wasn’t just talk: “After Wu Niang comes Sister Yan; the maiden wins in looks by three parts, the sister surpasses the old lady in one line of fragrance.”

Some Hong Kong merchants no longer came specifically for divination, but rather wanted to see Jiang Feiyan’s beautiful face and smell the fragrance emanating from her body.

One day, Jiang Feiyan was receiving a tycoon from Hong Kong when Xiao Jiao reported: “Major General Feng has arrived.”

Feng Siyuan of the Military Statistics Bureau, having repeatedly obtained intelligence with merit during the War of Resistance, had already been promoted to major general.

“Oh my, my great general has arrived…” In the study, Jiang Feiyan said with a smile.

“Sister Yan, don’t say that—even the great general is played around by you!” Feng Siyuan replied.

Jiang Feiyan felt something was wrong with Feng Siyuan’s words, but still smiled and said: “What’s the matter? Did someone make my great general unhappy? Come, let me rub your shoulders.” She walked over as she spoke.

Feng Siyuan grabbed Jiang Feiyan’s hand and slowly moved it away.

“You?” Jiang Feiyan felt even more that something was wrong.

“Am I very fun to play with?” Feng Siyuan suddenly said.

“What do you mean?” Jiang Feiyan pretended to be angry.

“Haven’t played enough yet?” Feng Siyuan said coldly.

“The general says this—Feiyan doesn’t know how to respond!” Jiang Feiyan struggled to maintain composure.

“Good! Good! Very good!” Feng Siyuan laughed coldly, then suddenly murmured: “The greedy will be poor—the gentleman considers this a great warning, Buddhism also makes it the first of the five precepts. Those who act as con artists, the fault lies not in the mark, but in the ‘big one.’ It seems Sister Yan truly took me for a ‘big one’!”

Jiang Feiyan’s head buzzed. What’s going on? How does he know everything? Where did I slip up? Jiang Feiyan’s brain raced rapidly: “Hehe, what is the general saying? Is it a folk song?”

“Hahahaha!” Feng Siyuan suddenly laughed toward the sky, his laughter filled with endless sorrow. “I, Feng Siyuan, have loved someone since age twenty-five. She’s six years older than me. She’s very beautiful, dignified and graceful, refined on the outside and wise within. She’s masterful in yin and yang, capable of summoning wind and rain. In others’ eyes, she’s an immortal. But in my eyes, she’s just a good woman. She has a wife’s gentleness and a mother’s loving kindness. Sometimes when she cries, she has a daughter’s pitiful helplessness. Every time I lay in her arms, only then could I forget the conspiracies and struggles of reality, only then could I enjoy a moment of peace. Countless times I fell asleep smelling her body fragrance, I entered dreams pillowing on her name. I thought this was the only pure land in the filthy world, the only place that could calm me down! But I was wrong, I was wrong! I was truly wrong! That place isn’t pure land—it’s conspiracy, it’s a place filthier than anywhere in the world! My heart held you, but you held someone else! I really don’t know what it tastes like in your heart when you slowly stroke my head and coax me to sleep while thinking of someone else?”

“You…” Jiang Feiyan wanted to speak.

“Don’t speak!” Feng Siyuan was already shedding tears. “Let me finish speaking. You’ve been using me all along, using me as your protective umbrella! Using me to obtain the intelligence you wanted! Using my infatuation, using my foolishness! Who would have thought… who would have thought… I, a seven-foot man born from the secret service, was played around by a jianghu swindler!”

“Do you think I’m especially easy to deceive, especially fun to play? Do you? Do you?” As Feng Siyuan spoke, he pressed closer to Jiang Feiyan step by step, then grabbed Jiang Feiyan’s collar. “Speak—do you?” His voice shook the entire room with a buzzing sound.

Jiang Feiyan didn’t speak. She silently looked at him as two lines of tears slowly rolled down from the corners of her eyes.

Feng Siyuan froze, slowly released his hands, then suddenly embraced Jiang Feiyan tightly: “I was wrong, I was wrong! Don’t deceive me anymore! Don’t deceive me anymore!” Speaking thus, tears flowed wildly.

The two cried for a long time. Jiang Feiyan said softly: “Do you think when I deceived you I felt relaxed? I was also in torment every day. I’m not afraid of lechers, nor afraid of bastards who wipe clean and leave after eating. I’m most afraid of devoted people like you. Deceiving you is deceiving myself. Now you know the truth—you’re suffering, but I’ve been suffering since the day I met you. I’ve concealed this for so many years. Today you’ve exposed it, and I’m also liberated! Kill me or torture me—it’s up to you…”

“As if I could bear to kill you…” Feng Siyuan sighed deeply. “Sometimes I truly wish I could be like Director Dai—toward people who harm my interests, kill them without hesitation. Moreover, you’ve deceived me for so long. Because I loved you, I don’t know how many traps of yours I walked into, nor how many secrets I revealed…”

“You’re right! I did deceive you for a long time and extracted many secrets from you. But think carefully—have I harmed you? Have you lost anything because of me? I deceived you for my own survival. People like us, our lives aren’t as valuable as the general’s. Our lives aren’t controlled by ourselves—we need to borrow others’ protection… And I’ve also been paving the way for you. For instance, through you I introduced Zu Ye to Director Dai. In the end, wasn’t Director Dai very pleased? When he was pleased, it was a great merit for you. Of course, you can say I did this to set up a bigger scheme and seize more benefits. But the actual situation is truly that no one was harmed. We don’t want to harm people—we’re just trying to survive, just trying to protect ourselves…” Jiang Feiyan said.

“Have you ever loved me?” Feng Siyuan suddenly said.

Jiang Feiyan fell silent. After a long while she said: “People aren’t unfeeling grass or wood—who can be without feelings? You and I have known each other so long, and… and have had intimate relations many times. To say there are no feelings would be false, but… but more of it is guilt.”

“But do you know how much I love you?” Feng Siyuan shed tears again.

“Not worth it, not worth it. Feiyan is just a swindler who mistakenly entered the mortal world—not worthy of the general like this.” Jiang Feiyan also cried.

“I know you’ve always been thinking about that Zu Ye, but he doesn’t appreciate it. Aren’t you tired?” Feng Siyuan said.

“Then let me ask you—you’ve loved me for so long, aren’t you tired?” Jiang Feiyan asked in return.

“Not tired, not tired at all!” Feng Siyuan said.

“The reasoning is the same—with love there is everything, you won’t feel tired.” Jiang Feiyan said.

“Then… then can I ask you a question?” Feng Siyuan’s face suddenly reddened.

Jiang Feiyan looked at him: “I know what you want to ask. You want to ask whether Zu Ye and I have been together, right?

“Don’t think of us jianghu people as too filthy. Nations have national laws, gangs have gang rules. Sometimes we wild country folk are much cleaner than you temple hall officials and nobles! In the sunlight, you’re people; with lights turned off, you’re ghosts. But we’re ghosts in the sunlight—day and night, in front of people and behind their backs, all the same. Zu Ye is upright and righteous—he won’t do improper things, much less marry me…” Jiang Feiyan said.

“Why? You have money and connections—he should have run away with you long ago!” Feng Siyuan asked.

“Your Generalissimo Chiang has even more money, even more connections—why doesn’t he run?” Jiang Feiyan asked in return.

“Don’t joke! Generalissimo Chiang wants to pacify the four seas and unify China.” Feng Siyuan said.

“Right! Everyone has their own mission. Zu Ye also must manage the entire gang. Big people have big matters, small people have small matters!” Jiang Feiyan said.

“Then does Zu Ye truly have such determination? You’re so beautiful—has he never been moved?” Feng Siyuan asked again.

“Being moved in heart and acting on it are two different things. Just like many of your Kuomintang soldiers like Madam Song Meiling, but they only think about it in their hearts. Can you pull them all out and execute them by firing squad?” Jiang Feiyan asked in return.

“Hehe,” Feng Siyuan laughed. “Makes sense, makes sense.”

“You only asked me—I haven’t asked you yet. How did you discover our affairs?” Jiang Feiyan finally had the chance to ask in return.

“Alas. If you don’t want people to know, don’t do it yourself. People act, Heaven watches—there’s always a time when it’s revealed. You know about 1936 when Zu Ye joined forces with Wang Yaqiao’s subordinate Zhang Enrui to set up a honey trap and deceived my Military Statistics colleague Xu Huaijin, right?”

Seeing Feng Siyuan was already this clear about things, Jiang Feiyan could only nod and admit it.

“Xu Huaijin later fled from the Military Statistics Bureau, escaped to Hong Kong, then later went to Nanyang. This person and I were privately close friends. When he left, I even covered for him. In 1944 during the late War of Resistance period, this person took advantage of the domestic chaos and secretly returned to the mainland. Through some method he found the grave of the courtesan Hua Yuerong whom he deeply loved. As a result, he discovered a Kuomintang company commander named Zhang Enrui was buried together with her. He had me investigate who Zhang Enrui was. Through Military Statistics intelligence data, I found out he was Wang Yaqiao’s subordinate. After Wang Yaqiao died, Zhang Enrui followed Li Jishen, then later entered the Guangxi faction Li Zongren’s army. In 1940 during the Southern Guangxi Campaign, a bullet pierced through his chest. Before dying, he left a dying wish to bury himself together with Hua Yuerong. Only at that moment did my colleague Xu Huaijin suddenly realize he’d been deceived! Angry and ashamed, he immediately dug open Hua Yuerong’s grave, opened the coffin wanting to destroy the remains to vent his hatred! As a result, he discovered Hua Yuerong’s suicide note in the coffin. After reading the suicide note, he learned that Hua Yuerong truly loved him and was even willing to die for him! After reading Hua Yuerong’s final letter, Xu Huaijin nearly collapsed. He knelt before the grave and cried for a full three hours! Hua Yuerong herself probably never imagined that the letter she thought at the time could never be delivered would be seen by her beloved with his own eyes eight years later! Xu Huaijin carefully collected Hua Yuerong’s remains piece by piece, wrapped them in clothes, and left the mainland. Before leaving he told me he would never return for the rest of his life. He wanted to take Hua Yuerong to a place where no one could find them…”

Speaking to this point, Feng Siyuan’s eyes reddened. Jiang Feiyan’s tears had long been streaming down.

Feng Siyuan walked over and held Jiang Feiyan tightly in his arms.

Jiang Feiyan silently shed tears and said: “Don’t be as foolish as Xu Huaijin. I’m not worth you being like this. I’m old—every day applying powder and rouge, drawing eyebrows and eyes, only then can I barely look acceptable. You should quickly find a young woman to marry…”

Feng Siyuan held Jiang Feiyan even tighter: “Love cannot be replaced. If it can be replaced, it’s not love.”

“But you’re a major general, I’m a swindler.”

“I love Jiang Feiyan—it doesn’t matter whether she’s a swindler or not.” Feng Siyuan said word by word.

“Report!” The little spy shouted loudly outside the door.

Feng Siyuan wiped away his tears: “Wait a moment!” He also wiped away Jiang Feiyan’s tears, then kissed Jiang Feiyan once and walked out.

“Director Mao has sent a telegram!” The little spy handed the telegram to Feng Siyuan.

Feng Siyuan opened it and couldn’t help gasping: They’re going to arrest Zu Ye!

Chapter 1: Complete Revelation of the Four Great Fortune-Telling Secrets — A’Bao, Yingyao, Junma, Zhafei
Complete Revelation of the Four Great Fortune-Telling Secrets — A’Bao, Yingyao, Junma, Zhafei; Zu Ye Unveils the Mystery of Nayin Fortune-Telling

Once entering the jianghu, worries are like the sea; all causes rise and fall, splendor buried in the wind.

The jianghu trade is hard to eat; jianghu waters are hard to wade through. Among the three hundred and sixty professions, each has its own difficulties, and the experiences of fortune-tellers are even more extreme. Those who do well roll in fame and fortune, gaining both wealth and women; those who do poorly, with a nose full of snot and a mouth of thin porridge, sit by the roadside on a small folding stool in the cold wind, still not forgetting to spread out the yin-yang bagua diagram to demonstrate that they themselves are immortals.

Zu Ye became a fortune-teller at age fifteen, with a long gown, a white paper fan, and an iron abacus. Before clients, the abacus would shake, fingers would strike and flick, and a person’s fate—how heavy or light, fortunate or disastrous—would immediately appear. In the Jianghuai region, he was the only one who used an iron abacus for fortune-telling, and the common people revered him as an immortal.

However, Laozi once said when in the mortal realm: “Misfortune is what fortune depends upon; fortune is where misfortune hides.” Fortune and misfortune are like the yin-yang fish entwined and embracing in the taiji; as great as one’s fortune is, so great is one’s misfortune—born from the same womb, one waxing as the other wanes. Over thirty years, Zu Ye fought demons, fought ghosts, fought great spirits—ups and downs, life and death—until he was exhausted in body and mind, his temples graying. He was old now, and tired, desperately wanting to stop and rest.

But fate’s great hand once again mercilessly pushed him to the forefront. Perhaps those with the character of heroes are born with a certain baleful energy that cannot be severed their entire lives, lingering around them forever.

The Military Statistics Bureau suddenly ordered Zu Ye’s arrest! This time he couldn’t escape.

That day, Zu Ye was alone in contemplation. Er Batou came rushing in from outside the hall.

“Zu Ye, this is bad! Someone has broken in!”

Zu Ye glanced at him, remaining calm and composed.

“Someone has broken in!” Er Batou added again.

“If they’ve come, then receive them,” Zu Ye said coldly.

“They have guns! They’re not here for fortune-telling.”

Before he finished speaking, a loud shout came from outside the door: “Is this the residence of Mr. Tieban?”

Zu Ye strode out with large steps: “Indeed it is my humble abode. What instructions do you esteemed officials have?”

“Trouble the mister to take a trip with us.”

“Where to?”

“You’ll know when you get there!”

Upon hearing this, Zu Ye immediately sensed something was wrong. After Dai Li crashed into the mountain, Zu Ye had been mentally prepared, because he had suggested that Dai Li adopt a name with the earth element in the five elements, and Dai Li had just taken the name “Gao Chongyue” when he crashed into Daishan. But Zu Ye didn’t believe the Military Statistics Bureau could convict him on this point alone—humanity hadn’t become so foolish as to believe a name alone could kill a person.

But Zu Ye didn’t know how great a震動 Dai Li’s death had triggered within the Military Statistics Bureau. The bureau had developed from an initial密查 group of dozens of people to a current force of hundreds of thousands, and Dai Li’s contributions were indispensable. Internal personnel all affectionately called him “Boss Dai,” with a strong master-servant connotation. Moreover, Boss Dai was an extremely superstitious person—he was the only one in the world’s intelligence systems to introduce fortune-telling and physiognomy as teaching materials into spy training. Under his influence, spies large and small had all learned a few tricks, all believing they held heaven and earth in their palms, manipulating yin and yang, to the point that when examining cases they didn’t look at files but directly at the criminal’s physiognomy, using the five elements method to determine a person’s loyalty or treachery.

In the eyes of the spies, Dai Li was not only the embodiment of the Military Statistics Bureau but also a deity.

Now this deity was dead, dead right after taking the name “Gao Chongyue”—this couldn’t help but make the spies’ imaginations run wild. Boss Dai’s eight characters lacked water, and his whole life he had given himself names with the water radical—what evil spirit had bewitched him to go against his nature and take a name with contradictory five elements that caused his demise in the jianghu?

Outside the Military Statistics Bureau, Nationalist Party bigwigs were also secretly speculating. They didn’t think Dai Li died in a simple aviation accident but from murder. As for who murdered him, the waters were too deep to say.

At the same time, the spies responsible for investigating and screening Dai Li’s case had returned. They obtained information: that day, an old farmer herding sheep had seen that Boss Dai’s plane was already billowing thick smoke before it crashed into the mountain. This indicated the plane caught fire before hitting the mountain—either something went wrong in the cabin or someone had planted a bomb.

Amid all the clamor, only one person remained the calmest. He carefully reviewed the thick case files on his desk, sorting through information about Dai Li’s final journey piece by piece: February, Boss Dai secretly arrived in Shanghai, meeting with the first fortune-telling master of Jianghuai, Mr. Tieban; Mr. Tieban was called “Zu Ye” in the jianghu, trained in the Tiebuzi Daoist tradition, and had dealings with the fierce bandit Wang Yaqiao…

“Hehe. This matter is easy to handle now.” This person smiled slightly and shouted toward the door, “Come!”

A spy ran in.

“Send a telegram in the name of the Military Statistics Bureau’s Third Office, notify Feng Siyuan to arrest Jianghuai’s Mr. Tieban.” This person ordered.

“Yes!”

“Wait. You yourself should also take some reliable people and stake it out first.”

“Office Chief, what does this mean?” the little spy didn’t understand.

“How do I know whether this Feng Siyuan, who constantly mingles with spirit mediums, has already defected? What if he deliberately leaks information and then creates a false pretense of coming up empty…”

“Office Chief is brilliant!”

This office chief was none other than Liu Hanshan, a key figure in the Third Office of the Military Statistics Bureau. Liu Hanshan, from Pingyang, Zhejiang, was ruthless and cunning, with kidnapping, assassination, and creating chaos skills second to none, deeply beloved by the bureau’s upper echelons. In his early years he mixed with the Green Gang, later pledging allegiance to Dai Li.

Soon, Feng Siyuan, who was still entangled with Jiang Feiyan, received the telegram from the Military Statistics Bureau. Feng Siyuan had followed Dai Li for many years after all, and his spy career of a thousand changes had long trained him to think thrice before acting.

“Not right, not right…”

“What’s not right?” Jiang Feiyan asked.

“The ‘Huidao Men’ line was one I helped Boss Dai cultivate. In the past, cases related to ‘Huidao Men’ were all handled by me. Liu Hanshan wanted to intervene but Boss Dai fundamentally wouldn’t let him touch it. But now Boss Dai is dead, the entire Military Statistics Bureau knows Liu Hanshan and I don’t get along, Liu Hanshan could completely arrest Zu Ye himself, but he’s taken a roundabout way… Bad! This is bad!”

“You mean he knows our底細?”

“Not certain yet. But at least he suspects!”

“Then what do we do?”

Feng Siyuan didn’t speak, pacing back and forth clutching the telegram, suddenly raising his head: “We must arrest Zu Ye.”

“No!” Jiang Feiyan shouted.

“Sister Yan! Think carefully. If we don’t arrest Zu Ye, we’ll fall right into Liu Hanshan’s trap. When that happens, the secret of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ will likely be exposed to the world. Never mind one Zu Ye—I’m afraid your several hundred brothers will all suffer! Only by first arresting Zu Ye can we then devise an expedient strategy!”

Jiang Feiyan pondered for a moment, then reluctantly nodded.

Soon the five-hundred-person special action team surrounded “Muzi Lian.” Seeing this formation, Zu Ye could only obediently submit to capture.

On the westward escort route, Feng Siyuan appeared and secretly revealed the truth. After hearing this, Zu Ye felt a wave of melancholy. Humans, as a type of animal, are like other animals in that they have premonitions before death—that indescribable feeling that disturbs the spirit, like well water overflowing before an earthquake, mules and horses becoming agitated, chickens and dogs refusing to enter their pens.

Zu Ye was confident in his premonitions. Over the years, relying on this intuition, he had escaped several major disasters. But this time he felt different, unusually terrified. Vaguely, a murderous energy rushed toward him, penetrating his crown point and pressing directly on his life gate.

Zu Ye’s premonition was correct—Liu Hanshan wanted Zu Ye’s life.

“China’s Gestapo” was dead, and public opinion nationwide was in an uproar. Some pointed fingers at Chiang Kai-shek, some at the Communist Party. Only the little spies of the Military Statistics Bureau chattered and speculated about fate and the eight characters, while the upper echelons remained deadly calm. How to resolve this political crisis before the great Nationalist-Communist war tested the intelligence of the Military Statistics Bureau.

What a clever person Liu Hanshan was. No one wanted to take on investigating Dai Li’s death. Everyone knew that if this matter wasn’t handled well, heads would roll, because whether it was found to be the work of their own people or the Communist army, the Nationalist Party would be the loser. And if some sky-high connection was uncovered, wouldn’t they implicate themselves? Yet Liu Hanshan volunteered—this was precisely his shrewdness and cunning. Capable people often turn crises into opportunities, while incompetent people turn good things into bad.

Liu Hanshan saw this thorny incident as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Dai Li was dead, and a major reshuffling was happening within the Military Statistics Bureau. If he could digest this matter beautifully, his weight in the eyes of Nationalist Party bigwigs would rise another level.

Liu Hanshan knew well that Dai Li’s case had to be investigated but couldn’t be investigated deeply. He already had his own wishful thinking—conspiracy theory.

This kind of case could only be handled coldly. The best way to give the public an explanation was to find a scapegoat, hype it up as a massive conspiracy, describe the Military Statistics Bureau side as innocent victims, and gain sympathy from society and various democratic parties.

Undoubtedly, Zu Ye was the most suitable scapegoat. This person manipulated superstition, dabbled in the underworld, had many dealings with the fierce bandit Wang Yaqiao, and Wang Yaqiao’s “Axe Gang” had assassinated Nationalist Party higher-ups multiple times. This incident could be completely hyped as: during the time of peaceful nation-building, jianghu charlatans allied with “Axe Gang” remnants to assassinate the Military Statistics Bureau chief.

This way, the focus would shift. Common people are just a crowd who like to watch excitement—they’d make a fuss for a while then disperse. And the various democratic parties wavering between the Nationalist and Communist parties could use this to see clearly what kind of thing the “Axe Gang,” once recognized and praised by the Communist Party, really was. Before the great Nationalist-Communist war, this was also a beautiful public opinion offensive. As for how Boss Dai actually died, perhaps only the King of Hell knew; previously Dai Li and the Chairman’s conflicts had become public, Old Chiang insisted on dissolving the Military Statistics Bureau, Dai Li fought like a cornered beast… “Cooking the hound once the hare is caught, discarding the bow once the birds are gone” wasn’t impossible either.

Liu Hanshan’s thoughts were so thorough they were unfathomable even to ghosts and spirits. This wasn’t hard to explain why, after Dai Li’s death, Feng Siyuan fell from favor while Liu Hanshan, as one of Dai Li’s direct subordinates, could still sit firmly in the deputy office chief position of the Military Statistics Bureau’s Third Office.

“Zu Ye, you… how do you plan to respond?” Feng Siyuan asked worriedly.

Zu Ye’s brows knitted tightly: “More danger than fortune.”

“Then…”

Zu Ye suddenly raised his head: “Major General, I entrust you with one matter.”

“Please speak, Zu Ye.”

“If I meet with misfortune this time, please quickly notify my ‘Muzi Lian’ brothers to scatter. The ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ great end is not far off… If you don’t covet Military Statistics Bureau fame and fortune, you can take Sister Yan and fly far away!”

Hearing Zu Ye’s last sentence, Feng Siyuan felt a wave of sadness. He didn’t know how to respond. This triangular relationship—Zu Ye had never broken through it, but this time Zu Ye couldn’t hold back.

“Zu Ye, don’t be too pessimistic.”

“Better to prepare for the worst.” Zu Ye said with lowered head.

After two days of bumpy travel, Feng Siyuan finally handed Zu Ye over to Liu Hanshan.

Liu Hanshan put on a face full of smiles: “Please sit, Mister.”

Zu Ye, wearing heavy handcuffs, bent down to sit.

Liu Hanshan carefully examined Zu Ye, then suddenly asked: “Mister knows fortune-telling?”

“Slightly versed,” Zu Ye said.

“Have you calculated whether today is auspicious or inauspicious?”

This scene reminded Zu Ye of the question-and-answer between Zhu Yuanzhang and Liu Bowen years ago. Before killing Liu Bowen, Zhu Yuanzhang had also asked him: “Beloved minister, can you divine today’s fortune or misfortune?” No matter how Liu Bowen answered, he couldn’t escape death.

Zu Ye was pondering how to answer when Liu Hanshan added another sentence: “If mister faces great misfortune today, how would you resolve it?”

Two consecutive sentences left Zu Ye completely humiliated. Killing a person while destroying their heart, directly disgusting Zu Ye to his bones. This was clearly mocking Zu Ye: Aren’t you a fortune-teller? Can’t you calculate and predict? You can’t even grasp your own life and death, yet you talk about holding heaven and earth in your palm, creating fortune for the world’s people?

In that moment, Zu Ye was thoroughly defeated, defeated at the hands of someone not as good as Dai Li yet far superior to him. Heroes either cut down others or are cut down by others. When Zu Ye commanded the wind and clouds, looking down on the masses, had he ever imagined today’s embarrassment of “others are the knife and chopping block, I am the fish and meat”?

“Office Chief Liu, speak directly,” Zu Ye didn’t want to play anymore.

“Good! Why did you tamper with Bureau Chief Dai’s name?”

“Office Chief Liu means a name can kill people?”

“The key is that behind the name is a heart that kills!”

“Hehehe.” Zu Ye laughed.

“What are you laughing at?” Liu Hanshan said coldly. “Could it be we’ve wronged you? Bureau Chief Dai’s eight characters lacked water—you and I both know this—yet you suggested he take a name with the earth element in the five elements! Do you hate Bureau Chief Dai that much?”

“Where does the hatred come from?”

“From the fierce bandit Wang Yaqiao!”

“Hahahaha.” Zu Ye laughed wildly. “Office Chief Liu, you’re wrong.”

“Wrong where?”

“Wrong in that you fundamentally don’t understand fate calculation studies, yet you fabricate connections and seek to impose crimes!”

“In that case… I’d like to hear the details.” Liu Hanshan’s face was full of disdain.

Zu Ye suddenly restrained his laughter, fixing his eyes on Liu Hanshan, and asked: “How did General Dai die?”

“Plane crashed into a mountain,” Liu Hanshan answered.

“Why did it crash into a mountain?”

“Heavy rain.”

“Well said! Bureau Chief Dai’s plane crashed into a mountain. It seems the mountain peak caused the disaster, but examining it carefully, this is absolutely not so. Bureau Chief Dai’s plane, because of that day’s rainstorm weather causing very low visibility, with wind and rain交加 causing the plane to lose balance—this is what crashed into Daishan. In other words, the rainstorm was the direct cause of Bureau Chief Dai’s demise. If Bureau Chief Dai’s fate truly lacked water, then that day with wind and rain交加, the rainwater so heavy, it precisely补ed Bureau Chief Dai’s fate’s lack of water. Bureau Chief Dai should have been very auspicious and fortunate!”

With Zu Ye’s sophistry, Liu Hanshan felt there was some logic to it.

But this couldn’t eliminate Liu Hanshan’s intention to kill Zu Ye. Worldly affairs are like a chess game—everyone can be a chess piece. When others need you to sacrifice, whether you deserve to die or not, you can hardly escape death, because that’s how the chess game works. Sacrificing one piece brings life to the entire board—this is the chess player’s original intention. At this moment, your善, your evil, are all irrelevant. Who told you to enter this chess game?

“What fate is Mister?” Liu Hanshan asked again.

Zu Ye knew well that every sentence from Liu Hanshan harbored evil intentions. One careless move would fall into a trap. What fate a person is—this was something fortune-tellers often told clients, like “You are water fate, great ocean water” or “You are wood fate, pomegranate wood.”

What fate a person is wasn’t calculated by fortune-tellers but predetermined by the ancients. This fate calculation technique supposedly came from the Warring States period’s Guiguzi. He incorporated the “Sixty Jiazi” into thirty fates, allocating one fate every two years, completing one cycle in sixty years. For example, 1930 was the “Gengwu Year,” and this “Gengwu” stem-branch combination corresponds to “Roadside Earth,” so people born that year all have “Roadside Earth fate.” Sixty years later, when the stem-branch cycle repeats, people born then also have this fate.

Therefore, as long as a person knows which year they were born, they can easily look up what fate they have, completely unnecessary for fortune-tellers to put on an act and chatter.

Zu Ye pondered for a moment and said: “I don’t believe in this.”

Liu Hanshan was startled: “A fortune-teller doesn’t believe in fate?”

“I advise Office Chief Liu not to believe it either.”

“Why?”

“Office Chief, think carefully. The ‘Sixty Jiazi’ has only thirty kinds of fates total. The world’s people number in the hundreds of millions. Distributing these people into thirty kinds of fates, behind each fate stand tens of millions of people. Could all these people’s fates be the same? This method was already abandoned by先贤 during the Ming Dynasty!”

Only then did Liu Hanshan discover that Zu Ye truly had some skill.

“Then, according to Mister’s theory, which fortune-telling method in today’s world is most efficacious?” Liu Hanshan asked again.

Zu Ye carefully examined Liu Hanshan, then said: “Physiognomy!”

“Why?”

“Physiognomy directly observes a person’s appearance. Fortune and misfortune, poverty and prosperity, premature death and longevity are all written on the face. This is the most direct collection of human body information, requiring no chart arrangement, no need for stems and branches. For example, Office Chief Liu—full heavenly court, broad central正, the five peaks and four渎 without克破—any physiognomist seeing this face would know this is a dragon and phoenix among men, someone who will reach the highest positions!”

“Hahahaha!” Liu Hanshan laughed wildly until tears came out. “Mister, you’re afraid.”

Zu Ye was indeed afraid. He didn’t want to die, at least not at that moment, so he swallowed his pride and打隆千, deliberately turning to physiognomy and praising Liu Hanshan a few times. Actually, Zu Ye knew most clearly in his heart: physiognomy wasn’t reliable either. A person’s physiognomy changes. Buddha said “physiognomy is born from the heart”—physiognomy before age thirty is given by parents, after thirty it’s cultivated by oneself. The善 or evil of the heart can determine whether a person becomes beautiful or ugly.

Unexpectedly, Liu Hanshan didn’t take the bait at all. Instead, he directly struck Zu Ye’s heart. One sentence, “You’re afraid,” shamed Zu Ye beyond measure.

“Liu San’er, let’s stop playing. Make your move,” Zu Ye knew his death期 had arrived. Rather than waste words, better to登 the Yellow Springs early.

“What did you call me?” Mao Renfeng was shocked.

“Liu San’er. Isn’t Office Chief the third child at home?”

“Good.” Liu Hanshan nodded. “This is truly a grandmaster! Someone! Send Mister on his way!”

Several spies rushed in.

Ring ring ring… The phone on the desk suddenly rang.

“Who is it?” Liu Hanshan grabbed the phone.

The other party said only one sentence, and Liu Hanshan immediately softened, his face blooming with a smile: “Oh, Commander Bai. Oh, no no, Minister Bai.”

It was a call from Bai Chongxi, who had just been promoted to “Minister of National Defense,” a Guangxi Clique warlord.

“Understood, understood, understood… Minister, rest assured, will certainly handle it impartially… understood, understood!”

After some rambling, Liu Hanshan put down the phone. He helplessly shook his head, walked to Zu Ye’s side, looked at Zu Ye, and finally patted Zu Ye’s shoulder saying: “Your great disaster is过.”

Zu Ye turned his head: “Then there must be后福?”

“Don’t fall into my hands again.”

“Office Chief Liu, hong福齐天, may you live ten thousand years!”

“You go, you go.” Liu Hanshan’s words carried endless regret.

Zu Ye raised his head and strode out.

Outside, the cold wind raged. Zu Ye tightened his collar, feeling utterly desolate. His eyes heated up, tears nearly falling. No one had ever given him such a blow and humiliation. A seven-foot man, life hanging by a thread, from life to death, from death to life—what self-respect, what道行, what yin-yang bagua, all completely obliterated.

After returning to the hall, Zu Ye wrote heavily in his diary: I didn’t die, not because my fate was great, but because my fate was not meant to end.

Zu Ye owed Jiang Feiyan another favor.

Women are very precious. They’re always crowned with the称 of weakness, but every peak moment in history proves that at the edge of collapse, women’s wisdom and courage far exceed people’s imaginations.

Any hero should thank the woman behind him. Without Lady Sun, Liu Bei couldn’t escape Jiangdong; without Xiaozhuang, Kangxi couldn’t topple Oboi; without Jiang Feiyan, Zu Ye couldn’t escape the Military Statistics Bureau either.

Just when Zu Ye was at his wit’s end and Feng Siyuan was panicking, Jiang Feiyan maintained a calmness. She quickly sorted through her various social relationships, then sorted through the various kinds of people Zu Ye had contacted over the years. Finally, she locked onto Guangxi Clique warlord Bai Chongxi.

Jiang Feiyan, deeply versed in official ways, knew the Guangxi Clique and Central faction had never gotten along, and at this moment with the great Nationalist-Communist war imminent, the Central faction centered on Chiang Kai-shek was trying to unite various faction forces. Appointing Bai Chongxi as “Minister of National Defense” was one manifestation of this. Years ago, Zu Ye had assisted Bai Chongxi in the bloody battle at Kunlun Pass. Bai Chongxi appreciated Zu Ye greatly. If they sought Bai Chongxi’s help now, perhaps Bai Chongxi would help. And Liu Hanshan, to maintain party unity, wouldn’t dare refuse Bai Chongxi’s face either.

With a試試看 attitude, she got through to Bai Chongxi’s phone in Feng Siyuan’s name, under the name of “patriotic scholar caught in political争,” requesting Bai Chongxi主持 justice and restore stability and unity to the national academic數術界.

Upon hearing that the master who had fought alongside him in the War of Resistance had been arrested, Bai Chongxi couldn’t help but feel indignant. Isn’t this slapping me in the face? Mr. Tieban was personally appointed by me as “Deputy Chief of Staff of the Kunlun Pass Defense Command Headquarters.” If he’s a scoundrel, wouldn’t that make me blind?

Bai Chongxi immediately called Liu Hanshan and inquired carefully about the situation. When he learned that the Military Statistics Bureau had no concrete evidence proving Zu Ye was connected to Dai Li’s death case, he used words like “the party-state is about to go to war, stabilizing people’s hearts is paramount, think thrice before acting in all matters” to exonerate Zu Ye.

Zu Ye retrieved his life.

Fortune-Telling for the Green and Red Gang Hall Master

Zu Ye once again turned danger into fortune, and the brothers naturally rejoiced with excitement. But Zu Ye’s condition was far worse than before. He had suffered internal injuries—no one could comprehend the fragility and desolation in his heart. At night, he often locked himself in his room, quietly sorting through decades of honor and disgrace, carefully planning the direction for the renowned Jiang Xiang Sect.

The Jiang Xiang Sect, three hundred years, wind and clouds surging and waves rolling; how much prosperity and glory, how many heroes and good men; the wheel of history rolls on, everything will eventually turn into passing clouds in the vicissitudes of rise and fall. Years later, when prosperity fades and all embellishments are washed away, when people mention the Jiang Xiang Sect again, will there only be ridicule and lamentation? Zu Ye couldn’t bear it.

Zu Ye was immensely melancholic, but the brothers didn’t understand Zu Ye’s heart. Everyone only knew that Zu Ye had returned safely, the War of Resistance had ended, the little Japanese had scurried away, and Shanghai was once again the Jiang Xiang Sect’s domain. Everything was reviving, traffic bustled, marks all over the streets for us to deceive, thousands in income monthly, wine pot in left hand, brothel in right—the bitter days were gone forever.

During that period, everyone was lazy and slack. Da Batou had a pot of wine daily, Er Batou visited a brothel every two days, San Batou fished by the river, Si Batou worried alone, Wu Batou walked the mountains with a compass, and Liu Batou practiced wall-scaling skills regularly. Zu Ye saw all this and it pained his heart.

At night, after closing shop, the Batous often gathered together for idle chatter.

Da Batou often reminisced about his bravery killing Japanese at Kunlun Pass, bragging until his head was covered in sweat: “I did a fierce tiger groin kick back then, directly kicking the Japanese soldier’s testicles into his belly. Then another Japanese came up, I did a divine dragon tail whip, kicking right in his stomach, instantly kicking the shit out of him…”

Er Batou held a woman’s belly band he’d brought from the brothel, pressed it against his chest, swaying with each step, imitating a prostitute’s tone: “Master, come quickly, come quickly! Let me comfort you.”

The two performed in tandem, making everyone laugh heartily.

San Batou and Wu Batou spun their compass and feng shui wheel in their hands, reciting vulgar, lewd self-composed verses: “Telegraph poles ah, railroad tracks ah, whore’s ass bubbling ah; wind through door cracks ah, bow drawn taut ah, prostitute’s pants loose ah; pig-slaughtering knife ah, pig-slaughtering basin ah, maiden’s underpants like burning clouds ah…”

The brothers burst into roaring laughter again.

Finally one day, while everyone was laughing wildly, steward Wu Lao’er walked in: “Zu Ye has commanded—convene the Council Meeting immediately!”

The brothers quickly restrained their laughter and hurried to Zu Ye’s residence.

“A thousand blessings to Zu Ye!” The Batous first paid respects to Zu Ye according to Jiang Xiang Sect rules.

“Brothers, you’ve worked hard!” Zu Ye returned the courtesy. “All sit.”

The brothers took their seats.

Zu Ye looked at each Batou, picked up the tea on the table, took a sip, then said: “Have the brothers been comfortable these past days?”

Everyone looked at each other, not knowing what Zu Ye meant.

After a long while, San Batou ventured a response: “Zu Ye’s hall is at its zenith, business is thriving. If Zu Ye is comfortable, the brothers are naturally comfortable.”

“Good! What a zenith! What thriving! With wine and meat, with people serving you, simply blessed beyond measure!” Zu Ye said coldly.

“Hehe.” Er Batou laughed, suddenly noticing none of the brothers were laughing, quickly smacked his lips and stopped laughing too.

Zu Ye glanced at him, stood up, and said word by word: “The bitter days of running east and west, living under others’ roofs—those are past, right? The days of trembling in fear, not having enough to eat—those are forgotten, right? Shanghai has only us now, right? The Western faction’s Qin Baichuan watched us like a tiger when we were in trouble, repeatedly trying to swallow us up—all forgotten, right? While we’re here living extravagantly, lazy and scattered, do you know what Qin Baichuan is doing now? Do you know what the Northern faction’s Qian Yuelin is doing? Big Beard Qin’s forces have already crossed Hubei! Qian Yuelin has already led his disciples and grand-disciples to Sister Yan’s territory! Shanghai’s various Huidao Men have revived from the ashes, the Nationalists and Communists are about to go to war, others are all busy taking sides and winning hearts, yet we’re here complacent, living in drunken dreams! You all are simply…”

“Zu Ye!” With a whoosh, all the Batous knelt down. “We know we were wrong!”

Zu Ye glanced at them and continued: “Next month, the annual Four Great Halls Council Meeting will begin again. With your current state, if I take you there, am I bringing honor or shame to myself?”

“Slap slap!” Each Batou slapped himself twice. “Zu Ye’s admonishment is correct!”

Zu Ye remained impassive, sipped his tea and said: “Qian Yuelin can’t survive in the North anymore. The Communist Party is cracking down on Huidao Men. He broke the Jiang Xiang Sect’s rules and ran south to steal business. More importantly, there’s Qin Baichuan. During the War of Resistance, relying on Chongqing’s stable territory, he threatened Sister Yan and me, intending to unify the Four Great Halls. Situations that have never appeared in the Jiang Xiang Sect have now emerged. The ancestral precept of the Four Great Halls not interfering with each other for hundreds of years has been broken. Do you think the Four Great Halls are all harmonious? Murderous intent lurks everywhere!”

Hearing this, Da Batou raised his head: “Zu Ye, I think we should do this—according to the rotation pattern, this Council Meeting is hosted by our Eastern faction. Why not take the opportunity to eliminate them all on our own territory!”

“I agree with Big Brother’s view!” San Batou said loudly.

“We all agree with Big Brother’s view!” the other Batous echoed.

Zu Ye smiled bitterly, shook his head and said: “It’s not that simple. Do you think if we kill Qin Baichuan and Qian Yuelin, the Western and Northern factions will all come under our management? The Western faction now has several hundred people, the Northern faction also has over a hundred. When they come to your territory for a meeting, they’ll certainly leave people watching the home. If we kill their leaders, first we’ll lose on moral grounds. The Western and Northern factions will unite to attack us. Then the Jiang Xiang Sect will descend into internal chaos. Never mind attracting the Nationalist Party’s attention—even the other Huidao Men around us will take the opportunity to eliminate our entire sect! This method isn’t even a last resort! This is self-destruction! In the future history of the Jiang Xiang Sect, we’ll all be eternal sinners!”

The Batous broke into a sweat after hearing this.

After a long while, Er Batou scratched his head and said: “Can’t kill them, so do we just wait for them to attack us?”

Zu Ye shook his head: “Stand up and speak.”

The Batous didn’t dare stand.

“Stand up,” Zu Ye said again.

Only then did the Batous look at each other and stand.

“All sit.”

The Batous didn’t dare.

“Sit!”

The Batous took their seats one by one.

“Serve tea to the brothers.” Zu Ye shouted toward the door.

Soon, Wu Lao’er brought in the finest Biluochun tea and poured a cup for each Batou.

“We’ll start with the Northern faction,” Zu Ye suddenly said.

The Batous looked at each other in confusion.

“How do we start?” San Batou asked.

“I understand!” Er Batou said cleverly. “Zu Ye means to defeat them one by one, first eliminate that old fox Qian Yuelin!”

Zu Ye helplessly furrowed his brow: “Eliminate what? Don’t always think about eliminating people. To subdue the enemy without fighting is the supreme excellence!”

Er Batou, lacking education, completely failed to understand.

“Attack the heart?” San Batou said.

Zu Ye nodded: “Simply put, it’s winning hearts! Why did Qian Yuelin come south?”

“No business anymore!” Da Batou said.

“And then?”

“Then? Then he couldn’t make money anymore, couldn’t survive anymore.”

Zu Ye nodded: “Qian Yuelin’s group is in the most miserable state now. If we suddenly gift them three thousand silver dollars at the Council Meeting, what would happen?”

“Three thousand dollars?” The brothers’ ears rang.

“What would happen?” Zu Ye pressed.

“What would happen?” Er Batou shook his head. “They’d be so happy they’d die!”

“And after?”

“After would be gratitude,” San Batou said. “Zu Ye, this plan is wonderful! The Eastern faction generously supporting the Northern faction with three thousand silver dollars—Qian Yuelin would be moved to tears of gratitude!”

“Wrong!” Zu Ye said. “What I want isn’t his gratitude, but his subordinate brothers’ gratitude, further making the Western faction’s A’Baos also harbor goodwill toward the Eastern faction.”

“Wonderful! Wonderful! Wonderful!” San Batou shouted three times. “This way, Zu Ye’s unification great enterprise would establish a broad foundation of brotherhood. However, isn’t three thousand dollars too much? Give a few hundred, just show the gesture.”

Zu Ye shook his head repeatedly, then said: “Either don’t do it, or do it genuinely and substantially. Otherwise, they’ll become suspicious.”

“Also…” Zu Ye suddenly lowered his voice. “The Jiang Xiang Sect’s four great secret manuals—the A’Bao Text, the Yingyao Text, the Junma Text, and the Zhafei Text. Back then, the ancestors gave these four manuals to the Qian, Kun, Li, and Kan halls respectively for safekeeping, which formed today’s situation where the Eastern faction excels at Zhafei, the Western faction excels at feng shui formations, the Southern faction excels at Yingyao, and the Northern faction excels at double golden mouth. Over hundreds of years, the four great halls’ skills have gradually merged and blended. The A’Bao Text has been popularized as a common teaching material for A’Baos. The Zhafei Text has been carried forward and expanded by our Eastern faction. The Southern faction, based on absorbing the essence of the Yingyao Text, created heart methods like the Yuehai Tang Feng Xiang Notes. The Western faction formed distinctive feng shui scams based on the A’Bao Text. Only the Junma Text has been held in the Northern faction’s hands. It’s not that I’m greedy—the Northern faction has lost its righteousness, and their ranks are becoming increasingly disreputable. This thing will either be destroyed in their hands or obtained by other sects in the jianghu. Once this situation occurs, the Jiang Xiang Sect’s core formulas will flow into the jianghu, and we’ll no longer have any advantage! Moreover, once it falls into evil hands, the common people will suffer greatly, our ‘acting on heaven’s behalf’ will become empty words, and the Jiang Xiang Sect will become a malignant tumor harming the world!”

The brothers rubbed their heads, finally understanding: Zu Ye wanted to steal the Northern faction’s secret manual.

“The key is how to get our hands on it!” Er Batou said. “This kind of thing must be hidden in an extremely secret place! Either deep in the mountains and forests or three feet underground!”

Zu Ye shook his head: “Not necessarily. Based on my understanding of Qian Yuelin, he’ll most likely carry it on his person.”

“Zu Ye means to use knockout powder to take him down, then…” San Batou said.

“It’s not that easy.”

“Then what does Zu Ye mean?”

Zu Ye blinked and said: “You all go back and rest first. Listen to my arrangements when the time comes.”

“Oh.” The Batous disappointedly patted their bottoms and left.

At night, Zu Ye fell into contemplation again. He had told the Batous lies. His true intentions would only be hidden in his heart.

The next day at the third quarter of the chen hour, San Batou requested an audience.

“Zu Ye, just now while hooking a mark at the hall, a woman walked in, specifically requesting that Zu Ye personally tell her fortune.”

“Who is she?” Zu Ye was puzzled.

“Don’t know the details. But dressed extremely nobly, and her looks… her looks I dare say are among the top in all of Shanghai.”

“Didn’t ask about her background?”

“Couldn’t get it out of her. Seems like a wealthy family’s wife, very tight-lipped. Wouldn’t say what matter she wanted read either, only said she came with admiration to request a divination from Zu Ye. I feel this is a fat mark—only you, old sir, coming out can handle her.”

“You go back and tell her that these days I’m meeting with government officials and it’s inconvenient to receive her. Have her come back in three days.”

“Understood!”

Three days later, that woman came, led by San Batou.

“Greetings, Mister.” The woman performed a wan fu courtesy.

Zu Ye looked and saw this woman was indeed beautiful—a pair of luminous, delicate mandarin duck eyes, two elegant sideburn willow-leaf eyebrows, vermilion cherry wealthy mouth, soft and smooth silk pouch hands, skin fine and white as snow, one smile captivating souls. From a physiognomy perspective, this was the appearance of wealth and elegance. The only flaw was slightly high cheekbones—an appearance that brings misfortune to husbands.

Zu Ye had seen beauties, but had never seen someone this beautiful. He actually froze for a moment. Suddenly realizing his impropriety, he quickly said: “No need for formality, please sit. May I ask Miss’s esteemed name and purpose for coming?”

“This humble woman’s surname is Yun, given name Caiwei.”

“Yun Caiwei.” After hearing this, Zu Ye nodded repeatedly. “The Book of Songs says: Picking osmunda, picking osmunda, the osmunda is also tender. What a fine name.”

Yun Caiwei smiled gently: “Picking osmunda, picking osmunda, my heart is also worried. A bitter fate name—how can it be called good?”

“Hehe. Miss jests.”

“This humble woman came this time wanting to privately consult Mister about some matters…”

Hearing this sentence, Zu Ye raised his eyes and looked at San Batou, meaning: “Why are you still standing here?”

San Batou had been intoxicated by Yun Caiwei’s beauty all along and hadn’t noticed Zu Ye’s gaze at all.

Zu Ye coughed: “Disciple!”

San Batou startled, returning to reality: “Oh, oh, Master, you chat… chat on, I’ll withdraw first.”

“Please speak, Miss.”

Yun Caiwei’s face suddenly filled with worry: “Alas. My husband recently somehow offended people at the Shanghai Police Bureau. The day before yesterday he was arrested. They say during the War of Resistance he collaborated with the enemy and sold out the country. My husband has never done anything against a Chinese person’s conscience… I came this time precisely to have Mister see whether my husband’s fortune is good or bad, whether he can return safely.”

After hearing this, Zu Ye nodded: “May I ask what business your husband conducts?”

“My husband does medicinal herb business. The Yun’ai Medicine Hall on Jing’an Temple Road is our shop.”

“Yun’ai Medicine Hall? Your husband is Fang Jiyu?”

“Correct! How does Mister know my husband’s name?”

“Hehe. Who doesn’t know Mr. Fang’s great name? During the War of Resistance, Mr. Fang united with the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce to donate money, goods, and airplanes to the National Army—such noble character! However… however… Mr. Fang should be nearly sixty years old. As I know it, Mr. Fang’s wife is called Chen Wenmei. The couple’s names were even in the newspapers…”

“Mister need not be suspicious. I am his seventh concubine.”

Before she finished speaking, Xiao Liuzi’s shouts came from outside the courtyard: “Zu Ye! Zu Ye!”

Then came steward Wu Lao’er’s voice: “Sixth Master, don’t go in, Zu Ye is receiving a guest.”

“Aiya, there’s urgent business!” Xiao Liuzi rushed in.

Upon entering, Xiao Liuzi froze: “Sister Caiwei?”

Yun Caiwei also froze: “You are… you’re Xiao Liuzi?”

“Yes! I’m Xiao Liuzi! I’m Xiao Liuzi!”

The two embraced excitedly. Zu Ye watched in confusion, not understanding what was happening.

Xiao Liuzi quickly pointed at Yun Caiwei and said to Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, this is Ninth Master’s adopted daughter!”

“Ninth Master’s adopted daughter?” Zu Ye was deeply surprised.

Xiao Liuzi quickly recounted a piece of history from the past.

When Ninth Master Wang Yaqiao commanded Shanghai, one year the “Central Plains National Martial Arts Circus” from Hebei happened to come to Shanghai for a touring performance. Chinese acrobatics were absolutely world-class during the Republican era. At that time, China had the world’s largest circus. High-difficulty performance acts like “aerial trapeze,” “wheel spinning,” and “fire baton on horseback” were all invented by Chinese people. That year, this circus was going to perform the grand-scale “aerial trapeze” in Shanghai, and Wang Yaqiao personally attended to watch.

Dozens of people carried steel wires, tumbling and rolling in the air, flying back and forth, making the audience’s hearts leap to their throats. Unexpectedly during the performance, a mistake occurred. When a male performer reached out to catch a somersaulting female performer, he missed. The female performer fell directly to the ground and was knocked unconscious on the spot.

More tragically, because this girl broke her leg from the fall, she could never perform this act again. In the end, she was actually abandoned by the circus at the hospital. Public opinion was in an uproar.

When Wang Yaqiao heard about this, he felt deeply pained. He himself came from a poor family and knew well that those in the acrobatics trade were all children from impoverished families. Only families on the verge of starvation would send their children to the circus. If they could make ends meet at all, they absolutely wouldn’t let their children take this path. In that era, acrobatics wasn’t yet an art form but a means of survival.

Wang Yaqiao felt compassion, paid for the subsequent medical expenses, all the way until the girl fully recovered. Later, Wang Yaqiao gave her some travel money and told her to go home to find her parents.

The girl said tearfully: “They’ve already abandoned me. I’ll never go back again.” It turned out the girl’s parents, so the whole family could survive, kept their three-year-old son and sold their five-year-old daughter to the circus. The girl could never forget her heart-wrenching agony back then, never forget her mother’s heartless departing figure.

“Master, let me stay with you. I’ll be an ox or horse, anything.”

Wang Yaqiao softened and finally took her as an adopted daughter. Later, Wang Yaqiao offended the Nationalist Party and was hunted by the Military Statistics Bureau. To avoid the little girl being implicated by the Axe Gang, he left a sum of money and placed her in foster care with a friend’s family.

In a flash, over ten years had passed. That naive little girl fleeing for her life had clearly blossomed into one of Shanghai’s most graceful and noble ladies.

After hearing this, Zu Ye’s eyes moistened. Thinking of Ninth Master’s thousand kindnesses, he couldn’t help but sigh deeply: “Alas!”

“Zu Ye, my informant told me the Police Brigade people seem to be heading for our hall!” Xiao Liuzi remembered the urgent matter.

“Heading for us?”

“Yes, led by Cai Xuezhong.”

“Cai Xuezhong?” Yun Caiwei was shocked. “He’s the one who arrested my husband!”

“Don’t panic.” After some thought, Zu Ye said, “This bastard has committed countless evil deeds!”

“Mister knows him?”

“More than know him!” Zu Ye said. “This person used to be with the Military Statistics Bureau. Later, after the War of Resistance ended, he was dispatched to the Shanghai Police Bureau as First Brigade Captain.”

“Then my husband is saved. Mister can plead on his behalf,” Yun Caiwei said.

Xiao Liuzi quickly blinked and said: “Sister, you misunderstood. Cai Xuezhong isn’t Zu Ye’s old acquaintance—he’s an enemy!”

“Enemy?”

Just as they were speaking, footsteps sounded outside the courtyard.

“Is Zu Ye home?”

Zu Ye immediately recognized Cai Xuezhong’s duck-like voice.

Zu Ye walked out: “Oh—Captain Cai graces my humble dwelling, I failed to welcome you properly, failed to welcome you properly!”

“We’re old friends already, don’t be so formal,” Cai Xuezhong said in a strange tone.

“What brings Captain here?”

“Arresting Red bandits.”

“Red bandits? Hehe.” Zu Ye looked up and laughed. “Last time Captain Cai also arrested Red bandits, this time it’s Red bandits again. Has my place become a bandit den?”

“Hehe. Whether it’s a bandit den or not isn’t for me to say. Is Yun Caiwei here?”

Zu Ye pretended to ponder: “Just now there was indeed a female bodhisattva who came to request a reading, but whether she’s Yun Caiwei I don’t know.”

“Search!” With Cai Xuezhong’s order, over a dozen people surged into the house.

“Captain! Found her!” The police surrounded Yun Caiwei and Xiao Liuzi.

Xiao Liuzi stood protectively in front of Yun Caiwei, raising his fists with furious eyes.

Cai Xuezhong sneered: “What? Hero saving the beauty? Kung fu? Come, punch me once and let me try. Are you faster than a gun?” He raised his gun and waved it.

“Liuzi! Don’t interfere with Captain Cai’s case handling. Step aside!” Zu Ye said loudly.

“Can’t let them take Sister Caiwei!”

“Oh? Still ‘Sister Caiwei’? Could it be you’re also an accomplice?” Cai Xuezhong said.

“Liuzi!” Zu Ye roared angrily.

Xiao Liuzi reluctantly stepped aside.

Yun Caiwei showed no fear: “I’ll go with you.” She looked silently at Zu Ye and walked straight out.

“Zu Ye, I didn’t come up empty this time, let’s go.” Cai Xuezhong walked out with a sinister smile, suddenly stopped, turned back and said, “Oh right, let me tell you—Boss Dai has passed on to the Western Paradise. Now Office Chief Liu is in charge. The situation is different. You can no longer use Boss Dai to pressure me. Hahahaha.”

Zu Ye watched him leave coldly.

“Zu Ye, what do we do?” Xiao Liuzi was very distressed.

“Let me think.”

A figure suddenly flashed at the doorway. Zu Ye saw it was Er Batou and called out: “Lao’er!”

Er Batou had no choice but to walk out obediently.

“What are you doing here?” Zu Ye asked.

“I… I… I I…” Er Batou mumbled.

“What?”

“I heard from San’er that a great beauty came, so I wanted to take a couple looks. Just now I was hiding outside the door, afraid you’d discover me, didn’t dare come in… How come the beauty was taken away by police?”

Zu Ye didn’t speak and turned to go inside.

“What happened?” Er Batou looked at Xiao Liuzi.

Xiao Liuzi also turned to go inside.

“What happened?” Er Batou rubbed the back of his head and walked away foolishly.

“Zu Ye?” Inside the room, Xiao Liuzi looked anxiously at Zu Ye.

Zu Ye furrowed his brow tightly, then picked up a brush, spread out letter paper, had just written two characters when he put it down again, turned to Xiao Liuzi and said: “Come with me!”

“Where to?”

“Green Gang. Tong Hall.”

“Oh.” Xiao Liuzi followed closely.

About half an hour later, the two arrived at the Green Gang’s Tong Hall.

The gate guard stopped Zu Ye: “Who are you looking for, Mister?”

“Trouble little brother to announce—say Mr. Tieban requests an audience with Old Master Zhong.”

“Wait a moment.”

Shortly after, the guard ran out: “Please come in!”

“Fifth Master Zhong, this little brother pays his respects!” As soon as Zu Ye entered, he cupped his fists in salute.

Green Gang backbone and Tong Hall master Zhong Datong came out with a face full of smiles: “Yixing, come quickly, come quickly!”

Xiao Liuzi heard clearly from behind: Zu Ye hadn’t told them his real name—they’d been addressing him as “Wang Yixing.”

“You,” the corpulent Zhong Datong said, linking arms with Zu Ye, “when you left Shanghai you didn’t say a word. Now that you’re back in Shanghai you’re still silent. Have you prospered and forgotten me, this old big brother?”

“How would I dare, how would I dare. Fifth Master Zhong, you exaggerate. That little brother can have today is entirely thanks to Fifth Master’s support.”

“Alas! That’s not right! Your Daoist methods are profound, you dare to venture and dare to act. Now you’re a patriotic master. In all of Shanghai, who doesn’t know, who hasn’t heard?”

The two talked extensively, reminiscing about the past, while Xiao Liuzi listened quietly.

Zhong Datong was a very important figure in Shanghai’s Green and Red Gangs, his power and status ranking at least in the top ten. Over ten years ago, Zhong Datong’s influence wasn’t yet this great. The wharf he controlled was frequently provoked by other gangs, violent conflicts and bloodshed occurred from time to time, and Zhong Datong’s personal safety was also seriously threatened.

Later, it happened that Zhong Datong’s old mother was celebrating her seventieth birthday. Zhong Datong both wanted to hold his mother’s birthday banquet magnificently and didn’t want family and friends to encounter danger. Thinking it over, he thought of requesting Zu Ye—this fortune-teller who was rising to fame in Shanghai at the time—to divine a divination, to see whether this birthday banquet could be held, and if it could, which day would be more auspicious.

Zu Ye originally didn’t want to take this job. This was a hot potato—if not handled well, it would be a catastrophic disaster. But Zhong Datong had set his sights on Zu Ye and repeatedly requested that Zu Ye take a look.

If Zu Ye insisted on refusing, he would affront this gang boss and make the other party suspect he had no real ability. Finally, Zu Ye shook his iron abacus, clattered it about, employed a technique from the Junma Text, and spouted out a prediction poem shrouded in mystery:

Flowers greet the beautiful sun, blooming high and low,

Fragrance follows the wind, guests fill the hall.

Suddenly hearing a thunderous sound,

Retreat from disaster or perhaps unharmed.

After hearing this, Zhong Datong asked: “What does it mean?”

Zu Ye answered: “This divination is one of unclear fortune and misfortune. Half auspicious, half inauspicious.”

“What if I divine again?” Zhong Datong pressed.

Zu Ye answered: “The Book of Changes says, ‘The first divination tells, the second and third profane, profaning brings no telling.'” Meaning divination can only be done once—repeating it over and over is blasphemy against the spirits, the spirits become angry and won’t reveal any more information to you.

This was the sophistry technique from the Junma Text. When encountering major matters where conclusions couldn’t be drawn, one must never rashly speak of fortune or misfortune, otherwise it’s setting a trap for oneself. Instead, use literary prophecy poems to deflect—appearing profoundly mysterious while actually saying nothing.

Zu Ye’s few lines of judgment—the first two sentences were clearly flattering words, nothing more than saying the birthday banquet day would have guests filling the hall, joyous and jubilant. The last two sentences were full of mystery. “Suddenly hearing a thunderous sound, retreat from disaster or perhaps unharmed.” These two lines could be interpreted as: an incident occurred that day, but everyone was fine; or they could be interpreted as: an incident occurred that day, and everyone suffered. The brilliance lay in the phrase “retreat from disaster or perhaps unharmed”—whether one could “retreat from” disaster depended entirely on human action that day, while “or perhaps unharmed” meant possibly harmed, possibly unharmed.

This way, whether or not something happened that day, Zu Ye’s prediction would be accurate.

Despite this, Zu Ye still felt reluctant. No matter how dark the underworld is, trouble doesn’t extend to wives, children, and elderly parents. Regardless of whether Zhong Datong was righteous or evil, his parents, wife, and children had committed no wrongs and shouldn’t be harmed. Zu Ye wanted to avoid accidents as much as possible. He carefully selected an auspicious day for Zhong Datong and decided to personally attend that day to prevent accidents. Before departing, he even personally consulted Zeng Jingwu about relevant knowledge concerning assassination prevention.

Thus, the old lady’s birthday celebration was staged at the Luwan Grand Hotel.

That day, prominent figures from both the underworld and legitimate society almost all arrived. Zu Ye also attended with Er Batou.

After the celebration began, Zhong Datong knelt to present the longevity peach to his mother.

What a large longevity peach, made from a mixture of japonica and glutinous rice, white with a red tinge, with two lines of words written in cream on top: “Fortune like the East Sea’s flowing water, longevity like the Southern Mountain’s eternal pine.”

Zu Ye sat to one side, looking at this large longevity peach. The more he looked, the more wrong it seemed. He was an old hand at Zhafei—this kind of longevity peach thing was often made for marks. Sometimes to manifest surprise and magic, or to create panic and frighten marks, tricks would be done inside the longevity peach. This required a process: first steam the dough, split it open, stuff in the trick item. At this point the longevity peach is split, then wrap another layer of dough, apply a layer of butter, slowly bake. When the surface becomes glossy and shining, immediately remove from heat. At this point, a lifelike longevity peach with a mechanism inside appears.

But this process requires extremely strict technique. If the heat isn’t controlled properly, problems are easily visible—the longevity peach will either crack or have a pitted surface.

Zu Ye carefully observed this longevity peach and suddenly discovered the lower half seemed to have a seam, only it was concealed by the purple cream writing the character for “water.”

Zu Ye’s heart jumped in alarm. Suddenly he recalled the recent incident where Wang Yaqiao used a bomb placed in a water kettle to kill Yoshinori Shirakawa at a Japanese banquet. Once again guided by intuition, just as Zhong Datong was about to pick up the longevity peach and present it before the old lady, Zu Ye suddenly rushed forward, snatched away the tray, and forcefully hurled it out.

“Get down quick!” Zu Ye shouted loudly.

The plate along with the longevity peach tumbled and rolled, landing at the banquet hall entrance. The startled people all obediently got down on the ground, waiting for that deafening blast.

After a long while, there was no movement at all.

Zhong Datong climbed up, then pulled the trembling old lady out from under the table, pointed at Zu Ye: “Yixing, you… alas…”

Zu Ye felt he’d lost tremendous face, his whole face flushed red with shame. Everyone in the entire venue looked at Zu Ye strangely. Zu Ye wished he could find a mouse hole to crawl into.

Er Batou was still foolishly calling out from the side: “Nothing happened, it didn’t explode.”

“You shut up!” Zu Ye said in a low voice.

Zhong Datong beckoned, and a little brother walked over.

“Quickly clean this up and go to Fushou Workshop to order another longevity peach! Quickly!” Zhong Datong instructed.

That little brother hastily picked up the longevity peach and tray from the ground and quickly ran out.

Zhong Datong turned around to face everyone: “Everyone’s been startled, please sit, please sit…”

With a tremendous “boom,” the little brother’s arm flew back in.

“Ahhh! Ahhh!” Several female guests at the entrance screamed. The crowd instantly descended into chaos!

Zu Ye’s judgment was correct—only the bomb’s explosion time was later than Zu Ye had anticipated. This was precisely: Suddenly hearing a thunderous sound, retreat from disaster or perhaps unharmed!

Afterward, Zhong Datong deeply felt Zu Ye’s profound Daoist prowess and, moreover, had a life-saving debt of gratitude. He prepared three hundred bars of “Lao Fengxiang” thousand-foot gold and came to the door to express thanks.

At that moment, Zu Ye’s hands truly itched, but he better understood the principle of “take with proper means.” Moreover, he knew well that if he accepted these gold bars, this debt of gratitude would be settled. If he didn’t accept, Zhong Datong would forever owe him.

Zu Ye firmly declined and repeatedly insisted: “Fifth Master Zhong and the old lady—fortunate people have their own heavenly protection!”

Zhong Datong understood: This young man is not simple. He’s seeking a relationship.

“Very well,” Zhong Datong finally said. “I acknowledge you as a brother. Hereafter on the Shanghai scene, if you face any life-or-death matters, come find me!”

Yet Zu Ye never sought him out even once, because Zu Ye knew well that the opportunity for a life-saving favor should be reserved for the most difficult moment.

This time, for Yun Caiwei’s sake, Zu Ye was prepared to cash in this debt of gratitude. What is jianghu righteousness? Zu Ye used this one opportunity—he himself would have no more—but he still did it.

After some pleasantries, Zu Ye stated his purpose for coming.

After hearing, Zhong Datong said: “Although the Shanghai Police Bureau nominally falls under the Provincial Civil Affairs Department’s jurisdiction, in reality it’s secretly controlled by the Military Statistics Bureau. The chief is a figurehead. Several deputy chiefs are all Military Statistics Bureau people. Maintaining public order is just a front—searching for Communists is the real purpose. So this isn’t dealing with the Police Bureau—it’s dealing with the Military Statistics Bureau.”

“I understand. That’s why… I’m troubling Fifth Master Zhong to act.”

“Looks like this matter will have to trouble Big Steward Du (Du Yuesheng),” Zhong Datong said.

“Then I’ll trouble Fifth Master Zhong.”

“However… Yixing, these years you haven’t been in Shanghai, there’s much you don’t understand. Now the Green Gang’s relationship with the Military Statistics Bureau isn’t what it used to be. As Big Steward Du says, gangs are the government’s chamber pot—can’t do without it, no place to piss, but use it too long and it won’t do either—smelly and foul, must be quickly thrown away. Yun Caiwei isn’t deeply involved in politics, so rescuing her should be no problem. However, her husband Fang Jiyu is another story. Boss Fang allegedly has connections with the Communist Party. What’s a businessman doing touching politics? Even we avoid it from far away… You understand my meaning, yes?”

Zu Ye nodded repeatedly.

Returning to the hall, Zu Ye anxiously awaited news.

“Zu Ye, it’s time to send the letters,” San Batou walked in.

“Send letters?”

“The invitation letters for the Four Great Halls Council Meeting.”

“Oh, right, right.” Zu Ye said. “I’ll speak, you write.”

“Yes!”

Zu Ye sat in his chair, faced upward in contemplation, then leisurely recited.

Heaven-loyal Earth-righteous Hongmen Great Master Father respectfully opened:

Looking up to Heaven Father Earth Mother Sun Brother Moon Sister-in-law and the Five Ancestors’ Hong grace, Jiang Xiang bloodline transmitted generation by generation forever, the Heavenly Way indestructible, Minister Xiang eternally present! We fix the Jiawu month Gengchen day as this year’s Four Halls Council Meeting day. Meeting location: Riverside garden without walls, flowers on heads don’t plant seedlings, in the Jiawu decade commits the death spirit.

A thousand blessings!

Eastern faction one son

This day

This nearly scripture-like letter format was the mandatory format and writing technique for Jiang Xiang Sect correspondence. One important reason the Jiang Xiang Sect could survive so long was its emphasis on secrecy systems. Especially letter transmission—they greatly feared falling into others’ hands and leaking secrets. If letters were written in plain language, they’d easily be wiped out in one fell swoop by enemies.

To read Jiang Xiang Sect letters, one must have very high character-dismantling intelligence and foundational knowledge of yin-yang and five elements, plus understand Jiang Xiang Sect code language. For ordinary people, this was virtually impossible. For example, this Council Meeting’s location: Riverside garden without walls, flowers on heads don’t plant seedlings, in the Jiawu decade commits void death.

“Riverside,” code language, refers to Shanghai.

“Garden without walls,” character-dismantling method, remove the outer square frame from the character “yuan,” leaving only the character “Yuan.”

“Flowers on heads don’t plant seedlings,” character-dismantling method, remove the grass radical from the top of the character “hua,” leaving only the character “hua.”

“In the Jiawu decade commits the death spirit,” specialized fortune-telling terminology. In eight-character fortune-telling there’s a saying about “death spirit.” Specifically, it refers to dividing the sixty stem-branch combinations into six decades, as follows:

Jiazi decade: Jiazi, Yichou, Bingyin, Dingmao, Wuchen, Jisi, Gengwu, Xinwei, Renshen, Guiyou (Xu-Hai void)

Jiayin decade: Jiayin, Yimao, Bingchen, Dingsi, Wuwu, Jiwei, Gengshen, Xinyou, Renxu, Guihai (Zi-Chou void)

Jiachen decade: Jiachen, Yisi, Bingwu, Dingwei, Wushen, Jiyou, Gengxu, Xinhai, Renzi, Guichou (Yin-Mao void)

Jiawu decade: Jiawu, Yiwei, Bingshen, Dingyou, Wuxu, Jihai, Gengzi, Xinchou, Renyin, Guimao (Chen-Si void)

Jiashen decade: Jiashen, Yiyou, Bingxu, Dinghai, Wuzi, Jichou, Gengyin, Xinmao, Renchen, Guisi (Wu-Wei void)

Jiaxu decade: Jiaxu, Yihai, Bingzi, Dingchou, Wuyin, Jimao, Gengchen, Xinsi, Renwu, Guiwei (Shen-You void)

Each decade uses ten heavenly stems to match twelve earthly branches, so each decade has two earthly branches that can’t be matched—meaning the heavenly stems are used up but two earthly branches remain unpaired. For example, the first decade, from Jiazi to Guiyou, the heavenly stems are exhausted while the earthly branches still have Xu and Hai remaining. These two earthly branches without matching heavenly stems are the death spirits. Superstitious theory holds that if a person’s eight characters contain “death spirit,” they’ll have more defeats than successes in life, drifting without support.

Understanding this principle, the meaning of the phrase “in the Jiawu decade commits the death spirit” becomes clear. Jiawu decade, the death spirits are the two earthly branches “Chen-Si.” Among the twelve months, Chen represents the third month, Si represents the fourth month. Three times four equals twelve. At this point, the location can be decoded: Shanghai City, Yuanhua Road Number 12.

After the letter was confirmed, Zu Ye called for Liu Batou.

“Liuzi, you go deliver the letter to the Northern faction. Additionally, send two brothers with good skills and reliability to the Western and Northern factions to ensure everything is foolproof.”

“Zu Ye, I…”

“Rest assured, I have my own measure regarding Yun Caiwei’s matter. You mustn’t be distracted. Safely delivering the letter to Qian Yuelin’s hands is the primary task! After crossing the Yangtze River, there’s still a long stretch of road. After crossing Henan, send the secret signal. Qian Yuelin’s lair is now in Handan. You must be careful!”

“Yes! Zu Ye!” Xiao Liuzi turned to leave.

“Wait,” Zu Ye called out. “If the road is too difficult, burn the letter and return safely!”

“Yes!”

The day after Xiao Liuzi left, Zhong Datong sent someone over, requesting Zu Ye come to Tong Hall.

Zu Ye quickly tidied up and quietly rushed over.

“Yixing, the matter is more complex than anticipated,” Zhong Datong said upon seeing Zu Ye.

“Fifth Master Zhong has been troubled,” Zu Ye said.

“The Police Bureau says there’s conclusive evidence proving Fang Jiyu is an underground Communist Party member. Both witness and material evidence are present. This time he probably can’t get out. As for Yun Caiwei, there are also reports that she assisted Fang Jiyu in secretly communicating with the Communist bandits. Moreover, the Police Bureau people seem to want to direct the disaster toward you…”

Zu Ye nodded: “Who wants to put the Fang family to death?”

“The Fang family’s sixth concubine.”

“Fang Jiyu’s sixth concubine?” Zu Ye was extremely surprised.

“Mm. Trouble rising from within the household… Fang Jiyu is good in every way, just too lustful as a person. In one breath he married seven concubines. How would he know this sixth concubine is a Military Statistics Bureau informant who thoroughly investigated everything inside and outside the Fang household?”

“The Military Statistics Bureau had been targeting Fang Jiyu all along?” Zu Ye asked.

“Who knows! The Military Statistics Bureau’s claws reach everywhere. Maybe there’s one in my hall too. This sixth concubine was previously a teacher at the Women’s Vocational School. Her real identity is a special agent of the Military Statistics Bureau’s Security Section. I heard this time some teachers from the Women’s Vocational School were also arrested.”

“Then… just now Fifth Master said they want to direct the disaster toward me?”

“Captain Cai’s idea. By the way, how did you offend him?”

Zu Ye smiled and recounted his several conflicts with Cai Xuezhong.

After hearing, Zhong Datong also laughed: “The King of Hell is easy to send off, but little devils are hard to deal with. Fortunately, worthy brother, your fame is too great. For now they haven’t found a suitable pretext to trouble you.”

“Then can Yun Caiwei…”

“Worthy brother, rest assured. For so many years worthy brother never sought me out for matters. Now you suddenly visit for this matter, showing this Yun Caiwei is extremely important to worthy brother. However… however, foolish elder brother wants a truthful answer from worthy brother. What exactly is your relationship with Yun Caiwei? Last time worthy brother said she’s the sister of your subordinate called Xiao Liuzi. But as I know it, Yun Caiwei only has one younger brother, far away in Yanzhao, a farmer…”

Zu Ye’s brain raced rapidly, not knowing whether to reveal the truth. After pondering a long while, Zu Ye steeled his heart and said: “Fifth Master, little brother speaks plainly before an enlightened person. Yun Caiwei is Ninth Master’s adopted daughter. Ninth Master once saved my life. Now his adopted daughter has fallen into trouble—I cannot stand by with folded arms.”

“Ninth Master? Which Ninth Master?” Zhong Datong asked.

“The Ninth Master who shook Jianghuai over ten years ago.”

“Wang Yaqiao!” Zhong Datong shouted loudly.

“But Fifth Master, rest assured, this girl has no connection to the Axe Gang. In early years, Wang Yaqiao, fearing she’d be implicated in jianghu grudges, placed her in foster care with someone else…”

“I remember now.” Zhong Datong slapped his forehead. “Wang Yaqiao indeed took an adopted daughter back then, a circus performer. Later there was no trace of her. So she’s the current Yun Caiwei.”

“Correct.”

“Who else knows about this?” Zhong Datong asked.

“No one knows.”

“Mm.” Zhong Datong nodded. “I told the Police Bureau side that Yun Caiwei is my private mistress. To repay you, old brother, this favor, I don’t even want my old face anymore. A basin of dirty water splashed on myself, hehe.”

“Fifth Master’s great kindness—little brother will never forget for life!”

“Hehe, you exaggerate! However… if Yun Caiwei can get out, worthy brother must promise me three things.”

“Which three?”

“Can’t leave, can’t die, can’t go mad.”

Zu Ye didn’t understand: “Please Fifth Master clarify!”

“To save Yun Caiwei, I must personally stand as guarantor. So once Yun Caiwei gets out, absolutely no accidents can occur. If she leaves Shanghai, the Police Bureau will say this is fleeing in fear of punishment. If she dies, it’s suicide in fear of punishment. If she goes mad, it’s feigning madness and playing dumb. So can’t leave, can’t die, can’t go mad. Otherwise, I, this guarantor, also can’t escape culpability.”

Zu Ye nodded repeatedly: “Fifth Master, rest assured, these situations won’t occur.”

“Also, if subsequently there’s truly ironclad evidence proving Yun Caiwei is Communist Party, then not only can I not protect her, I myself will probably have to lift my butt and leave Shanghai. At that time, worthy brother mustn’t blame me.”

“Not at all, not at all. That Fifth Master can do this much is already kindness as heavy as mountains.”

“Jianghu people, jianghu matters—we conduct affairs emphasizing the character for righteousness. If Yun Caiwei truly can get out, you must watch over her well, absolutely can’t have accidents! Additionally, I advise little brother also not to get too close to any parties or factions. Whether Nationalist Party or Communist Party, we’re all rough folk who can’t provoke them.”

“Little brother understands!” Zu Ye heard until his whole body broke out in cold sweat.

A week later, Yun Caiwei got out. Zhong Datong deliberately instructed people to drive over to pick her up and hosted a banquet to wash away the dust, to prove this was his own mistress.

People around discussed: “This foxy slut, seducing men without end. Boss Fang just went in, and she’s already hooked up with Zhong Datong. Whoever marries her is unlucky—a husband-harming foxy slut!”

At night, Zu Ye quietly brought Yun Caiwei back to the hall.

“Miss Yun has been frightened.” Zu Ye revealed the matter’s ins and outs one by one.

After hearing, Yun Caiwei thanked him repeatedly: “Many thanks to Mister for his life-saving grace. So Mister is my adoptive father’s brother.”

“Shh—” Zu Ye signaled her to lower her voice. “This matter—you know, I know, Xiao Liuzi knows. Don’t speak of it to anyone else again.”

“Then I should call Mister uncle,” Yun Caiwei said.

“Absolutely cannot call me that—it will expose the truth. Additionally, Miss Yun must listen to my arrangements. Otherwise, if problems occur, Fifth Master Zhong will also be implicated.”

“Mister, rest assured, I’m absolutely not an underground Party member. Sixth Concubine wants to frame me—I know.”

“Why?”

“After she sent my husband to prison, she must also send us several concubines along with the old lady in too. Only this way can she be thoroughly clean.”

“Makes sense.”

“Additionally, her illicit affair with Police Captain Cai Xuezhong was discovered by me. I once warned my husband, so the person Sixth Concubine most wants dead is me.”

Zu Ye said: “It’s not an illicit affair. They were in cahoots to begin with. This is coordinating from inside and outside to bring down Boss Fang.”

“Mister, this time I really must trouble you to divine properly—divine whether my husband, the old lady, and the other concubines can safely come out? I know all their eight characters, I’ll tell you…”

Zu Ye smiled bitterly in his heart: People only tell fortunes when driven to desperation, telling fortunes hoping to divine good results. But how can there be so many good results in worldly affairs?

Looking at Yun Caiwei, Zu Ye didn’t know what to say. The woman before him still didn’t know the Jiang Xiang Sect’s layers of inside information. Like countless common people, they revere fortune-tellers as spirits, hoping the spirits can guide them somewhat. Toward Yun Caiwei, if he used the Yingyao method, speaking grandly for a while could temporarily deflect, but once he made her kindle the hope of life, the final blow would be even greater. If he spoke truthfully, Yun Caiwei would probably collapse right now. If by any carelessness she sought a short-cut death, there’d be no way to account to Fifth Master Zhong’s side.

The Origins of the Jianghu Secret Manual “Junma Text”

In utter helplessness, Zu Ye thought again of the Junma Text. Furthermore, the grudges and grievances related to it among the Jiang Xiang Sect’s ancestors also began swirling in his mind.

The Jiang Xiang Sect’s four great secret manuals: A’Bao Text, Yingyao Text, Zhafei Text, Junma Text.

The A’Bao Text was the foundational teaching material for fortune-telling swindlers and also the spiritual program for the entire Jiang Xiang Sect. It opened with the declaration: “The greedy will surely be poor—the gentleman regards this as a great warning. Being an A’Bao, the fault lies not in physiognomy but in greed,” intending to find orthodox basis for the Jiang Xiang Sect’s swindling. This once and for all washed away the A’Baos’ sense of shame and disgrace: This isn’t swindling—it’s punishing the greed, anger, and delusion in human nature, letting those who won’t turn back until hitting the south wall, who won’t repent without being deceived, reap what they sow.

Furthermore, it states: “Corrupt officials are the people’s thieves; dishonest merchants are the people’s moths; local tyrants are the people’s tigers and wolves. Being an A’Bao is heaven’s punishment!” This further aroused the A’Baos’ desire to swindle. Listing corrupt officials, dishonest merchants, and local tyrants as the three major groups to primarily swindle easily secured tremendous popular support. The A’Baos also used this to grandly don the cloak of “acting on heaven’s behalf.” Since ancient times, people most hated three kinds of people—corrupt officials, dishonest merchants, local tyrants—hating them gnashingly yet powerless. The Jiang Xiang Sect’s appearance opened a new method of eliminating the strong and supporting the weak. So when the Hongmen Five Ancestors initially founded the Jiang Xiang Sect, they called out and hundreds responded. All kinds of practitioners swarmed, and the Jiang Xiang Sect immediately gathered all the elite talent among the people at that time.

Having established theoretical foundation and popular foundation, the A’Bao ranks’ own construction appeared especially important. So the A’Bao Text further used “Being an A’Bao, observe broadly but take sparingly, cautious at the start and more cautious at the end” as a warning, requiring A’Baos to always maintain a highly vigilant spiritual state. “Observe broadly but take sparingly” further required A’Baos not to be too greedy. Swindling emphasizes assessing the situation and steady flow. Killing the chicken for eggs and plucking feathers from passing geese would ultimately lead to self-destruction.

Furthermore, it established three rules for A’Baos: Swindle the evil not the good, swindle wealth not lust, don’t separate people’s flesh and blood. Warning A’Baos that immoral deeds mustn’t be done—they’ll incur heavenly retribution.

The entire A’Bao Text was righteously upright, language sharp yet orderly, but it deliberately overlooked two key factors.

First, their own human nature. A’Baos are also human, with greed and desires just like ordinary people. Righteous words are spoken with passionate fervor, but when doing things, the appearance changes. Upon seeing silver, eyes flash green; upon seeing beauties, blood and qi surge. What “observe broadly but take sparingly,” what “cautious and more cautious,” what “swindle wealth not lust”—all have long been cast to the ninth heaven. Throughout history, the Jiang Xiang Sect’s several major upheavals were all due to problems within their own ranks, even nearly suffering clan extermination disasters.

In the third year of Jiaqing (1798 CE), the twelfth-generation ancestor of Muzi Lian, Zhang Xianzhig, violated ancestral rules, leading to internal fratricide within Muzi Lian and nearly complete annihilation.

Zhang Xianzhig, from Jiading, Jiangsu, joined the Jiang Xiang Sect at age twelve, seized Muzi Lian’s power at age thirty-two. This person was supremely intelligent but excessively lustful toward women.

At that time, the famous wealthy man of Qiantang, Qian Dahao, because his mother had died, requested Zhang Xianzhig to perform ritual ceremonies to transcend her soul. Zhang Xianzhig knew well that Qian Dahao’s family wealth was abundant, so he quoted an astronomical price of three hundred taels of patterned silver. Qian Dahao agreed in one breath and added three hundred bolts of silk—truly generous and extremely righteous.

Zhang Xianzhig should have quit while ahead. Unexpectedly, he set his sights on Qian Dahao’s wife, Liu Mengyao. Thinking it over, he discovered that whether in appearance, learning, or family wealth, he couldn’t compare with Qian Dahao. If he wanted to get this beautiful woman, the only option was to “eliminate” him. Zhang Xianzhig, his wits bewitched by beauty, hatched a vicious plot. After completing the ritual ceremony, he quietly said to Qian Dahao and Liu Mengyao: “With elders entering the tomb, the home will be shrouded in yin energy for three years. Forgive my bluntness—I observe that Master Qian and Madam both have darkened印堂. Within the month I fear disaster. Please be very vigilant.”

Soon after, Qian Dahao and Liu Mengyao went to Yuntai Temple to fulfill a vow. On the return journey, they were intercepted by bandits. At this time, Zhang Xianzhig “just happened” to pass by with his disciples, fighting desperately to save Liu Mengyao, while Qian Dahao was stabbed by mountain bandits, the blade entering his heart directly, dying on the spot.

The shocked Liu Mengyao, under Zhang Xianzhig’s escort, returned home. After much weeping, she buried Qian Dahao. Zhang Xianzhig helped with everything inside and out and performed ritual ceremonies for free. Afterward, Liu Mengyao, having survived the disaster and becoming even more superstitious, frequently asked about her fate. Zhang Xianzhig took the opportunity to extensively employ Yingyao and Zhafei methods. Over time, Liu Mengyao completely entrusted her body and heart to Zhang Xianzhig.

Zhang Xianzhig believed this matter was done seamlessly. Unexpectedly, trouble arose from within the household. Muzi Lian’s second-in-command, a person called Zhang Qingyun, couldn’t stand it anymore. He already harbored resentment toward Zhang Xianzhig over the struggle for sect master position. At this moment, he could make use of it, so he quietly told Liu Mengyao the truth.

After hearing, Liu Mengyao suddenly understood. Carefully recounting the various incidents that had occurred over the past half year, she finally knew why all events were so coincidental—it turned out all the fortune-telling predictions came true because Zhang Xianzhig was behind it.

Zhang Qingyun said: “Madam, Zhang Xianzhig harms the loyal and good, his humanity extinguished. Please Madam lend me your assistance to eliminate this person.”

Liu Mengyao said: “How should I assist?”

Zhang Qingyun said: “Zhang Xianzhig is cautious and suspicious by nature, arranging guards to patrol day and night. Acting at home will probably be difficult to succeed. Madam can invite him to the Qiantang River bank to view the moon on the night of the fifteenth of the eighth month. I’ll arrange brothers to pull the rug from under him. At that time, coordinating from inside and outside, we’ll thoroughly annihilate this fellow.”

After hearing, Liu Mengyao silently nodded.

On the night of the fifteenth of the eighth month, at Liu Mengyao’s urging, Zhang Xianzhig brought Liu Mengyao and several dozen A’Baos out to view the moon. Zhang Qingyun united with other Batous to rebel in the lair. After eliminating Zhang Xianzhig’s henchmen, Zhang Qingyun led brothers to kill their way to the riverside.

The two groups confronted each other. Zhang Qingyun stood at the front of the formation, denouncing Zhang Xianzhig’s extravagant debauchery and perverse conduct. Then with a great shout of “Clean house!” he brandished a large blade and charged forward. The two groups instantly plunged into life-and-death combat.

Zhang Xianzhig fought desperately to carve out a bloody path and escaped, running alone for twenty li. Finally, due to excessive blood loss, he stopped in a forest, clutching the blade wound on his chest, breathing irregularly.

Suddenly, the rustling sound of footsteps on fallen leaves came from behind. Zhang Xianzhig whirled around: “Ah! It’s you?”

Liu Mengyao walked over.

Zhang Xianzhig wanted to stand and run but had no strength left. Blood from his chest wound gurgled outward. He raised his blade horizontally before himself in terror, shouting: “Don’t come over! Don’t come over!”

Liu Mengyao smiled: “Master, what’s wrong with you?”

Zhang Xianzhig closed his eyes, threw away the blade, and said despairingly: “I killed your husband. I admit it. Kill me.”

Liu Mengyao bent down and crouched before Zhang Xianzhig, gathering Zhang Xianzhig’s head into her embrace: “Master, you’ve been frightened. I won’t leave you.”

Zhang Xianzhig felt dizzy: “You…”

“Master, listen to me. I was originally a woman from a good family. At sixteen I was forcibly taken and occupied by Qian Dahao. I’d long had the heart to leave him, but helpless, alone and weak, I dared not act rashly. Fortunately Master appeared and helped this slave. Your sect’s affairs, this slave doesn’t concern herself with, but this slave has always been grateful to Master. Now that Master has escaped the sect, it’s also a good thing. You and I as husband and wife might as well fly far away and live that leisurely life.”

Zhang Xianzhig’s tears brimmed: “Madam, I have nothing left!”

“You still have me,” Liu Mengyao said tenderly.

“Madam…” Zhang Xianzhig buried his head deep in Liu Mengyao’s bosom.

Thus, the two concealed their names and began a new life. The next year, Liu Mengyao gave birth to a male infant. Zhang Xianzhig beamed with joy, regaining confidence in life.

One night, Zhang Xianzhig drank heartily, deeply moved: “Madam, meeting you in this life is my fortune. I intend to re-enter the jianghu, fight again across rivers and mountains. Just with my ability, within three to five years, I can certainly gather a group, become a sect leader! At that time, Madam will be the stronghold lady, our son will be the young sect leader! We’ll swindle all the world’s wealth, enjoy all glory and riches!”

“Master has such ambition! This slave admires, admires!”

Unknowingly, Zhang Xianzhig felt his vision blur: “Madam… I’m drunk…” Finishing, his head drooped and he fell down.

When Zhang Xianzhig woke again, he found himself tied to the bed.

He was somewhat dazed, not knowing what had happened, shouting: “Madam? Madam?”

Liu Mengyao walked over.

“Madam? What’s happening?” Zhang Xianzhig didn’t understand.

“Zhang Xianzhig!” Liu Mengyao roared angrily, tears rolling out. “You have this day too!”

Zhang Xianzhig was startled: “What does Madam mean?”

“Hehe.” Liu Mengyao smiled bleakly. “You killed my husband, seized my family’s fields and wealth, occupied my body. These debts can finally be repaid!”

Zhang Xianzhig was shocked: “Didn’t Madam once say she was grateful to me? Haven’t all these matters passed? If Madam hates me so much, why didn’t you kill me in the forest back then?”

“Hehehehe. Back then you were ruined and disgraced, with nothing, only seeking death. If I’d killed you, it would have suited your wish perfectly. Killing you then, you wouldn’t have experienced any pain. That wouldn’t be killing you—it would be helping you find release. Now you have a son, life is comfortable, your whole person revived from ashes, ambitious. Now demanding your death, you’ll truly be afraid! Because now you don’t want to die!” Liu Mengyao said viciously.

“You deceived me?”

“Speaking of deception, you’re the expert.”

Zhang Xianzhig’s whole body trembled: “Madam… Madam, listen to me. Though I deceived you initially, I genuinely like you. Now we have a child. For the child’s sake, Madam spare me!”

“Spare you? Hmph. Let me tell you a story first. Supposedly back when the Yuan Dynasty bloodily ruled us Han people, the Tartars enjoyed priority rights to our Han girls’ first night. Whenever a Han woman was to be married, they would forcibly defile her. Helpless Han people, to preserve the purity of their bloodline, would personally strangle their first child to death. I’m like those Han women forced into helplessness. Ten months of endurance giving birth to your spawn was just to wait for this day.”

Finishing, Liu Mengyao picked up the infant from the swaddling clothes, expressionlessly holding it before Zhang Xianzhig: “Look clearly!”

“No! No!” Zhang Xianzhig struggled and shouted.

Liu Mengyao coldly watched Zhang Xianzhig, applied force with her hands—crack—the child lost its breath.

“Ah! You poisonous woman! Poisonous woman! My son!” Zhang Xianzhig’s tears rolled out.

“Poisonous?” Liu Mengyao silently shed tears. “Am I more poisonous than you? My husband was charitable and kind, the whole family lived and worked in peace. In the blink of an eye, you made us broken and dead. Now you should also taste this flavor!”

“Poisonous woman! Even as a ghost I won’t let you go!”

“Right. You’ll soon become a ghost. But I won’t let you be a whole corpse ghost. I want your soul unable to gather even in the underworld. I want to turn you into piece by piece of minced meat. Your enormous body will only be able to decompose into mosquitoes, flies, maggots in the latrine in the next life.”

Finishing, Liu Mengyao picked up scissors.

Zhang Xianzhig’s heart leaped to his throat: “No! No! Madam! Spare me! Spare me! One day as husband and wife, a hundred days of grace! Show kindness, you’re a living bodhisattva, spare me! Leave me a dog’s life!”

“Hahahaha.” Liu Mengyao laughed loudly. “Right! Right! This is the feeling I want. You’re afraid, you’re finally afraid.”

“I’m afraid! I’m afraid! I’m just a dog, I beg Madam to let me go.”

“Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid. I’ll cut gently, starting from your toes…”

Amid Zhang Xianzhig’s wails of sorrow, Liu Mengyao cut him into fragments.

As a person, don’t do romantic affairs—most poisonous is a woman’s heart. Zhang Xianzhig’s incident taught the Jiang Xiang Sect a deep lesson. From then on, Jiang Xiang Sect people never dared casually seduce women.

Besides human nature, the A’Bao Text overlooked an even more important principle: the law of cause and effect.

The A’Bao Text throughout promotes “acting on heaven’s behalf”—plainly speaking, this is “controlling evil with evil.” Others are bad, we’re even worse. We swindle all bad people’s wealth—this is called “acting on heaven’s behalf.” But the A’Baos didn’t anticipate that controlling evil with evil only makes evil pile upon evil.

The Jiang Xiang Sect swindled corrupt officials. After spending money, corrupt officials would even more frantically scrape the people’s fat and marrow, thinking of every method to recover it. The Jiang Xiang Sect swindled dishonest merchants. Dishonest merchants would similarly become even more cunning, defrauding people’s wealth. Local tyrants were the same—all money spent would be completely recovered through various means. Spending money was for better earning money. In the transmission of benefits, common people were the final payers. On the chain of cause and effect, the Jiang Xiang Sect played a role of fanning the flames. The karmic retribution overlooked in the A’Bao Text—or rather, not dared to face directly—buried enormous disaster for the Jiang Xiang Sect, destining it to ultimately walk toward destruction amid accumulated sins.

The Yingyao Text and Zhafei Text were technical methods. Under the A’Bao Text’s fabricated “acting on heaven’s behalf” illusory background, the Yingyao Text unleashed psychological manipulation techniques wantonly. “Quick attack slow thousand, first thousand then attack, thousand and flattery together, invincible in all directions.” These mental formulas were like a sharp knife, stabbing directly into hearts, making marks dizzy and confused, without any defensive countermeasures. The Zhafei Text was even more supernatural, using props to perform various demon and ghost spectacles, making marks repeatedly dumbstruck, unable to cope, finally obediently paying money to seek disaster elimination.

As for the Junma Text, it was the most treacherous of treacheries, the king of swindles. It maximally sublimated the essence of Yingyao and Zhafei, making swindling even more secretive and elegant, pushing swindling techniques to an unsurpassable realm. Even more deadly, the Junma Text combined genuine fortune-telling knowledge—this was a technique of mixing truth and falsehood. Pure falsehood is easily seen through, pure truth is also easily seen through. Only truth mixed with falsehood is difficult to fathom, hardest to expose. Because of this, the Junma Text caused the greatest harm and deepest poison to the human world.

The Junma Text opens with the words:

Once entering Junma, ten thousand people killed,

Not even fearing the Emperor himself!

Three armies wave flags with yin-yang commands,

Entering and exiting as ministers, pacifying the realm!

Meaning those who master this ability can stir up great waves—either assisting wise lords to achieve hegemony or raising poles and banners to dominate one region.

The Junma Text came from the hand of Hanlin talent Fang Daocheng. Who was Fang Daocheng? The fourth son of Jiang Xiang Sect founder Fang Zhaoyu. This person deeply understood the five elements method, possessed profound mystical learning foundation. He comprehended the three highest-level predictive arts in the mystical learning field: Qimen Dunjia, Taiyi Shenshu, Liuren Shenshu. These three techniques were far superior to fortune-telling methods that spread through the countryside like eight characters, six lines, physiognomy. If one didn’t know astronomy above, geography below, thoroughly investigate Hetu-Luoshu numbers, extending to weather, human relations, yin-yang twelve palaces, it would be fundamentally impossible to control and operate them.

Possessing peerless genuine ability and a heart devoted unto death to “overthrowing Qing and restoring Ming” enabled Fang Daocheng to have full essence-energy-spirit, freely and grandly writing down the eternal swindling masterpiece—the Junma Text.

To learn the Junma Text, first learn the five elements. Without understanding five elements, Junma is rendered hollow. Junma techniques face court officials. Those cultivating this method must have abilities surpassing those corrupt scholars in the court who observe celestial phenomena, calculate calendars, and divine national fortune. Only this way can they, as otherworldly masters, create great momentum, awaiting court recruitment. After entering the court, infiltrate the Imperial Astronomical Bureau, hide identity, gather factions, sow discord, disrupt court governance, preparing to overthrow Qing and restore Ming.

The Junma Text’s most prominent characteristic is using hazy poetry techniques to develop “blocking both ends” fortune-telling pronouncements to the extreme. The full text of twelve hundred words, neat parallelism, beautiful language, emotions within scenery, leisurely narrating myriad human phenomena in rhyme and meter. After learning the Junma Text, even without fortune-telling, writing ability will significantly improve.

For example, fortune-telling words for emperors:

The Emperor reigns over the realm, must accord with heaven and earth’s way. Dragons soar amid the four seas, grace spreads universal beneficence. Heaven’s mandate returns, nine provinces’ essence and spirit concentrate in the imperial hall; yin and yang harmonize, sun and moon’s darkness cleansed and re-brightened.

Especially the last sentence—Qing emperors upon hearing would all laugh heartily. “Sun-moon darkness”—the characters for sun and moon together form the character “Ming,” clearly saying the great Ming Dynasty was dark and corrupt, common people saw no daylight. The Qing Dynasty replaced it, making sun and moon “cleansed and re-brightened” to see light again.

Another example, fortune-telling pronouncements for ministers:

Exerting strength in position, mountains rivers seas peaks, ministers all share the sage’s grace; four seasons five elements, majestic wind arises, famous scholars don’t covet a square inch of merit. One coin’s expenditure requires remembering heaven’s grace commanding fate; one official position’s advancement or retreat, carefully consider yin-yang virtue. Yin-yang imbalance brings anomaly, benefiting both wealth and office brings disaster.

This clearly warns officials to advance and retreat with moderation, not be too greedy.

If fortune-telling masters use such gorgeous and weighty pronouncements to divine fate, the other party will certainly sigh that this person’s learning is full, unfathomably deep. Hazy and beautiful fortune-telling pronouncements further make people feel heavenly mechanisms are profound, cannot be easily fathomed.

The Junma Text’s excellence destined its fate to be extraordinary. Junma never disturbed the people—ordinary commoners couldn’t understand it either. Its main attack targets were high officials and wealthy merchants. So those cultivating Junma were never ordinary fortune-tellers but conspirators with ulterior motives for “overthrowing Qing and restoring Ming.”

Later, the supremely intelligent Qianlong Emperor, during the movement suppressing overthrowing Qing and restoring Ming, finally glimpsed this clue. In one stroke he executed over a dozen Heaven and Earth Society infiltrators mixed in the Imperial Astronomical Bureau and, following clues, captured Fang Daocheng alive.

Emperor Qianlong, holding the “Proclamation Against Barbarians” written by Fang Daocheng, said: “With such talent and learning, not pursuing proper business—alas! Alas!”

Fang Daocheng, knowing his days were numbered, closed his eyes and said: “Kill, dismember, preserve, leave—all at your convenience.”

“Death by lingering slicing!”

“Death by chariot dismemberment!”

“Death by waist-cutting!”

“Boil him!”

“Saw him!”

“Deep-fry him!”

“Need nothing—let this old minister eat him bite by bite!”

The entire court of civil and military officials roared like beasts.

Qianlong stroked his fan, smiling: “Fang Daocheng, I won’t kill you. I’ll let you self-awaken. I bestow upon you one copy of the Diamond Sutra. You may read and study it in your cell. I’ll recite Empress Wu Zetian’s opening words to the Diamond Sutra for you: ‘Supreme, most profound, subtle, wonderful dharma, difficult to encounter in hundreds of thousands of millions of kalpas. I now see, hear, receive, and uphold it, vowing to understand the Tathagata’s true meaning.’ I believe with your wisdom, you’ll eventually awaken.”

Fang Daocheng didn’t expect Qianlong would dispose of him this way. Over ten years later, the great Qing Dynasty ushered in the Qianlong Prosperity—commoners lived and worked in peace, all corners singing and dancing peacefully.

White-haired Fang Daocheng wept uncontrollably: “Your Majesty, this grassroots person knows his crime.”

Qianlong sighed: “Your heart is entirely toward the great Ming Dynasty—I admire your integrity. But have you thought about why the great Ming perished? The Heavenly Way is vast, cause and effect have retribution. The Ming Dynasty replaced the Yuan Dynasty, the great Qing replaced the great Ming—all because previous dynasties were corrupt and incompetent, people’s livelihoods desperate. If you truly comprehend the heavenly mandate method, you’d know that currently every commoner has food to eat, everyone has clothes to wear—this is precisely where heavenly mandate returns. Why must you overthrow Qing and restore Ming? Just to preserve the great Ming’s name? Fang Daocheng, I ask you—if right now I let you return to the incompetent Ming Dynasty, would you be willing? Step out of the prison door and ask all the realm’s commoners whether they’d be willing?”

Fang Daocheng silently shed tears, finally sighing deeply: “I comprehended yin and yang but didn’t comprehend cause and effect.”

Qianlong continued: “I didn’t kill you, letting you sit in prison ten years, precisely to let you self-awaken. I want all the realm’s commoners to know that the great Qing replacing the great Ming was acting in accordance with heaven—the great Qing did nothing wrong. If one day the great Qing walks the wrong path, you needn’t overthrow Qing and restore Ming—naturally a new dynasty will replace the great Qing. Rivers flow and turn, cause and effect cycle—a dynasty’s fate is like a person’s. Whether fortune or misfortune depends entirely on whether the individual is good or evil. This is why since I personally governed, I never promote Daoist methods but exclusively promote Buddhist dharma. I never let Daoist priests or magicians pray for blessings and longevity for me, much less eat so-called immortal elixirs. I know human bodies are all flesh—where there’s life there must be death. I’ve seen those emperors in history who daily indulged in mystical witchcraft—the more they sought longevity, the faster they died. I don’t seek longevity, only that during my lifetime I can benefit all the realm’s commoners—then I’ll die without regret.”

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty! This criminal has no place to hide his shame. Please Your Majesty grant me death.” Fang Daocheng, ashamed, kowtowed repeatedly.

“Fang Daocheng, I still won’t kill you. I grant you to leave home and become a monk, praying for blessings for my great Qing realm’s multitudes.”

“Your Majesty…” Fang Daocheng’s aged tears streamed down.

From then on, the Heaven and Earth Society’s anti-Qing tide gradually subsided. This was good for the great Qing but disaster for commoners. The Jiang Xiang Sect’s four great halls extended their claws toward ordinary commoners. Junma techniques also began improving and popularizing. From then on, A’Baos walked an evil path of no return.

Since ancient times, sect masters of all four great halls had to learn the four great mental methods, but the secret manuals had to be separately hidden in each hall. Probably the Jiang Xiang Sect ancestors back then feared that keeping them in one hall, if problems occurred, all would be lost at once. Sect masters of each hall orally transmitted the four great mental methods starting from the original Qian, Kun, Kan, Li. Over hundreds of years, due to differences in each generation’s sect master’s IQ, EQ, and breadth of mind, the four mental methods’ transmission gradually became imbalanced, creating today’s situation where each hall specializes in its own method—reaching pinnacles but lacking comprehensiveness.

Back when Old Master Zhang Dancheng was dying, he told Zu Ye: “To become a generation’s Jiang Xiang master, the four great mental methods must be thoroughly integrated. All the Zhafei, Yingyao, A’Bao, Junma formulas I know, I’ve told you. But this isn’t comprehensive, especially Junma. You must maintain good relations with the Northern faction. That old fox Qian Yuelin employs it to perfection, but his intentions are improper. Sooner or later he’ll destroy Junma. Whether ancestral things can walk the righteous path—you decide.”

From that time on, Zu Ye wanted to get his hands on the Junma secret manual. Decades have passed—this time Zu Ye is determined to obtain it. But the original intention has changed—not to develop Junma techniques but for the unspeakable path of redemption in his heart.

At this moment, facing Yun Caiwei, recalling the various grudges and grievances drawn out by the Jiang Xiang Sect secret manuals, Zu Ye’s heart surged with waves. Zu Ye decided to again employ the Junma techniques he knew very little about. But this time it wasn’t to swindle money, because Yun Caiwei wasn’t a “mark.” Never mind swindling her money—she was now penniless, homeless. Not only must he comfort her through fortune-telling, he also had to provide money to support her. Otherwise, even her daily living would be problematic.

“Miss Yun…”

As soon as Zu Ye spoke, Yun Caiwei interrupted him: “Mister, you can just call me Caiwei. We’re family.”

“Still… call you Miss Yun, avoid others’ eyes and ears, safer. Today’s hour isn’t right, unsuitable for divination. Miss should first rest at my humble dwelling. Tomorrow morning we’ll talk in detail.”

“Oh, very well. Very well.” Yun Caiwei showed slight disappointment.

Zu Ye wanted to compose words well at night, striving to stabilize Yun Caiwei in one stroke.

“This little woman came to find Mister for divination precisely wanting to hear the truth. Whether fortune or misfortune, Mister must honestly tell me.” After Yun Caiwei finished speaking, she went to rest.

Zu Ye felt helpless again. People coming for fortune-telling all say this. But once you speak of great misfortune and such, basically all can’t withstand it—complexion and voice both change, life worse than death.

Zu Ye thought all night. The next day at the chen hour, Yun Caiwei came over.

Zu Ye spoke frankly: “Miss Yun, actually when I first saw you, I already saw some fortune and misfortune from your physiognomy. Only last time the incident occurred suddenly—no time to speak.”

“Oh, physiognomy. Mister is formidable! I only heard people say Mister tells fortunes using an iron abacus, called Iron Plate Divine Numbers. Unexpectedly Mister has also researched physiognomy so formidably.”

Zu Ye’s face reddened: “All are interconnected. Looking at Miss’s husband-wife palace on your face, this palace is dull and lusterless—not an auspicious sign.”

“Oh…” Yun Caiwei’s face already showed worry.

Zu Ye began employing the Junma formula of blocking both ends: “Metal and water once meet, official birth beautiful appearance, heaven’s Taiyi star, mortal world comes as screen. Shields wind and blocks rain, carriage and horse travel in river, livelihood greatly occupied, returning to heaven leaves beautiful name. Fortune and misfortune heaven itself determines, mortals shouldn’t庸…”

“What does it mean?” Yun Caiwei was completely confused.

“Miss, listen to my explanation…”

Just as Zu Ye was about to seriously continue Junma techniques, bang—the door was crashed open.

Er Batou ran in shouting: “Zu Ye, major news! This morning the Police Bureau executed twelve Communist bandits by firing squad at Hongkou. The famous Boss Fang Jiyu was also executed!”

Zu Ye’s head buzzed. Looking again at Yun Caiwei, she was already shocked stiff, sitting upright on the stool.

“Miss Yun?”

Yun Caiwei’s head tilted, her entire body collapsed down.

“Who is she?” Er Batou only then realized something was wrong.

“Quickly help carry her into the room!” Zu Ye said harshly.

“Oh, okay, okay!”

The two carried Yun Caiwei onto the bed.

“Steward, go call a doctor.” Zu Ye instructed.

Wu Lao’er quickly ran out.

The rhetoric Zu Ye carefully designed was ruined by Er Batou’s one sentence. Zu Ye pointed at his head, so angry he didn’t know what to say: “You… you… you accomplish nothing but ruin everything.”

Er Batou knew he’d caused trouble again but didn’t know where the error was. Resentfully he said: “Zu Ye, such major intelligence, I ran over at the first moment to tell you… I didn’t know you had a woman here. So beautiful. Who is this?”

“Just the mark Old Three mentioned.”

“Oh, wasn’t she taken away by police that day?”

“Taken away means she can’t come back?”

“Oh, can, can. Why did she faint?”

“You frightened her.”

“Me?”

“Right. Your appearance is fierce, voice like tigers and leopards. This great household lady has never seen this. Now the mark has fainted, we didn’t earn money, and we still have to pay medical expenses. What do you say to do?”

“This…”

“Take it from your share money this month.”

“Ah?”

“Anything else?”

“Nothing.”

“Go back then.”

Er Batou scratched his head and left, muttering in his heart: What’s happening? Do I really look this frightening?

“Second Brother, I was just looking for you.” San Batou walked toward him.

“San’er, do I look very ugly?” Er Batou asked San Batou.

San Batou didn’t know why Er Batou asked this. After thinking for a moment, he said: “Still okay.”

“Oh, still okay…” Er Batou pondered this sentence, suddenly understood, and cursed loudly: “Wipe your snot and go play with your balls!”

“Hehe, Second Brother, don’t be angry. Tomorrow there’s work to do that needs you to act.”

“Catching ghosts again?”

“Right. Just now a mark came to me, saying his ten-year-old son got hysteria. Every day he doesn’t eat or drink. Once night comes, he says a group of white-bearded old men stand at the door. Others can’t see them—only he can see them. Tell me if that’s frightening or not!”

“Hehe.” Er Batou was delighted. “This matter must rely on Second Master me to settle it. Never mind old men—even if another group of old ladies comes, I’ll hold the peachwood sword and slash through. They’ll all fucking piss and shit themselves fleeing!”

“Absolutely, Second Brother goes out, one equals two.”

“What equals two? At least equals ten or eight.”

“Absolutely! However, should we report this matter to Zu Ye?” San Batou said.

“Aiya, San’er, this kind of trivial chicken-feather matter—why trouble the old man to worry? Zu Ye is vexed right now. The mark is sleeping in his bed…”

“What mark?”

“Just that beauty you brought not long ago.”

Upon hearing this, San Batou’s heart trembled: “Zu Ye couldn’t hold back?”

“Go ask him yourself,” Er Batou said with a laugh.

“I wouldn’t dare.”

Er Batou “Catches Ghosts”

The next afternoon, Er Batou appeared at the hysteria-afflicted mark’s home with a long beard stuck on.

San Batou told the parents: “This is my senior brother, the most formidable ghost-catching master in the Jianghuai region.”

That person looked at Er Batou, nodded and said: “Truly has Zhong Kui’s appearance.”

After the incense table, lamp candles, yellow paper, and other props were prepared, Er Batou began performing the ritual.

“Immeasurable Celestial Worthy! You demon ghosts and monsters, still not revealing yourselves!” Er Batou waved the peachwood sword back and forth, putting on an act.

Then he drank a mouthful of cinnabar water and forcefully spat it out—poof—all sprayed onto the white cloth beside the incense table.

Soon, the white cloth showed imprints of ghosts and monsters with fangs and claws bared.

The surrounding people cried out in alarm!

Er Batou raised the peachwood sword and stabbed at that white cloth, stabbing over a dozen times consecutively. Chanting: “Be a ghost then be a ghost, what are you doing in the mortal realm! All karmic creditors, I transcend you, I transcend you, quickly depart, quickly depart! Wuya—”

The final “Wuya” came from his dantian, through his throat, directly charging to the ninth heaven, frightening the surrounding people into a shudder. San Batou on the side struggled not to laugh, coughing forcefully twice to disguise himself.

Er Batou withdrew his ritual technique, covered in sweat: “Done, all gone, all gone.”

“Many thanks to the master!” The parent walked over, taking out several legal currency notes. “This bit of money, not a proper gesture, please Mister accept it with a smile.”

Er Batou waved his hand: “Easy to say, easy to say. We Daoist sect people don’t covet mortal worldly objects. Money, this kind of thing, is like waste paper to us.” Finishing, he pulled a packet of medicine from his pocket and handed it to the parent. “This is ‘Nine Revolutions Soul-Returning Elixir’ I personally refined. Give it to the child to take, three times daily. Guaranteed no more vengeful ghosts will pester him.”

“Many thanks! Many thanks!” That parent thanked him profusely.

“Junior brothers, let’s go,” Er Batou said to the surrounding A’Baos.

“No, no, this won’t do.” The parent reached out and grabbed Er Batou, saying emotionally: “Master, aren’t you scolding me? Master personally came out, dispelling illness for my humble son, collecting not a cent—this is already great kindness and virtue. How can I also take your elixir for free? This money I must give!”

“Not at all, not at all.” Er Batou shook his head. “My elixir uses Tianshan snow lotus as the medicinal primer, Baotu Spring water for soaking, refined using Daoist methods for seven-times-seven, forty-nine days. This money you cannot afford.”

“If Master doesn’t speak, that’s fine. Now that you’ve spoken, I feel even more guilty. Such a wondrous medicine and rare formula—exactly how much money does it require?”

“Those who recognize this treasure—a thousand gold pieces are hard to obtain. Those who don’t recognize this treasure—it’s worth not a cent,” Er Batou said.

“Master, say no more! I understand!” That parent turned to a girl and said: “Da Ya, go get the jade thumb ring your grandmother left behind!”

The girl turned and entered the house. Soon she came out holding an object.

“Master! This object is my ancestral treasure. The kindness of saving my son—a thousand gold pieces cannot express thanks. This small trinket, please accept it with a smile.”

Er Batou looked and said: “This…”

“Master, please don’t decline. This isn’t money—this is a token of trust. I trust you.”

“In that case… better to obey than be polite. I’ll keep it for you. In the future if you have difficulties, you may come to my dwelling to retrieve it.”

Er Batou and his group finally succeeded. After exchanging pleasantries, they quickly withdrew.

Returning to the hall, Er Batou was overjoyed: “Hahahaha. That fool wanted to send me off with a few legal currency notes. As if it’s that easy.”

San Batou said with a laugh: “This time Zu Ye will definitely be very pleased.”

“Need you say? After this matter completely settles, we’ll send it to Zu Ye. He won’t blame us for acting first and reporting later.”

“Second Brother is brilliant!”

The reason Er Batou and San Batou dared take such a valuable object from the other party was because they were confident they could cure that child with hysteria. Since ancient times, the Jiang Xiang Sect had taken on this kind of work too many times. It wasn’t that the Jiang Xiang Sect had any ghost-expelling techniques, but the Jiang Xiang Sect’s ancestors included many who understood Chinese medicine and had studied hysteria disease deeply. Medicine formulas specifically used to suppress shock, calm nerves, and expel evil in Chinese medicine had long been mastered by them. Pure medicine formulas weren’t worth much money, but after they packaged them and integrated them into Zhafei techniques, the value became vastly different.

Once disease is connected with spirits and ghosts, astronomical prices can be charged. Ghost-catching can’t be measured by the jin or bought by the liang—gold has a price but ghosts are priceless. When Jiang Xiang Sect disciples caught ghosts, often there’d first be a supernatural performance, with the real medicine only brought out at the end. Catching demons was false—the medicine formula was real. Pitiful common people often valued the foreplay too highly, overlooking the mystery afterward.

Two days later, just as Er Batou and San Batou were secretly rejoicing, that parent came again.

Upon seeing him, Er Batou’s heart bloomed with joy: No need to ask—this is follow-up thanks. His son must be better.

“How is it? The white-bearded old men are gone, right?” Er Batou asked confidently.

That person smiled helplessly: “The old men are gone. Now a group of old ladies came, and they’re leading dogs.”

“Oh?” Er Batou was surprised. “According to past experience, this is impossible.”

“Master, did you actually catch that ghost or not?” that person asked worriedly.

“Rest assured about this. According to my over twenty years of ghost-catching experience, there shouldn’t be errors.”

“Then why does my son say another group of old ladies came, all leading dogs, frightening him into shouting at midnight, ‘Wind came, rain came, old ladies leading dogs came!’ Disturbing all four neighbors and eight households so they can’t rest easy.”

Er Batou thought for a moment and said seriously: “Listen to me. This ghost has many types—some have good tempers, some bad tempers, some are impatient, some patient. Your family’s ghost is patient. In life he was the kind of person who would shit his pants rather than run to the latrine…”

San Batou on the side listened with his heart pounding. Yingyao verbal techniques weren’t Er Batou’s specialty—his specialty was Zhafei. San Batou quickly took over the conversation: “My senior brother always likes to explain profound principles in simple terms. What he means is your family’s ghost has too much resentment, clinging to your son refusing to let go. We must perform the ritual once more. Additionally, my senior brother’s immortal elixir—has your son been taking it continuously?”

“Taking it, three times a day.”

“Don’t be afraid. We’ll go again tomorrow.”

“Then… then I’ll trouble the masters.” That person’s form of address for San Batou and Er Batou had already changed from “master” to “shifu.”

After that person left, San Batou said to Er Batou: “This is bad. Should we report to Zu Ye?”

“No need! Can’t I settle this matter? Watch me give him a strong dose tomorrow. Guaranteed to cure his son!”

The next day, at noon hour, Er Batou and San Batou brought a group of A’Baos and made their appearance.

“Heaven spirit, earth spirit, you evil creature still won’t leave! Changing to male, changing to female—I’ll kill you, I’ll chop you! Wuya—” Er Batou held the precious sword chasing around the courtyard, suddenly pointing at the child and shouting: “Possessed! Possessed! It possessed the child’s body!”

The surrounding people were frightened pale.

“Quick, tie up the child for me!”

The parent was startled: “Tie him up?”

Er Batou’s left hand raised the peachwood sword, his right hand made a two-finger meditation gesture: “Tie him up!”

The parent was somewhat reluctant.

“Quickly! The ghost is on his body! Do you still want to save your child or not?”

The parent steeled his heart and said: “Fine.” Several people surged forward and tied up the child.

The child trembled all over in fright, looking at Er Batou in terror, as if looking at a fierce ghost.

Er Batou pointed at the jujube tree in the courtyard: “Hang him up!”

Everyone was startled, then hung the child upside down on the tree, head down and feet up.

The child, blood vessels bulging, screamed hoarsely: “Ghost! Ghost! There’s a ghost!”

“The ghost is on his body—beat him with sticks!” Er Batou commanded.

San Batou grabbed the willow mourning rod and struck at the child’s body—”Crack! Crack! Crack!”

“Ghost! There’s a ghost! Ghost! Ghost!” Blood came from the child’s eyes and mouth. He struggled hideously, shouting. The surrounding people frightfully retreated wave after wave.

Er Batou pointed his sword at the child: “Still won’t come out? Use needles to prick him!”

Xiao Jiao pulled out “demon-expelling silver needles” and fiercely stabbed at the child’s body. Fresh blood seeped out profusely, dyeing the child’s clothing red.

“Ah! Ah! Ghost… you’re a ghost! You’re a ghost!” The child screamed miserably, his body twisting and swaying, shaking the jujube tree rustling. His vicious gaze stared fixedly at Er Batou.

Er Batou instantly lost all face. He couldn’t hold back anymore. Not caring about any ritual ceremony, he threw away the peachwood sword, kicked over the incense table with one foot, snatched the willow mourning rod from San Batou’s hands, swung his arm, and personally struck.

“Crack! Crack!” Two strikes, smashing right on the child’s head. The child instantly lost his voice.

San Batou frightfully retreated two steps, sucking in cold air: This is bad!

“Gone, the ghost is gone,” Er Batou said, throwing away the willow mourning rod, panting heavily.

The surrounding people all looked dumbfounded: Is this fucking a master? Simply a beast.

“My son!” The child’s mother rushed over, collapsing beside the child.

San Batou mustered courage and went over, using his hand to test the child’s breath. He was still breathing. He quickly smoothed things over: “Quickly carry the child into the house. The wandering soul has returned to the body. After quietly resting a few days, everything will be fine.”

People anxiously untied the child from the tree and carried him into the house.

“Good. This time he’s completely gone. You can rest assured,” Er Batou said to the parent.

The parent looked at Er Batou doubtfully: “Oh…”

“Rest assured, old men and old ladies won’t come anymore.”

“The immortal elixir must still be taken as usual,” San Batou added.

After some words, the two Batous and several A’Baos finally extricated themselves.

Returning to the hall, San Batou felt uneasy: “Second Brother, won’t there be trouble?”

At this moment, Er Batou had also sobered up. At the time, because it was too embarrassing, he couldn’t help but act personally. Now thinking about it, he was truly frightened. What if the child died? This kind of beating and pricking technique generally couldn’t be used without reporting to Zu Ye. This time he’d caused trouble again…

“Rest assured, one person does the deed, one person takes responsibility,” Er Batou said.

“Should we tell Zu Ye?”

“Wait a bit more.”

Time no longer allowed Er Batou to wait. The next day, Cai Xuezhong brought the Police Brigade people, and with one command directly surrounded Zu Ye’s residence.

“Zu Ye, this time you’ve provoked big trouble!”

Zu Ye had no idea what had happened and quickly asked: “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? Your disciple beat someone into a coma. You don’t know?”

“Beating someone?”

“Very calm. Quickly hand over the person!”

“Which one?”

“Your second disciple! Stop being long-winded! Quickly!”

Zu Ye’s heart beat like a drum: What has this bastard provoked now?

“Steward, go call Second Disciple!” Zu Ye instructed.

Wu Lao’er ran along in small steps. Soon Er Batou came back trembling fearfully.

“What did you do again?” Zu Ye stared at Er Batou and asked.

“Zu Ye, I…”

“Take him away! Take him away!” With Cai Xuezhong’s command, his subordinates bound Er Batou.

“Zu Ye, farewell!” The group took Er Batou away thunderously.

Zu Ye had been vexed about Yun Caiwei’s matter during this period. Now Er Batou came to add chaos. Zu Ye was so angry his brain hurt.

“What exactly happened?” Zu Ye roared angrily.

San Batou, frightened, prostrated on the ground and recounted the matter’s process completely.

After hearing, Zu Ye was so angry his teeth gnashed: “You all…”

“Zu Ye, spare my life!” San Batou prostrated on the ground begging for mercy.

“How is that child now?” Zu Ye maintained a measure of calm.

“The parent carried him over. He’s at our fortune-telling hall entrance. The child’s parents are crying and making a fuss.”

“Quickly arrange people to send the child to the best hospital. Transmit my oral command—say Mr. Tieban will definitely be able to save his son alive. All expenses will be covered by us. First stabilize the child’s parents. Also, contact Wu Junran from the newspaper. Have him keep a close watch these days. Any news related to the hall must absolutely be suppressed.”

“Understood!”

After San Batou left, Zu Ye paced back and forth in the room with hands behind his back.

Wu Lao’er walked over: “Zu Ye, Miss Yun cried again, still not eating. If this continues I fear…”

Since learning her husband was executed by the Nationalist Party, Yun Caiwei had been dispirited, washing her face with tears daily, having no appetite for food or tea. Zu Ye, fearing she’d seek a short-cut death, could only dispatch the steward and several female A’Baos to guard day and night.

“Miss Yun, the dead cannot be revived. Please Miss Yun prioritize the overall situation,” Zu Ye said to Yun Caiwei leaning against the headboard.

“Mister need not console my heart. Caiwei was abandoned by my parents from childhood, entered the acrobatics troupe suffering all hardships. Later, thanks to Ninth Master’s great kindness saving me, I retrieved a life. Later placed in foster care with others—my foster parents’ kindness to me was heavy as mountains. Though the family wasn’t wealthy, they still supported my schooling. Later Ninth Master died, foster parents also died. I felt in this world I had no more relatives. It was my husband who let me regain human dignity. With his departure, I truly feel life has no meaning.”

“Miss Yun, restrain your grief.”

“Did Mister divine my husband’s death early on but never revealed it?” Yun Caiwei asked.

Zu Ye’s heart felt confused. I can’t divine shit. But he nodded: “Yes. According to the eight characters Miss Yun gave me, I can see Mr. Fang is the heaven’s Taibai Star descended. Like Yue Fei, Guan Erye—these great figures all came with missions and karma. Once the mission is complete, they should return to heaven. Mortals all think he died, but to us fortune-tellers, he’s returning to heaven to report on his mission.”

“Truly?”

“Daoist people don’t speak falsehoods. If Miss Yun doesn’t believe, I can employ the mandala method. In the mandala you can see Mr. Fang’s true form…”

“Mandala method?” Yun Caiwei was somewhat doubtful.

“Right. Daoist secret technique. Deceased people, if their achievements are illustrious, will enter the mandala, enjoying human incense offerings. The mandala is above the ninth heaven—that’s where immortals reside.”

“Can I truly see my husband?”

“Certainly.”

That night, at zi hour, Zu Ye’s long-unused “Mandala Blessing Ritual” was staged.

A large incense burner was arranged in the courtyard. Several hundred sandalwood incense sticks inserted in the incense burner. Under the night curtain, sandalwood slowly burned, incense fire dotting, smoke misting.

All around the courtyard hung cinnabar talismans and command flags. Eight female A’Baos dressed as Daoist priests, sitting cross-legged around the courtyard according to the nine palaces and eight trigrams pattern.

Zu Ye chanted words, then took out a roll of yellow paper, ignited it with candle fire. The yellow paper burned intensely, smoke paper whooshing upward.

Yun Caiwei knelt before the incense burner, palms together, praying devoutly.

“Miss Yun, please take out the most vigorously burning incense stick from the incense burner,” Zu Ye commanded.

Yun Caiwei quickly stood. Looking at a glance, several hundred sandalwood sticks bloomed like heavenly maidens scattering flowers. Red incense heads flickered—especially eye-catching in the darkness.

Yun Caiwei observed hard. Her eyes became blurred but she still couldn’t distinguish which incense stick burned most vigorously.

“Mister, I cannot choose.”

Zu Ye nodded: “Close your eyes. Use your heart to seek.”

Yun Caiwei took a deep breath, closed her eyes. Following intuition, she extended her hand. Suddenly an incense stick touched her, burning slightly. She opened her eyes, pulled out this incense stick, clamping it between her palms.

“Mister, I found it.”

“Mm. This incense stick is your husband’s dharma body. Close your eyes—he’ll immediately appear before you.”

Yun Caiwei devoutly closed her eyes, palms joined together, clamping the incense in the middle, silently praying.

“Don’t open your eyes. Use your heart to see. When the heart door opens, you can see everything,” Zu Ye repeated.

Yun Caiwei nodded.

A breeze blew. Trees rustled.

Zu Ye mysteriously said: “He came. Sitting in the mandala incense burner, whole body cloaked in white light. He’s smiling at you. Do you see?”

Yun Caiwei made no sound.

“Do you see?” Zu Ye continued guiding.

“I see…” Yun Caiwei was already crying aloud. “I see!” She had long been sobbing uncontrollably.

Night deepened. The ritual altar was withdrawn.

Yun Caiwei sat quietly. Zu Ye drank tea alone, sorting through various information about the boy Er Batou knocked unconscious that San Batou fed back, preparing countermeasures.

“Thank you, Mister,” Yun Caiwei suddenly said.

“Miss is too polite. I only wanted Miss to understand Mr. Fang’s whereabouts. Knowing he’s originally a heavenly person, you won’t be sad anymore.”

“Person or immortal, spirit or ghost, heaven or human world—longing unbroken,” Yun Caiwei’s tears came again.

“Continuous thought is emotional connection. Emotional connection unresolved, cause and effect unextinguished. In the next life, Miss Yun will still achieve a good match with Mr. Fang,” Zu Ye said.

Yun Caiwei smiled, smiling with tears: “Mister, the dead cannot be revived—you know, I know. Whether seen or not seen, I believe I saw.”

Zu Ye’s face reddened. “Mandala ritual” played on psychology. In darkness, a field of incense fire makes people dizzy. At this moment, if you make someone close their eyes, various scenes and colors will emerge before that person’s eyes—this is a normal physiological phenomenon. The brilliance lies in the ritual performer continuously giving psychological suggestions from the side, constantly reminding you, guiding you, asking whether you see certain scenes. At this moment, this person can’t help but follow the ritual performer’s guidance to integrate their own spiritual patterns. The most hoped-for “scene” also presents in the mind. This is the same principle as hypnosis—both psychological suggestion.

Clearly, Yun Caiwei was an understanding person. She saw through all this.

Yun Caiwei continued: “Standing beside the mandala incense burner that moment, I suddenly felt so ethereal, so relaxed. In this lifetime, not knowing when born, not knowing when dead—human life is inherently impermanent. What can be decided is perhaps only the present. Living well each day is human fundamentals.”

After hearing, Zu Ye sighed in his heart: “Miss Yun has achieved great awakening—respectable and admirable.”

“Mister has worried day and night for me these days. This little woman is very grateful. Just now seeing Mister’s brow continuously furrowed, I don’t know what matter concerns you?” Yun Caiwei asked.

“Oh…” Zu Ye was startled. “It’s my second disciple. A few days ago, performing rituals to expel demons for a child with hysteria, unexpectedly an accident occurred midway, causing this child to fall into deep coma. Now the other party came to the door. The Police Bureau took away my second disciple.”

“Hysteria? That kind of disease where one sees spirits and ghosts?”

“Right. That child, once night comes, says he sees strange and odd things…”

Yun Caiwei wiped tears from her eye corners: “Why didn’t Mister say earlier! I have a formula that might cure this illness.”

Zu Ye’s eyes brightened.

Yun Caiwei said: “My husband—three generations of ancestors practiced medicine. For children’s shock and fear symptoms, there are corresponding medicines. Last year a child in Zhabei had hysteria, climbing into the chicken coop at night to catch chickens, afterward completely unaware. After taking just three doses of my family’s medicine, he recovered completely.”

“Then… please Miss Yun not stint the formula,” Zu Ye cupped his fists.

“Mister is too polite.” Finishing, Yun Caiwei moved her body gracefully, picked up a writing brush, dipped it full of ink. After thinking for a moment, she wrote down the medicine formula on paper in elegant slender-gold calligraphy.

After seeing, Zu Ye praised repeatedly—first praising the formula’s marvel, second praising the calligraphy’s beauty.

At this moment, San Batou also sent the latest news: the child had been revived but still frightfully shouted “ghost.”

Zu Ye’s suspended heart fell. As long as he’s alive, everything can be handled.

Early the next morning, Zu Ye went to the Police Bureau.

After reporting identity and name, Zu Ye saw Cai Xuezhong.

“Zu Ye, this time convicting you all for pretending to be spirits and ghosts, harming lives—no objections, right?” Cai Xuezhong smiled treacherously.

“Captain Cai jests. In Captain Cai’s jurisdiction, all demon ghosts and monsters are completely revealed. Who would dare pretend to be spirits and ghosts!”

“Yo… this doesn’t sound like Zu Ye’s words. A generation master, shaking all China—mustn’t ruin your own reputation.”

“Hehe. Captain Cai, I came this time wanting to see whether Captain Cai could magnanimously raise your noble hand and be accommodating…”

“Accommodating? Human life is paramount. You tell me how to accommodate?”

Zu Ye thought and said: “I guarantee to cure that injured child well. Then compensate the other party a sum of money. As for my second disciple, his learning is imprecise, nearly causing a human life. The nation has national laws. Why not detain him some days, then make a final decision…”

“Hahahaha.” Cai Xuezhong laughed. “That child woke—I know. However, Zu Ye, you must think clearly. His waking is only temporary… Even if he recovers and goes home, who’s to say he won’t suddenly fall ill and die? This kind of situation isn’t uncommon, right?”

Zu Ye knew well the Military Statistics Bureau’s techniques of killing with borrowed knives and framing others. He quickly pulled out a stack of bills from his sleeve, quietly passing them over, saying with a smile: “Prepared for you. So I still must trouble Captain Cai to provide extra protection, protecting my common people’s stability and peace.”

Cai Xuezhong’s eyeballs spun wildly, then he smiled sinisterly: “Hehe. Easy to say, easy to say. Master is indeed master. Isn’t this easy to handle! The Police Bureau handling cases isn’t easy. Several hundred mouths need to eat and drink. Funds aren’t allocated. One moment catching Red bandits, next moment catching thieves. Zhang family’s elders, Li family’s shorts, Wang Er Mazi stole a donkey splint… Chaotic or not? Tell me, right, Zu Ye?”

“Yes, yes. In all Shanghai, who doesn’t know Captain Cai’s laborious achievements? It’s not me flattering Captain—people all say half Shanghai’s sky is propped up by Captain Cai. If your cloud doesn’t rain, common people must dry out…”

“Aiya. I’m not deliberately troubling Zu Ye. People carried the patient to your fortune-telling hall, causing an uproar. Tell me, if I don’t handle this matter, won’t the common people curse us!”

“Correct! Captain Cai is serving the people.”

Cai Xuezhong finally looked at Zu Ye: “Quickly cure the child for the family. Throw some money, block mouths. As for your second disciple, I’ll issue a punishment notice. In a few days, you take him back. Have him keep a low profile.”

“Captain Cai’s great kindness—I’ll never forget for life.”

“We were originally one family! You’re a War of Resistance master, party-state talent. Only this Cai is of humble low position, unable to enter Zu Ye’s regard.”

“How dare I! How dare I! Previously there were many misunderstandings. I hope Captain Cai will be magnanimous.”

“Easy to say, easy to say. Let’s frequently come and go hereafter.”

One phrase “frequently come and go” made Zu Ye’s monthly contribution money double. Until the People’s Liberation Army entered Shanghai, Zu Ye had to pay tribute to Cai Xuezhong monthly.

Yun Caiwei’s medicine formula was truly miraculous. The child’s hysteria gradually improved. Er Batou also returned.

“Did you get beaten inside?” Zu Ye asked Er Batou.

“Got beaten.”

“Comfortable?”

Er Batou’s whole face flushed red: “Zu Ye, I was wrong. Initially I didn’t tell Zu Ye because I felt that day, suddenly barging into Zu Ye’s room, frightening that mark unconscious, I caused Zu Ye trouble. I wanted to secretly establish merit myself, atoning for my error with merit.”

“Merit wasn’t established—instead error piled on error.”

“I let Zu Ye down. This matter certainly smeared Zu Ye’s reputation…”

Zu Ye slowly shook his head, casually picked up the newspaper on the table, and handed it to San Batou: “Lao San, you read it to him…”

San Batou took it and read loudly: “Shanghai boy possessed by ghost, Jianghuai’s first master acts to help. Man-ghost battle over twenty days, boy recovers. People all sigh at Mr. Tieban’s marvel…”

Er Batou listened and couldn’t help raising his head, showing a smile: “This can all be whitewashed? Zu Ye is formidable!”

“It’s whitewashed. Only, Zu Ye sent his most beloved pocket watch to the newspaper firm’s Wu Junran!” San Batou said.

“Alas, I let Zu Ye down,” Er Batou felt self-reproach again.

Zu Ye stood up: “This matter is turned over. Er Batou, listen well. If you dare act on your own initiative again hereafter, I’ll absolutely not forgive you!”

“I’ll never dare again!”

Steward Wu Lao’er came in: “Zu Ye, Sixth Master and others request an audience.”

Xiao Liuzi and the others had returned.

Chapter 2: The Four Master Fortune-Tellers Discuss Various Fortune-Telling Scams
The Four Master Fortune-Tellers Discuss Various Fortune-Telling Scams: Heart-Mind Divination, Character Analysis, Dream Interpretation, and Hasty Yin-Yang Feng Shui Techniques

After receiving the letter from the Eastern Sect, the Southern Sect, Northern Sect, and Western Sect soon set out for Jianghuai to attend the annual grand Council Meeting.

Before the three major halls arrived, Zu Ye instructed Little Six and the others to rush to Yuanhua Road in suburban Shanghai to clean up a dilapidated house they had selected in advance, stockpiling food, fruits, and vegetables in preparation for the meeting’s living needs.

Zu Ye himself went alone to the “Camouflage Photography Studio” on Broadway Road in Shanghai.

As soon as he entered, a young apprentice came forward: “Sir, please come inside. Would you like a full-body photo or a half-body photo?”

Zu Ye said: “A full-body photo standing tall from heaven to earth.”

“Have you had one taken before?”

“One per year, taken in spring but not in autumn.”

The young apprentice glanced outside the door and said in a low voice: “Sir, please wait a moment.”

The young apprentice turned and went into the back room, then ran out after a while: “Sir, please come inside.”

After turning several corners, Zu Ye followed the young apprentice to the darkroom where photos were developed.

“Instructor Zeng, I trust you’ve been well.” Zu Ye cupped his hands in salute.

Zeng Jingwu stood up with a hearty laugh: “Haha, as long as the reactionaries don’t perish, I cannot rest for a single day.”

After the War of Resistance ended, Zeng Jingwu had remained undercover in Shanghai. Although the Communist Party’s underground organization had been swept by the Kuomintang several times, it remained intact and even showed a growing trend. The few exchanges between Zu Ye and the young apprentice just now were the code words Zeng Jingwu had left for Zu Ye to make contact.

“Has Instructor Zeng heard about the Kuomintang killing over a dozen Communists?”

“Of course.”

“Was Fang Jiyu really a Communist?”

Zeng Jingwu shook his head and sighed: “He was not. He was a close comrade of our Party, providing us with supplies during the War of Resistance and voicing support for us during the Kuomintang-Communist negotiations.”

“Just because of this, the Kuomintang killed him?”

“The reactionaries, after all, always stand in opposition to the people—a blood feud. That’s why we must eliminate the reactionaries! Liberate all of China!”

“Can it succeed? Chiang has millions of troops, shouldn’t your few guns wait a bit longer?”

“We can’t wait. Chiang is no fool—how could he wait for us to grow strong? It’s not about numbers but quality.”

Zu Ye nodded, then asked again: “Is Yun Caiwei a Communist?”

“She’s even less so. In fact, the Kuomintang staged this drama for two purposes: first, to seize Boss Fang’s pharmacy business by taking advantage of the situation. Boss Fang’s business spread across the country with assets worth several million. The Kuomintang once demanded he contribute military funds, and Boss Fang said: ‘To fight the Japanese, I’ll give everything without hesitation; to fight our own people, not a cent.’ Second, to kill the chicken to warn the monkey, warning Shanghai’s major capitalists not to stand on the wrong side!”

Zu Ye suddenly understood: “I see. Then what about Fang Jiyu’s Sixth Concubine?”

“The Sixth Concubine’s real name is Shen Xiaoluan. She’s a Juntong agent. After she brought down Boss Fang this time, her identity was also exposed. Unable to stay in Shanghai, she was transferred back to the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics in Nanjing.” Zeng Jingwu said.

“So none of the dozen or so people killed were actual Communists?” Zu Ye asked again.

“This… this I cannot say. The organization has regulations. Please forgive me, Zu Ye.”

“I understand, I understand.” After speaking, Zu Ye pulled out a stack of fabi currency from his sleeve, “This money, I hope Instructor Zeng will accept!”

“I cannot, I cannot!” Zeng Jingwu pushed it away, “I’m a Communist now, not an Axe Gang member. We have our own activity funds and are not allowed to take money from the masses.”

“Hehehehe.” Zu Ye laughed, “This isn’t a subsidy, it’s gratitude money. Back in Zhoushan, if Instructor Zeng hadn’t risked his life to help, my ‘Muzi Lian’ would have been completely annihilated. At that time, the hall had no money, and I wanted to repay the favor but couldn’t. Later, running east and west, now that we’ve returned to Shanghai and the hall is doing better, I must repay this debt. This isn’t just my intention—it’s the intention of all the ‘Muzi Lian’ brothers. This has nothing to do with what party you belong to. If Instructor Zeng doesn’t accept, it means you no longer consider us brothers.”

Zeng Jingwu also smiled: “Zu Ye, you’re making things difficult for me.”

“Not difficult. I still have something to ask.”

“What is it? As long as it doesn’t violate organizational discipline, I’ll do my utmost to help.”

Zu Ye smiled slightly…

More than twenty days later, the sect leaders of the Southern, Northern, and Western Sects each brought several Batous and successively arrived in Jianghuai.

Zu Ye left Da Batou and Liu Batou to guard the home. He brought Er Batou, San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou to the meeting location in the suburbs to welcome them.

This meeting’s theme: During the great Kuomintang-Communist war, how to hunt狍子 (marks)?

Before the meeting, there was a meal—this was called a welcoming feast. Over twenty people crowded around two tables, and Zu Ye arranged the best food, wine, and fruits.

The Batous from the Northern Sect who came looked at the glistening oily roasted chicken legs and steaming hot xiaolongbao with eyes turning green. Whether life is good or not can be tested at the dining table—seeing food and becoming restless, scratching ears and cheeks, definitely means they’re starving; glancing once and feeling full, eating or not eating either way, definitely means they’re stuffed every day.

Jiang Feiyan looked at the table full of food and suddenly asked Zu Ye: “Do you have pickled vegetable strips?”

The Batous from the Northern Sect were all stunned. Good heavens, with all this meat and fish before you, you want pickled vegetable strips? Are you insulting our Northern Sect’s rumbling empty stomachs?

Zu Ye smiled: “I have them prepared for you. Butler, bring out our pickled mustard strips.”

Qin Baichuan also smiled: “Sister Yan has good taste, I, Qin the Bearded, also enjoy this.”

Qian Yuelin also chimed in with a smile: “This old man can’t compare to all of you. Life in the North isn’t easy—when my brothers eat a tea egg, it’s like celebrating a festival.”

Zu Ye laughed: “Master Qian is joking. Come, come, everyone don’t just sit there, eat, eat.” As he spoke, he personally served each of the Batous Qian Yuelin brought a chicken leg, “Don’t be shy, eat, eat.”

Those Batous were named Zhou Tianlei, Xu Peilin, and Miao Yazhi. Seeing Zu Ye’s such hospitality, a warm current immediately filled their hearts—the Eastern Sect was living well indeed.

After a round of toasting, Zu Ye set down his wine cup and said: “Today, our Eastern, Southern, Western, and Northern halls convene, a gathering that carries on the past and opens the future. The devils occupied our China for eight years and were finally driven out. What comes next is our Chinese people’s own business. Whether the Kuomintang and Communist Party fight or not, and whoever wins, our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ must certainly get a share in this chaotic world.”

“Correct.” Qian Yuelin stroked his goatee and said, “This old man believes the time has come for the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ to revive its glory after being in decline for so long.”

Qin Baichuan glanced at Qian Yuelin and said: “During the eight-year War of Resistance, I, Qin, lived alone in Xichuan while all of you traveled east and west. I couldn’t help much, and I deeply apologize.”

“Zu Ye, the pickled vegetables are really delicious.” Jiang Feiyan interjected.

The atmosphere instantly became a bit awkward. Zu Ye quickly responded to Qin Baichuan: “Where do Master Qin’s words come from? While we were fleeing for our lives, Master Qin repeatedly extended a helping hand. We’re all one family in the end. Come, I’ll toast Master Qin alone!”

Qin Baichuan smiled slightly: “Drink together, drink together.”

Zu Ye continued: “Although the current situation isn’t as chaotic anymore, business isn’t easy to do. After various enlightenment propaganda appeared, matters involving ghosts and spirits became difficult to operate…”

Before Zu Ye finished speaking, Zhou Tianlei, chewing on half a chicken leg, couldn’t help himself: “Grand Master is right. The Communist Party cracks down on ‘secret societies’ in their base areas. Forget playing ghost tricks—the moment you raise your fortune-telling and yin-yang flag, the villagers will stick a pitchfork in your ass.”

Er Batou nearly sprayed the food in his mouth: “Stick in the ass? Hahahaha.”

Zu Ye also chuckled secretly, sighing deeply in his heart. For thousands of years, no one had cracked down on “secret societies” as firmly as the Communist Party. The “military horse” scams of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” had virtually no use in the North. From this perspective, people should really thank the Communist Party. The Communist Party saw through it all—Chinese traditional learning and superstition are two different things. Various charlatans should no longer deceive the masses under the banner of promoting traditional learning. The Communist Party’s propaganda teams exposed the truth in one sentence: the three branches of traditional learning—Confucianism as appearance, Daoism as bone, Buddhism as heart—all ultimately teach how to conduct oneself and accumulate virtue. Looking at all the fortune-tellers, big and small, which one has Confucian appearance, Daoist bone, or Buddhist heart? Each one vulgar and wretched, drawing lots, telling fortunes, setting up feng shui arrays, scurrying through the streets like selling cabbage, preaching benevolence and righteousness to others while secretly gorging on cold pork themselves. If there really were ghosts in the world, they would be a bunch of lazy freeloaders who get something for nothing.

Qian Yuelin glared fiercely at Zhou Tianlei: “Even eating can’t shut your mouth!”

Zhou Tianlei’s face turned red, and he said no more.

Qin Baichuan interjected: “Business in Xichuan isn’t easy either. Some Kuomintang advisors are also undermining us.”

Qian Yuelin glanced at Jiang Feiyan and said: “What profound insights does Grand Master Feiyan have?”

“Ah?” Jiang Feiyan feigned ignorance.

“Master Qian is asking how Sister Yan’s business is?” Zu Ye quickly mediated.

“Oh, same as always.”

Two words—”same as always”—and Jiang Feiyan said no more. She was still holding a grudge about Qian Yuelin secretly bringing disciples to the South to set up shop last year.

Zu Ye said: “Recently, many ‘secret societies’ in Jianghuai have revived, among them quite a few masters, many said to have real abilities. Besides the eight characters and six lines methods, some play with character analysis, dream interpretation, and heart-mind divination.”

“What is heart-mind divination?” Qin Baichuan asked.

Zu Ye said: “It means not using any fortune-telling method, but relying on the current scene, any object or matter, any word or phrase, all can be used to make predictions.”

“Please give an example, Zu Ye.” Qian Yuelin was also interested.

Zu Ye smiled and said: “For example, matching marriages. The man brings the girl’s eight characters to inquire, and the fortune-teller waves his hand and says, ‘I never look at eight characters. What’s this girl’s name?’ The man answers, ‘Zhang Meiqiong.’ The fortune-teller then says, ‘This woman cannot be married. “Mei” (beautiful) means “mei” (none), nothing at all; “Qiong” (jade) means poor and destitute. Marrying such a wife will certainly lead to the family’s decline.’ Or for example, the woman brings the man’s eight characters to inquire, and the fortune-teller still asks: ‘What’s this man’s name?’ The woman answers, ‘Wang Guofu.’ The fortune-teller then laughs heartily and says, ‘Wang Guofu means perished-nation husband. Such a man absolutely cannot be married.'”

After hearing this, Qian Yuelin smiled and said: “This uses homophonic naming methods to frighten common people. Perfectly good names become inauspicious after the fortune-teller speaks.”

Zu Ye said: “This is precisely these fortune-tellers’ winning strategy. If the man and woman insist on marrying, the fortune-teller will seize the opportunity to issue a disaster-resolution list—donating money, adjusting feng shui, drawing talismans, finding a dog as a substitute, finding a peach tree as a matchmaker, etc. After a whole set of procedures, it’ll cost at least several hundred.”

“Makes sense, makes sense.” Qian Yuelin nodded in praise.

Zu Ye continued: “The better the name, the worse it becomes after passing through their mouths. For example, Song Shouzhong (sending to death), Wang Wenshu (perish-steady-lose), Yang Yulang (sheep meets wolf), Duan Mingren (cut-life person), Shen Qiushui (interrogate prisoner water), Shan Yanjing (castrate-clean)…”

Jiang Feiyan listening on the side couldn’t help wanting to laugh.

Qin Baichuan laughed heartily: “This is heart-mind divination?”

Zu Ye said: “This is just one aspect. There’s also determining fortune and misfortune based on the scene and objects at the time. For example, a merchant comes to ask about business and it happens to be pouring rain. The fortune-teller will tell them, ‘Water represents wealth. This external sign tells you that business will certainly prosper in the future! However, the rain is too heavy—much wealth will bring disaster, so you need to spend money to avoid disaster.’

“Or for example, someone wants to buy a house and asks this kind of fortune-teller to come along as an advisor. Just before reaching the destination, they happen to see two dogs fighting. The fortune-teller will say, ‘Go back, this house cannot be bought. Two dogs fighting is called “prison.” If you move into this house, you’ll have a prison disaster.'”

Qin Baichuan nodded and said: “This external sign theory does have some logic.”

Qian Yuelin said: “Would common people believe such low-level scams?”

Zu Ye smiled: “In the world of scams, common people’s intelligence has no bottom line. No matter how low-level the scam, there’s always a group of people who respond. Among the masses, if Zhang San doesn’t believe, Li Si will; if Li Si doesn’t believe, Wang Wu will. Scams pursue probability.”

Qian Yuelin nodded deeply, then said: “This compares with the ‘Hasty Yin-Yang Technique’ popular in the North.”

“I’d like to hear the details.” The reason Zu Ye threw out this topic was to have each sect leader talk about the novel scams in their regions.

Qian Yuelin stroked his beard and spoke eloquently: “‘Hasty Yin-Yang’ is claimed to be a feng shui technique, and users boast about it as incredibly miraculous. Ordinary feng shui masters looking at feng shui must take a compass and survey the site in person, first determining the Eight Trigrams directions and dragon vein flow, then observing the Five Elements’ mutual generation and restraint and the Six Beasts’ fortune and misfortune. But ‘Hasty Yin-Yang Technique’ is different—they don’t use anything. They just walk around your courtyard once, as quick as a hasty tour, and immediately give a fortune or misfortune answer.”

“Is it accurate?” Qin Baichuan asked.

“Hehe. Whether it’s accurate or not, only ghosts know. They have a secret manual called ‘Hasty Yin-Yang Mind Method.’ This old man was fortunate enough to obtain a copy. Opening it, everything imitates our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ ‘Military Horse Text’ style, only the wording is crude and easy to understand, specifically for telling illiterate common people. To put it bluntly, it’s just crude vernacular poetry that blocks both ends.” Qian Yuelin said.

“Master Qian, please elaborate.” Zu Ye’s eyes sparkled as he raised his wine cup.

After drinking deeply, Qian Yuelin recited the core formulas of “Hasty Yin-Yang” in one breath. Everyone present admired the old fellow’s memory.

Two trees before the gate, two surnames in this household.

A bend behind, beware of adulterous women causing chaos.

Door facing the toilet, children won’t live long.

Crossroads intersection, sooner or later young death occurs.

House high on all eight sides, carrying pole won’t make a sound.

House low with rainwater pooling, legitimate wealth thrives and thrives.

…

Zu Ye listened carefully, pondering these divinations—indeed they mixed truth with falsehood, rhyming and easy to understand.

These formulas more or less incorporated some knowledge from “Yang Gong Feng Shui”—this was the real stuff. But thinking again: what use is truth or falsehood? “Yang Gong Feng Shui” could be called China’s largest feng shui school. Its founder Yang Junsong devoted his life to developing feng shui techniques, with fame great enough to be mentioned alongside Mencius, yet his final outcome was tragically miserable.

Just as Daoist Peng once said, those who calculate all the heavenly secrets never end well. They penetrated the heavenly secrets, mastered the Five Elements, wanting to use them to benefit the people, yet often things went contrary to wishes. Why? They ignored the importance of a person’s own cultivation as a subject. Whether feng shui, eight characters, or Qimen, all are external things. Entrusting one’s future and fate to external things is in itself a way of losing oneself. Heaven and man united, the human heart is key. Without emphasizing one’s own cultivation and elevation of realm, all external ritual methods are illusions.

Yang Junsong was born in the late Tang Dynasty, extremely intelligent, proficient in the Nine Palaces and Eight Trigrams, Seven Stars and dragon veins. He traveled the jianghu for decades relying on feng shui techniques, gaining great fame. Countless students swarmed to learn and imitate, which opened the gates of evil. People all believed in feng shui but no longer cared about their own moral cultivation. Those committing crimes, plotting rebellion, scheming for political chaos all attempted to use feng shui techniques to help themselves.

In 900 AD, the warlord Lu Guangchao of Ganzhou found Yang Junsong and asked him to help adjust his ancestral grave’s feng shui to realize his emperor dream. Yang Junsong used all his abilities to relocate the grave of Lu Guangchao’s old mother to a feng shui blessed land. Afterward, Lu Guangchao held a banquet to thank him, poisoning the wine Yang Junsong drank. Lu Guangchao thought: you can adjust feng shui for me, you can adjust feng shui for any prince. I must kill you to eliminate future troubles.

Poor Yang Junsong unknowingly drank the poisoned wine. On the way home, he suddenly felt abdominal pain and hurriedly asked his disciple: “Where are we now?”

The disciple answered: “This place is called ‘Yaokou’ (Medicine Mouth).”

Upon hearing this, Yang Junsong’s entire body broke out in goosebumps: “Yaokou, Yaokou—the poison has entered my mouth. My life ends here!”

A generation of feng shui master thus died with resentment.

Whenever thinking of these ancient masters, Zu Ye felt endless sighs. China’s capable people are too clever—they can penetrate countless heavenly secrets. They invented Yin-Yang and Five Elements, invented the Nine Palaces and Eight Trigrams, invented various fortune-telling methods, yet could never control their own fates. Conversely, some seemingly dull people were naturally complete—they didn’t understand Yin-Yang or Eight Trigrams, only understood being good people and acting according to conscience, yet each had children and grandchildren filling the hall, living peacefully their whole lives. This is precisely the saying: foolish people have foolish blessings.

“Xichuan also has a fortune-telling technique called ‘Calculate Your Surname.’ It’s quite mysterious.” Qin Baichuan interjected.

Hearing this, Zu Ye thought that if even the battle-hardened Qin the Bearded said this method was mysterious, then it must have some elusive tricks.

“I’d like to hear the details.” Zu Ye said.

Qin Baichuan chuckled: “This is actually an elementary trick for hooking marks, like feeding medicine to a pig before slaughtering it. Once you lose your guard, then comes the ruthless knife.”

“Please elaborate, Master Qin.” Qian Yuelin was also interested.

“Please bring the four treasures of the study, Zu Ye.” Qin Baichuan said.

Zu Ye nodded to Wu Lao’er, who immediately brought brush, ink, paper, and inkstone.

Qin Baichuan spread out four sheets of paper, thought for a moment, wrote over twenty surnames on each sheet, then said to Zu Ye: “Zu Ye, think of a surname in your mind, don’t tell me.”

Zu Ye smiled and nodded.

Qin Baichuan held up one sheet of paper and asked Zu Ye: “Is the surname you’re thinking of on here?”

Zu Ye looked and answered: “No.”

Qin Baichuan held up another sheet of paper: “What about this one?”

Zu Ye answered: “Yes.”

Qin Baichuan held up the remaining two sheets: “What about these two?”

Zu Ye answered: “The one in your left hand doesn’t have it, the one in your right hand does.”

Qin Baichuan laughed heartily, then said confidently: “This gentleman, your surname is Zhao!”

Zu Ye also smiled, nodding in admiration.

Er Batou was very surprised: “Master Qin, how did you know Zu Ye chose the surname ‘Zhao’?”

Qin Baichuan spread all four papers containing the Hundred Family Surnames on the table to analyze the mystery for everyone.

Finally, everyone understood—this was actually a permutation and combination. The fortune-teller’s so-called “calculating your surname without you speaking” was actually produced by cross-selecting from the Hundred Family Surnames on different boards. Skilled fortune-tellers could cross-determine the mark’s surname with just three sheets of paper.

But this scam also had loopholes—the inquirer’s surname must be listed on the boards. If it was an extremely obscure surname, like Yehe Nala or Niuhuru, and the fortune-teller hadn’t included it, then flaws would be exposed.

Fortunately, the four major surnames Zhang, Wang, Li, and Zhao almost occupied 20% of the population. Adding several dozen other common surnames, over 80% of the population could be covered. This way, fortune-tellers could almost never fail.

Calculating your surname was just bait to make people feel respect and trust, thus arousing their desire to seek fortune-telling. Next, whatever wealth fortune, official fortune, children, etc., was left to his discretion. In the end, marks would all pull out dozens of yuan to express thanks. (Note: This scam still circulates today. Many swindlers often appear in parks, squares, and other morning exercise places, cheating old ladies. Five yuan each time.)

That night, after the feast ended, Zu Ye again didn’t sleep all night.

During the following days of meetings, it was nothing more than summarizing experiences, the four major halls exchanging with each other, then formulating new coordinated scamming strategies for the new year.

On the last day, Zu Ye prepared a lavish dinner banquet to entertain all the Grand Masters and Batous.

When the wine was half-drunk, Zu Ye suddenly raised his cup and said: “That the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ has endured hardships and come this far depends entirely on the unity of the four major halls. Though we live in four places, our hearts are always twisted together. During these days of meetings, I deeply understood Master Qian’s difficulties. The Northern Sect’s business isn’t easy—not because of Master Qian and the brothers’ fault, but because of the situation. But I believe, as long as the four major halls work together through thick and thin, we can cross any difficult threshold. The Eastern Sect is unworthy, but willing to donate 3,000 silver dollars to the Northern Sect brothers to help overcome difficulties!”

Qian Yuelin hurriedly wiped his mouth, thinking he’d heard wrong. He struggled to lift his drunk and numb scalp, saying: “Zu Ye is saying…”

“Master Qian, my Eastern Sect voluntarily donates 3,000 silver dollars to the Northern Sect. I hope Master Qian will graciously accept.” Zu Ye said.

Qian Yuelin finally heard clearly, his lower abdomen burning with joy: “This… this… this makes this old man feel… hehe.”

Even Qin Baichuan was envious, setting down his wine cup and saying: “Zu Ye is so magnanimous! Admirable, admirable!”

Jiang Feiyan said nothing. She understood in her heart that with Zu Ye doing this, at least Qian Yuelin wouldn’t target the four southeastern provinces anymore.

The three Batous under Qian Yuelin were already so excited they didn’t know what to do with themselves. They looked at each other, casting grateful and admiring gazes toward Zu Ye.

Qian Yuelin raised his wine cup, leaned toward Zu Ye and said: “True feelings are seen in hardship, brothers are remembered in poverty. Zu Ye, this kindness, this old man will never forget. But when the Northern Sect prospers, I will certainly repay in full! I toast Zu Ye!”

“Master Qian speaks too seriously. The four major halls are as close as brothers—no need to be polite. Please!”

The two drained their cups.

Zhou Tianlei, Xu Peilin, and Miao Yazhi also stood up with cups raised: “We toast the Eastern Sect’s Grand Master.”

Zu Ye waved his hand, saying: “Wrong, wrong. You should toast Master Qian. If not for Master Qian standing firm as a pillar, leading you through wind and rain in campaigns north and south all these years, you would probably have been lost to the world long ago.”

Hearing this, the three quickly turned to Qian Yuelin: “Master above, we disciples wish you longevity and health!”

Qian Yuelin smiled so much his eyes couldn’t be found.

Qin Baichuan calmly watched all this: Well done, Zu Ye, playing the heart-winning card.

Zu Ye coughed twice lightly at the “Muzi Lian” brothers. Er Batou, San Batou, Si Batou, and Wu Batou understood tacitly, raising their wine cups and taking turns, frequently toasting with the Grand Masters and Batous who came from afar.

Especially Er Batou—simply an invincible capacity, drinking wine like water, like an unbridled wild horse galloping freely in the celestial river.

“Drain it! Must drain it! Wine is grain essence—the more you drink, the younger you get! I’ll drain it first as respect!” Er Batou’s spittle flew everywhere.

“Second Master, we can’t handle liquor well…” people from the Western and Northern Sects said.

“I couldn’t handle it before either, but got better with practice. I toast brothers with wine, if brothers don’t drink, they think I’m ugly. Do you think I’m ugly?”

“Not at all, not at all. Second Master has extraordinary bone structure, I… I really can’t drink anymore… let me eat some food first to settle my stomach.” Zhou Tianlei was already dizzy from Er Batou’s forced drinking.

“Wine is dear father, food is dear mother—better to drink to death than eat to death! Come, drain it!” Er Batou shouted again.

Zu Ye laughed in waves, wondering where this kid got all these phrases.

Later, Er Batou’s tongue also lost strength, eyes misty, holding the pot handle as the spout, still wondering: why won’t it pour out?

Amidst the clinking cups, one person never drank alcohol—Qin Baichuan’s eldest disciple: Shen Dingwang.

Shen Dingwang had stated upfront: “Zu Ye, all Masters, I’ve never drunk alcohol since childhood. The moment I touch it, I break out in bumps all over, then my joints ache throughout my body. Please forgive me, all Grand Masters. I can only substitute tea for wine to toast all the Grand Masters.”

Zu Ye knew there was a type of person who by nature couldn’t drink alcohol—a physiological issue. Whether or not Shen Dingwang belonged to this category, it wasn’t appropriate to force him to drink.

Er Batou just didn’t like this type of person.

“Men who don’t drink walk the world in vain; men who don’t visit brothels wander the world in vain. Brother Shen, are… are you even a man!” The drunk Er Batou wanted to pick a fight.

“Hehe.” Shen Dingwang’s face reddened, saying, “Second Master, besides not being able to drink alcohol, pick anything else and little brother will definitely keep you company to the end.”

Qin Baichuan squinted his eyes and said nothing.

“Good!” Er Batou slapped the table and stood up, “Drink vinegar! Wu Lao’er, bring vinegar!”

Wu Lao’er turned and went out, soon returning with a large bucket of vinegar.

Seeing this, Zu Ye smiled and said: “You two brothers are really going to compete drinking vinegar?”

Er Batou burped, shook his head and said: “Zu Ye, people came from afar without touching a drop—how embarrassing. I heard winemakers say, ‘Wine jars first brew vinegar.’ This wine and vinegar are both grain essence, both make you younger the more you drink! That… whoever, that Wu Lao’er, bring two more large bowls.”

Wu Lao’er brought up two large blue and white bowls.

“Fill them!” Er Batou said.

Wu Lao’er lifted the vinegar bucket, gurgling as he poured two large bowls.

“Brother Shen, please!” Er Batou raised the large bowl.

“Second Master, please!” Shen Dingwang showed no weakness.

The two tilted their necks back and a bowl of vinegar went down. A whole table of people felt their mouths turning sour along with them.

“Again!”

“Please!”

“Please!”

“Again!”

“Please!”

“Please!”

The two each drank over ten bowls in one go.

Er Batou swayed and asked: “Brother Shen, how about it?”

Shen Dingwang swallowed a mouthful of sour liquid and said: “Satisfying!”

“Hahahaha!” Qin Baichuan laughed heartily, “Now this is a disciple of our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’!”

“Again!” Er Batou raised his bowl once more.

Shen Dingwang shook his head.

“What’s wrong? Can’t continue?” Er Batou asked.

“One skill is hard to determine superiority! I have a suggestion—Second Master, do you dare to follow?” Shen Dingwang said loudly.

“As long as it’s not eating shit or drinking piss, mountains of knives or seas of fire, I’ll follow!”

“Good! In our Sichuan, real men dare to eat raw chili peppers without adding any food. Does Second Master dare?” Shen Dingwang challenged.

“Hahahaha. I thought it was something big. It’s just eating chili peppers? Tell me, how do we eat them?”

“You and I each eat one jin of raw chili peppers, without adding anything, eat them directly. Does Second Master dare?”

“Wu Lao’er, bring the chili peppers!” Er Batou shouted.

Wu Lao’er froze for a moment and looked at Zu Ye.

Zu Ye blinked and said: “The kitchen has no chili peppers?”

“Oh! There are! There are! Hebei ‘Little Buddha Hand’! I’ll go get them.”

“Little Buddha Hand,” also called “Spicy to Death,” was a type of chili pepper produced in Hebei. Completely red all over, shaped like a buddha’s hand, because it was incredibly spicy, it was generally only used as seasoning. If an ordinary person ate even a tiny bit, their tongue would feel like it was on fire.

Before long, Wu Lao’er came in carrying a bundle of “Little Buddha Hand” peppers.

Er Batou reached out and grabbed them, spread them on the table, divided them into two piles, and said to Shen Dingwang: “Brother Shen, please go first.”

“Good.” Shen Dingwang picked up one, put it in his mouth, and chewed with crunching sounds.

The several female A’Baos under Jiang Feiyan were all stunned, muttering with pursed lips: “How spicy must that be?”

Er Batou also picked up one, put it in his mouth, and chewed vigorously.

Just like that, the two of them ate one after another, and before long finished the entire bundle of chili peppers. Looking at their complexions, their faces were red as fire, skin completely flushed, red all the way to the base of their necks, eyes full of bloodshot vessels, the white of their eyes turned red, tears flowing uncontrollably.

“Hahahaha!” Zu Ye laughed wildly.

Qin Baichuan, Qian Yuelin, and Jiang Feiyan also laughed together.

“Quickly give them some cool water to relieve the spiciness.” Zu Ye instructed Wu Lao’er.

Wu Lao’er turned and went out.

Suddenly, urgent footsteps sounded in the courtyard.

Everyone immediately became alert.

With a bang, the door opened, and over a dozen policemen rushed in with lightning speed, surrounding everyone.

This sudden turn of events left everyone confused.

Zu Ye stood up and asked: “What is this about, gentlemen?”

“Cut the crap! Catching Communist bandits!” said the leader.

“Communist bandits?” Zu Ye was bewildered.

“Which one is Qian Yuelin?” the leader asked.

Qian Yuelin’s disciple Zhou Tianlei stood up: “I am.”

The leader looked at Zhou Tianlei and slapped him across the face: “Go to hell! Intelligence shows an old geezer! You beardless idiot still want to impersonate him!”

Qian Yuelin stood up: “I am.”

The leader looked at Qian Yuelin: “Hmm. Came to Jianghuai to make contact, didn’t you? Juntong has been watching you for a long time. Take him away!”

Qian Yuelin said calmly: “Juntong is watching me?”

The leader smiled: “Still pretending? You old fox hiding in the shadows, think that disguising yourself under the fortune-telling banner means we can’t catch you? And you all!” He pointed at everyone and said, “You bunch of fortune-tellers babbling all day, what iron-plate divine calculations, what foreknowledge—you know nothing! Qian Yuelin is a Communist, did you calculate that? A bunch of stupid birds!”

“Take him! Take him!”

With the leader’s command, Qian Yuelin was tied up and shoved out.

“Zu Ye, what’s going on?” Qin Baichuan asked anxiously.

Zu Ye furrowed his brow tightly, unable to provide an answer for the moment.

Zu Ye Cleverly Obtains the “Military Horse” Secret Manual

In the interrogation room, super-strong lights shone so brightly that Qian Yuelin couldn’t open his eyes. Beside him, chili water boiled vigorously, and branding irons in the stove burned red-hot.

“Confess.” the jailer said.

Qian Yuelin was dazed: “Confess what? I’m not a Communist!”

The jailer nodded and smiled: “Admirable! Admirable! Men, first give Master Qian some chili water to moisten his throat!”

Two guards rushed up, pinched Qian Yuelin’s nose, and poured a ladle of chili water down his throat.

“Cough cough cough!” Qian Yuelin choked, his throat burning like fire, shouting: “I’m really not a Communist!”

The jailer smiled again: “Why suffer? How much benefit did the Communist Party give you?”

“I… I’m just a fortune-teller wandering the countryside.”

“Fortune-teller? Oh! Then did you calculate that you’d be caught by us today?”

“This… this is an unwarranted disaster. A misunderstanding, misunderstanding. You’ve misunderstood, sir.” Qian Yuelin said with a forced smile.

The jailer suddenly changed the topic: “Where is the ‘Military Horse’?”

Qian Yuelin’s heart skipped a beat—how does he know about the “Military Horse”? But he said: “What ‘Military Horse’? Is that Chinese chess?”

“Hahahaha! Old Qian, you shouldn’t be a fortune-teller, you should be an actor.” After speaking, the jailer turned to the two guards and jerked his head, “Don’t just stand there, bring the branding iron. Warm Master Qian’s belly.”

The red-hot branding iron pressed onto Qian Yuelin’s belly, and the aroma of roasting meat instantly filled the entire room.

Qian Yuelin grimaced and screamed wildly: “Ah! Ahh…”

The jailer leaned over: “Don’t tough it out. I’m telling you, everyone who falls into my hands opens their mouth and tells the truth. ‘Military Horse’ is your underground organization roster. As long as you hand over the ‘Military Horse,’ the Party-State will not only not make things difficult for you, but will heavily reward you.”

Qian Yuelin was confused—underground organization roster? When did “Military Horse” become a roster?

Seeing Qian Yuelin looking thoughtful, the jailer asked: “Are you enlightened now?”

“Enlightened about what?”

“Brand! Brand! Keep branding until he confesses the ‘Military Horse’!” the jailer shouted.

The two guards each held a branding iron, one in front and one behind, wantonly branding Qian Yuelin’s belly and back, the sizzling sound of roasting meat rising and falling.

Qian Yuelin really couldn’t take it anymore and shouted: “Stop! Stop!”

“Figured it out?” the jailer asked.

Qian Yuelin nodded and said: “Figured it out! Please bring paper and brush, I’ll write.”

“That’s right! If you’d done this earlier, wouldn’t everything be fine!”

Qian Yuelin picked up the brush, his brain racing rapidly, then wrote down over a hundred names in one breath: Yang Biyun, Chen Fengkao, Zhang Xiaoting, Xu Huashan…

After finishing, he presented it: “This is the ‘Military Horse’ roster!”

The jailer looked at it and scratched his head: “What is this?”

“The roster!”

“Bullshit! Would the Communist Party’s underground organization roster be written this stupidly? You’re playing me, aren’t you? Brand! Brand! Keep branding!”

Qian Yuelin was completely baffled, thinking: What the hell is going on? How did I become a Communist underground agent?

“Sir, can I ask? Who said I’m a Communist?” Qian Yuelin asked.

The jailer frowned: “Are you interrogating me, or am I interrogating you? Brand! Brand it!”

After another round of torture, Qian Yuelin was completely covered in wounds. In the midst of painful dizziness, he retained a thread of clarity—there must be a problem somewhere. The Kuomintang mistakenly thinks I’m a Communist. Should I reveal all the secrets of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” to prove my innocence? No! If Zu Ye and the others are also caught, I’m completely finished. As long as I don’t reveal the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” secrets, Zu Ye and the others will be safe, and that way they’ll think of ways to rescue me. If they don’t rescue me, they’ll also worry that I can’t hold out and will reveal the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” secrets, and then we’re all fucking done! As for the “Military Horse Text,” revealing it doesn’t matter—outsiders can’t understand it at all.

Thinking of this, Qian Yuelin opened his eyes and said: “Sir, to tell the truth, I don’t even know I’m a Communist myself. But the ‘Military Horse’ you mentioned, I do know about it. If you truly understand the ‘Military Horse,’ you’ll know whether what I write next is genuine. Bring the brush!”

Qian Yuelin finally wrote out the complete “Military Horse Text.” This exceptionally clever old fox, since inheriting the “Military Horse,” had firmly memorized it in his mind and burned all the paper copies.

The jailer held the “Military Horse Text” written by Qian Yuelin and carefully reviewed it: “Hmm, once you enter Military Horse, ten thousand men are killed, not even afraid of the Emperor… this seems genuine, but I still need to trouble Master Qian to explain in detail how to decrypt the Communist army’s underground organization from between these lines!”

After hearing this, Qian Yuelin felt dizzy: “Sir, this thing is my ancestral fortune-telling method. As for whether it’s related to the Communist Party’s underground organization, I really don’t know!”

“Brand! Brand! Keep branding!” the jailer became frantic again.

“Wait!” Cai Xuezhong walked in with several people.

“Captain!” the jailer quickly saluted.

Cai Xuezhong looked at the barely alive Qian Yuelin and said: “Oh dear, so sorry, Master has suffered. My subordinates are incompetent and made a mistake.”

Qian Yuelin’s ears rang: Made a mistake? Made a mistake?

Cai Xuezhong turned and pointed at the jailer’s nose, saying: “You people, jumping to conclusions at every rumor. The real ‘Military Horse’ has already been captured in Nanjing. Look what you’ve done to the Master—quickly find a doctor for him. This is Mr. Tieban’s guest. How can I explain this to Mr. Tieban!”

That last sentence Qian Yuelin understood—Zu Ye had come to his aid.

All of this was a conspiracy between Zu Ye and Zeng Jingwu.

Ever since Fang Jiyu’s Sixth Concubine Shen Xiaoluan brought down Fang Jiyu and his associates, the underground organization led by Zeng Jingwu began working to eliminate Shen Xiaoluan, this Juntong viper.

In the decades-long Kuomintang-Communist confrontation, both sides planted countless agents and insiders within each other. After Dai Li’s death, the Juntong Bureau of Investigation and Statistics was severely damaged. At this moment, the Red agents led by Li Kenong displayed great prowess. On this smokeless hidden front, Li Kenong made tremendous contributions to the birth of New China. In the crisis-filled Kuomintang-Communist struggle, his precise and accurate intelligence and miraculous layouts saved the lives of many CCP elders.

Those who study onomastics say that Dai Li’s courtesy name was Yunong (Rain Farmer), while the CCP’s spy chief was called Li Kenong (Conquer Farmer). One Rain Farmer, one Conquer Farmer—Dai Li was always restrained by Li Kenong. So in the decades of Kuomintang-Communist confrontation, Li Kenong was always one move ahead, one skill superior. In the end, Dai Li was utterly destroyed, and Li Kenong assisted Mao Zedong in creating the brand-new People’s Republic of China.

The highest realm of espionage is the double agent—both the Kuomintang and Communist Party consider him their own person, and only he knows which side he truly belongs to. For example, the Communist Party planted a piece long ago within the Kuomintang. This person was utterly loyal within the Kuomintang, trained for many years, and regarded as a confidant by the Kuomintang. Then the Kuomintang infiltrated this person into the Communist Party, and he would continuously send various intelligence to the Kuomintang as a Kuomintang agent. Except for a few high-level CCP members, no one knew this Kuomintang agent was actually the Communist Party’s own person.

Once the war was settled and peace prevailed, the double agent would remove his mask and reveal his true face. At that moment, whether Kuomintang or Communist Party, both would give this person a thumbs up. The winning side felt they won as a matter of course; the losing side lost with sincere conviction.

Therefore, if a person became a double agent, it was the highest honor. But if a person was not a double agent yet was wrongly labeled as one, that was very bad indeed. Under a false reputation, dying in frustration, dying mysteriously, dying inexplicably.

Shen Xiaoluan was this type of person. She joined the Communist Party in 1933. After the failure of the Fifth Counter-Encirclement Campaign, she defected to the enemy, immediately exposing twelve underground organizations in the Ganzhou area, and dozens of Communist Party members were killed. After the War of Resistance, she secretly infiltrated Shanghai under Juntong’s arrangement, hiding with the identity of a teacher in a women’s vocational school, successively entrapping over a dozen Communist Party underground organization backbones, and finally killing Fang Jiyu who was unwilling to cooperate with the Kuomintang.

Zeng Jingwu was enraged: This person must be eliminated!

Just as Zeng Jingwu was contacting his superiors to plan the operation, Zu Ye suddenly visited, wanting to request Zeng Jingwu’s assistance in setting up a scheme to force Qian Yuelin to hand over the Northern Sect’s secret manual “Military Horse Text.” Zu Ye elaborated in detail on his original intentions, telling Zeng Jingwu his deepest thoughts. After hearing this, Zeng Jingwu praised repeatedly: “Zu Ye has put so much thought into this!”

Thus, Zeng Jingwu, while clearing out Shen Xiaoluan, deliberately released false information in Shanghai: There was a Communist insider disguised as a fortune-teller coming from north of the Yangtze to Shanghai to make contact. This person carried the underground organization roster for the Jianghuai region, called “Military Horse.”

After Cai Xuezhong captured this information, he first thought of Zu Ye. He found Zu Ye late at night and asked: “How much does Zu Ye know about the fortune-telling gangs north of the Yangtze?”

Zu Ye naturally boasted extensively: “As for other things, I don’t know much. But as for fortune-telling matters, nothing can be hidden from me.”

“Have you heard any news recently about a fortune-teller from north of the Yangtze coming to Shanghai?”

Zu Ye feigned surprise: “Ah? Could it be the great fortune-telling master from north of the Yangtze, Qian Yuelin?”

“Right, right! That’s the person! Zu Ye knows him?”

“Of course I know him! This person has always been active in Communist Party territory, and occasionally comes south to exchange ideas with us in the same profession.”

Cai Xuezhong nodded and said: “That’s right then.”

“Right?”

“Yes. Zu Ye doesn’t know—this person is a Communist. His fortune-teller identity is just a disguise. Does Zu Ye know who he’s making contact with?”

Zu Ye paused and said: “With me.”

Cai Xuezhong smiled: “Zu Ye, stop joking.”

Zu Ye said: “Really with me. Not long ago, he sent me a letter saying he’d be coming to Shanghai soon. I felt that since we’re all in the same profession, coming and going and looking after each other is human nature, so I told him I’d definitely host a banquet. For this, I specially invited several prominent fortune-telling masters to accompany.”

“Hmm. It seems this old fox is deeply hidden.” Cai Xuezhong said.

“Captain Cai hasn’t made a mistake, has he? Qian Yuelin can’t possibly be a Communist, can he?” Zu Ye asked.

Cai Xuezhong said: “Why not possible? Anyone could be.”

“Then… wouldn’t I also be implicated? I’ve had many dealings with Qian Yuelin, and our relationship is quite good.” Zu Ye said with a smile.

“Hehe. Zu Ye is joking. You’re the Party-State’s talent, personally appointed by Commander Bai as ‘Deputy Staff Officer of Kunlun Pass Defense,’ and personally verified by Director Liu. You can’t be wrong.”

Zu Ye smiled and said: “Captain Cai trusts me this much?”

“Hehe, I don’t trust you—I trust your wisdom. If you were really mixed up with the Communist Party, could you still be in the fortune-telling business? Silver everywhere on the ground, and Zu Ye wouldn’t pick it up? Zu Ye has no grudge against silver, right? Zu Ye sits securely in Jianghuai. Although you don’t declare your position, everyone in the world knows Zu Ye is the Party-State’s ‘Master.’ You people least want the Communist Party to come over.”

“Hahahaha!” Zu Ye laughed heartily, giving a thumbs up and saying: “Captain Cai, brilliant! Brilliant!”

Cai Xuezhong smiled and said: “This time I still need to trouble Zu Ye to notify me promptly of the time Qian Yuelin arrives in Jianghuai and find a way to keep him there. If this matter succeeds, Zu Ye will have great merit.”

“To serve the Party-State is the utmost honor!”

“I won’t disturb you further.” Cai Xuezhong lifted his rear to leave.

“Wait!” Zu Ye stood up, pulled out a stack of bills from his sleeve, and handed them over.

“This?” Cai Xuezhong was startled, “Didn’t you already give this month’s?”

“Captain Cai, you’re being too formal. Recently the fortune-telling hall has been prosperous, all thanks to the Captain’s wise protection. Now that Captain Cai is catching Communist bandits, you’ll certainly have to work your brothers hard. Consider this money for buying them drinks. To defeat the Communist bandits, military and civilians united—those with money contribute money, those with strength contribute strength.”

Cai Xuezhong’s eyes narrowed to slits: “Master is indeed a master—such high awareness! Then I’ll respectfully accept rather than decline. Zu Ye can rest assured, from now on, anyone who comes to your residence to cause trouble, whether they’re local ruffians, hooligans, or gangs—as long as I’m here, Zu Ye need not fear.”

“Indeed, indeed.”

Thus, eager to achieve merit, Cai Xuezhong thought he had obtained top-secret intelligence and attempted to make his name in one battle. This led to the farce at the four major halls’ banquet where police suddenly rushed in and Qian Yuelin was arrested.

At the same time, the CCP’s double agent planted in the Kuomintang high levels, coordinating with Zeng Jingwu, deliberately leaked some true and false information to Shen Xiaoluan in Nanjing, then deliberately leaked “secret telegrams” by radio, painting Shen Xiaoluan as a CCP agent lurking within the Kuomintang.

After Dai Li’s death, on the eve of the great Kuomintang-Communist war, Mao Renfeng, who was conducting a major purge of Juntong, detained Shen Xiaoluan according to the principle of “absolutely purifying the ranks.” Not until the Kuomintang completely retreated was Shen Xiaoluan released, and soon she was sentenced to death by the new government for “counter-revolutionary” crimes.

Zu Ye set up this scheme intending to obtain the “Military Horse Text”—he didn’t want to eliminate Qian Yuelin. Because Zu Ye knew well that once Qian Yuelin died, the Northern Sect would fall into chaos. The A’Baos without a leader would lose their rules and cause havoc everywhere. Gathering these people together again would not be easy.

When Cai Xuezhong received the secret order from the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics that “‘Military Horse’ has been captured in Nanjing,” he couldn’t help but shudder with horror. So Shen Xiaoluan is a Communist! Why is the intelligence on my side always so unreliable!

Reading further down, the secret order stated: We cannot relax vigilance toward Qian Yuelin and various fortune-tellers either. We can adopt a roundabout strategy—first release them and observe their subsequent actions; especially Mr. Tieban—this person’s allegiance is unclear, observe cautiously, avoid alerting the enemy.

At the same time, Zu Ye also received news from Zeng Jingwu’s side that Shen Xiaoluan had been imprisoned. Only then did Zu Ye pretend to know nothing and visit the prison as a fellow practitioner of traditional learning: “Captain Cai, has Qian Yuelin’s identity been verified?”

Cai Xuezhong went with the flow: “Verified. Not a Communist. A misunderstanding, misunderstanding.”

“Then what about the so-called ‘Military Horse’ roster?”

“What roster! It’s all random gibberish. Information about fortune-telling.”

Zu Ye’s heart trembled: “May I take a look?”

“Look at what? Take it, take it!” Cai Xuezhong grabbed Qian Yuelin’s confession from the table and tossed it to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye received it like a treasured find, his heart surging with emotion. After all these years, what he’d dreamed of had finally come to hand! He flipped through the pages of confession, feigning composure and saying: “It’s some fortune-telling techniques, somewhat useful.”

Cai Xuezhong smiled: “Experts see the method, laymen see the excitement. With Zu Ye obtaining this material, won’t it be like adding wings to a tiger?”

“This requires many thanks to Captain Cai.” As he spoke, Zu Ye pulled out a jade pendant from his sleeve, “This small item is said to be from the Song Dynasty. I hope Captain Cai will accept it with a smile.”

Cai Xuezhong’s eyes brightened, saying: “Oh my, Zu Ye, you’re always so courteous. You and I really regret not meeting sooner.”

“A small token, hardly worthy of respect.”

“Zu Ye can rest assured, as long as Cai is here, Shanghai won’t turn upside down. As long as the Party-State doesn’t fall, your fortune-telling hall can continue operating.”

“Then… I’ll take my leave.”

Zu Ye picked up Qian Yuelin from the prison, hired a rickshaw, and pulled him back to Yuanhua Road.

Qin Baichuan, Jiang Feiyan, and the others were waiting anxiously. Everyone didn’t know what Qian Yuelin’s true identity was and were even more worried he had revealed the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” secrets.

When everyone saw Zu Ye supporting the wounded Qian Yuelin back, their suspended hearts finally settled.

“Zu Ye, what happened?” Qin Baichuan stepped forward to ask.

“Aiya, it’s a long story. First help Master Qian into the house.”

Zu Ye also had Wu Lao’er invite a physician to treat Qian Yuelin’s injuries.

Two days later, Qian Yuelin slowly recovered some vitality. With a long sigh, tears fell: “Sigh… an unwarranted disaster. How did they turn me into a Communist?”

Zu Ye feigned bewilderment: “Did Master Qian have dealings with the Communist Party in the North?”

Qian Yuelin shook his head: “Dealings? I avoid them like the plague!”

Qin Baichuan narrowed his eyes and asked: “What did they ask Master Qian?”

Qian Yuelin said: “They said from the start I was a Communist underground agent and told me to hand over the ‘Military Horse’!”

Qin Baichuan was startled: “‘Military Horse’? What do they want that for? To study fortune-telling?”

“No! They insisted the ‘Military Horse Text’ was an underground Party roster. This old man has held the ‘Military Horse’ since the first year of Xuantong (1909 AD)—that was still the Qing Dynasty’s world. How could it be a Communist roster!”

The more Qin Baichuan listened, the more something felt off. He glanced at Zu Ye, then asked Qian Yuelin: “So Master Qian really confessed the ‘Military Horse Text’?”

Qian Yuelin looked helpless: “I wanted not to confess, but I really couldn’t hold out. Those bastards used branding irons on me. If I didn’t confess, I would’ve become a roasted sparrow!”

Qin Baichuan was shocked: “This… our ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’s’ secret manual was revealed just like that?”

Qian Yuelin smiled: “I still held back. I didn’t write the most core twelve sentences of the ‘Priceless Formula.’ Even if outsiders obtain the ‘Military Horse,’ without these twelve sentences threading it together, the ‘Military Horse’ becomes a heavenly book, completely unusable!”

Qin Baichuan glanced at Zu Ye and nodded sinisterly.

Zu Ye listened and understood clearly. The “Military Horse Text” had a total of twelve hundred words divided into three parts. The first part was the Five Elements exposition, totaling two hundred words—the basic knowledge of the Five Elements and Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches. Without this foundation, the following words would be hollow. The third part was specific fortune-telling divinations, including six major categories: fame, longevity, official fortune, wealth fortune, husband and wife, children—totaling 988 words. The second part was the crucial formula connecting the previous and following sections. Put plainly, it was the mental method for connecting the Five Elements knowledge of the first part with the specific fortune-telling divinations of the third part. Though only twelve sentences, each was worth a thousand gold. Like martial arts—if you only know the moves but don’t use the mental method, facing the enemy in battle, you can only be flustered and counterproductive.

Fortunately, Zu Ye had learned years ago from Zhang Dancheng’s mouth this priceless “Priceless Formula.” Unfortunately, Zhang Dancheng only had these bare twelve sentences and never obtained the following 988 divination sentences for actual combat—this was his lifelong regret. Now Zu Ye had finally fulfilled this wish for him.

Child Water holds the lead position, flowing endlessly with emotion, if the destiny matches the pattern, naturally issue forth sounds of rivers and seas. Turn to Fame section.

Ugly Earth transforms to Second Yang, rooster and snake have reliable directions, Heaven can generate all things, cold metal encounters deep hiding. Turn to Fame section.

Gen Palace seen in spring, Three Yangs gather at Yin, transcending the mundane meeting Geng-Wu, courier horse jianghu person. Turn to Wealth Fortune section.

Vigorous Wood receives deep spring, worry that metal won’t form forest, meeting clash surely fallen goose, person returns but wandering soul. Turn to Longevity section.

Chen Earth heaven and earth warm, nurturing ten thousand wood roots, if the tomb opens the treasury, gold mountain presses gold basin. Turn to Wealth Fortune section.

Early summer fire increases light, true yang overflows four directions, Three Punishments rarely harmful, first-rank champion scholar. Turn to Official Fortune section.

Wu Fire blazing upward, Six Yangs position improper, seeing earth altar merit complete, peach blossom beauty not constant. Turn to Husband-Wife section.

Future fire sees decline, official hidden fortune not hidden, if pig and rabbit arch together, wanderer form easily lost. Turn to Children section.

Adamant metal Shen branch meets, longevity in this palace, what spirit comes to protect, long buried obtains sharp edge. Turn to Children section.

You flourishing metal water flows, romantic moon need not worry, rivers and mountains utterly uninteresting, evil grows toward Jade Pool. Turn to Husband-Wife section.

Xu Dog nature unyielding, harboring tiger fighting literature, crashed Dragon King Temple, chief tomb becomes vast ocean. Turn to Longevity section.

Hai position deep water hidden, Five Lakes unite Three Forms, heaven and earth great shift, establish destiny in court hall. Turn to Official Fortune section.

The twelve formula sentences respectively connected to several hundred divinations concerning longevity, children, husband-wife, fame, official fortune, and wealth fortune. Thus, the “Military Horse Text” became vivid and lively—when used properly, invincible in battle.

This was why ordinary fortune-tellers couldn’t compete with the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” Ordinary fortune-tellers relied on basic theory; the “Jiang Xiang Sect” relied on flexible and mobile deception techniques based on mastering theory. Jiang Xiang disciples were like netherworld ghosts shuttling through the world, confusing people’s minds, seizing people’s souls. A single “Book of Changes” was stirred up by them into demonic winds everywhere. The bright and clear universe was made by them into a bizarre spectacle. Reaching up to the nine heavens, down to the eighteen levels of the netherworld—in the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” sinful world, there was no worst, only worse.

Whether history gave Zu Ye an opportunity, or Zu Ye gave history an opportunity, one couldn’t know. As the last Grand Master, a person who had wandered between good and evil for a long time, the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” three hundred years of blood, tears, love, and hatred, and his own decades of life-and-death struggles brought him sudden enlightenment: he must thoroughly and completely eliminate the Jiang Xiang Sect.

This was a blood debt—a blood debt the “Jiang Xiang Sect” owed the world for three hundred years. For three hundred years, the world’s kindness and ignorance achieved the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” singular excellence among countless white bones. The A’Baos devouring human flesh and blood each opened their bloody mouths wide, vowing to carry evil through to the end. The net of heaven is vast, through karmic convergence, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” finally awaited Zu Ye. His dragon tail strike, his counter-attack, would surely proclaim the karmic truth that heaven has eyes.

Only when the “Jiang Xiang Sect” perished would Zu Ye and his brothers be reborn.

Chapter 3: Revealing the Strange Logic of Various Fortune-Telling Methods
The Extraordinary Book of the Mortal Realm, “Yin Yang Zhi Mi Lu” (Records of Guidance Through Yin and Yang)

Zu Ye swore to obtain the “Military Horse Text” even at the cost of his life, not to promote “Military Horse,” but to completely destroy it—this was Zu Ye’s ultimate goal. The four great secret texts of the Jiang Xiang Sect had plagued the world for so many years. The A’Bao were tangible, but the deception techniques were intangible. If they merely eliminated the A’Bao team, redemption would be nothing but empty talk. Zu Ye wanted to make a thorough end of it all.

In his bones, he was a good person who, from beginning to end, wanted to be a good person. Unfortunately, fate had assigned him the role of an A’Bao. Great suffering, great sorrow, great wisdom—without becoming obsessed, one cannot become enlightened. He was more like fate’s undercover agent, placing his善 kind heart within evil. When he saw through sin, dried out hypocrisy, and experienced enlightenment after enlightenment, his善 good roots were finally activated. He finally understood why he had come into this life. A powerful sense of mission drove him to risk death and lay out the final game of his life.

When justice rises, evil raises its head. Zu Ye’s determination to unify the Jiang Xiang Sect even at the cost of his life was seen through by Qin Baichuan, but Qin Baichuan only guessed the beginning, not the ending. He thought Zu Ye merely wanted to become the dragon head boss of the Jiang Xiang Sect, that he only wanted more silver and fame. Until his death, he never imagined that Zu Ye would ultimately strangle the Jiang Xiang Sect with his own hands.

After the four major halls’ council meeting ended, Qin Baichuan returned to Sichuan. Soon after, he secretly contacted Qian Yuelin. Qin Baichuan revealed the heavenly secret in one sentence: “When Qian Ye was arrested by the Shanghai police that day, I suspect it was a setup by Zu Ye.”

“Zu Ye set it up?” Qian Yuelin said, fondling the silver dollars that Zu Ye had given him.

“Yes! Qian Ye, think carefully. Why was everything so coincidental? Why was the list that Military Statistics demanded specifically called ‘Military Horse’? Why were you released right after you handed over ‘Military Horse’? The Eastern Sect has always looked down on the Western and Northern Sects, so why were they so generous this time, spending a fortune to support Qian Ye?”

Qian Yuelin, whose injuries had improved, slowly came to his senses at this moment. He lowered his head in thought, then said: “What does the Eastern Sect want to do?”

Qin Baichuan’s expression was grave: “First, play the heart-attack card to win people over; second, swindle the ‘Military Horse’ technique to strengthen their power. I think he wants to swallow us whole!”

“Does he have that capability?”

“Times make heroes. Just because he didn’t have it before doesn’t mean he won’t have it in the future. The Communists and Nationalists have already gone to war. In the chaos, with tug-of-war and territorial division, who can say what will happen to the fate of the four major halls?”

Qian Yuelin nodded deeply.

Qin Baichuan said: “Qian Ye, we cannot sit and wait for death. The Northern and Western Sects must join hands. Know that the Eastern and Southern Sects are already birds of a feather. We’re not just dealing with one Zu Ye, but also Jiang Feiyan.”

Qian Yuelin touched the scars on his body and cursed: “Bastards! If the Eastern Sect is unrighteous, we won’t be loyal either!”

From then on, Qian Yuelin and Qin Baichuan grew closer and closer. They colluded in their wretched state, they took desperate risks. On the eve of the founding of New China, the two jointly set up a scheme, coordinating from inside and outside, killing Little Sixth, turning San Batou traitor, and nearly wiping out the entire Eastern Sect. Fortunately, the internal strife of the Jiang Xiang Sect followed the historical cyclical law that justice will ultimately triumph over evil. Zu Ye, at the bloody cost of “killing one thousand enemies while losing eight hundred of his own,” eliminated Qin Baichuan and Qian Yuelin. (See the first volume of this series, “I Am a Fortune Teller”)

Zu Ye finally unified the Jiang Xiang Sect.

Brothers’ corpses lay scattered in all directions, the mighty Jiang Xiang Sect grievously wounded. Things remained but people had changed, nine turns of the intestines in grief, a hundred years of grudges now listed among national tragedies. Who knows Zu Ye’s suffering, who knows Zu Ye’s pain, who knows Zu Ye was originally kind-hearted.

Over three years, Zu Ye exhausted his mind and thoughts, setting up schemes and traps, experiencing nine brushes with death. During the years of eastern campaigns and western wars, he also exerted all his energy to do another thing—spiritual redemption.

He exposed the tricks of the Jiang Xiang Sect’s four great deception secret texts one by one, and combined with thousands of years of true and false fortune-telling techniques, wrote a shocking mysterious cultural masterpiece—”Yin Yang Zhi Mi Lu” (Records of Guidance Through Yin and Yang).

Zu Ye had no elegant interests of literati and poets, nor any extravagant hope of leaving his name in history. He only wanted to thoroughly and completely eliminate the Jiang Xiang Sect, he only wanted to restore sobriety to the people of the world. If the deception techniques remained in the world, what use would it be even if all the Jiang Xiang Sect disciples went to prison?

For hundreds of years, the Jiang Xiang Sect had traversed both court and countryside. Who could guarantee that the Jiang Xiang Sect’s deception methods hadn’t been passed on to outsiders? Who could guarantee that there weren’t scattered A’Bao in every corner of society? The struggles of the “societies and secret religions” from the late Qing to the Republican era for decades had already proven that the Jiang Xiang Sect’s deception methods had long been eagerly imitated by fortune tellers of all sizes in the martial world. The fortune-telling profession had become a dye vat of sin.

At this point, whether fortune-telling techniques were real or fake was no longer important. So what if they were real? So what if they were fake? The ancients had long said “those skilled in the Yi Jing do not divine.” Not a single fortune teller had a good ending. The more one’s fortune is told, the thinner it becomes—it’s bad for everyone. In his book, Zu Ye not only advised people not to constantly seek fortune telling, but also urged all kinds of fortune tellers to stop early.

What kind of people go to have their fortunes told? People with bad fate.

What kind of people have bad fate? Yuan Shushan said: “First, those who have suffered major trauma; second, those obsessed with fame and profit; third, those at their wit’s end.”

Suffering major trauma refers to when life suddenly undergoes a drastic change, leading to inability to free oneself or to think things through, such as the violent death of a loved one, betrayal by a lover, sudden cancer, sudden windfall or sudden bankruptcy. Such great joy and great sorrow often cause mental disturbance. Unable to convince themselves, they turn to fortune tellers.

Being obsessed with fame and profit is a common human affliction. Wanting to get rich, wanting to get promoted, wanting to become famous—wanting it to the point of madness, to the point of frenzy. Thinking and thinking, they end up thinking of unorthodox paths. Fortune tellers then have a place to show their skills.

Being at one’s wit’s end is also human nature. In a person’s life, there are always several major hurdles. Those who can get through them are heroes; those who cannot are losers. When a person is deeply mired in bad luck, calling to heaven with no response, calling to earth with no answer, they think of fortune telling. For example, businessmen who have lost everything and are drowning in debt, corrupt officials whose misdeeds have been exposed and whose hearts are restless—at such times they generally think of fortune telling.

“Do people have fate? Yes, how can one live without fate? Do people have fate? No, everything is cause and effect.”

In his book, Zu Ye deeply analyzed the strange logic of fortune telling and the karmic retribution of destiny.

Fortune tellers’ favorite phrases are:

“Heavenly secrets cannot be revealed.”

“What is destined to be yours will eventually be yours; what is not destined cannot be forced.”

“Good people have their own heavenly protection.”

“You need to donate some incense money.”

Whether real fortune tellers or fake fortune tellers, in fact, when facing human destiny, they are all powerless. People often say, “Such-and-such fortune teller was so accurate, he could calculate all my past events!” “Such-and-such master is so amazing, he calculated all three of my previous women!”

At such moments, Zu Ye would laugh: So what if he calculated it? Fortune telling is not the goal, fortune telling is just a means. Seeking good fortune and avoiding misfortune is the goal. People seek fortune telling to make their lives better. Merely calculating results without being able to change them is nothing more than capturing future information earlier. If you cannot change the future, then it’s just advance payment of worries.

At this point, some would say: “If he can calculate my past, he can calculate my future. Then I can avoid whatever disasters there are.”

Zu Ye would again be rendered speechless. If avoiding disasters were this easy, then humanity should live forever. Is there any disaster more in need of resolution than life and death? Looking at fortune tellers and Yi Jing masters throughout thousands of years, very few lived past 60, and many died violent or premature deaths.

Fortune tellers can never calculate their own life and death—this is almost an indisputable fact.

Moreover, many fortune tellers frequently make themselves laughingstocks: right after resolving someone else’s disaster, they accidentally fall into a manure pit; after telling others how to select prosperous feng shui sites, they return home to find their own house on fire; after telling others how to eliminate official disasters, they carelessly break the law themselves and end up imprisoned, scared to the point of defecating and urinating; advising others not to indulge in women, they themselves keep wives and concubines, ultimately causing their numerous wives and concubines to fight jealously, ruining their reputation;催催ing wealth for this person and that person, they themselves are dirt poor, often cursing because clients gave them a few dollars less… Countless facts prove that fortune tellers have never been able to resolve disasters for themselves. They cannot even grasp their own fate—can people still hope they’ll resolve disasters and difficulties?

People who are slightly more aware sometimes ask fortune tellers suspiciously: “Master is so capable, why don’t you催 催 wealth for yourself and become a millionaire? Then you wouldn’t need to earn this hard money from fortune telling.”

Fortune tellers often answer like this: “This is my fate. I don’t have that wealth; even催催ing won’t bring it. I am destined to work in the fortune-telling profession in this life.”

A seemingly reasonable statement precisely exposes the fortune teller’s underwear: when talking about others’ fates, he appears extremely confident—催催ing wealth, changing luck, adding longevity, as if there’s nothing he cannot do; when talking about his own fate, he willingly accepts it. This logic is truly baffling.

Zu Ye frankly stated that actually fortune tellers are very clear in their hearts—what should come will eventually come, and cannot be blocked; what shouldn’t come cannot be obtained even by begging. But they exploit people’s greed, anger, and ignorance, using various rhetoric and methods to provoke your profit-seeking心 heart, ultimately taking your money to perform so-called “disaster resolution.”

If by chance they succeed, they become smug: See how capable I am? There’s no disaster I can’t resolve.

If they fail, they say: “What is destined to be yours will eventually be yours; what is not destined cannot be forced. Human calculations cannot compare to heavenly calculations.”

At this point, the strange logic of fortune telling is finally revealed: what should be will naturally come; what shouldn’t be cannot be obtained even by begging. Fortune tellers merely assume the false role of immortals, speculating on a 50% probability. In this sense, everyone can become a fortune teller.

To cover up these strange logics, fortune tellers also rack their brains. They created the professional rule of “three don’ts.”

The “three don’ts” refer to: don’t read for the dead, don’t read for oneself, don’t read for peers.

These three professional rules, at first glance, seem very reasonable, high-end, grand, and mysterious. Look carefully, and the tricks emerge.

Why not read for the dead? Fortune tellers say: “Reading for the dead is inauspicious.” Actually, this is nonsense. People who learn fortune telling all start by studying the eight characters of dead people. Ancient and modern fortune-telling books all record the eight characters of deceased people; the more famous the person, the more detailed. The reason fortune tellers say they don’t read for the dead is because people have used dead people’s eight characters to embarrass fortune tellers. For example, someone, to test a fortune teller’s abilities, deliberately gives him the eight characters of a deceased person. The fortune teller calculates and calculates, saying this person has fortune and status, will have great wealth within three years, then saying this person will have some disaster next year that needs resolving. Finally, the seeker says: “Master, this person is already dead! Just died yesterday!” One sentence chokes the fortune teller so he can’t fart for a long time. As this situation became more common, fortune tellers established the rule of not reading for the dead.

Why not read for oneself? Fortune tellers say “reading for oneself shortens lifespan” or “heavenly secrets cannot be revealed.” Actually, it’s not about “shortening lifespan,” nor is it “cannot be revealed,” but rather they fear embarrassment. Once they outline their own destiny curve, others will keep watching them to see if they develop according to their own description. This way, they are under everyone’s watchful supervision. Once they stumble badly, they’ll leave behind an eternal laughingstock.

Why not read for peers? This is even easier to explain. Everyone’s doing business with tacit understanding; nobody should provoke anyone, nobody should offend anyone, don’t make enemies, don’t create grudges.

In a word: all professional rules are to cover up embarrassment.

Zu Ye knew well that calculating a person’s fate is not difficult—it’s nothing more than the mutual interaction of metal, wood, water, fire, and earth. Legitimate fortune-telling techniques all have this function. What’s difficult is how to change fate. The greatness of the Yi Jing lies in pointing out the method to change fate—conforming to the heavenly way.

What is the heavenly way? Harmony of yin and yang, advancing and retreating with proper measure, accumulating善 good deeds and virtue, returning to simplicity and truth. Calculating a person’s fate is easy; changing a person’s fate is difficult. If one doesn’t cultivate oneself and accumulate virtue, even immortals cannot help, let alone any fortune teller.

This is why the thinking of the Yi Jing can be universally accepted by Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. Many who study the Yi eventually turn to Buddhism—this is the same principle.

Looking again at the group of people engaged in the fortune-telling profession, they can be roughly divided into two categories.

One category wants to become immortals, to be like Zhuge Liang and Liu Bowen, benefiting humanity, guiding the realm. These people have either read too many historical novels or heard too many folk stories. The念頭 thought of “becoming a worldly master” takes root in their hearts, and they think highly of themselves, often considering themselves immortals.

The other category just wants to make money. They’ve discovered that this profession requires no capital, just relies on one’s mouth, and if done well, will even earn people’s respect—fame and profit both. Why not?

These two types of people also go to two extremes. The first type deeply believes in the miraculous nature of various fortune-telling techniques and devotes their entire lives to study. Whenever predictions prove accurate, they’re delighted, as if the truth of heaven and earth were in their palm. But good times don’t last. Because they excessively believe in the power of numerology, they enter a crazed state. The various fortune-telling methods passed down through the ages already have many loopholes and shortcomings. Once they calculate inaccurately, they lose their appetite, the whole person falls into chaos, sometimes wanting to give up, sometimes very confused.

Looking at this type of fortune teller in the world, most are people who have achieved nothing past their prime years. They think they’ve captured heavenly secrets and are different from others, stubbornly guarding the so-called “way” and dignity they can’t pick up. Watching ordinary people who don’t know fortune telling having thriving careers, marrying and having children in harmonious joy, they also wonder: where exactly did things go wrong?

From this perspective, this type of fortune teller is also a victim of numerology. Their hearts are not evil; they just want to pursue a kind of truth but fell into the swamp of superstition.

The other category, whose purpose is making money, becomes bolder and bolder in their profit-driven obsession. First swindling small money, then big money, ultimately becoming renowned “masters” of the time, or cult leaders with “disciples everywhere.” The tall tree attracts the wind, the fat pig invites slaughter. Those who do many unrighteous deeds will inevitably perish. In the law of karmic循環 cycles, this group will certainly leave behind a stinking name for ten thousand years after death.

Buddhist teachings say:

All phenomena are empty, but cause and effect are not empty.

Cause and effect follow each other like shadow following form.

What fate a person has is closely related to what they do. Speaking broadly, it’s karma across three lifetimes; speaking narrowly, it’s retribution in this life. Whether a person understands the Yi Jing, feng shui, or destiny principles has nothing to do with the quality of fate. Supernatural powers and mystical arts cannot change cause and effect.

Doesn’t Buddha’s disciple Maudgalyayana have supernatural powers? He was first in supernatural powers, unmatched by anyone, yet ultimately had to follow the law of cause and effect, sacrificing himself for the dharma, entering nirvana at the cost of his life, demonstrating the truth that cause and effect are not empty.

Isn’t Jiang Ziya formidable? He saw through the万年 Song of Heaven and Earth, his literary and military strategies传天 spread throughout the world. But at crucial moments, he didn’t believe in Yi divination. On the eve of King Wu’s campaign against Zhou, he ordered diviners to divine, obtaining the heaven and earth “否 negation” hexagram—a greatly inauspicious divination. Moreover, when divining, heavy rain fell, overturning the altar’s incense—all inauspicious signs. All ministers said this campaign would surely fail, but Jiang Ziya strongly opposed everyone, shouting: “The power of common people surpasses ghosts and gods!” Ultimately, King Wu achieved great victory.

Isn’t Zhuge Liang formidable? Facing the hopeless Ah Dou, he could only “knowing it cannot be done but doing it anyway,” praying to heaven for destiny, yet unable to resist cause and effect. At Wuzhang Plains, things ended hastily, leaving only the sorrow of未捷 not yet successful.

Isn’t Shao Yong formidable? His “Pre-Heaven Eight Trigrams theory” has influenced people to this day. His “Huang Ji Jing Shi” outlined 3,600 years of human destiny history. Such a figure who reached the peak in Yi studies, in his later years, said to Sima Guang: “Pre-Heaven learning is the心 heart; all transformations and all matters are born from the heart!” He finally understood the feeling Buddha had under the Bodhi tree when he saw the morning star and attained enlightenment: form is not different from emptiness, emptiness is not different from form, everything is created by the mind.

Supernatural powers and fortune telling are just appearances. Good and evil are the root causes of fortune’s rises and falls. Even truly supernatural people cannot resist cause and effect, let alone false masters whose fame exceeds their actual abilities?

“Saving one life is better than building a seven-story pagoda. Adjusting feng shui ten times is not as good as doing one善 good deed. Rather than worrying all day calculating fortunes and seeking divinations, better to examine oneself, sincerely repent. Today’s cultivation determines future fortune and misfortune. Nothing else—cause and effect.”

Zu Ye’s thousands and thousands of words, bitter earnest advice.

Having混跡 been in the fortune-telling profession for so many years, Zu Ye always felt that common people were too善良 kind, too superstitious, even somewhat dull. People always believe there are masters in the world, immortals in the mountains, always thinking there’s a group of people with divine calculations, omnipotent. But they don’t know that as long as one lives in this world, they’re all made of human flesh, all must eat, drink, defecate, and urinate, all will experience birth, aging, sickness, and death, all have helplessness and fear. Common people are too純樸 simple. They guard their immortal dreams, passing them down generation after generation, being deceived generation after generation, yet rationalizing it themselves, never tiring of it.

Zu Ye knew well that fortune-telling techniques have been传 transmitted for so long, there must be a reason. The reason lies in the dialectics of the five elements. Its value lies in people wanting to use it to seek good fortune and avoid misfortune. Its drawback is making people lose themselves. Its sin is that numerology superstition, mysticism becoming ghostly and神鬼化 supernatural, has harmed generation after generation of common people.

Confucianism for appearance, cultivating self and家 family; Daoism for骨 bones, non-action and action; Buddhism for heart, saving oneself and others. The core思想 thoughts of the three脈 branches of national studies all emphasize self-cultivation and境界 realm, yet only fortune tellers make people託付 entrust their lives to fate and ghosts and gods. Throughout history, famous people in various fields have almost all praised and admired Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, yet no one has praised fortune-telling studies. Only a group of鄉野 rural charlatans hiding in darkness make a大肆 loud clamor, blowing fortune-telling techniques to the sky. Which is right, which is wrong—judgment is immediately clear.

In his book, Zu Ye repeatedly lamented: people all beg fortune tellers to help themselves, but who would think that fortune tellers themselves also live戰戰兢兢 anxiously every day? When people如獲至寶 treasure and ponder the golden words bestowed by fortune tellers, do they ever think that fortune tellers are hiding behind, gorging on cold pork?

The phrase “人不為己,天誅地滅 if a person does not cultivate themselves, heaven will destroy them” from Buddhist scriptures was also曲解 misinterpreted by fortune tellers. “為 wei” should be pronounced with the second tone, meaning cultivation and self-improvement. The original meaning of this phrase is: if a person does not cultivate their virtue, does not improve their cultivation, even heaven will destroy you. But people with居心叵測 ulterior motives completely reversed the meaning of this phrase, turning it into a vow to benefit only oneself without benefiting others.

The Jiang Xiang Sect produced a Zu Ye—this was the Jiang Xiang Sect’s fortune, and even more so, history’s fortune. Who could understand the fortune-telling profession better than him? Are there any tricks he doesn’t know? Are there any strange logics he doesn’t understand? The warrior cuts off his own arm, only to point the way out of confusion. For a man to do this is truly偉岸 magnificent.

This was destined to be a黃鐘大呂 grand bell and great lü masterwork in Chinese academic history comprehensively reflecting on Chinese fortune-telling techniques. I don’t know how many sleepless nights Zu Ye spent writing this book, carefully choosing each word and phrase, painstakingly considerate. Perhaps when a person has a kind of faith, they fear neither life nor death, neither fatigue. A powerful sense of mission urged him to keep moving forward, and forward again. When he put down his pen, Zu Ye named this book “Yin Yang Zhi Mi Lu” (Records of Guidance Through Yin and Yang).

This book, like Zu Ye’s destiny, was神神秘秘 mysterious, 起起伏伏 rising and falling. Zu Ye didn’t tell his brothers the book’s contents at the time. After several劫 calamities, after the Cultural Revolution, this book finally saw daylight again…

In 1948, I came to the Jiang Xiang Sect. That was precisely when the entire gang was風雨飄搖 tottering in the wind and rain.

At night, Zu Ye kept writing, revising. The brothers all thought he was calculating the hall’s expenses and income, or researching new扎飛 deception methods.

Zu Ye wrote furiously, and the brothers weren’t idle either. Besides fortune telling and打簽 throwing divination lots daily, they would pick up books to read when they had time. A’Bao had to learn to use leisure time to補充 replenish their energy—not just英耀 techniques, but also yin-yang and five elements, even the hundred schools of thought had to be涉獵 dabbled in. In this profession, the more博學 learned you were, the more you had a master’s aura.

Even Er Batou, who couldn’t recognize a single character, played at being文 refined. Holding a book called “春宮怪談 Strange Tales of the Spring Palace,” he would sometimes scratch his scalp and ask Liu Batou: “What do the characters under this painting mean?”

Liu Batou laughed and said: “Second Brother, better not read books with characters—it hurts the brain.”

“You stinking Little Six!” Er Batou cursed, then directly went to ask Old Four. Zhang Zizhan’s惆悵 melancholy expression immediately made Er Batou feel he’d asked the wrong person. He turned and rushed toward San Batou: “Third, what’s written under this painting?”

San Batou looked, smiled slightly, and said in a coquettish voice: “It says, ‘Second Master, come quickly, I can’t wait any longer!'”

“Hahaha! Makes sense!” Er Batou was as happy as a donkey, shaking his head and wagging his tail.

“Third, what book are you reading?” Er Batou looked at the book in San Batou’s hand and asked.

“Physiognomy, for鑒人 judging people.”

“For賤人 cheap people? A窯姐 prostitute’s book? Which brothel did you get it from?” Er Batou追問 pressed.

San Batou looked helpless: “Second Brother, 甚矣,汝之不惠 how extremely unwise you are!”

“What did you say? What did you say?” Er Batou was very confused.

“He’s calling you a笨蛋 idiot.” Si Batou插 interjected.

“Bastard!” Er Batou沖向 rushed toward San Batou. San Batou laughed and一溜煙 quickly dodged out.

As a new person, I didn’t dare speak casually. At this time, I only secretly笑 laughed. But even this laugh was discovered by Er Batou.

“What are you laughing at, big head?”

My face紅 reddened, not knowing how to respond.

“Don’t be afraid! If you want to laugh, laugh out loud!” Er Batou拍拍 patted my head.

“Mm, hehe, hahaha.” I laughed loudly.

“Hahaha…” Everyone laughed loudly.

I didn’t know that this harmonious joy among brothers was already明日黃花 a thing of the past, that a great disaster was slowly approaching.

Several months later, Liu Batou was poisoned to death by Qian Yuelin. San Batou and others造反 rebelled. Zu Ye大開殺戒 went on a killing spree, forcing Qian Yuelin to death, battling Qin Baichuan in a你死我活 life-and-death struggle. Covered in blood, Zu Ye barely managed to stand at the peak of the Jiang Xiang Sect.

Just like that, Zu Ye walked through his Republican era years. Several hundred brothers from the four major halls followed him into the new era of the People’s Republic of China.

Chiang Kai-shek’s Fortune-Telling Prophecy

When the new nation was first established, the world was far from peaceful. Remnants of the Nationalist forces, pervasive secret agents, major bandits in the mountains, and “societies and secret religions” from various regions—all kinds of dark and evil forces were interwoven together. Under the inspiration of Chiang Kai-shek’s “Plan to Retake the Mainland,” they colluded with each other, intending to subvert the newly born Republican government. Especially the “societies and secret religions”—this group was deeply rooted in Chinese soil. Even after struggling against them for decades afterward, they still flickered between light and darkness, their embers not yet extinguished.

Not long after Zu Ye unified the Jiang Xiang Sect, Er Batou, who was guarding the Sichuan branch, sent word that another old immortal had appeared in Sichuan, claiming to have opened his “Heavenly Eye Penetration.” Heavenly Eye Penetration was also called Thousand-Li Eye or Yin-Yang Eye. It was said that people with this ability could see things that normal people couldn’t see. For example, if you were eating at a table with him, he would point to the empty seat beside you and say there was another person sitting next to you, scaring you into getting goosebumps all over. Or if he visited your home, during the conversation, he would suddenly stop talking, stare fixedly at the doorway, and tell you that two dead children had entered through the door and were listening to everyone talk, making your spine feel ice-cold.

The most famous “Heavenly Eye Penetration” incident during the Republican era occurred in Nanjing. Before the July 7th Incident, an old man frequently brought his grandson to a teahouse in Nanjing to drink tea and eat pastries. Until one day, the child refused to go upstairs no matter what, kept staring at the bustling teahouse and crying loudly. Grandfather asked what was wrong, and the child said he saw many dead people in the teahouse. Grandfather thought his grandson was deliberately being naughty, so he forcibly pulled the child’s hand to go upstairs. The result was that the child retreated backward as if crazed, his crying changed, his eyes filled with the terror of seeing ghosts. The old man had no choice but to take his grandson home. The next day, when the old man brought his grandson to the teahouse again, the grandson continued crying without stopping. After going back and forth like this, the old man finally understood something. After returning home, he mobilized all the old and young in the family and relatives and friends in Nanjing to leave the city. At that time, most friends didn’t believe it. It wasn’t until Nanjing fell and corpses lay everywhere in the massacre that people finally understood—that child had originally opened his “Heavenly Eye Penetration” and saw scenes of the future.

Later, legend in the martial world had it that this child was later “Master Zhiou Zhai,” the famous Republican-era painter Mr. Zhang Yuguang. This was of course later people spreading falsehoods. Even Zu Ye held great doubts about this matter—Mr. Zhang was already principal of the Shanghai Art School in the third year of the Republic, so how could he have been led by his grandfather to eat pastries before the July 7th Incident?

However, legends about Yin-Yang Eyes had a long history. Now another old immortal had jumped out in Sichuan, loudly proclaiming the “Theory of Calamities and Anomalies,” propagating that the Nationalists would certainly be able to fight their way back within three years. At the same time, the martial world was also buzzing with hype about the fortune-telling prophecy regarding Chiang Kai-shek: “Victory cannot leave Sichuan, defeat cannot leave the bay.”

“Victory cannot leave Sichuan, defeat cannot leave the bay” was allegedly a piece of advice from a fortune teller to Chiang Kai-shek before the victory in the War of Resistance. The meaning was: Sichuan was Chiang Kai-shek’s blessed land. To achieve victory in the War of Resistance, he must use it as a base. Moreover, after victory in the War of Resistance, he shouldn’t move the capital back to Nanjing but should firmly grasp this feng shui dragon vein. As for “defeat cannot leave the bay,” it meant that if Chiang Kai-shek didn’t win the world in the conflict between the Nationalists and Communists, then Taiwan would be his retirement home.

Moreover, rumors spread wildly that this fortune-telling prophecy came from the mouth of the “Heavenly Eye Penetration” old immortal, and this old immortal was the master who originally told Mao Zedong’s fortune and gave him the mysterious prophecy of “8341.”

A series of incredibly mystical legends came flooding in. Zu Ye had a vague feeling that something big was about to happen. “Societies and secret religions” across the nation were choosing sides. Given the Communist Party’s past iron-fisted style of breaking superstition, most gangs were silently leaning toward the Nationalists.

Moreover, there seemed to be a tacit understanding among the underworld, bandits, and “societies and secret religions.”

Shanghai’s gangs clamored: “The Liberation Army can enter Shanghai, but the renminbi cannot enter Shanghai!”

Bandits in the mountains clamored: “The Liberation Army can cross the Yangtze River, but the People’s Government cannot enter the deep mountains!”

“Societies and secret religions” everywhere clamored: “The Liberation Army can defeat Old Chiang, but they can’t defeat the Nine Palaces and Eight Trigrams. To exorcise demons and suppress ghosts, you still need to rely on us!”

Furthermore, rumors about “Wild Woman” began appearing in the deep mountain regions of Sichuan.

Wild Woman—female, three zhang tall, disheveled hair, barefoot, hidden in the wilderness, specializing in stealing and eating underage boys and girls. Within several months, over a dozen households’ children in Western Sichuan had been captured and eaten by Wild Woman. Local common people flocked to join the local “Nine Palaces Society,” seeking the protection of the Nine Palaces Daoist Priest.

The Nine Palaces Daoist Priest’s original name was Liu Santao, a person from Qingcheng, Sichuan. He had once cultivated in Qingcheng Daoist Temple. In the middle of the War of Resistance, this person brought several disciples and broke through the temple walls to emerge, declaring that within three years, the Japanese invaders would certainly be destroyed.

Unexpectedly, he hit the mark—three years later, the Japanese invaders were indeed destroyed. At the time of national celebration, various places in Sichuan hung lanterns and colored decorations and guessed lantern riddles. Someone made the War of Resistance the topic and created a riddle, saying: Whose credit is the victory in the War of Resistance? Name a historical figure.

Pro-Chiang supporters answered: Jiang Gan. Meaning Chiang Kai-shek led the Nationalist Party and accomplished great achievements.

Pro-Communist supporters answered: Gong Gong. Meaning this was the Communist Party’s unyielding struggle and merit.

Soviet-educated scholars answered: Su Wu. Soviet armed intervention destroyed 150,000 Kwantung Army troops and determined the situation.

American-educated scholars answered: Qu Yuan. If it weren’t for America’s atomic bomb, would Japan have yielded?

At this moment, Liu Santao tore down the riddle, laughed heartily and said: “You all are mistaken! The one who drove back the devils is the Nine Palaces Daoist Priest! If it weren’t for my hundred thousand heavenly soldiers ambushed in the clouds, protecting our Chinese dragon veins, both the Nationalist and Communist parties would have fled to other countries long ago.”

The people present at the time all extended their thumbs: We’ve seen people brag, but we’ve never seen anyone brag this much.

This world is just this miraculous—the bigger the boast, the easier it is to bewitch people. If you say you alone can fight ten people, no one believes you. If you say you can invite heavenly soldiers and generals down, then people believe. If you say you can see through a wall to what’s behind it, no one believes you. If you say you can see ghosts beyond the nine heavens, then people believe. If you say you’re the incarnation of Roosevelt, no one believes you. If you say you’re the incarnation of the Supreme Elderly Lord, then people believe. Anything that cannot be verified on the spot with facts easily causes people to be deceived. People have a primitive desire to be deceived in their bones.

In that era when not many people had even seen a light bulb, breaking through superstitions frozen for a thousand years was no easy task. Various immortal legends naturally had soil for survival. Even later, some grassroots civil servants of the new government also threw themselves into the embrace of the “Nine Palaces Society” and instilled in the common people an ideology: the Red Army of those years was Zhu Hong Ancestor descended to earth; the Nine Palaces Daoist Priest and the Liberation Army were one family.

When Zu Ye heard this news sent by Er Batou, he sighed in his heart: The Communist Party’s founding of the nation is just the beginning; the road ahead is still long.

Er Batou was so angry at the Sichuan branch that he kept shouting: “Which immortal dares to show himself and fight me one-on-one? If I don’t beat you until you eat shit, I’m not your Second Master!”

Soon, the Liberation Army conducted a dragnet-style campaign to suppress bandits, suppress special agents, and strike against “societies and secret religions.” There was no choice but to suppress them, no choice but to strike. Bandits, special agents, and charlatans achieved “good” interaction under the Nationalists’ remote control—attacking militia, storming government offices, blowing up bridges, bewitching people. Then the Korean War broke out. Chiang Kai-shek decisively believed that World War III was about to erupt and crazily clamored to counterattack the mainland.

At that moment, “subverting the people’s government” was not alarmist talk. New China was hastily established on the ruins after the great war between the Nationalists and Communists. Although our army defeated the Nationalists, our overall strength was far from as powerful as modern people imagine. As for the air force, there were seventeen aircraft total in the whole country. At the founding ceremony, several planes flew back and forth twice to give the world the prosperous appearance that China possessed twenty-six aircraft.

Nationalist secret agents hidden in various places across the country were impossible to guard against completely. Beautiful female teachers in elementary schools, devout old women selling pancakes, honest workers in textile factories—all could possibly be demons who killed without blinking. Nationalist agents who didn’t have time to flee with Chiang Kai-shek were everywhere.

Amid the clamor, the Nationalist Bureau of Investigation and Statistics’ “Peng Cheng Plan” was released. Mao Renfeng and Liu Hanshan dispatched his ace assassin, disciple of Swallow Li San, Duan Yunpeng, attempting to assassinate New China’s leader Mao Zedong. The operation’s code name was “Peng Cheng Plan.” At the same time, they secretly ordered Duan Yunpeng to take the opportunity to approach the mainland “societies and secret religions” leader—Shangguan Chengming. And they told Duan Yunpeng: “This is one of our own.”

What a phrase, “one of our own”! These words would ultimately kill Zu Ye.

Liu Hanshan, like Dai Li, was someone who must repay gratitude and also must avenge grudges. That day he wanted to kill Zu Ye, but unexpectedly Bai Chongxi interfered, causing the plan to go bankrupt. Later, Zu Ye went far to Western Sichuan to fight with Qin Baichuan. Because Qin Baichuan walked too closely with western warlords, the secrets of the Jiang Xiang Sect gradually surfaced. The star-scattered secret agent outposts finally figured out the real situation of the Jiang Xiang Sect. Liu Hanshan also knew Zu Ye like the back of his hand.

Liu Hanshan and other Military Statistics bosses gnashed their teeth in hatred. It turned out that in the bright and clear universe of the Republic, there was still such a group—a swindler gang of several hundred years. Four old fellows from east, south, west, and north plagued an entire generation of Republican people and repeatedly toyed with various heroes of Military Statistics. But at that time, the Nationalists were collapsing for a thousand li. Liu Hanshan didn’t have time to eradicate the Jiang Xiang Sect before he hastily fled with Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan. In great fury, Liu Hanshan, as soon as he arrived in Taiwan, ordered the arrest of Feng Siyuan and Jiang Feiyan. From then on, Feng Siyuan and Jiang Feiyan sat in prison in Taiwan for a full ten years.

This time, Liu Hanshan deliberately had Duan Yunpeng approach Zu Ye—this was truly killing two birds with one stone. It both slapped Bai Chongxi hard in the face and placed Zu Ye in a nine-deaths-one-life situation. If Zu Ye complied with Duan Yunpeng, he would certainly be doomed beyond redemption. If Zu Ye didn’t comply, that “Deputy Staff Officer of Kunlun Pass Defense Command” personally appointed by Bai Chongxi would be a joke. No matter what, as long as Zu Ye’s true identity as a Jiang Xiang Sect swindler was exposed, and they told the Communist Party that Zu Ye was a Nationalist person, Zu Ye would certainly die.

This is the martial world, this is cause and effect. Killing a person sometimes doesn’t happen in the moment but lies in the threading of the needle of karmic circumstances.

Blessings don’t come in pairs, misfortunes don’t come singly.

During that period, problems also arose within Zu Ye’s hall. Da Batou, who had followed Zu Ye for over twenty years, suddenly fell ill. At that time, the hall had already been grievously wounded. San Batou, Wu Batou, Liu Batou, and Qi Ye had jointly rebelled. Zu Ye had killed Third and Fifth, and I had just been promoted to Wu Batou. I was practically someone eating for free. Compared to the hall’s former Fifth, Zhang Qiling, I didn’t even count as a single hair. But at that time, Zu Ye’s thoughts were no longer on swindling but on contemplating the Jiang Xiang Sect’s ending.

Da Batou suffered from a rare skin disease. His whole body cracked like scales. Later, he had a persistent high fever and coughed up blood.

Zu Ye invited the best Chinese medicine doctor for Da Batou, but the condition still deteriorated. Looking at Da Batou covered in “fish scales,” Zu Ye’s heart was like being cut by knives.

Over twenty years, through wind-knives and frost-swords—what is loyalty, what is righteousness, a lifetime’s entrustment, a lifetime’s following. Wild flowers dazzle the eyes but grass remains unyielding; forest trees decay but bamboo remains noble and aloof. Rough people don’t understand poetry and literature yet understand loyalty and righteousness. Compared to those great men above in the temple halls, common folks better understand winter warmth and summer coolness, the length of human relationships and emotions.

The Da Batou of the past—robust and healthy, muscles and bones trained to toughness—was gone. In his place was a middle-aged man on his last breath, utterly weakened. He lay desperately on the bed. Sometimes he lifted his eyelids to look at the roof beam; sometimes his lips trembled as if wanting to say something. No one had ever seen Da Batou cry, but at his deathbed, the corners of his eyes moistened. His mouth kept intermittently calling out “nia… nia.” The brothers all cried. This was his dialect—he was calling for “Mother.”

No one knew what Da Batou was thinking before he died. At that moment, this man who had been incomparably fierce his whole life was like a child, calling “Mother” over and over, so fragile, so helpless. Finally, this Batou who had followed Zu Ye the longest closed his eyes in pain and despair.

Zu Ye couldn’t bear to watch anymore. He turned around and tears streamed down.

The Jiang Xiang Sect was just a dream. In the dream, drunken with riches and luxury; when the dream awoke, left with nothing. The hall’s greatest Batou was gone. Did this foretell the ending of the hall’s fate? The brothers didn’t know. The brothers only knew this was a heart-wrenching pain, like cutting flesh, unable to calm down for a long time. During that period, the brothers all said they dreamed of Big Brother at night. In the dreams, he was still robust, still smiling cheerfully, still with his bald head glistening with sweat.

Experiencing the pain of losing a limb, Zu Ye suddenly aged considerably. His white hair grew more and more, his face increasingly haggard. Jiang Feiyan had left, the Batou had betrayed him, brothers had died, even opponents with whom he matched wits were gone. Only he remained to support the Jiang Xiang Sect and move forward. No one could experience his feelings at that time. He felt that everything in the world was a dream of prosperity; when the dream awoke, everything became emptiness.

Sometimes, I would quietly brew him a pot of tea and sit with him blankly. He would look at me, then reveal a trace of weary smile.

I knew he was very tired, very sad. To make him laugh, once I actually dared to say: “Zu Ye, I’ve pondered some ‘Ying Yao’ formulas myself. Could you see if they’re workable?”

He blinked and looked at me.

I said: “Whenever someone asks about relationships, just say their fate commits the peach blossom; whenever someone asks about wealth fortune, just say theirs is flowing water wealth—can earn, can spend; whenever someone asks about official career, just say they have office and salary but must guard against petty people… No matter who you’re talking to, just say their temperament isn’t too good, their character is a bit stubborn—these words will certainly hit the mark every time!”

I originally thought Zu Ye would praise me for this, that at least it showed that since my promotion to Batou I was working hard to improve my professional level. Unexpectedly, Zu Ye just chuckled and said: “Even honest Da Tou has learned bad things. It seems my Jiang Xiang Sect really isn’t a good place.”

I was rendered speechless.

Before long, Zu Ye made a major decision—to move the entire Jiang Xiang Sect hall back to Jianghuai.

Er Batou was very displeased: “Zu Ye, I still want to fight with Sichuan’s ‘societies and secret religions.’ If I don’t eradicate them, I feel very uncomfortable.”

Zu Ye replied: “Obey.”

Er Batou obediently brought the Sichuan branch’s brothers back to Jianghuai to report for duty.

Just one week after Zu Ye arrived in Shanghai, Jia Si Ye, once the greatest opium merchant in the Jianghuai region, came. This was an old scoundrel who had sailed through storms with Zu Ye countless times. The two had “pretended to be dead” to smuggle opium, set up schemes to deceive Nationalist high officials, arranged ghost marriages to swindle capitalists’ money. All along the way, they shared liver and gallbladder.

“What does Zu Ye plan to do?” Jia Si Ye asked.

“Plan? In what respect?”

“Leave or stay?”

“It’s not that serious, is it?” Zu Ye said.

“Suppressing bandits, striking against ‘societies and secret religions’—it’s about to start. If we don’t leave now, when should we wait?”

“What brilliant insights does Jia Si Ye have?” Zu Ye asked back.

“Does Zu Ye really think Old Chiang can fight back, or do you want to take advantage of the chaos to grab another handful?”

Zu Ye neither confirmed nor denied. But Zu Ye knew that Jia Si Ye was now a frightened bird. Once the Communist Party came, his opium business could never be done again.

Seeing that Zu Ye didn’t speak, Jia Si Ye probed again: “Why don’t we two brothers flee to Hong Kong? Once there, Zu Ye will still be a great master. We’ll join hands again—no worry about not living well.”

“What about all these brothers under my command?” Zu Ye shook his head.

“Can’t worry about that much anymore. Preserving life is most important.”

Zu Ye still didn’t speak.

“Could it be that Zu Ye is afraid?” Jia Si Ye raised his eyelids.

“Afraid of what?”

“Afraid that fleeing to Hong Kong, life will still be hard to preserve. Afraid of the thousand special agents Military Statistics has planted in Hong Kong.” Jia Si Ye smiled mysteriously.

This statement hit Zu Ye’s heart. He himself also knew that even if he fled, he wouldn’t flee to Hong Kong. Moreover, Zu Ye fundamentally hadn’t thought of fleeing. This was the tragedy of a hero—standing alone, bullying snow and insulting frost. But once the wind and clouds suddenly changed, various forces would drive you here and there like herding ducks. In the end, there would inevitably be a knife breaking the belly, becoming a delicious soup in others’ dishes.

Seeing Zu Ye sink into contemplation, Jia Si Ye looked out the window and quietly pulled out a letter from his bosom, handed it to Zu Ye, and said mysteriously: “Zu Ye, please read.”

Zu Ye received the letter blankly. After opening it, he couldn’t help but gasp.

Comrade Guansheng, respectfully:

Several years since we parted in Nanjing, I have missed you considerably. In former days, worthy younger brother used Ying Yao methods to roam the martial world, fought evil people in Jianghuai, broke Japanese invader bases, fought in Kunlun Pass, unified the Jiang Xiang Sect—truly a hero! My admiration is extreme, difficult to express in words! That day at my humble abode in Nanjing, your foolish elder brother was short-sighted and rash. I hope worthy younger brother will forgive. Today, the Party-Nation’s pacification efforts have been unfavorable, causing the mainland to fall. Where the Party-Nation exists is where the orthodox tradition exists. Though we are in a corner, the National Father’s heroic spirit lives on, the Three Principles of the People are inextinguishable. His Excellency the President is determined to recover the mainland. Recalling the anti-Japanese situation of those days, worthy younger brother’s merit was outstanding, a pillar of the Party-Nation. Today, I specially issue belated Party member certification and a merit medal to be forwarded to worthy younger brother. Younger brother should preserve them carefully as proof of identity.

The Korean War is imminent, World War III is about to erupt. Our Party sharpens weapons and feeds horses, intending to march north. Younger brother should closely cooperate with surrounding comrades, coordinate from inside and outside, and together plan great undertakings! Today, I specially dispatch Party-Nation’s outstanding talent with code name “Fire Fox” to contact younger brother. Hereafter, “Fire Fox’s” orders are the Party-Nation’s orders. Younger brother should treat them with care.

Best wishes for spring peace.

Liu Hanshan

This day

After Zu Ye finished reading the letter, his eyes stared fixedly at Jia Si Ye.

“Jia Si Ye is Fire Fox?” Zu Ye asked.

“Hehe, how could I have that capability!” Jia Si Ye said with a laugh.

“Then where did this letter come from?”

“Is Zu Ye at ease this time? The Nationalists over there have always considered you one of their own. If Zu Ye doesn’t want to flee, we can do some things together.” Jia Si Ye didn’t directly answer Zu Ye’s question.

At this moment, Zu Ye suddenly understood. Jia Si Ye’s earlier words were all probing. In the environment where the financial path of selling opium had been cut off, the underworld had fallen, and every day was lived in anxiety, Jia Si Ye had completely turned toward the Nationalists.

“Fire Fox has already transferred from Hong Kong to the interior and will soon arrive in Beijing to rendezvous with 108 and 999 there. This is Zu Ye’s Party member certificate and medal. Zu Ye, keep them safe yourself.” Saying this, Jia Si Ye again pulled out an envelope from his bosom and handed it to Zu Ye.

Zu Ye received the Party member certificate and medal, and goosebumps rose all over his body. This wasn’t any Party member certificate—it was clearly the King of Hell’s death summons.

“Comrade Guansheng!” Jia Si Ye suddenly stood up and said in a commanding tone, “In the name of the Republic of China Ministry of National Defense Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, I issue to you the first ‘Fire Fox’ order. Hereafter, my code name is ‘San Doubi,’ your code name is ‘Hun Tian’…”

Zu Ye was startled. In normal times, Zu Ye would certainly have slapped him hard in the mouth. But at that moment, Zu Ye understood that since Jia Si Ye dared to do this, he must have made full preparations.

Jia Si Ye continued in a low voice: “Three days later, you contact Boss Wang of the coffin shop…”

Zu Ye lowered his head and listened. He suddenly felt countless pairs of eyes around him watching. He had already fallen into the large net woven by the Nationalist Bureau of Investigation and Statistics. With the slightest carelessness, he would fall flat on his face. It wasn’t that he feared death, but rather if matters before death weren’t handled well, after death he couldn’t close his eyes in peace. He had expended such great effort to unify the Jiang Xiang Sect. If at this moment the tree fell and the monkeys scattered, everything would be in vain.

Zu Ye needed to endure once more, endure one last time in his life. Naturally combative by nature, never admitting defeat in his life, he was even more unwilling to be kicked around like a ball. Even if he died, he must die with honor and glory, praised by the masses.

Zeng Jingwu Skillfully Captures Nationalist Special Agents

Zu Ye obediently received the orders and acted according to “Fire Fox’s” commands.

Three days later in the evening, Zu Ye led several dozen brothers into the mountains. This time, he brought only ordinary Xiao Jiao. He didn’t let any of the Batou participate. Zu Ye was worried that these Batou had too many criminal records and in the future would be sentenced to death for accumulated crimes. He could save one at a time. As for the Xiao Jiao, they had just entered the profession not long ago, their foundation was still relatively clean. Even if in the future the case broke and they were arrested, they could also, based on the principle of “learning from past mistakes to avoid future ones, curing the illness to save the patient,” get labor reform. As long as they were alive, there was hope.

All the way until late at night, the brothers finally heard strange bird calls in the back mountain.

“Coo coo, coo coo, tsk tsk, tsk tsk.”

Zu Ye listened, then softly called out: “Is this Caoxi Road?”

After a while, a voice answered: “Each gets a good place for leisure.”

“Is there a Buddha lamp to add an incense stick?” Zu Ye called again.

The other side answered: “Life and death, neither mistaken.”

“I am ‘Hun Tian.'” Zu Ye followed the sound.

From the bushes, two people vaguely emerged, carrying two radio sets on their backs, saying weakly: “We are ‘Golden Tiger’ and ‘Silver Fox.’ What took you so long? We’ve been crouching here for a day and a night. The bread is all eaten, the water is all drunk—hungry and cold.”

“The mountain road stretches for dozens of li—not easy to find. If it weren’t for having many brothers, I’m afraid we still wouldn’t have found you two even now,” Zu Ye said.

This was the first order Zu Ye received: receive two special agents airdropped by the Nationalists, then hide them in the coffins at Boss Wang’s coffin shop, awaiting deployment. The two special agents’ target was to contact hidden special agents in Shanghai to blow up Shanghai’s power plant.

Zu Ye led the two men to Boss Wang’s coffin shop and knocked lightly on the shop door.

Boss Wang asked softly from inside the courtyard: “Who is it?”

“Boss, ritual ceremony supplies—need to order several coffins,” Zu Ye answered.

“Wait a moment.” Boss Wang opened the door, stuck his head out, looked around in all directions and said, “Come in quickly.”

A table of food and wine was already prepared in the inner room. “Come, come, come. This old one has been waiting for you all for quite some time. Please sit,” Boss Wang said with a smile.

Zu Ye and the two special agents sat down. The two special agents were truly starving—they reached out to eat immediately.

Boss Wang raised his wine cup: “Oppose Communism, restore the nation, together plan great undertakings!”

The two special agents hastily raised their wine cups. Zu Ye also raised his wine cup. The three said in unison: “Oppose Communism, restore the nation, together plan great undertakings!”

All four drank in one gulp. Zu Ye secretly pondered in his heart: So many special agents hidden in every corner of society. If it weren’t for Jia Si Ye revealing it, who would know that this honest and simple coffin shop owner was a Nationalist mole?

Zu Ye’s dealings with Boss Wang hadn’t been just one or two days. Usually when Zu Ye performed rituals to drive out demons, he often took incense burners and candlesticks, paper men and paper horses from his coffin shop. When encountering ghost marriages, he didn’t forget to take care of his business, inducing the parties involved to buy a rather expensive large coffin. Boss Wang was always respectful toward Zu Ye in daily life. Zu Ye had already grown accustomed to Boss Wang’s bowing and scraping manner. Now Boss Wang had suddenly turned the tables completely—Zu Ye still wasn’t quite adapted.

In that clamorous background of old and new transition, any ordinary person could possibly be a peerless master hidden for a long time. They were greatly hidden among the mediocre marketplaces on both sides of the strait. Some were exposed in the situation; some were never exposed. Many years later, when people were far from war, conspiracy, and slaughter, these people became precisely the living force promoting the unification of both sides of the strait. In their bones they were all Chinese, just fighting for their respective positions—like two brothers who’d had a falling out, who would ultimately shake hands and make peace.

After several cups of wine went down, Zu Ye suddenly felt a trace of confusion before his eyes, then it became blurry: “Not good! The wine is drugged!” Zu Ye lost consciousness.

Not knowing how much time had passed, Zu Ye felt dizzy. He covered his head with both hands and discovered he was lying on a bamboo bed. Propping himself up to look carefully, a familiar face appeared before his eyes.

“Instructor Zeng?” Zu Ye cried out in surprise.

“Zu Ye, don’t move. The drug’s effects haven’t worn off yet,” Zeng Jingwu helped Zu Ye sit up.

“What’s going on?” Zu Ye patted his head.

“Zu Ye, you really scared me this time,” Zeng Jingwu sighed. “Do you still remember the agreement we two brothers once made in Shanghai? You said you would never join either the Nationalists or Communists.”

“I remember, I remember,” Zu Ye nodded.

“A few days ago, there was intelligence saying you were an informant the Nationalists planted on the mainland. It gave me quite a shock.”

“Even Instructor Zeng doesn’t trust me?” Zu Ye smiled bitterly.

“Sigh, it’s not that I don’t trust you. All these years, our Party has suffered great losses in this area. Never mind people outside the Party—even our Party’s founders, people like Zhou Fohai and Chen Gongbo, didn’t they all defect? In the bloody storm, how many people can persist in their faith! Also, Zu Ye, what you did this time was dangerous enough. Your Er Batou also nearly lost his life!” Zeng Jingwu said with emotion.

“Er Batou had an incident?” Zu Ye was greatly alarmed.

It turned out that after Zu Ye pretended to submit to the Nationalists, he secretly pondered how to transmit the information out. He knew he must be under surveillance by special agents like Jia Si Ye. Once he went out himself, he would certainly reveal a flaw. After deep thought, he had Er Batou disguise himself and secretly bring a secret letter to find Zeng Jingwu.

Unexpectedly, this detail was also grasped by Nationalist special agents. Er Batou ran all the way without noticing anyone tailing him. Just as he reached the outskirts, he was almost killed. Fortunately, the red special agents arranged by Zeng Jingwu appeared in time, caught the Nationalist special agent, and saved Er Batou.

Initially, when Zeng Jingwu received the news that Zu Ye had joined the Nationalists, he was also very nervous. Assassinating New China’s leader and blowing up Shanghai’s power plant were respectively two major acts of the “Peng Cheng Plan.” New China’s intelligence agencies timely cracked this intelligence. The north and south major public security systems had already laid out inescapable nets, just waiting for Mao Renfeng and Liu Hanshan to play their cards. As a result, at this time, Zu Ye involuntarily got mixed into it. This caught Zeng Jingwu, responsible for intelligence in Shanghai, off guard.

With an attitude of utmost caution, Zeng Jingwu didn’t alert the enemy but watched to see how Zu Ye would handle it. What if Zu Ye really was a Nationalist agent? It wasn’t until Zu Ye arranged for Er Batou to transmit information that a huge stone in Zeng Jingwu’s heart finally fell.

“Does Zu Ye know who betrayed you?” Zeng Jingwu asked.

“Who?”

“Not an outsider. Brothers from your hall.”

“Which one?”

“Several people who came over from Qin Baichuan’s side—all Nationalist special agents. Big Beard Qin didn’t know before he died, and you didn’t see it either! Two Xiao Jiao kept following Er Batou. If it weren’t for our people following closely behind, both you and Er Batou would have been exposed.”

“No wonder,” Zu Ye said after a period of contemplation. “I thought my plan was thorough. Er Batou’s disguise technique also couldn’t be penetrated by ordinary people. Which several people were they?”

“Wu Wenming, Wang Guocai, Jia Dazhong,” Zeng Jingwu answered.

“Hahahaha.” Zu Ye laughed looking up at the sky, then said, “Wu Wenming means ‘no civilization’—that is, extremely ugly; Wang Guocai means ‘the nation perishes then talent comes’; Jia Dazhong is ‘fake great loyalty’—that is, disloyal. Name studies must be considered. Carefully examined, it’s quite interesting.”

“Hehe.” Zeng Jingwu also laughed. “At a time like this, Zu Ye still has the heart to joke.”

“What about those two airdropped special agents?” Zu Ye thought of the two people picked up from the mountains.

“All arrested.”

“What about Boss Wang from the coffin shop?”

“That’s our Party’s own person!”

Zu Ye felt dizzy for a while. The coffin shop owner—suddenly became a Nationalist special agent, then suddenly became a Communist underground Party member. Was this the legendary double agent?

“What do we do next?” Zu Ye asked.

“Use the fake to confuse the real, follow the vine to find the melon, and capture all the special agents in Shanghai in one net!”

“Mm.” Zu Ye nodded, then said through gritted teeth, “Those few bastards from my hall—I want to cut them myself!”

“No, no!” Zeng Jingwu hastily said.

“Why?”

“Zu Ye, this isn’t the old society anymore. We are the People’s Republic of China. Traitors and turncoats must be handed over to the people for judgment.”

“The people? Where are they?” Zu Ye was stunned.

Zeng Jingwu was even more stunned: “Where are they? They’re everywhere.”

“The common people?” Zu Ye said uncomprehendingly. “What do common people understand? They’re all yams and potatoes. Can they dig information out of criminals’ mouths? They can’t even write their own names!”

“Hehe.” Zeng Jingwu laughed, shook his head and said, “Zu Ye, you should study some politics. We have the Political Consultative Conference, various levels of courts, people’s jurors. Soon we’ll also have the People’s Congress. You mustn’t underestimate the power of the masses. Our Party’s foundation is the people!”

What Zeng Jingwu said was true. The power of the people was something Chiang Kai-shek and his followers never comprehended or utilized in their entire lives. But the two special agents “108” and “999” that Liu Hanshan airdropped near Beijing, who were preparing to rendezvous with Duan Yunpeng, truly experienced what it meant to fall into the vast ocean of the people.

The Great Wall stretches for ten thousand li with ten thousand soldiers; ten thousand li of rivers and mountains, ten thousand li of red. After “108” and “999” were dropped from the airplane, “108” got caught in a tree, couldn’t untangle the parachute, didn’t dare call for help, and ultimately froze to death. “999” had just landed when he was discovered by farmer uncles in the Beijing suburbs. The old man called out repeatedly, attracting a large group of militia. With pickaxes, hoes, and sickles, they came shouting. “999” had just pulled out his military knife and waved it a few times when he was submerged by the masses.

At the same time, the Wild Woman case in Sichuan was also cracked by public security agencies. Nine Palaces Daoist Priest Liu Santao was the mastermind behind it. This case was the first major human trafficking case in the early days of the nation’s founding. There was fundamentally no Wild Woman. It was Liu Santao’s criminal gang who lured underage children to the deep mountains and imprisoned them in the pill refining room he secretly built, using them to refine so-called immortal pills.

The practice of refining immortal pills using virgin boys and girls was common throughout the history of shamanism and medicine, especially in the Ming Dynasty. The Jiajing Emperor Zhu Houcong was crazily obsessed with pill refining techniques. Seeking immortality, he tasted all the immortal pills under heaven. But time’s knife still mercilessly turned over his life’s annual rings. As days and years passed, he ate quite a few various immortal pills, yet his appearance became increasingly haggard.

Finally one day, a charlatan volunteered, claiming to have invented a newest pill refining technique. Taking this pill continuously for several years would certainly result in a ruddy complexion and return to youth. Thus, the most barbaric, bloodiest, most ignorant, most cruel pill refining technique in history appeared in the palace compound.

This pill was called “Red Lead,” made from virgin girls’ menstrual blood as raw material. Several hundred fourteen or fifteen-year-old young girls just entering puberty, deceived by charlatans and the emperor, successively entered the palace. They thought they were fortunate to become palace maids, but didn’t expect to become raw materials for pill refining.

After these girls were imprisoned in the rear palace pill refining room, they did nothing each day, just waiting for menstruation to come when imperial physicians and charlatans would take copper basins to collect blood. To ensure the purity of menstrual blood, charlatans ordered these girls not to eat meals—each day only eating a few mulberry leaves, drinking a little dew. The girls were tortured until their faces had no blood color, utterly haggard. Later, the pill refining room’s usage of menstrual blood grew larger and larger. The palace maids’ normal menstrual volume could no longer satisfy palace needs. After charlatans and imperial physicians held a sinister conference, they began giving the girls drugs. This drug specifically induced menstrual blood—the drug’s power was extremely fierce. The palace maids’ physiological state quickly entered a disordered state. Each month they menstruated several times; each time the blood flowed without stopping.

Just like this, the palace maids were tortured until barely alive. Until their bodies were completely emptied and could no longer discharge menstrual blood, Zhu Houcong would use “human dregs” as an excuse to bury these people alive. “Human dregs” meant the body’s essence had been completely discharged, leaving only a dregs shell. This term invented by Zhu Houcong was later also used on himself. Later historical books called him the “Human Dregs Emperor.”

Once pill refining techniques entered this stage, they entered the demon realm. The entire court was filled with evil winds and full of yin energy. Not long after Zhu Houcong died, Wei Zhongxian was born. Immediately “eight thousand female ghosts disrupted the court.” The great Ming Dynasty gradually moved toward destruction amid the chaos of demons dancing.

Liu Santao, as a generation of evil Daoist, was obsessed with pill refining techniques and also deeply believed “Red Lead” could prolong life. To make himself live longer, he repeated the old trick, secretly abducting some boys and girls, refining pills with girls’ menstrual blood, drinking boys’ urine as a medicinal catalyst, vainly attempting immortality. He also fabricated the “Wild Woman” rumors, deceiving the people.

Heaven has eyes. Public security agencies cracked this major case of abducting children, arrested Liu Santao, and searched out from the Nine Palaces Daoist Temple a radio, four pistols. With irrefutable evidence, Liu Santao confessed everything. This special agent who had been bought by the Nationalists with large sums and hidden within “societies and secret religions” finally removed his painted skin. Awaiting him was the people’s severe sentence. At this point, the “Heavenly Eye Penetration” rumors fabricated by Liu Santao also collapsed without attack.

Later, the Ministry of Public Security, under Luo Ruiqing’s personal command, also captured alive Liu Hanshan’s ace assassin Duan Yunpeng. The north—the Chairman was safe. The south—Shanghai was stable. New China’s first spy war ended with the People’s Republic’s complete victory. Only then did Zu Ye understand—it turned out the Nationalists adopted the tactic of feinting east while attacking west. The so-called blowing up Shanghai’s power plant was just a smokescreen to create a tense situation. Assassinating New China’s leader was their real goal. Jia Si Ye and those two special agents hidden in coffins were just chess pieces to be sacrificed, conveniently dragging Zu Ye in as well. Otherwise, how could they reveal such top-secret matters as blowing up the power plant to Zu Ye, a person whose loyalty was unclear?

First day of the first month, 1952. Zeng Jingwu came to wish Zu Ye spring greetings.

The two drank wine while chatting—from fifteen-year-old Zu Ye’s first time entering the Axe Gang to deliver a letter to the two setting up a scheme to cause great havoc in the Zhoushan Islands, from Ninth Master Wang Yaqiao’s death to the two jointly squeezing Jia Si Ye to make this old ghost reveal himself. Talking and talking, tears filled their eyes.

“Zu Ye, you should leave,” Zeng Jingwu suddenly said at the end.

Zu Ye was stunned. Both fell into silence. This was a topic both were unwilling to face yet ultimately had to face.

“A new round of striking against ‘societies and secret religions’ movement is about to begin. No matter what, the reality that Zu Ye is a ‘societies and secret religions’ leader won’t change,” Zeng Jingwu said.

“I understand,” Zu Ye nodded.

“This time is different from the past. You really won’t leave?” Zeng Jingwu spoke his true feelings.

“I finally managed to gather this mob together with great difficulty, precisely to send them onto the right path,” Zu Ye said profoundly.

“This way, people will die. Why don’t you flee first? After the movement is launched, I’ll clear out your Jiang Xiang Sect’s nest. I guarantee not a single one will slip through the net. This way your brothers can also be reformed, and you don’t have to go to your death,” Zeng Jingwu said.

Zu Ye shook his head: “I understand the Jiang Xiang Sect better than you. As long as the boss doesn’t die, they have hope. I not only must die, I must let them watch me die. Only this way can everything be settled once and for all.”

“With this kind of character, why didn’t you join the Communist Party back then!” Zeng Jingwu said with regret.

Zu Ye couldn’t help but laugh.

“However, this time I’m afraid it’s going to be for real. Bandits and special agents have been suppressed almost completely. Now it’s ‘societies and secret religions’ everywhere making trouble. We are atheists. Thousands of years of feudal superstition will be broken in this generation. You know Xianglin’s Wife, right?”

“I know, I know—a character from Lu Xun’s pen.”

“How pitiful. China now has many people like this. We want people to awaken, to understand that only they themselves can liberate themselves. What gods and ghosts—Chinese people have believed in ghosts and gods for three thousand years, yet ultimately ended up poor and destitute! Although your Jiang Xiang Sect acted on behalf of heaven, times are different now. In the new era, the right path in the human world is vicissitudes!” When Zeng Jingwu spoke to this exciting point, his cheeks turned red.

“Instructor Zeng speaks correctly. I’ve considered the Jiang Xiang Sect’s matter for a long time. It’s time to settle it. I entrust one matter to Instructor Zeng…” Zu Ye thought and said.

“Zu Ye, please speak! As long as it doesn’t violate Party discipline or national law, I’ll certainly handle it!”

“Hehe. Of course it won’t violate. Not only won’t it violate, it will help you handle affairs.”

“What?” Zeng Jingwu’s eyes brightened.

Zu Ye shouted loudly toward the door: “Da Tou!”

At that time, I was setting off firecrackers with Er Batou and others in the courtyard outside. A thousand-string “Da Di Hong”—Er Batou wound the firecrackers around tree branches several times before hanging them well, then used a long incense stick to light them. They crackled and exploded, very festive.

Zu Ye shouted several times before I heard, and I hastily ran in.

“Zu Ye, you called me?”

“Hehe, silly Da Tou,” Zu Ye smiled at me and said. “Go to the west wing room. Beside the stove there’s a cabinet. In the cabinet there’s a bundle. Bring me the first book inside.”

“Yes!” I happily went to get the book. When the boss arranges matters for a younger brother to do, it’s a younger brother’s supreme honor.

Before long, I brought that book. Looking carefully—where was this a book? It was a stack of manuscripts Zu Ye had written. The title page read: Yin Yang Zhi Mi Lu (Records of Guidance Through Yin and Yang).

Zu Ye received the manuscript, blew the dust off it, flipped through several pages, then handed it to Zeng Jingwu.

“This is?” Zeng Jingwu doubtfully received it.

Zu Ye didn’t speak but indicated he should look.

Zeng Jingwu looked at several pages, became deeply contemplative, suddenly slapped the table and rose: “Satisfying! Satisfying! Using the spear of the opponent to attack the shield of the opponent—satisfying!”

Scared me into a shudder.

After Zu Ye died, the entire nation launched a vigorous movement to break superstition. Zu Ye’s manuscript was printed and became one of the first batches of excellent reading materials for people to break superstition. But the signature wasn’t “Shangguan Chengming” but “Anonymous.” Given Zu Ye’s sensitive identity, this book didn’t use Zu Ye’s real name. After the Cultural Revolution was launched, such books were prohibited.

I was fortunate to hide a copy during the Cultural Revolution—it wasn’t taken by my son and daughter to the commune to be burned as “Four Olds.” This was the eternal warning words Zu Ye exhausted his heart and blood to write. People superstitious about fortune telling who saw this book would basically all return to sobriety.

Zu Ye’s heart—heaven and earth can witness. Two faces of yin and yang, aspirations exist between good and evil. All these years, Zu Ye, like many fortune tellers, painstakingly pursued the way of scholarship, the way of being human, repeatedly examining various fortune-telling techniques’ accuracy and practicality, even more than once reflecting on his own life’s trajectory. So much right and wrong, life and death, always verified one truth: good and evil are the root source of fate’s rises and falls. Fortune telling is just a kind of appearance; the cause and effect behind it is what’s real.

Pitiful are the common people under heaven who don’t understand this principle until death. Like oil crickets, parasitic on fate’s chain, they fear their fate isn’t good, they already feel their fate isn’t good, yet always cannot find the method to change fate. They bitterly beg heaven for mercy, they long for fortune tellers to guide them through confusion. Their whole lives they wander in fate’s prison, unable to break through, even more not daring to break through. They’re cautious and timid, walking on thin ice, passing their whole lives in poor and bitter misfortune with trepidation, never daring to contend with fate.

Fortunately, history produced a Jiang Xiang Sect, and the Jiang Xiang Sect produced a Zu Ye. This was probably the mission history gave Zu Ye. Generally, works that can awaken the world and enlighten the deaf must be the innermost feelings revealed by insiders. Only by thoroughly understanding an industry’s tricks and logic, researching a certain kind of learning to the peak, can one establish today based on the past, overturn mountains and seas, have evidence for arguments, completed in one breath.

The “Yin Yang Zhi Mi Lu” recorded many historical stories about fortune telling, and moreover had Zu Ye’s theoretical demonstrations. In short, he wanted the people of the world to understand the true meaning of fate: fortune telling is unreliable; changing fate can only rely on oneself. Let us appreciate Zu Ye’s posthumous work. The book says:

In former days, Jiang Shang accompanied King Wu to attack Zhou. Before the great battle, he ordered diviners to divine, obtaining heaven and earth “negation”—a greatly inauspicious hexagram. Moreover, when divining, heavy rain fell from the sky, overturning the altar’s incense—all inauspicious omens. All ministers said this campaign would certainly fail. Only Jiang Shang strongly opposed everyone, saying the power of common people surpasses ghosts and gods. Ultimately King Wu achieved great victory. People say Jiang Ziya was good at playing with mystical arts, but at crucial moments, Jiang Shang fundamentally didn’t believe in fortune telling but determined strategy based on the situation.

Tang Dynasty great talent Lü Cai, thoroughly versed in yin and yang, fond of mysticism and the five arts. Counselor Wei Zheng would perform great ceremony whenever meeting him. Yet this person frankly stated in his “Fortune Telling Text”: Diviners speak highly of people’s salary and fate to please people’s hearts, speak sweetly of fortune and misfortune to scheme for people’s wealth… However, households that accumulate good deeds will certainly have surplus celebration. Could it be auspicious only after establishing salary? Households that accumulate evil will certainly have surplus calamity. Could it be disaster only after tribulation and killing?

Lü Cai was a rare fate principle genius in history. The “Old Tang Book” to this day preserves his famous essays on fate. Precisely because he deeply entered the fortune-telling fortress, knew himself and the enemy, he could strike back with the spear, placing fortune-telling techniques in a dead position.

Northern Song Prime Minister Cai Jing. Although this person was a generation of treacherous minister, in breaking superstition he repeatedly achieved extraordinary merit. One day he summoned many fortune tellers from the capital to divine his fate. Fortune tellers competed to praise Cai Jing as having fortune and salary—beyond words noble! After hearing this, Cai Jing laughed looking up at the sky, then pointed to a person behind him called Zheng Xiaoxiao, and said to the fortune tellers: Zheng Xiaoxiao and I were born in the same year, same month, same day, same time. His father Zheng Fen and my father were old friends. Now I’ve become Prime Minister, yet Zheng Xiaoxiao still inherits his father’s business selling griddle cakes. What brilliant discussions do you all have? The fortune tellers were all rendered speechless.

Ming Dynasty founding emperor Zhu Yuanzhang came from poverty. After unifying the world, he couldn’t sleep peacefully night after night. Yi Jing master Liu Bowen saw this and hastily asked why. Zhu Yuanzhang said: Why can I be emperor? Liu Bowen answered: Destiny has decreed it. Zhu Yuanzhang asked again: Then people born in the same year, same month, same day, same time as me certainly also have the potential to be emperor? Liu Bowen immediately understood. The next day he secretly ordered the administration commissioner to search for people with the same eight characters as Zhu Yuanzhang. The result was finding three people: one monk, one beggar, one merchant. From then on, Zhu Yuanzhang had no more worries!

Qing Dynasty great talent Ji Xiaolan was obsessed with fortune-telling techniques when young. Until one day his nephew was born—same day, same hour, separated by a window—his family servant’s son Liu Yunpeng was also born. Ji Xiaolan looked at these two babies and sighed: Exactly the same eight characters—is fate the same? Sixteen years later, his nephew died young, but Liu Yunpeng still lived, living to seventy-three. From then on, Grand Secretary Ji was no longer obsessed with numerology.

Chinese numerology techniques have gone through several changes—from the initial turtle divination, star divination, dream divination, cloud divination, to later milfoil grass divination, copper coin divination, Tai Xuan divination, eight characters divination, plum blossom divination, chess divination—every one makes people tie fate to fortune tellers. People guard a myth, guard an expectation, yet don’t know fortune tellers give all the great principles of being human to others, while they themselves hide in dark corners eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling. This is forever the strange logic of fortune tellers and those having their fortunes told. Do people have fate? Yes—how can one live without it? Do people have fate? No—everything is cause and effect! Worldly matters are hurried—doing good is most important…

Zu Ye left, leaving behind his posthumous work, leaving behind heartfelt words that enlighten people’s hearts.

Did Zu Ye really die? At least before Huang Farong’s daughter appeared, I always thought so.

We watched with our own eyes as Zu Ye step by step walked toward the execution ground. At that time, the brothers cried their hearts out. Immediately after, the hall’s brothers all received their deserved punishment.

I was sentenced to five years.

Chapter 4: Unveiling the Sealed Past
The Death of Er Batou

Even in prison, people divided into gangs and factions. Members of different “secret societies” stuck together. On just the second day after entering, people from the “Jiang Xiang Sect” got into a fight with those from the “Shenwu Gate.” Under Er Batou’s leadership, over a dozen brothers from “Mu Zi Lian” beat the charlatans from “Shenwu Gate” until their heads were split open. Later, everyone who participated in this brawl was thrown into solitary confinement, with Er Batou locked up for a full month. In that tiny room of just a few square meters where he couldn’t even stretch his legs or lie down properly, Er Batou endured the entire month.

When he came out, Er Batou had lost a lot of weight, his eyes were sunken, and he had no energy at all. Even later when everyone worked together, he kept dozing off and could barely complete his tasks, so the brothers had to speed up to help him. At that time, prison regulations required each inmate to fill 3,000 matchboxes daily. Filling matchboxes was a very common form of labor reform in prisons then—boxes of matchsticks and matchboxes came separately at first, and only after prisoners assembled them did they become complete products for market circulation. Later, some classified documents were also printed by prison inmates to ensure absolute secrecy. After the reform and opening up, when the country reinstated the college entrance examination, for a period of time the exam papers were all printed in prisons.

The following year, an old acquaintance arrived at the prison—Li Qiming. Years ago, the Li family and Zhang family had feuded for many years, scheming against each other. Eventually, the Jiang Xiang Sect’s “Xianren Shou” used eel blood to make ghost handprints and suggested Zu Ye employ the “Iron Injection Kill” method to trick Li Qiming. In the end, Li Qiming paid to build a ancestral hall for Zhang Er’gou’s family, and Zhang Er’gou was silenced with poison—both the Zhang and Li families suffered mutual losses. After the founding of New China, when the government saw that the ancestral hall was unattended and covered in dust, they planned to confiscate it. But Li Qiming jumped out and said, “Although the ancestral hall belongs to the Zhang family, my Li family paid to build it. You can requisition it, but you need to give us some money.”

Later, when the two sides couldn’t reach an agreement, Li Qiming secretly buried “scissor traps” and “weasel traps” in the ancestral hall—these were devices farmers used to catch rabbits and weasels. Several militiamen weren’t paying attention, and with a few clicks, their ankles were broken. Li Qiming instantly became a counterrevolutionary.

As soon as Li Qiming entered, he recognized Er Batou and pointed at his nose: “You’re all just a bunch of swindlers!”

“Hehe. You’re right. But it’s too late now. Didn’t you also end up in here?” Er Batou chuckled.

“You should all be shot like that old bastard!”

“I’ll fuck your mother! How dare you curse Zu Ye!” Er Batou leaped up and swung his fist.

The prison guard walked over and shouted: “What are you doing? Behave yourselves! Want to go back to solitary?”

Er Batou immediately softened, turned around with a smile all over his face: “Officer, he insulted me.”

“Stop grinning like that, there are no officers here!” the guard said sternly, then pointed at everyone, “Listen up, all of you, don’t cause trouble here!”

Li Qiming really shouldn’t have provoked Er Batou right upon arrival. Er Batou, with his years of underworld prestige and fighting prowess, had already become the boss of the cell.

That night, after the guards retired, at Er Batou’s command, several cellmates rushed over, covered Li Qiming with a blanket, and beat him severely. Beating someone covered with a blanket was a clever technique—no visible marks on the skin surface, only internal injuries. The next day when Li Qiming cried and complained, it didn’t draw much attention. At night, everyone drove Li Qiming off the communal bed and made him sleep in the corner designated for urinating. After several rounds of this torment, Li Qiming completely submitted.

If Li Qiming had just continued being submissive, he might have returned to society in a few years. But he was ultimately a restless, competitive person. Within a month, he took advantage of outdoor exercise time to connect with thugs from “Shenwu Gate.” The “Shenwu Gate” people were planning a prison break with a very thorough plan. Unexpectedly, the night before the planned action, Li Qiming inexplicably talked in his sleep, which was overheard by the alert Er Batou.

Er Batou secretly discussed with me and Si Batou: “Should we run with them?”

Si Batou and I both shook our heads: “Second Brother, we all have fixed sentences. After serving our time, we can start fresh. Escaping would be a dead end.”

Er Batou scratched his head: “You’ll get out in five or six years, but I have to stay for over ten years. By the time I get out, I’ll be old. Might as well take a gamble!”

“Don’t do anything foolish, Second Brother!” I said anxiously.

“I’ve got it!” The always clever Si Batou had a flash of inspiration, “Doesn’t the government always emphasize meritorious service to atone for crimes? Second Brother, report them! If you expose them all, that’s a major contribution and can reduce your sentence.”

Er Batou shook his head: “That doesn’t follow the code of the underworld.”

“Second Brother!” Si Batou and I were almost amused despite ourselves, “What time is this to talk about the underworld code? We followed that code for decades, and in the end aren’t we all prisoners? Our path was wrong. Turning back is the shore. Reporting them is the real righteous thing to do. The ‘Shenwu Gate’ people have committed all kinds of evil—if they successfully escape, they’ll surely harm people. Exposing them is truly upholding justice.”

Er Batou thought for a moment, then nodded heavily.

Early the next morning, Er Batou requested to see the prison administrators and secretly reported the matter. The prison completely crushed this escape conspiracy. Several leaders of “Shenwu Gate” were executed, Li Qiming’s sentence was changed to life imprisonment, and because of his major meritorious service, Er Batou’s sentence was reduced to under ten years.

Later, as prison cultural development progressed, in addition to labor reform, we would organize study sessions in the evenings—studying arithmetic, Chinese, political knowledge, and studying “In the Octagonal Tower.” Later still, the prison even showed us films. The first movie was called “Fighting North and South,” and everyone watched with great enthusiasm. Later we watched “The White-Haired Girl,” and everyone watched with tears streaming down their faces.

Those years in prison were a major baptism in my life. I finally understood why prisons exist in this world. What I saw there wasn’t fear or sorrow, but karma. So many once arrogant people were tamed into submission. Whether guilty of heinous crimes or just momentarily confused, if you mess around out there, you eventually have to pay. At night, looking through the iron bars at the stars, I often thought of Zu Ye, of my deceased mother, of my distant sweetheart, and sometimes wondered about my own future—a future with no clear direction. I especially didn’t understand why Zu Ye had single-handedly sent his brothers into prison, and occasionally I would even hate him for abandoning his brothers and going alone to the Yellow Springs.

Gradually, everyone adapted to prison life and looked forward to life after release.

In 1958, I finally completed my sentence and was released. The outside world had completely changed. The entire nation was enthusiastically engaged in the Great Leap Forward steel production. The communes were boasting: Surpassing Britain this year is no problem!

My God, my heart shook at the time, because I had no idea where Britain was, or even why we needed to surpass it. Walking on the street, everywhere were posted bold declarations. There was one doggerel verse that was particularly interesting: “Rice stalks piled round and high, commune members stepped on them to the sky, tore off a white cloud to wipe their sweat, leaned toward the sun to light a cigarette.”

I was completely dizzy—rice stalks piled to the sky? Clouds to wipe sweat? The sun to light cigarettes? I could already feel the fiery passion of the “Great Leap Forward.”

Before Zu Ye died, he entrusted to me his long-hidden wife and child. I always kept this tremendous secret buried deep in my heart. I was personally trained by Zu Ye. I witnessed the final years of the Jiang Xiang Sect’s rise and fall. Zu Ye had countless brothers and countless friends in his life, but in the end, he only trusted me alone.

What is the Way, what is righteousness—I don’t know. I only know that when entrusted with matters of life and death, one must pledge life and death in return. I promised Zu Ye to forever keep this secret, to let Zu Ye’s wife and son forever remember him as an antique dealer—to freeze that image of her husband, his father. That mother and son were innocent and shouldn’t be dragged into the grudges and resentments of the underworld. I had to take care of them, and even more, protect them.

So after being released from prison, the first thing I had to do was go to Shandong to see how that mother and son were doing. But I was penniless at the time. With government assistance, I entered a public-private joint supply cooperative to do odd jobs. The following spring, after I’d saved enough travel money and bought some candy, I finally boarded the train to Shandong.

I cannot describe my feelings when I saw that woman, especially when the child beside her crisply called her “Mother.” I knew this was Zu Ye’s flesh and blood. I could no longer control myself—I grabbed the child into my arms, and tears poured out.

The woman couldn’t imagine that behind my sobbing was an unspoken tragedy of the Jiang Xiang world. She still lived in a dream, in the lie that Zu Ye and I had woven. She only knew that her husband was a merchant who caught a cold in 1952 and couldn’t be saved.

When I saw how impoverished the mother and son were, I desperately wanted to give them that chest of items Zu Ye left behind immediately. But I also clearly realized this absolutely wouldn’t do. Zu Ye had instructed that if those things weren’t handled properly, they wouldn’t relieve poverty but would invite disaster. Under the planned economy, who would dare flaunt gold and silver everywhere? Moreover, these were all stolen goods from the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

I could only work desperately—during the day at the supply cooperative, at night at the threshing ground—trying to earn as many work points as possible to exchange for more money and grain coupons. Apart from feeding myself, I prepared to send the rest to Zu Ye’s widow every few days.

Zu Ye’s wife was named Guan Jingxiang, a famous traditional Chinese medicine doctor from Cao County, Shandong. Her father had been executed by the Japanese for refusing to treat a puppet army commander. When Zu Ye met her, she had just turned eighteen but had already inherited her father’s medical skills very well. The two fell in love at first sight. The girl gave herself to him, and Zu Ye planted his seed. Later, their son was born on the night of a full moon. Zu Ye named him “Shangguan Yue.” Although Zu Ye repeatedly concealed his identity, when naming his son, he used his real surname—Zu Ye’s clan concept was still very strong.

Later, the country entered the Three Years of Difficulty. Even tree bark was gnawed clean, and I could no longer afford to take care of that mother and son.

A few more years passed. Qi Batou Wang Jiaxian and Si Batou Zhang Zizhan were released from prison, and the economic situation began to improve. Two more years passed, and Er Batou was also released.

Of the former “Mu Zi Lian” core members, only the four of us remained. On the day Er Batou was released, the three of us personally went to the prison gate to meet him. Afterward, we went to Fourth Brother’s house. Fourth Brother brought out sorghum liquor he’d treasured for two years. Wang Jiaxian brought out a small piece of preserved meat he’d pickled for half a year and couldn’t bear to eat. I brought four steamed buns. Everyone also washed a big pile of radishes for dipping in sauce, and we sat down like this.

We poured the liquor, raised our cups—all four of us fell silent. How many years had it been? This kind of occasion had become so unfamiliar. The past was like smoke. We held up our cups, stunned for quite a while.

“Let’s toast Zu Ye first,” I said.

“Right! Toast Zu Ye first!” All four batou said in unison, and then we drank it down in one gulp.

Then everyone grabbed the radishes and started crunching away while dipping them in bean paste. Even when the liquor was almost gone, no one could bear to pick up those few pieces of chopped meat. We’d all endured hunger, we’d all suffered hardship, and we’d enjoyed good fortune too. But at that moment, everyone had lost the impulse to fight and grab like in the old days. Was it that we’d grown old, or our hearts had calmed, or was it the vast changes in circumstances that made us unable to move these opening and closing chopsticks?

“Old Fifth, you got out earliest. Any action these years on the outside?” Er Batou crunched on a radish.

I was stunned: “Action? Just being alive is good enough.”

Er Batou gave a bitter laugh: “Inside, I often thought about the old days, thought about Zu Ye, thought about the brothers. Brothers, what are your plans going forward?”

I sighed deeply: “Plans? Live honestly, repay the great leader Chairman Mao.”

Er Batou smiled: “Really?”

I said: “Sugar isn’t as sweet as honey, quilts not as warm as fur. Though parents’ kindness is great, it can’t compare to Chairman Mao. Didn’t you learn that inside?”

Er Batou quickly said: “Learned it, learned it!” After a long while, Er Batou suddenly said: “Old Fifth, didn’t Zu Ye leave any oral instructions before he died? I remember a few times after finishing Council Meetings, he kept you back alone.”

As he said this, Si Batou and Qi Batou both turned their gazes toward me.

I said: “No oral instructions. He just worried about the brothers’ futures. Hoped everyone would wash their hands of it.”

Er Batou sighed: “Given Zu Ye’s way of doing things, he always left backup plans for everything. He really didn’t leave any words?”

“No.” I silently shook my head.

Er Batou finally couldn’t hold back and said: “Brothers, have you thought about rebuilding our organization?”

I couldn’t help but gasp: “What era is this to talk about rebuilding? I’ve had enough of being inside—I never want to go back.”

Si Batou also said: “I’ll never play at being a swindler again in this lifetime!”

Qi Batou nodded: “Second Brother, times have changed. Let’s just live properly.”

Er Batou said: “Live properly? We A’Bao don’t know how to do anything else. How can we make a living?”

I laughed: “The entire nation is building socialism. Poor or rich, everyone lives like this. Why can’t we?”

Er Batou said: “We still need a way to make money.”

I glanced at him: “Cotton mills, steel factories, tractor factories. If that doesn’t work, you can go down to the commune—farming, threshing ground, collecting manure—all possible.”

Er Batou laughed: “Truly the feng shui turns. Never thought I, Second Master, would end up collecting manure.” After a moment of silence, he suddenly said to everyone, “Haven’t any of you found a woman these years?”

That remark hit a sore spot for me and Si Batou. I was inherently an ugly and poor wretch. Besides my big head, I had no outstanding features. Never mind having been in prison—even with a clean slate, which girl would look at me? Si Batou was slightly better than me, better looking and educated, but his mind had been traumatized, and sometimes he was too silent. Girls all said he was mentally ill and stayed far away.

Still, Seventh Brother Wang Jiaxian was impressive—naturally scholarly-looking with an optimistic personality. After coming out of prison, he entered a spinning mill specifically delivering water to workers. Later, when the factory leadership learned he wrote well, they had him write slogans for the factory. Just like that, a young woman took a fancy to him. I imagine with his silver tongue he could make his past sound utterly miserable while showing his conscience wasn’t dead and his determination to start fresh. Who doesn’t make mistakes in life? Correcting them makes you a good comrade. Just like that, Wang Jiaxian got married the second year after being released.

After hearing this, Er Batou laughed again: “Old Fifth, remember the first time I took you to a brothel? As soon as we entered, the madam led a group of girls following us like little bugs. Alas, times have changed. It’s over.”

“Oh, Second Brother even knows phrases like ‘times have changed’ now?” I said with a smile.

“I’m also someone who studied inside.” Er Batou said proudly, then suddenly changed the subject, “Zu Ye really didn’t leave any words, didn’t point the brothers toward a path?” Er Batou asked again.

“No,” I said. “Zu Ye had no solution either. He just said if there’s an opportunity, everyone could wash their hands and do something else.”

“Do something else?” Er Batou snorted. “Zu Ye was the one who led me onto this path. He died and tells us to do something else?”

“Zu Ye meant well for everyone,” I said.

Er Batou shook his head: “Can’t do anything else. Used to deceiving—it’ll follow me to death, can’t change.”

“Times have changed,” I said. “Better start doing honest work. Come with me to the machinery factory to do temporary work.”

Er Batou silently nodded.

When I saw Zu Ye’s widow again, it was the mid-1960s. Time spares no one—that woman had aged considerably. Shangguan Yue had also grown up and joined the army. I felt immensely gratified. If Zu Ye knew from the underworld, he should rest in peace. When I stuffed the money and grain coupons I’d saved over the years to Guan Jingxiang, she absolutely refused. She said: “Everyone’s life is hard. As long as you remember your master in your heart, that’s enough.” Later I simply exchanged the money for rice and flour and threw it directly into her house—then she had no choice.

After returning home, I once again secretly ran to Yue Jia Ridge to measure the place where the chest was buried.

At night, I began thinking about how to give the treasures in the chest to Guan Jingxiang. Various methods kept flashing through my mind: carry them over, take them piece by piece?

While pondering, I suddenly heard someone knocking. Opening the door, I saw it was Er Batou. As soon as he entered, his eyes stared straight at me with a strange smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Second Brother, what’s the matter?” I asked.

He kept staring at me strangely. After sitting down in the room, he said: “Old Fifth, how have I, Er Batou, treated you all these years?”

“Very well, nothing to complain about.”

He scratched his scalp and said: “Then why did you hide it from me?”

My heart shook: “Hide what?”

“Hehe.” He laughed. “Caojia Zhuang, Cao County, Shandong.”

I was shocked: “You followed me!”

He said: “Don’t worry, don’t worry. An A’Bao must keep his composure. Don’t forget—I’m the one who trained you.”

“What do you want?” I stared at him intently.

He shook his head: “Zu Ye, oh Zu Ye, truly worthy of being our Jiang Xiang Sect’s master. Deceiving and deceiving, even deceived his own brothers.” Er Batou’s words revealed a hint of desolation.

“Zu Ye had his own difficulties.”

“Right. Zu Ye suffered, Zu Ye had it hard, Zu Ye suffered for the Jiang Xiang Sect his whole life. But were the brothers’ lives easy? Utterly loyal, before and behind, blocking knives and bullets, because in our hearts we all had a Zu Ye who, like us, upheld gang rules and committed all manner of evil. Normally, if any brother dared mess around with women outside, Zu Ye would execute him without mercy, and the brothers would applaud, because the hall’s leader set the example. I just don’t understand—Zu Ye wanted to leave an heir. Which brother didn’t want to leave an heir?”

As Er Batou spoke, he actually started crying.

“Second Brother.” I also cried. “I think of it this way: Zu Ye knew he was the gang leader, guilty of heinous crimes, inevitably facing death, so he adopted this desperate measure. The brothers’ crimes weren’t capital offenses—they still had hope of getting out…”

“Saying it like that makes me feel better. I, Second Master, am not the sentimental type. What breaks my heart is that Zu Ye never mentioned this while alive. Big Brother and I were with Zu Ye earliest—how could Zu Ye distrust me so much!”

“It’s not distrust. Second Brother, you act too impulsively. After Big Brother and Zu Ye died, you became the hall’s boss. Various forces watched you most closely. If word leaked, it would implicate Zu Ye’s wife and child.”

Er Batou nodded and scratched his head: “Old Fifth, let’s speak plainly. If Zu Ye has an heir, then he must have left something behind…”

Before he could finish, I quickly said: “Before Zu Ye died, his home was raided. You saw it yourself—he left nothing.”

Er Batou lowered his head, then raised it again and sighed: “That Zu Ye took you, this fool, as his last disciple—now I finally understand. Zu Ye was right. Truly a good brother of our Jiang Xiang Sect. If I were you, I wouldn’t tell either.”

“You… you…”

“Same thing, Old Fifth. You’re the one I trained—you can’t hide from me. There’s goods at Yue Jia Ridge.”

“You…”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell, and I won’t touch them. Before Zu Ye died, we protected him. After Zu Ye died, we protect his family. You’re a good brother of the hall, and so am I.”

“Second Brother…” I cried.

“Also, don’t go running to Yue Jia Ridge frequently. Doing that will expose it sooner or later. Next time you go to Shandong, I’ll go with you. Zu Ye is gone. Besides visiting his grave, we can only go see his family.”

“All right, but you absolutely must keep this secret!” I urged.

“Don’t worry! I won’t tell Fourth or Seventh. The fewer people who know about this kind of thing, the better.”

Soon, the vigorous “Cultural Revolution” erupted.

We were all labeled “Black Five Categories.” Especially Er Batou—thugs who had been beaten by Er Batou in prison until they begged for mercy on the ground joined forces to struggle against him, parading and criticizing him day and night without rest.

At night, Fourth Brother, Seventh Brother, and I quietly came to Er Batou’s home. Calling it a home—it was really just four walls and one room. Besides a broken bed, there was nothing in the room. He’d never had a home to begin with. At fifteen he followed Zu Ye, mixed in the hall for over twenty years. After coming out of prison, under the commune’s arrangement, he moved into an old, uninhabited courtyard. Then came the “Cultural Revolution,” and this courtyard became the town’s famous struggle session venue.

I heated a pot of hot water for Er Batou, washed his face, soaked his feet—his feet were rotting. Si Batou brought him a piece of roasted sweet potato. He tremblingly held it in his hands, slowly gnawing on it.

All four of us were silent, not knowing what to say, not wanting to say anything.

After a very long time, I remembered something from the past: “Second Brother, do you remember when I first started, you and Zu Ye tested my courage?”

Er Batou nodded, a hint of weary smile at the corner of his mouth.

That was in my first month after joining. Zu Ye tested my courage, saying there was an old mansion on South Street—a haunted house. It used to be inhabited by an antique dealer. Later, due to trade disputes, the whole family was killed in the old mansion. That antique dealer was even dismembered. Since then, the place was often haunted at night. Neighbors around could always hear someone crying in the old mansion at night, and some saw ghosts poking their heads out from the old mansion. Zu Ye said: “Tonight at midnight, go there and see if this is really what’s happening.”

I knew Zu Ye was testing me. No choice—an A’Bao must be bold. That night I steeled myself and went.

The wind was particularly strong that night, and the moon was very bright. I walked alone to the old mansion and listened carefully—what sounds were there? Moonlight spilled on the blue bricks and tiles. It was quiet all around—except for the sound of wind blowing through the elm trees, nothing else.

I breathed a sigh of relief and prepared to head back. Just then, I suddenly heard faint crying sounds coming from inside the old mansion—like a woman, yet like a man. My heart skipped a beat, my hair stood on end. I felt my legs go numb. Gathering my courage, I pressed my ear against the pitch-black gate, wanting to hear clearly.

But the sound disappeared again. I thought I was hallucinating. I touched my forehead, wondering what to do next. Just then, the dry grass on the wall made a rustling sound, as if something ran from the wall top to the roof.

I stepped back a few steps and looked up at the old mansion’s roof. A white shadow poked its head out from behind the chimney, whooshed onto the big elm tree in the courtyard, making cooing sounds—like a person, yet like a ghost. In the moonlight, all white and pale. I felt heat in my lower abdomen and involuntarily urinated.

I ran back as fast as I could, even lost my shoes, and finally came barefoot to see Zu Ye. When Zu Ye saw me, he laughed: “A ghost chasing you?”

I gasped: “Saw a ghost, all white…”

Zu Ye said: “That ghost followed you—it’s right behind you.”

I suddenly turned around. A thing covered in blood and white fur stood before me. I involuntarily leaned back, my feet slipped, and I fell to the ground.

“Haha.” Zu Ye laughed. The “ghost” also laughed.

The “ghost” took off its mask. I saw it was Er Batou. Looking at the white fur on his body—it was that kind of thick old sheepskin coat. He’d worn it inside out with the wool exposed outside. Scared me to death.

Er Batou said when he fed the “corpse” in the old temple, the “corpse” opened its mouth, but he didn’t wet himself. He said my courage was too small.

Finally, Zu Ye patted my shoulder and said: “Da Tou, ghosts aren’t scary—people are scary.”

Listening to me tell this story from the past, Er Batou smiled with tears in his eyes.

“Second Brother, don’t think too much. It will pass,” we comforted Er Batou.

Er Batou kept silent. Finally lying on the bed, he suddenly said weakly: “Is this retribution?”

Er Batou, who had spent his life playing ghost and deity, finally died in the struggle to “Sweep Away All Monsters and Demons.”

The next day when people again flooded into Er Batou’s courtyard, Er Batou had already died. I don’t know when he had hidden so much cinnabar—he used the last pot of boiling water I had heated for him to dissolve a large amount of cinnabar and drank it down.

I don’t know how much suffering he endured before death. He never cried out once, but used his hands covered in cinnabar to write two characters on the wall: Zu Ye.

Seeing that scene, the hearts of all the batou broke, yet we dared not cry. At night, I buried myself under the blankets and screamed my lungs out: Zu Ye, if you have a spirit in heaven, please look!

Later, Si Batou, Qi Batou, and I also underwent struggle sessions, but all relatively light. I just took a few slaps from the revolutionary youth and that was it. Si Batou even benefited from misfortune. This fellow who had been crazy since Huang Farong’s “death” suddenly became lucid. At the struggle session, he made a profound self-criticism, recovering his former cleverness, wisdom, and eloquence. He tearfully denounced the various crimes of the reactionary “secret societies” with such vocabulary and words that even the “Cultural Revolution” propaganda team had never heard before. Given his successful acceptance of socialist transformation, the propaganda team absorbed him into their ranks.

The power of love is great. The reason Si Batou changed from his mad state was because he fell in love with a sent-down youth who looked too much like Huang Farong. Of course, this was what he said himself. Qi Batou and I felt there was some resemblance, mainly the eyes, but to say she looked particularly similar—absolutely not.

But that trace of resemblance was enough. Si Batou had waited for his Huang Farong for thirty years. His soul finally had a place to rest.

That sent-down youth was named Meng Fanhong, a top student in the Chinese literature department from Beijing. Before the “Cultural Revolution,” she had proactively gone to the countryside in response to Chairman Mao’s call that “the rural areas have great potential.” She taught Chinese literature at an elementary school in our town. Later when the “Cultural Revolution” broke out and schools suspended classes, Meng Fanhong was incorporated into the propaganda team.

The first time Si Batou was struggled against, he glimpsed Meng Fanhong in the crowd. At that moment, Si Batou’s soul returned to his body. Perhaps among all the people being struggled against nationwide, he was the only one who felt that the moment of being struggled against was a happy moment.

Si Batou awakened. The former number one talent of Jianghuai awakened. He shined brilliantly in the propaganda team. The pieces he wrote were said to rival the level of Mr. Guo Moruo.

Meng Fanhong had never seen someone who had been in prison be so talented. He could recite articles from “Guwen Guanzhi” backwards and forwards fluently, and he also understood world literature, able to comment on Shakespeare, Hegel, Plato and others. Most importantly, he also understood physics and chemistry. How would she know this person had once been the Jiang Xiang Sect’s technical strategist? Meng Fanhong was finally moved by Si Batou. In the late period of the “Cultural Revolution,” they got married.

This was probably the power of knowledge. A person of great learning, even through the six paths of reincarnation, through ups and downs, will ultimately return to unity.

I was happy for Si Batou, and Si Batou was happy for me. We both married during the “Cultural Revolution.” I had twins—a boy and a girl. He had two sons. He said he wanted to become in-laws with me. I asked which son he wanted to be my son-in-law. He said whichever one turned out better looking would be the one.

Just like that, we walked through the “Cultural Revolution” years together. The 1980s arrived.

Telling Zu Ye’s Wife and Child the Entire Secret

The older you get, the clearer your memory becomes. Scattered fragments of life constantly churn in your mind, making it impossible to stop. When tired, you often dream—still of those years, that group of brothers, wielding knives and guns, hearts in constant alarm. Sometimes you can’t even distinguish what was real and what was a dream.

As the children grew bigger, my days grew fewer. Those former years, whether right or wrong, would certainly follow me for life, ultimately entering the coffin with me. Sometimes I sat on the sofa, quietly watching the children fighting and laughing before my eyes. I felt this was life’s greatest happiness. Sometimes when my wife was cooking, I would hover nearby helping her. The days were plain and simple, my heart steady and secure.

People who haven’t experienced great storms always seek danger and excitement, while those who have experienced them yearn for plainness and tranquility. This animal called human—the younger the age, the greater the courage; the older the age, the smaller the courage.

After our son and daughter entered middle school, my wife and I worried even more. Our daughter was better—obedient, good at studying, personality like her mother’s, lively and cheerful, even named a “Three Good Student.” But our son was always out of tune, giving me headaches. My wife often said: “Our son takes after you—a sly bandit.”

He truly was a sly bandit. Normally silent and unassuming, but once he caused trouble, it was earth-shattering, leaving you unable to deal with it.

One day I was at home reading books on Yi studies when my daughter came rushing back from school saying: “Dad, Dad, go quickly! Brother beat someone to death.”

I already had high blood pressure. Hearing my daughter shout like this, my vision went black. I hurriedly ran to the school with my daughter. The students in the class said the teacher and principal had already carried the unconscious student to the hospital.

It turned out my son had gotten into a fight with a classmate. My son wasn’t as tall as the other kid and got beaten. As a result, my son found a brick in the schoolyard, hid it in his bag, and during self-study period, when the other party wasn’t paying attention, quietly snuck behind that kid and smacked the brick on the back of his head, immediately knocking the other party unconscious.

When I heard this, I was so angry my legs trembled. I first rushed to the hospital to check on that child. Fortunately, that child was resuscitated. Later that child’s parents came, crying and making a scene. Then my wife also rushed over. Together we apologized profusely, saying: “First let’s treat the child. However much it costs, we’ll pay. If the child has any problems in the future, we’ll take full responsibility.” My wife went out and bought many nutritional supplements, piling them all over the table.

After a day of commotion, we returned home that evening. As soon as I entered, I saw my son lying at the table nonchalantly eating noodles. I thought, you little brat can still eat?

As soon as my daughter saw me arrive, she immediately stood up and poured me water. My son kept eating. I was furious and slapped the table: “Still eating!”

I had never lost my temper with the children like this before. My daughter had never seen me this angry. My son didn’t react much, but my daughter was terrified, tears spinning in her eyes, her whole body trembling. My wife quickly led my daughter to the inner room.

My son put down his chopsticks, wiped his mouth, stood up, and said nothing.

My wife brought me a chair. I sat down and asked him: “Why did you beat him like that?”

My son made no sound.

“Speak!” I roared, shaking the entire room.

My son’s body trembled and he said: “He bullied my Third Brother.”

Hearing this, I didn’t quite understand: “What brother?”

My son said: “Third Brother?”

I was confused: “Which Third Brother?”

My son said: “Wang Sheng.”

I said: “That child from your Uncle Wang Ping’s family? How did he become Third Brother?”

My son said reluctantly: “Several of us classmates became sworn brothers! I’m the eldest. We vowed to share fortune and face disaster together, not seeking to be born on the same year, month, and day, but seeking to die on the same year, month, and day!”

My wife and I were dumbfounded when we heard this. We looked at each other, not knowing what to say. In the 1980s, society was swept by a trend of sworn brotherhood. The streets often had young hoodlums calling each other brothers, singing “Big Impact, that big trend, singing folk songs for plainclothes police to hear,” with disheveled hair wearing jeans, smoking cigarettes, swaggering with arms swinging, walking sideways with a lawless attitude.

Parents all feared their children would go bad. Every time the children went out, my wife and I would give countless warnings to never cause trouble. We never expected our own son to secretly become sworn brothers behind our backs, playing at underworld righteousness. Looking at his stubborn bear-like appearance, I really wanted to kick him under the table. I thought, you kids are playing this game—back then your father started with this game and ended up playing himself into prison. I entered the underworld involuntarily, but you’re giving up peaceful lives to seek excitement for yourselves.

“Tomorrow you immediately tell those classmates of yours—say you’re not doing sworn brotherhood anymore. Everyone can still be classmates, can be friends, but don’t do this messy stuff. After school from now on, come straight home with your sister. You’re not allowed to wander around outside!” I said harshly to my son.

“Dad!” my son said. “Why? I heard people outside say you used to be really impressive, had lots of brothers too. They all call you Fifth Master. I’m the boss now—I’ll be a master in the future.”

Before I could explode, my wife had already rushed forward and viciously slapped my son: “Bastard!”

My daughter in the room sensed things were going badly and ran out crying. Soon she brought her Second Aunt. Every time this happened, when my wife beat our son and we couldn’t control the situation, my daughter would fetch her Second Aunt. When Second Sister-in-law entered and saw this scene, she felt something was wrong, because usually my wife and I played good cop and bad cop, but this time both seemed fierce.

Second Sister-in-law asked: “What’s going on?”

I quickly smiled and said: “Nothing, Second Sister. This kid made another mistake—broke a classmate’s head. He’s still lying in the hospital.”

When my son heard this, he tilted his head: “He hit me first!”

My wife roared: “Still talking back!” She was about to hit him again.

Second Sister-in-law quickly held my wife back and said to her: “Look at yourself! And you work in education!”

My wife cried: “I can educate other people’s children but can’t educate this thing of mine!”

I knew my son’s fearlessness was partly related to my wife working at the Education Committee. Important teachers from several schools in the city knew my wife and often visited our home. My son and daughter were used to it and weren’t afraid of teachers from childhood. This embarrassed my wife. Every time at parent-teacher meetings, my wife would tell the homeroom teacher: “Beat him if necessary, don’t spoil him.” Though she said this, who dared to hit him?

I also knew my son wasn’t lying. After so many years, I’d been carrying this burden through life. I had been in prison. Although people around didn’t say it to my face, they certainly gossiped privately. No choice—facts were facts. The karma you create, you redeem yourself. The reason I lost my temper so badly about my son’s trouble this time was because it reminded me again of those former years. I had long tired of fighting and killing. I deeply knew the difficulty of atoning for mistakes. My first half of life wasn’t good—full of trials, nine deaths and one life. I didn’t want my son to make any more mistakes.

For decades, I kept wondering why Zu Ye had pulled me into the trade, why he favored me everywhere. He clearly knew I wasn’t material for being an A’Bao, yet broke protocol to promote me to “batou.” Later I finally understood—all of this was actually Zu Ye’s grand plan. After Zu Ye died and everyone came ashore, Zu Ye’s greatest achievement was that his bloodline continued. He loved his son dearly, just like me now. In that era of blood and carnage, he did everything possible to let his wife and child survive and live better. Now times had changed. Looking at the stubborn son before my eyes, I didn’t know if he understood his old man’s painstaking efforts.

Recalling scene after scene of Zu Ye, everything he did seemed to retain a trace of goodness. He struggled to maintain his humanity. Heaven seemed to see this and didn’t let his line die out.

He had a son in 1946. From that time on, he began arranging his posthumous affairs. I estimate he was always looking for someone—someone who could manage his affairs after death. Finally, this person appeared in 1948—me, an unremarkable, dull person. I don’t know if I hadn’t met Zu Ye, what my life would be like, where I would be now, what I would be doing, who my wife would be, who my children would be.

I was pulled onto the boat by Zu Ye, but I have no regrets. When Zu Ye died, I cried for quite a while, feeling the sky had fallen. I don’t know when I die, what my son and daughter’s feelings will be. In their impression, I’m an honest person. As for the gossip outside, as they gradually grow up, I can’t block it. After all, people must live in society’s large environment. I only hope they won’t repeat my mistakes. Whether they study well or poorly doesn’t matter, poverty or wealth doesn’t matter—as long as they all walk the right path, I can close my eyes in peace.

Actually, my son and daughter inherited more of my wife’s genes. They’re both very smart, not like me—I’m stupid, my mind doesn’t work well. Zu Ye’s only evaluation of me was “loyal and honest.” He said: “There are plenty of clever people, but honest people are hard to find.”

Actually, all these years I’ve been hesitating whether to tell Zu Ye’s lover and child about him. For decades, they’ve been kept in the dark. Zu Ye said to let me keep his secret for life. I used to think so too. But when I read Zu Ye’s prison confession, I felt I might need to change my mind.

The reason Zu Ye didn’t let me tell that mother and son was first, in that era, he didn’t want them implicated; second, he didn’t want his wife and child to know he was a swindler. Now the stars had shifted—almost half a century had passed. Times had changed, I had grown old too, not knowing which day I would die. Taking this lie into the coffin, I couldn’t close my eyes.

If I hadn’t seen that confession, I might have held on, but after seeing it, I knew that although Zu Ye committed evil all his life, in the end he did a great good deed. Everyone makes mistakes sometimes—the key is whether they turn back. Zu Ye turned back. I think his wife and child would understand too.

Zu Ye’s wife was already over sixty, his son over forty. Previously I often went to see that mother and son. In recent years, conversely, Zu Ye’s son came to visit me more often.

Shangguan Yue had performed great merit in the Self-Defense Counterattack Against Vietnam, later promoted to regimental-level cadre. He knew nothing about Zu Ye and the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” so every time he came to visit me, he called me “Uncle Liu.” He only knew my name was Liu Tianliang, that I used to be an antique dealer and his father’s disciple. Actually by seniority, he should call me Big Brother.

This child was upright. His appearance grew more and more like his father’s. Once when he went to Guangzhou on business and passed through my city, he suddenly visited at night. My old eyes were dim—he startled me. I thought Zu Ye had come.

In the spring of 1989, I finally made up my mind. Once again I boarded the train to Shandong.

Guan Jingxiang was surprised by my sudden visit. Two people in their sixties gripped hands tightly: “Old Liu, why didn’t you tell me you were coming so I could prepare?”

“Grandma, who is this person?” A boy about ten years old walked over.

Guan Jingxiang said: “This is your grandfather’s friend. Come, come over and call him Grandpa.”

I quickly said: “This must be Little Yue’s son. I heard him mention him before. Finally getting to meet him today.”

Guan Jingxiang smiled: “Yes, yes. He’s rarely at the old home, always with his parents in Jinan. But now it’s winter break, and he insists on staying here until school starts. He’s just too mischievous. Staying with his parents, he can’t play freely, keeps getting beaten. Here no one controls him, so he doesn’t want to leave.”

I was filled with joy. Zu Ye not only had a son—now his grandson had grown this big too.

Guan Jingxiang truly loved Zu Ye. All these years, she never remarried.

I was pondering how to tell her about Zu Ye. How to begin? What consequences would occur from telling?

I said: “Master’s Wife, how is your health?”

Guan Jingxiang smiled: “How many times have I told you not to call me Master’s Wife? Call me Old Guan—that’s much better. See, I always call you Old Liu! My body is strong. After retirement, I couldn’t sit idle, so I opened a private clinic.”

Actually, I asked this question because I feared she had heart disease, feared that after hearing about Zu Ye, if she got too excited something might happen—that would be troublesome.

After speaking, she went to make tea.

I sat on the sofa, pondering, pondering, pondering again. Later I thought, just don’t tell her. After eating, go back and be done with it.

Just then Zu Ye’s little grandson walked over: “Grandpa, Grandpa, tell me some stories. I love hearing stories.”

My heart ached. Stories? Not just stories—practically legends. At this moment, Guan Jingxiang had brewed the tea, took a teacup, and poured for me: “Taste this tea—Biluochun tea my son brought.”

Picking up the teacup, my mind was full of scenes of Zu Ye drinking tea. I could no longer hold back. I said: “Master’s Wife, I want to tell your grandson a story. You should listen too.”

Guan Jingxiang smiled: “What would I listen to! You two grandfathers chat. This child is just clingy. I’ll go buy some vegetables.”

I quickly said: “Better listen!” When I said this, my voice had changed.

Guan Jingxiang was startled: “Oh… listen… at my age still listening to stories. I myself am a story.”

“You truly are in a story!” I said.

Guan Jingxiang was stunned: “I’m in a story?”

I said: “Sit down. This story is very moving.”

Guan Jingxiang looked at me and slowly sat on the sofa. The little grandson also sat beside her.

I took a sip of tea and slowly began speaking.

Once upon a time, there was a person who always wanted to be a good person, but fate arranged for him the role of a swindler. On one hand, he was deceiving; on the other hand, he used the money from deception to do good deeds. When ruthless, he killed, set fires, defrauded… did everything. When benevolent, he was like a Bodhisattva. He was cruel and merciless, yet loyal and righteous. He was an orphan, yet ruled a criminal gang of several hundred people. He was a double-faced person. In the underworld, people called him “Zu Ye.”

In 1945, he met a beloved woman—also the only love of his life. They united, later had a child. He loved his wife and child so much. He knew he himself was a swindler. He painstakingly concealed his identity. Outside, he was the boss of the underworld. At home he was a good husband, a good father. Just like that, he constantly shuttled between underworld killings and peaceful life. They lived together intermittently for seven years.

Later, he was sentenced to death by the government. Until death, he refused to tell his wife the truth. He didn’t want his wife to know he was the head of a criminal gang, even more didn’t want his wife and son implicated because of it. He hoped his wife and child would live ordinary people’s lives—plain and simple lives.

His life was too exhausting. He was tired of killing. He yearned for tranquility. He wasn’t afraid of death. He just infinitely missed his wife and child. He entrusted his wife and child to a subordinate and told his subordinate to forever keep this secret.

His subordinate always kept this secret. Over thirty years passed. Now his subordinate had grown old, his wife had also grown old…

Guan Jingxiang listened quietly, motionless, as if frozen. I knew telling her these things was too shocking.

The little boy asked softly: “Grandma, what’s wrong?”

Guan Jingxiang held her grandson in her arms. Tears rolled down.

I took out that “Confessions” book from my bag and handed it to Guan Jingxiang. “Look at it—the third article.”

Guan Jingxiang wiped her tears, took the book, and after reading, broke down crying.

After crying for a long time, she picked up the phone. She called her son, telling him to hurry back to the old home. Then she said to me: “Tell me about him in detail.”

So I told everything I knew about Zu Ye’s life from beginning to end in detail.

The telling made Guan Jingxiang cry several times. She finally clearly and thoroughly understood her husband! Finally she held that book, crying: “You made yourself suffer! You made me suffer too! What would have happened if you told me? I’m your wife. Whether you lived or died, I’m your wife. You concealed your identity, wouldn’t let others tell me—do you know, all these years I didn’t even have a place to cry. I didn’t even know where you were buried!”

I also cried: “Master’s Wife, don’t blame me. Zu Ye instructed me not to tell you where he was buried. He said he feared if you knew, you’d go to the grave and cause trouble.”

I wiped my tears and continued: “Master’s Wife, after Little Yue returns, let’s go together to visit Zu Ye’s grave.”

Shangguan Yue rushed back from Jinan that very day. Guan Jingxiang and I told him about Zu Ye. He said nothing, walked alone to the inner room, and silently shed tears.

Three days later, the three of us plus Guan Jingxiang’s grandson boarded the southbound train.

Guan Jingxiang bought lots of spirit money, afraid of bringing too little. After the train arrived at the station, I said: “First go home and rest a while—it’s not too late to go then.”

Shangguan Yue said: “Uncle Liu, no need to rest. I want to go see as soon as possible.”

I said: “All right then.”

On the road to the cemetery, my mood was very heavy. I kept holding back, trying hard to hold back, not letting myself shed tears. That day, the wind was particularly strong, but the sky was extraordinarily clear.

Arriving at Zu Ye’s grave, I glanced at that mother and son and pointed at a tombstone saying, “Master’s Wife, this is it.”

Tears spun in Guan Jingxiang’s eyes. She breathed rapidly, constantly choking up. She touched the tombstone, saying obsessively: “Last time you said you were going on a long trip. Who knew you’d leave for 37 years… Do you know, all these years I dreamed of you in my dreams. Every time I cried myself awake…”

Zu Ye’s son slowly knelt before the tombstone. Long-held longing finally erupted at this moment. “Dad—” A sorrowful cry, tears bursting forth. I could no longer hold back, fell to my knees with a thud, tears rolling down: “Zu Ye! Your wife and child have come to see you!”

Master’s Wife collapsed to the ground, embracing the tombstone, crying aloud: “Your son and I have come to see you! Do you hear? Do you hear!”

Seeing the adults cry, that little child also wailed. Shangguan Yue pulled the child over and said: “Son, kneel down and kowtow to Grandfather.”

The great wind suddenly rose. The grass and trees held sorrow. Zu Ye had slept beneath the grave for decades. If he had a spirit in heaven, he should feel gratified. Zu Ye, you can truly rest in peace.

I always thought my life wasn’t easy. Thinking now, Zu Ye’s life was the most bitter. He lost his relatives when so young, alone and destitute going to take revenge, then swept into the grudges and resentments of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” From then on, mutual deception, fighting and killing, battling underworld people for decades, finally departing before his relatives. When he was alive, all his relatives were dead. When he died, his relatives were alive. The lonely one was always him.

The four people cried for a long time. I wiped my tears and said: “Master’s Wife, let’s go home.”

Guan Jingxiang said softly: “You go back first. I want to talk properly with my husband.”

Shangguan Yue said: “Mom, it’s cold. Let’s go back.”

Guan Jingxiang waved her hand. I looked at Shangguan Yue and said: “Let Master’s Wife stay alone with Zu Ye for a while.” Shangguan Yue took off his coat and draped it over Guan Jingxiang. “Mom, we’ll come get you in a while.”

Guan Jingxiang nodded.

We left. Looking at Master’s Wife’s silhouette from afar, she knelt before the grave, stroking Zu Ye’s tombstone, softly speaking.

When we returned, Master’s Wife had fallen asleep leaning against Zu Ye’s tombstone. On such a cold day, she slept so peacefully, just like that, embracing her husband. Over thirty years—she had finally returned to her husband’s embrace.

That night, I set up a banquet at home to host the three of them.

My wife happily called Guan Jingxiang “Big Sister.” She also happily called my wife “Little Sister.” This made me very embarrassed—what kind of seniority was this?

The next day, they returned to Shandong. Every year afterward, Shangguan Yue would bring his child to pay respects to Zu Ye several times.

Actually, all these years, Zu Ye’s spirit money never stopped. First was me—every Ghost Festival and Zu Ye’s death anniversary, I would go burn spirit money for him. Sometimes going late, I’d find a pile of burned paper ash already there. Sometimes beside it were offerings and rice wine. I knew this must have been some batou or Xiao Jiao who had come. For decades, it had always been like this.

Chapter 5: The Fortune-Telling World of the 1980s
Secret Techniques of Blind Fortune-Tellers

Having resolved this matter weighing on my heart, a massive burden lifted from my chest. I cherished my wife and children even more, knowing they were my life’s greatest treasure. Life’s happiness lies in simplicity—after finishing dinner, brewing a pot of tea, the whole family gathered around the television, laughing and chattering together.

In the 1980s, several television series were very popular: one was “Journey to the West,” another was “The Eight Immortals Crossing the Sea,” and yet another was “Ji Gong.” All these shows involved demons, ghosts, deities, immortals, and Buddha.

Sometimes, my daughter would lean against me and ask earnestly, “Daddy, are there really ghosts in this world?”

I smiled and said, “Dear daughter, people are more terrifying than ghosts. Ghosts never harm people, but people will.”

The girl asked again, “Then are there really immortals and Buddha in this world?”

I smiled again and said, “Those who do good deeds are gods, are Buddha.”

“Daddy, the neighbors all say you know fortune-telling. Why don’t you ever tell our fortunes?” my daughter asked innocently.

“That’s right, Dad. Tell my fortune and see if I can get into university later,” my son chimed in.

I glanced at my son, pulled my daughter into my arms, touched her nose and said, “You, your mother, and your brother are daddy’s fate. Do you understand, dear daughter?”

My daughter blinked and nodded.

My son walked over and said, “Dad, my classmate’s grandfather is really amazing. Every day people line up to have their fortunes told by him, especially on weekends. So many cars from far away park at his door. Dad, why don’t you show off your skills and dampen his spirits?”

“Get back to your room and study!” I bellowed.

My son rolled his eyes. “Alas, an old horse still dreams of galloping…”

“Go study!”

My son turned and went into his room.

I knew the person my son mentioned—a blind man everyone called “Longfeng.” No one cared what his real name was. Besides being blind, his hearing wasn’t good either, and he muttered to himself all day long. People gave him the nickname “Longfeng,” meaning “deaf and crazy.” Somehow this nickname got passed around and transformed into the auspicious-sounding name “Longfeng” (Dragon Phoenix).

Longfeng had inherited the skills of the blind master lineage. If the fortune-telling community were divided by physical condition, it could be split into the Blind School and the Sighted School. The Blind School consisted of blind people, the Sighted School of those with sight.

The blind masters had a set of fortune-telling formulas passed down from ancient times. These formulas had no written record and were transmitted orally, and could only be taught to blind people. Otherwise, if sighted people learned them, it would destroy the blind people’s livelihood.

The Blind School had one unique skill—determining when someone would die. Ordinary fortune-telling techniques found it very difficult to accurately determine when a person would die. Whether using eight characters or hexagrams, they could only roughly indicate which years might bring major disasters. Even physiognomy tried to avoid reasoning about life and death, because everyone could verify matters of life and death, and if the prediction was wrong, the fortune-teller would lose all face.

But blind fortune-tellers dared to make such predictions. This unique skill supposedly came from the Warring States period sage Guiguzi. When Guiguzi originally created these formulas, he established the rule that they could only be taught to blind people, not to sighted people. For thousands of years, the blind masters’ formulas formed their own lineage. Throughout history, countless sighted people wanted to learn this skill, even resorting to deception, eavesdropping, and offering large sums of money, but none succeeded. After the 1980s, some new divination students advertised the blind masters’ formulas just to make money. Dealing with such people required only one trick to expose them as frauds: give them the eight characters of a dead person and have them examine it. If they could accurately state which year the person died, they were genuine Blind School practitioners; otherwise, they were fraudsters.

When Zu Ye was in Shanghai years ago, he was also very interested in the Blind School. He once consulted a blind master about many questions, one of the sharpest being: If blind masters could directly determine from the eight characters which year a person would die, how could they explain the problem of people with identical eight characters not dying in the same year? Many people were born in the same year, month, day, and hour, yet their fates differed greatly, with death times varying by decades. Even twins might die years apart—how could this be explained?

That blind master thought for a while and said, “The methods of fortune-telling rely on the interactions of the five elements, like blind men touching an elephant—they only see one aspect. Many factors influence a person’s fate: ancestral virtue, parental merit, personal moral cultivation, even the social environment all play enormous roles. I don’t know if Zu Ye believes in Buddhism, but in my many years practicing fortune-telling, I’ve found that anyone whose fate undergoes major changes is either extremely good or extremely evil.”

Zu Ye offered substantial money, hoping to learn some formulas about determining life and death. That blind master smiled and said, “I advise Mr. Tieban not to do this. Everyone who has tried to dig out these skills has met a bad end. This is Heaven’s gift to blind people for making a living. Sighted people have hands and feet and can live better than us doing anything else. We cannot see anything in this colorful world our entire lives; we don’t even know what our own parents who birthed and raised us look like. This is our only rice bowl—please leave us a way to survive.”

Zu Ye was deeply ashamed. “Master, you are absolutely right! I won’t learn the formulas. Please keep the money. Your words have benefited me greatly!”

The blind master sighed deeply. “Sir, you are a good person. I cannot tell you the formulas, but I can divine your life and death.”

Zu Ye smiled. “What’s the harm in living? What’s sad about dying? As long as one lives with a clear conscience, when and where one lives or dies—what does it matter? A hundred years of human life is but a fleeting moment. Whether glorious or obscure, all eventually become like windswept fallen leaves, vanishing into smoke and clouds.”

“Ha ha ha ha. Sir has already transcended life and death. If everyone in the world were as carefree as you, there would be much less suffering.”

The blind master formulas Zu Ye wanted to obtain were called “Ma Dao Lu Xie” (Horse Falls, Salary Tilts). Everyone in divination circles knew of them, but no one had ever seen them.

By the 1980s, divination circles became active again. Some people began scheming to obtain the “Ma Dao Lu Xie Formulas” because they discovered that the many fortune-telling techniques they’d learned weren’t very practical. They’d attended numerous study classes, spent lots of money, traveled everywhere to study under many masters, but still couldn’t predict accurately.

Academic circles called the 1980s divination revival the “Divination Fever.” In the environment just after the Cultural Revolution ended, research related to divination was mainly academic. As for divination prediction, they didn’t dare openly discuss it.

Later, as reform accelerated, some people dared to enter divination’s forbidden zone and began studying fortune-telling. But the term “fortune-telling” was too sensitive, too superstitious, and didn’t sound good. So the term “prediction” came into use, and fortune-telling transformed into prediction studies. More refined people invented an even more elegant term—human information science.

This had much to do with the social environment at the time. After mainland China’s reform and opening up, some ideological theories from Hong Kong and Taiwan began influencing the mainland. For the past several decades, we had been conducting political movements, while Hong Kong and Taiwan hadn’t stopped their academic research. Back then, some academic talents followed Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan and Hong Kong, where in a relatively relaxed political atmosphere, they conducted groundbreaking research on classical Chinese studies.

Classical Chinese studies meant Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. The mainland had cooled on these things for a period. This created an illusion that persists today: the roots of Chinese culture are in Taiwan.

This was actually a misunderstanding. The reason was that mainland people, just emerging from the Cultural Revolution, suddenly felt a cultural void after ten lost years, while Hong Kong and Taiwan were vibrant at that moment. Scholars there could freely interpret the “Analects,” the “Diamond Sutra,” and the “Dao De Jing,” and could even openly practice fortune-telling and feng shui.

Mainland people with a cultural gap instantly felt their eyes opened—all the masters were in Taiwan.

It wasn’t until the late 1990s that this misunderstanding gradually melted away. People gradually discovered that mainland scholars were no worse than those in Hong Kong and Taiwan; they were just more low-key. Perhaps too many hardships made them more cautious and reserved. Scholarship exists in the mind—even after ten years of restriction, this knowledge had effectively continued. As reform deepened, classical Chinese studies were no longer taboo but were to be vigorously inherited and promoted. Soon, the mainland entered a cultural explosion period for classical Chinese studies.

At this point, Chinese people worldwide finally understood that the roots of Chinese culture had never been severed. Taiwan had them, the mainland had even more. Both sides shared one lineage, all descendants of the Yan and Huang emperors—this was Chinese civilization.

The cultural inheritance across the Taiwan Strait included both essence and dross.

The orthodox interpretation and research of Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist studies was positive and valuable—more precious than gold. Without them, Chinese people would have only yellow skin and black eyes left. But the superstitious practice of fortune-telling really shouldn’t have flooded back again.

After mainland China opened its reform door, some practitioners from Hong Kong and Taiwan also smelled this opportunity and rushed to the mainland to make money.

Poor mainland nouveau riche couldn’t distinguish true from false. Upon seeing Hong Kong and Taiwan masters in suits speaking broken Mandarin, they admired them tremendously: “Master, please check my feng shui!” “Master, change my fortune!” “Master, give our company an auspicious name!”

These people would never see that some so-called masters from Hong Kong and Taiwan, while glamorous on the surface, secretly ran to certain mainland villages to seek instruction from mainland fortune-tellers.

People knew even less that China once had a Zu Ye who devoted his life to fortune-telling but ultimately opposed it.

When divination began fermenting in the eighties, we old veterans of the Jiang Xiang Sect had a premonition that another batch of fraudsters was about to take the stage. History always repeated the same tragedies. Some cry while others laugh. Raise the yin-yang flag and fortune-tellers will come. Small-scale operations didn’t matter, treating it as a game didn’t matter, but once things got big—like causing deaths, involving fraud, or even developing into cults—the government would intervene.

Many young people who’d read too many novels and TV dramas or heard too many folk tales were now eager to try, vowing to dedicate themselves to divination. They wanted to devote themselves to divination research but didn’t realize they’d started down the wrong path. Divination studies didn’t equal numerology, much less superstition. Their so-called divination studies weren’t divination principles but fortune-telling. They frantically bought street stall materials, indiscriminately attended various study classes, sought masters everywhere, fantasizing about becoming worldly experts.

Thus, the first post-Cultural Revolution fortune-telling army appeared.

After struggling in the numerology field for several years, some people made it, but the vast majority became cannon fodder, wasting their youth achieving nothing. Yet they still wouldn’t give up, always believing they hadn’t learned the real thing. After trying every prediction technique taught by sighted people, they began turning to numerology’s last corner: the Blind School.

In 1985, the 72-year-old blind master Longfeng took on a disciple named Zhou Yulang.

This person wasn’t blind but pretended to be. He came from the north and knelt before Longfeng’s door for three days, finally earning Longfeng’s sympathy.

He said he’d been blind since childhood, his parents died early, he lived with his uncle and aunt but they treated him poorly. He wanted to live independently and came to study under the master, asking the old master to give him a way to eat.

Longfeng believed him, pitied his background, and taught him everything he knew. Zhou Yulang was indeed very clever, learned quickly, and had an exceptional memory. In half a year, he’d memorized all the formulas.

Si Batou, Qi Batou, and I were puzzled at the time: If Master Longfeng was such a divine calculator, how could he not have calculated that this disciple was a fraud! What we didn’t expect even more was that Zhou Yulang’s appearance would drag out a blood feud from the Jiang Xiang Sect’s past.

After completing his studies, Zhou Yulang set up his own practice and began fortune-telling. Using the sign “Longfeng’s Outstanding Disciple” plus his excellent eloquence and reaction ability, Zhou Yulang’s reputation quickly spread, with people seeking fortunes in endless streams.

While frantically accumulating wealth, Zhou Yulang also had to endure a kind of suffering—he needed to pretend to be blind every day. Someone who wasn’t actually blind deliberately assumed the appearance of a blind person. Whenever someone came for a reading, he’d roll up his eyeballs and grope around with both hands, so realistic it was astonishing.

The ancients said long ago: “Those whose six roots are impure cannot study the Way.” If numerology was reluctantly classified as Daoist methods, then those studying numerology must first have upright hearts. Studying the Way is about being a good person; if the person isn’t upright, affairs will surely fail. Ancient people transmitting methods emphasized choosing worthy recipients. Character was always first. If they couldn’t find suitable people, they’d rather take their lifetime’s learning to the grave than reveal anything. This wasn’t conservatism but unwillingness to create evil karma or let people bring destruction upon themselves.

Zhou Yulang wasn’t blind but pretended to be, deceiving his master—this was crime number one: deceiving his teacher and destroying his ancestors. More fatal was that he forgot the words Longfeng warned him when he first studied: “We tell fortunes only to make a living. We’re blind and cannot engage in other professions. This is our rice bowl, so our intentions must be proper. We cannot swindle people’s money or steal people’s wives. Say what should be said, don’t say what shouldn’t be said. Most important is advising people toward goodness—doing good is the only effective way to change one’s fate.”

In the colorful world, Zhou Yulang had long thrown these words to the back of his mind. Daily he sat upright and held forth, charging five yuan per reading, later raising it to ten yuan, then twenty. He dabbled in everything—predicting wealth, sons, marriage, business, grave sites, official fortune. At his peak, he saw over twenty clients daily, earning over a thousand yuan monthly. The county magistrate’s monthly salary was only five hundred yuan—he earned double.

With full belly comes lustful thoughts. When business boomed, people take crooked paths.

One day, a young married woman came to Zhou Yulang for a fortune-telling.

“What do you seek?” Zhou Yulang asked, rolling his eyes.

“Master, I want my marriage fortune told.”

Zhou Yulang secretly glanced at this young woman. His heart couldn’t help but thump. What a beautiful woman—skin tender and white, shoulder-length hair parted seven-three, refined and elegant, round chin, bright eyes, exuding intellectual beauty throughout. Her bulging chest further proclaimed a pair of magnificent breasts ready to burst from beneath her clothes.

Zhou Yulang swallowed and rolled his eyes. “Mm. Marriage fortune. What year were you born?”

“1960.”

“Which month?”

“Lunar August.”

“What date in August?”

“August twenty-third.”

“What time?”

“After midnight.”

Zhou Yulang shook his head. “After midnight, that’s not August twenty-third anymore, it should be August twenty-fourth—already entering the zi hour.”

“Oh, Master, I don’t understand. Anyway, Mother said it was after midnight.”

“Mm.” Zhou Yulang tilted back his neck, squinted his eyes, and calculated with his fingers.

The young woman waited anxiously.

Suddenly, Zhou Yulang reached out his hand, groping around, as if searching for something.

The young woman quickly asked, “What is Master looking for?”

“Nothing, nothing. I got up this morning and haven’t had a sip of water yet. Let me pour some water to drink.” He stood up and felt toward the table.

The young woman immediately stood up and helped Zhou Yulang sit down. “You sit, you sit. I’ll help you pour it.”

Zhou Yulang smiled and said, “Excellent, excellent. Oh my, excellent.”

The young woman poured Zhou Yulang a cup of water and handed it over.

Zhou Yulang extended both hands, slowly groping.

The young woman saw this was truly troublesome, so she directly grabbed Zhou Yulang’s hand and said, “Master, it’s here.” She stuffed the cup into Zhou Yulang’s hand.

Zhou Yulang took advantage of the opportunity to hold both the young woman’s hand and the cup together in his hands. “Oh, thank you, thank you.”

If an ordinary person made such a move, the young woman would certainly have noticed, but the person before her was blind, so she didn’t think much of it and just slowly withdrew her hand.

Zhou Yulang took a sip, then said, “Your fate is a wealthy and noble fate. You are a rich person.”

The young woman smiled embarrassedly. “Not bad.”

Zhou Yulang had already seen this young woman was exceptionally dressed, adorned with jewelry from head to toe, thus making this assessment.

“I calculate you should marry late. Too many peach blossoms in your fate—you should marry after age thirty. Otherwise, the marriage definitely won’t be good.”

“Right, right! Master is correct. I married at twenty-one, and now the marital relationship is very bad.”

“I calculate your husband should be very tall, fair-faced, working in government.”

The young woman thought for a moment and answered, “He’s not that tall, about 1.7 meters. His skin isn’t fair, nor dark. He used to work in government, then went into business.”

Zhou Yulang dared make such predictions because he saw the young woman wasn’t short. In China, husbands were generally taller than wives. This woman had fair skin, so she definitely wasn’t doing farm work, meaning her husband must not be a farmer either. In that era just after reform and opening, anyone not a farmer could be called a government worker, since those in business were still a minority.

Getting one out of three predictions right was enough. Zhou Yulang continued, “Your husband has an affair, and so do you!”

The young woman lowered her head.

“Am I right?” Zhou Yulang pressed.

“Yes.”

“I advise you to divorce quickly. From your eight characters, this marriage can last at most three years. Any longer and something will happen.”

The young woman was alarmed. “Is there no way to save it?”

“I’m afraid you’ll lose both person and wealth.”

“This…”

“If you insist on not divorcing, you’ll also face a life-and-death disaster!”

The young woman was shocked. “Life-and-death disaster?”

“Yes. White Tiger sits at the head, bringing disaster and calamity. Next year the White Tiger descends upon you—you might have to turn back.”

The young woman didn’t understand. “What does ‘turn back’ mean?”

Zhou Yulang feigned impatience. “Turn back means having to go back, no longer living in this world, dying!”

The young woman’s brows furrowed tightly.

Zhou Yulang continued, “This disaster is very similar to one from your childhood. I calculate that before age twelve, you had a major hurdle, but you got through it. Am I right?”

The young woman thought nervously. “I don’t… don’t remember any major disaster…”

“Think more carefully. There must be one!”

“When I was four, I had a serious illness. Does that count?”

“Of course it counts! This belongs to illness disaster, but you came through it. Children have deep roots and can withstand calamities. Adults cannot.”

This calculation about childhood disasters was also a common trick used by fortune-tellers. This world is inherently full of risks—floods, fires, car accidents, diseases, etc. During the process of growing up, a person always encounters several disasters, especially in early childhood. For example, getting sick, being naughty and falling into water pits or manure pits, falling from tables, climbing trees or walls and breaking legs. Children’s nature is to explore and learn, so external harm is inevitable—everyone experiences this. But in fortune-tellers’ mouths, these things became divine calculations with nearly 100% accuracy.

“Then… Master, can I prevent it?” the young woman asked.

“It’s best to divorce as soon as possible. If you can’t divorce right away, I’ll give you a talisman first to wear on your body. At least it can keep you safe.”

“That’s wonderful! Wonderful! Thank you for your trouble, Master!”

Zhou Yulang felt around the drawer, pulled it open, took out a red paper packet, and handed it to the young woman. “You must carry this talisman on you every day. After seven times seven, forty-nine days, burn it. When burning it, face southwest, kowtow three times, and don’t let anyone see.”

“Good, good. I’ve noted it! Master, you’ve gone to such trouble—about how much money should I give you?”

Zhou Yulang raised his head. “Listen to me. Fortune-telling costs ten yuan. This talisman—I asked someone else to draw it. I can’t see, so I can only tell others how to draw it. These talismans are all drawn with cinnabar at midnight during the zi hour, when chickens don’t crow and dogs don’t bark. So I have to treat people to meals and have them draw at midnight. So for this talisman’s cost, give whatever you think is appropriate, just show your appreciation.”

The young woman took out her wallet, pulled out a hundred-yuan bill, and stuffed it into Zhou Yulang’s hand. “Master, this is one hundred yuan. Please take it.”

In the mid-to-late eighties, one hundred yuan was a large bill. Zhou Yulang’s hands trembled. “Oh my, thank you, thank you.”

“You’re too kind, Master. I should be thanking you.”

This matter soon became known throughout the community. Zhou Yulang told everyone, “A wealthy person came for a fortune-telling. Because I calculated so accurately, they immediately gave me one hundred yuan as a reward!”

He said these things simply to raise his own status. After Longfeng heard about it, he sent word through someone: “One must be low-key. Money is sometimes a disaster.”

This matter also stirred Qi Batou Wang Jiaxian into action.

Wang Jiaxian had entered the hall earlier than me but ranked lower as a Batou. His ambitions had always been great. He always felt he was unappreciated. Later, he met Zu Ye and entered the Jiang Xiang Sect, hiding in schools with a teacher’s identity, specifically fishing for student parents as marks.

Later, instigated by San Batou and Wu Batou, he intended to rebel. Ultimately, his conscience awakened and he informed Zu Ye the night before, thus avoiding death.

He and San Batou were the same type—very scholarly, hair always slicked back shining with oil, the appearance of a refined gentleman. After getting out of prison, he was the first to find a partner, marry, and have children. Unfortunately, his wife wasn’t very capable—she bore three daughters in a row but couldn’t produce a son.

Later, he sought secret formulas from Si Batou. The “Zhafei Secret Manual” from back then had recorded some medicinal formulas for producing sons.

After hearing this, Si Batou laughed and said, “Seventh Brother, what era is this? You’re still clinging to our Jiang Xiang Sect’s old relics. Those formulas are nothing more than schisandra, salvia, and other tonic strengthening herbs. Our Jiang Xiang Sect just gambled on a 50% probability. Either a boy or girl would be born. If the mark had a boy, that was the Jiang Xiang Sect’s achievement. If a girl was born, it was the mark’s destiny. Have you forgotten how we dealt with people who came seeking sons back then?”

Qi Batou smiled helplessly and said, “Of course I remember. I’m just desperately wanting a son. Zu Ye didn’t let us touch the ‘Zhafei Secret Manual’ back then. Only you and Fourth Sister-in-law read it completely. I thought there might be content I didn’t know about.”

“Ha ha. Going in circles until you’ve trapped yourself.” Si Batou also laughed.

Back in the day when we were running scams, we often encountered people who came seeking sons.

“Master, please help me see—is the child my wife is carrying now a son?”

Our classic script was: “It should be a son. A daughter is also a treasure.”

Just ten short words, yet they could let the mark arrive full of hope and leave happy. No matter the outcome, they wouldn’t blame the fortune-teller.

Under the ethical indoctrination of “there are three forms of unfilial conduct, of which having no descendants is the worst,” Chinese people particularly liked having sons. Those who’d had three or four daughters in a row were especially anxious. In the countryside, even when neighbors quarreled, the side with sons would use this as leverage to attack the side without sons, cursing: “Your ancestors lacked virtue! You have no son in this life, you’re ending your family line!”

So sons were necessary, because only with sons could there be grandsons, and descendants would continue endlessly through the generations.

When we said “it should be a son” to marks, they would first receive psychological comfort, stabilizing their emotions. Otherwise, if we directly said “no,” they’d definitely get up and leave, and we couldn’t make money.

Then we’d say the second half: “A daughter is also a treasure.”

Families with strong feudal thinking believed daughters would eventually belong to other families. After painstakingly raising them, they’d still have to provide dowries for them to continue someone else’s family line—a huge loss. So ordinary families called girls “worthless scraps.” Only daughters of prominent families were called “precious daughters.”

When we said “a daughter is also a treasure,” the mark would definitely ask puzzled: “Master, what do you mean?”

We’d say with great seriousness: “Based on you and your wife’s eight characters, this child should be a son. But I also see a girl beside him—two fruits hanging on one branch. Which one comes down first depends on fate.”

“What do you mean?”

At this point, we’d take out the already-prepared “Celestial Child Descending Diagram” to show them. This picture depicted a large tree with twelve curved, coiling branches, each branch painted with four or five fruits, and each fruit painted with a smiling child’s face. We’d point to two fruits close together and say: “See? When these two fruits descend to earth, they’ll be your children—one boy, one girl. Neither are ordinary mortals; both are heavenly stars. If it’s a boy, in the future he’ll ride a great horse and wear red flowers. If it’s a girl, she’ll also marry into a wealthy family and become an official’s wife. You just wait to enjoy your good fortune!”

After this speech, the marks would basically all be grinning from ear to ear.

Several months later, when the child was born, if it was truly a boy, the mark would inevitably come to express gratitude. If it was a girl, it didn’t matter—the mark wouldn’t come make trouble. As for whether she’d marry into a wealthy family in the future, that was at least eighteen years away. By then, no one would care about the fortune-telling from back then.

Qi Batou’s Fortune-Telling for a Son

At this moment, Wang Jiaxian desperately wanted a son, scratching his ears and cheeks. Age waits for no one—he was already over fifty, his wife over forty. If they couldn’t produce one with a handle, he’d have no connection with a son in this life.

Later, Wang Jiaxian called me over: “Fifth Brother, please help think of a solution. You and Fourth Brother both have sons. Help your younger brother!”

“Alas!” I sighed deeply. “What’s so good about sons! I’d rather have given birth to two daughters. My son causes trouble every day, far worse than daughters!”

“Raise sons to provide for old age!” Wang Jiaxian said urgently.

“Raise sons for old age? Ha ha. You’ve seen old man Zhang Jindou from our town, right? Five sons. Back in the day, Old Zhang suffered tremendously to feed this household, working like a beast of burden his entire life. Now he’s old, his sons are grown, all married their wives. Now what? These five brothers are more useless than the next. By rights, when parents age, sons should compete to care for them. Look at these five—twelve months a year, each family takes two months and six days. But because February has two fewer days, the youngest son absolutely won’t take the old man in. The eldest claims his days are up, missing two days is the old calendar’s fault, and that very day drove the old man out. Because of this, the old man was forced to squat in the station ticket office for two days. At night no one brought him food—it was kindhearted Aunt Cui who brought him a bowl of noodles to eat. You call this raising sons for old age? This isn’t raising sons, this is repaying debts, repaying these ungrateful wolves!” I said angrily.

“Oh my, these situations are rare!” Wang Jiaxian said.

I said: “Why don’t you look at those who were blessed by raising daughters? Zhao Tiepi’s family has three daughters. The eldest married an educated youth who’s returned to the city now. Every holiday they come back to see the Zhao Tiepi couple. The good food they bring from Beijing—we’ve never even seen it! The second daughter married a bricklayer. When they rebuilt the house the year before last, the second son-in-law called over twenty people at once. In twenty days the house was up, didn’t spend a cent! The third daughter is in university now, I hear she’ll go abroad in the future. If she marries a foreigner, won’t she send the old man an aircraft carrier? What do you call enjoying blessings? This is enjoying blessings! I dare say, when my children grow up, my daughter will definitely love me more than my son. Just seeing my son now makes me angry!”

“Oh my, Fifth Brother, you’re speaking without understanding the pain. You have a son, of course you can say this!”

“Want me to adopt my son to you? Will you take him?” I said with a smile.

“Don’t tease me.”

Si Batou and I ultimately couldn’t convince Wang Jiaxian. He still secretly ran off to find the now-famous Zhou Yulang.

“Master, help me see—can I still have a son in this lifetime?” The over-fifty Wang Jiaxian humbly asked the twenty-something Zhou Yulang for guidance.

Zhou Yulang squinted and said: “From your eight characters, you should have a son.”

“Really?” Wang Jiaxian’s eyes lit up.

“However…”

“However what?” Wang Jiaxian tensed up.

“However… your and your wife’s eight characters conflict!”

“Ah?”

“Mm. You’re fire destiny, your wife is water destiny. Water conquers fire. Fire is yang, water is yin. Insufficient yang energy naturally can’t produce sons.”

The once brilliant Jiang Xiang Sect member A’Bao was now actually confused: “Master, please explain in detail.”

“Haven’t you noticed that at critical moments, you and your wife’s opinions are never quite aligned? For instance, you say go east, she insists on going west…”

Before Zhou Yulang could finish, Wang Jiaxian got excited: “Right, right, right! You’re absolutely right.”

“Mm. She’s blocked your wealth path, official fortune, even delaying your son.”

Wang Jiaxian thought carefully. It really was like this. In the past, whenever I wanted to do something, she always worried about this and worried about that. In the end, I accomplished nothing my entire life.

“Master is absolutely right. What should I do?”

“Divorce!”

“Divorce?” Wang Jiaxian broke into a sweat. After decades together, he’d never even thought about divorce.

“Mm. I’ll tell you what kind of wife is most suitable. You should marry someone born in the Year of the Rat. Then your eight characters will be compatible, and you’ll definitely have a son!”

On the way home, Wang Jiaxian carefully pondered Zhou Yulang’s words: This person really dares to speak. He concluded with certainty that my wife and I aren’t compatible, insisting I must divorce. Without real ability, would he dare say this?

Wang Jiaxian wandered in confused thought for a week, finally laying it out to his wife: “We… should we… get divorced!”

“What?” Wang Jiaxian’s wife Zhang Yingzhi was stunned. “What did you say?”

“I said… we should divorce. I’m also thinking about our family line…”

Zhang Yingzhi was enraged: “Just because you can’t produce a son, you want to divorce me? Do you still want your old face? Back when you got out of prison, who was willing to marry you? You pestered me relentlessly, saying you’d love me for life. I felt sorry for your pathetic state and married you. Now you want to divorce me—are you still human? Our eldest daughter is about to marry, and you still want face?”

Wang Jiaxian also got angry: “Right! I was in prison, I’m a criminal! I deserve to die! Living, I’m a joke! So what if you married me? All these years I’ve been groveling, unable to hold my head up before your family. Look at your father’s face every time we visit—as if my marrying you was your whole family’s favor to me, and I must act like a dog my whole life to be worthy of your family. I have a stain on my record, but it can’t suppress me for life! Controlling everything I do, not letting me do anything. In 1982, I wanted to do sausage business, you vetoed it. Two years ago, I wanted to do clothing business, you vetoed it again. Must I only be a schoolteacher my whole life?”

Zhang Yingzhi’s tears came: “Do you have a conscience saying this? Back then, to restore your teaching qualifications, my father ran his legs off, worried himself sick, finally got you into the school. We live life seeking peace and stability. You’re now vice principal, an outstanding teacher in the city. With such comfortable days, you insist on going into business. Aren’t you courting death?”

“Who says doing business is courting death? When I mixed in society back then, what great storms haven’t I seen?”

“Fine, fine, don’t mention your past. Seven brothers, four rebelled. You were one of them. Rebelling is one thing, but midway you chickened out and went to inform…”

“I’ll beat you, you damned woman!” Wang Jiaxian raised his palm.

“Hit me!” Zhang Yingzhi thrust her face forward.

Wang Jiaxian ultimately didn’t dare hit her. Finally, dejected, he said: “Let’s divorce. This life is unbearable.”

Zhang Yingzhi, tears streaming down her face, raised her head: “Whoever doesn’t divorce isn’t human!”

“Foolish, Old Seven, you’re foolish!” When Si Batou and I learned the news, we stamped our feet in anger.

“Two elder brothers needn’t persuade me. My mind is made up!”

“Made up your ass! Just based on a few words from that blind man, you’ll divorce? I think you’ve gone mad!” We brothers still didn’t know Zhou Yulang was faking blindness.

“It’s not entirely that. These years, I’ve had enough. We’ve been in prison, but we can’t be unable to hold our heads up for life.” Wang Jiaxian said indignantly.

“Don’t make excuses. You’ve just fallen for that blind man’s trick!”

“He spoke very logically. He’s not a fraud, unlike us!” Wang Jiaxian said defiantly.

“Fine. We don’t care if he’s a fraud or not. You must listen to Zu Ye’s words. You’ve read Zu Ye’s ‘Yin Yang Guidance Record,’ right? The analysis there is so thorough. Whether or not to tell fortunes is optional. If you want a son, do more good deeds, accumulate more virtue. We brothers will help you together. Tomorrow we’ll go to the temple and make offerings.”

“He said I must divorce. Our eight characters conflict.”

“Heavens! Are you possessed or what? Are you still our Old Seven? We’ve hunted birds our whole lives, now a bird has pecked your eye.”

“Fourth Brother, Fifth Brother, think about it. If he didn’t have real ability, would he dare directly tell me to divorce? Back in the day, we never dared say such things to marks!”

I frowned and said: “We didn’t say such things back then because Zu Ye said in advance, ‘Better to demolish ten bridges than break up one marriage.’ He felt this was creating evil karma, so he wouldn’t let us do this.”

“Why does he dare say it?”

“He dares say it because he’s blind. Who would argue with a disabled person? Tell me, how much money did he take from you?”

“To be honest with you two brothers, he didn’t take a cent. He said whenever it comes true, then he’ll take money. He dares say this, he must have confidence. Otherwise, wouldn’t he fear that once I divorce and remarry, if I still have a daughter, I’d go make trouble for him?”

Si Batou and I were also shocked. Yes, this matter was no small thing. This blind man really dared to speak. Wasn’t he afraid that if things didn’t work out, others would go fight him? Even his master, the famous Longfeng, never suggested people divorce. Only when two people really couldn’t live together anymore and both felt they should divorce would he help find the next partner.

“Something’s wrong, something’s wrong.” My brain raced. “I feel like there’s something off about Zhou the blind man…”

Si Batou also nodded: “Mm, I also feel something’s not right. Other fortune-tellers all quietly make their money, never daring to show off. Since he set up his own practice, he couldn’t wait to make his name known. This is different from ordinary fortune-tellers.”

“Do you know this person’s background?” I asked Wang Jiaxian.

“How would I know? Didn’t they say he wandered over from the north?”

“Specifically where?”

“Don’t know. Anyway, I want to try it.”

“Really divorcing?”

“Divorcing! She said, whoever doesn’t divorce isn’t human!”

“Aiya! Here we go again! Can’t control you!”

And so, Qi Batou inexplicably divorced, leaving with nothing. We brothers scraped together some money for him and rented him a room to live in. Fortunately, he still held his vice principal position, earning two hundred yuan monthly income. Life could go on.

Next was finding a woman born in the Year of the Rat. Those born in 1984 were Rats, but definitely unsuitable—still young girls. Those born in 1972 were Rats, also unsuitable—still minors. Those born in 1960 were Rats, twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old, but basically all married for just a few years. Without special circumstances, they wouldn’t divorce. Those born in 1948 were Rats, but already over forty—whether they’d be willing to bear children again was questionable. Choosing and choosing, he still had to target those born after 1960.

A fifty-something person finding a twenty-something wife was still considered strange news in that era. But Qi Batou, having entered a dead end, was determined to do this.

“Master, from which direction should I find this woman? Doesn’t fate have directions? East, south, west, north—I need a direction.” Wang Jiaxian asked Zhou Yulang.

“Mm. You’re very capable, you’re someone who accomplishes great things. Unfortunately these years your wife tripped you up. If you’d met me earlier, you’d have prospered long ago!”

“Alas, this is also fate.”

“Correct. This is fate. I calculate this second wife should come from the south, fair-skinned, very refined, also a wealthy woman. Next spring, she’ll appear.”

“Really? A refined wealthy woman?”

“Mm! This is your fate! Your prosperous days are coming!”

“How old is this person?”

“Under thirty. An old-young match!”

Wang Jiaxian was delighted, feeling feverish: “Master, if this can happen, you’re my great benefactor! I’ll support you for life!”

“You’re too kind! Aren’t we fortune-tellers here to bring blessings to people!”

“Master is truly compassionate.”

A month later, the young woman who’d previously sought Zhou Yulang for marriage fortune-telling returned. Her name was Wan Suxin.

“Master, I’ve already burned the talisman you gave me,” Wan Suxin said.

“Mm. How’s the marital relationship been lately?”

“Not good. Very bad. We have a shoe factory in the south. We’ve made some money these years. He’s changed, become fickle, found a female student, even had a child with her. I always thought he was just playing around. I didn’t expect him to produce a child. I really want to sue him in court, charge him with bigamy!”

“Don’t! Don’t! Letting others off is letting yourself off.”

Wan Suxin’s face was full of sorrow: “Alas, it’s also my fault. I’m not capable…”

Zhou Yulang quickly caught the implication of this statement and hastily interjected: “That day when I calculated your eight characters, I felt your children’s palace wasn’t particularly prosperous. Children come late!”

“Master is very right! We’ve been married seven years. It’s strange—I’ve never been able to get pregnant. He wanted children, so he had an affair! Master, can you calculate whether I can have children or not? I went to the hospital for checkups. The doctor said there’s no problem. I don’t know what’s going on.”

Zhou Yulang immediately made a finger-calculating gesture, pondered for a long time and said: “In your fate, the children star in your eight characters is being suppressed. It’s called ‘children entering the tomb.’ The tomb must be burst open before you can have children!”

“Entering the tomb? Burst open?”

“Right. It’s like some men are sick and must use women to dispel the bad luck. You’ve heard of such things, right?”

“I’ve heard.”

“Same principle. Your husband’s eight characters and your eight characters just don’t match. He can’t burst it open. Continuing like this, you’ll never have children your whole life, and feelings will get worse and worse!”

Wan Suxin grew more nervous listening: “Then… it seems I must divorce?”

“Didn’t I say before? If you insist on clinging on, there’ll be more bad than good. Think about it, your husband already has a child with someone else. That woman will definitely pressure him to divorce. If you refuse to divorce no matter what, if you push your husband to desperation, what if he poisons you? Won’t that be trouble!”

“He… he shouldn’t, right…” Wan Suxin said doubtfully.

“People’s hearts are separated from their bellies—actions are hardest to predict. Gambling breeds thieves, adultery produces murder.”

Wan Suxin’s heart pounded hearing this.

“Master means I should divorce him as soon as possible?”

“As soon as possible! If you initiate divorce now while he’s happy, you can divide more property. Wealth is the source of sustaining life. When women have wealth, suitors naturally come.”

“I understand!” After speaking, Wan Suxin pulled out a hundred-yuan bill from her pocket. “Thank you for Master’s guidance! This money…”

“Don’t! Don’t! Don’t! You’re insulting me!”

“Master, you’re…”

“I’m a fortune-teller, relying on this skill to help people resolve disasters. What use do I have for so much money! Last time you gave me a hundred, my conscience still hasn’t settled. When you completely divorce and find your ideal husband, just invite me to drink at your wedding feast.”

Wan Suxin was moved beyond words: “Master… Master… You truly have a bodhisattva’s heart!”

“I’m not divorcing!” Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao roared.

“On what grounds won’t you divorce? You’ve had a child with someone else, what do you want me by your side for?” Wan Suxin wailed.

“Don’t you also have a lover? You cheated first, okay?” Jiang Zhigao retorted mockingly.

“That was public relations! When we first arrived in Shenzhen, helpless and without support, if I hadn’t connected with people from Industry and Commerce, Taxation, and the bank, could we have started from nothing?”

“Public relations? You attacked them into bed?”

“We didn’t do anything, just drank tea at the hotel!”

“Even idiots wouldn’t believe that!” Jiang Zhigao cursed.

“You made your fortune relying on your wife’s looks and you still have face? Have you forgotten your beggar appearance sleeping on the streets?” Wan Suxin also got agitated.

“Damn! Wasn’t that because I emptied Dad’s savings account to do business? Wasn’t it all for this family?”

“Family? You still know about family? You spend more time in hotels than at home!”

“Damn! Isn’t that all for business! Every day I meet clients, every day I drink, almost drinking myself to death! If I don’t fight, where would you get all that money to spend? Look at your outfit—eight hundred yuan top, four hundred yuan pants. Don’t be blessed without knowing it!”

“Cut the crap. Let’s divorce. Once divorced, we’ll both be free. I want half the property!”

Jiang Zhigao was stunned: “After all this, you want to divide my property?”

“Your property? Your property? This old lady exchanged it with her body!”

“Finally admitting it! I’ve long suspected you had something with Zhang Sanpao from Taxation!”

“I want my share. Legally speaking it makes sense too.”

“Legal? You want to take me to court?”

Wan Suxin smiled: “That depends on you.”

“I’ll kill you!”

Wan Suxin’s heart chilled, and she said coldly: “Seems what was said wasn’t wrong.”

“What wasn’t wrong?”

“Nothing! I’m leaving! Wait for the court summons!” Wan Suxin slammed the door and left.

“Come back! Come back! Damn you!” Jiang Zhigao kicked the table over, squatted on the ground and wept bitterly holding his head.

The Five Elements’ Mutual Generation and Counter-Conquest

Wan Suxin came to Zhou Yulang’s house again.

“Master, you were right. He really could do terrible things. He said he’d kill me! They say one day as husband and wife means a hundred days of grace, but once couples turn against each other, they’re worse than enemies!”

“Alas! Husband and wife are birds of the same forest—when disaster strikes, each flies their own way. You just take feelings too seriously. You’re a kind person, you just chose the wrong partner.”

“Master is right. When I married him, I saw he… saw he was good-looking, eloquent. His father was an old oil worker, he was also a regular employee, family conditions were all good. I didn’t expect him to have this face now. If he refuses to divorce no matter what, what should I do?”

Zhou Yulang chuckled: “Why are you confusing yourself? Have you forgotten? You have leverage over him—how dare he not divorce?”

Wan Suxin was stunned, then awakened: “Oh… right, right. He had a child with someone else. I can threaten him. If he doesn’t agree to divorce, I’ll sue him in court!”

“Right! But killing someone only requires a nod—don’t go to extremes in anything. Don’t provoke him. Give him words to hear, let him understand the stakes, but don’t press too hard. You can say separate for a while and try it, if it really doesn’t work, remarry. As for property, let him decide what to give. Retreat to advance—if you show weakness, he’ll actually feel pity.”

Hearing this, Wan Suxin nodded deeply: “Master, you’ve really gone to great trouble.”

“Alas. I can’t help it. If I didn’t see your kind nature, I wouldn’t help anyone with divorce ideas. Our profession has rules—we can’t break up families unless both parties agree to divorce. Sinful, sinful.”

“Master has worked hard. Master, you’re helping me, you’re doing a good deed.”

“If you can think this way, I’m much comforted. Also, you must not reveal that I gave you advice behind the scenes, otherwise your husband will come settle accounts with me!”

“Master, rest assured. I absolutely won’t say.”

After another month passed, Wan Suxin visited again.

“Master, I’m divorced. Completely clean!” Wan Suxin’s face was full of smiles.

“Ha ha. This is right. A happy life is about to begin.”

“Mm mm. I followed Master’s guidance and had a heart-to-heart talk with him. I said I don’t want anything, I just want peace and quiet, I want to live alone. After hearing this, he actually cried. He said he wronged me and hoped I’d think it over before deciding. I said I’d thought about it for a long time, and I said I can’t bear children, I really wronged him. He said he’ll always love me. In the end, he gave me three hundred thousand and said he hopes I can return to his side in the future.”

Speaking to here, Wan Suxin choked up. She suddenly felt a trace of sadness. Scenes of marital love from years ago began circling in her mind: “Alas… life is impermanent.”

Zhou Yulang glimpsed this scene with his un-blind eyes and quickly pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it over.

Wan Suxin took it and wiped her tears, suddenly feeling something was wrong: “Master, how did you know I was crying?”

Zhou Yulang immediately realized he’d been too rash just now. His brain raced, and he chuckled: “I’ll tell you a secret. You must never tell outsiders.”

“What’s so mysterious?”

“I have a special ability since childhood—I’ve opened my celestial eye.”

“Celestial eye?”

“Right! Haven’t you heard that many people practicing qigong have opened their celestial eyes?”

“I’ve heard of this but never seen it.”

Zhou Yulang effectively utilized the social rumors of the 1980s. At that time, China was experiencing a qigong fever—opening celestial eyes, guessing objects through barriers, the immortal’s single grasp, qilin manifestations, ears that could recognize characters, telekinesis. Even some Hong Kong and Taiwan films incorporated these elements. In “God of Gamblers” and “The Conman,” you could find shadows of mainland paranormal masters.

“When I was five years old, I could suddenly see wandering ghosts around me. Of course, not with physical eyes—I’m blind. But relying on the celestial eye in my heart, I could always see some real and illusory things. I’ve never told anyone about these matters,” Zhou Yulang added.

“Ah? Master has this ability too?”

Zhou Yulang nodded: “This is a kind of suffering, seeing things others cannot see. Tell me, isn’t that terrifying?”

“Mm mm. I read in the newspaper that people who’ve opened their celestial eye can see through people’s internal organs and can diagnose illnesses. Is that true?”

“Of course it’s true!”

“Then… then can Master look at me and see if there’s anything wrong with my body? Especially look at the issue about having children.”

Zhou Yulang tilted back his neck, turned his head around, and said: “I generally don’t reveal this ability. But it’s you—you’re a good person. I’ll help you.”

“Thank you, Master.” Wan Suxin stood up. “Do I… do I need to take off my outer clothing?”

Zhou Yulang frowned and said sternly: “Take off clothes for what! People who’ve opened their celestial eye can see through walls! Asking people to undress is being a hooligan!”

Wan Suxin smiled and said, “Look at what you’re saying, that’s too serious. Then how should I cooperate with you?”

“Just stand still and don’t move.”

Zhou Yulang’s eyes rolled around, using his peripheral vision to examine Wan Suxin up and down, thinking to himself: Good figure, good breasts, very alluring.

“Your lungs have a problem.” After looking for a while, Zhou Yulang said.

“Right! Last year I even had acute pneumonia.”

“Mm. Also, your digestive system doesn’t seem too good…”

“Very accurate. My appetite isn’t good. Master, look at my reproductive system—children, the key is children.”

“Don’t rush. Mm… your uterus is very good, thick, full, it’s just… it’s just…”

“It’s just what?”

“It’s just… that’s right, that’s right…” Zhou Yulang struggled to roll his eyelids and said.

“What?”

“You sit down. Listen as I slowly explain to you.”

Wan Suxin quickly sat on the stool.

“Remember when I calculated your eight characters, I told you the children star enters the tomb?”

“Remember, remember.”

Zhou Yulang showed a hesitant appearance of wanting to speak but stopping: “Your physical characteristics… exactly match the characteristics of your eight characters…”

“What do you mean? Master, speak plainly.” Wan Suxin waited anxiously.

“Ha ha… this… some words… I… I study the Way, it’s inconvenient for me to speak…”

“Master, you’re a living bodhisattva. You’ve helped me so much, you know all about my affairs. What’s inconvenient to say? Master, speak frankly.”

Zhou Yulang’s face reddened, as if a shy scholar being flirted with. He bit his lip and said: “That… that place of yours is a bit narrow… no wonder the eight characters show that it must be burst open, otherwise you can’t have children.”

Wan Suxin’s face also suddenly turned red, but after all, she’d mixed in the business world. After adjusting, she said naturally: “Master, you’re right. Actually, we’re all experienced people, there’s nothing we can’t talk about.”

Zhou Yulang quickly said: “No, no. You’re an experienced person, I haven’t experienced it yet.”

Wan Suxin felt embarrassed: “Sorry, Master. I didn’t know you weren’t married yet. Ha ha. A great master like you, I thought you’d married long ago.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay. Those who don’t know aren’t blamed. Those who don’t know aren’t blamed.”

“Then… I’ll continue. That place really is very tight. In your presence, you’re the master, so I won’t be shy. I lived with my husband for seven years, and every time he… after every time, he said I was like a virgin…”

Zhou Yulang felt heat throughout his body, quickly crossed his legs, right leg over left, to conceal the mystery below. Then he said: “Stop there, stop there. You understand, that’s enough. Let’s not discuss this topic anymore.”

Wan Suxin smiled and said, “I didn’t expect Master to be so shy.”

“Ha ha. I don’t understand matters between men and women, don’t understand.”

Wan Suxin examined this twenty-something fortune-telling youth again. Suddenly her eyes brightened—this person had proper features, emotional eyebrows. If he weren’t blind, he’d truly be a fine-looking talent. Such a pity, such a pity.

“By the way, Master, now that I’m divorced, what kind of man should I look for that would be suitable?”

“Mm.” Zhou Yulang nodded. “Pardon my directness, your fate is an old husband matched with young wife fate.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you must find someone older than you.”

“Older? How much older?”

“About two decades.”

Wan Suxin was so shocked she nearly fell from her chair: “Twenty years? Twenty years older? Am I looking for a father or a husband?”

Zhou Yulang said nothing.

Wan Suxin felt she’d lost her composure and quickly collected herself: “Master, you’re not joking with me, right?”

“Of course not!” Zhou Yulang said seriously. “This is fate. Since I’ve seen it, I must tell you truthfully. Otherwise, if I just say nice-sounding things, that’s not fortune-telling, that’s talking nonsense. What good would that do you?”

Wan Suxin broke into a cold sweat: “Heavens, finding a fifty-something old man, what kind of fate is this? Is my fate so bitter?”

“What is bitter? What is joyful? Being able to find someone who’ll love you for life is happiness. Men at forty are flowers in bloom, women at forty are bean curd dregs. In ancient times, which wealthy household didn’t still take concubines at forty or fifty and live quite well?”

“Heavens, I have no other way out?”

“This is the way out. Human life rarely reaches seventy—think about twenty years from now, you’ll be fifty, your children will be grown, your life will be almost complete. Being able to live happily with one person for twenty years, isn’t that family bliss?”

“Alas. My head hurts to death. Why is my fate like this!”

“Don’t be unwilling. Even if you want to find one, you might not be able to. Think about it—people in their fifties basically all have grown children. Finding a divorced one isn’t so easy.”

“Then I’d rather not look for one this lifetime!”

“Foolish words. You’re a woman with no children under your knees. What will you do in the future? Even if you have lots of money, what use is it? You still need to find someone, have a child, so you’ll have someone to care for you in old age.”

“Aiya, my head hurts to death.”

Zhou Yulang smiled: “Don’t let your head hurt. The most important matter hasn’t been mentioned yet.”

“What else is there?”

“Before marriage, you must first dispel the bad luck, burst open the tomb vault. Only then can the children star become active. Otherwise, once you marry, you still won’t bear children, and that will also be trouble!”

“Ah? Can’t my future husband do the bursting?”

Zhou Yulang pursed his lips: “Did I not explain clearly, or did you not understand? What does ‘dispelling bad luck’ mean? It means before officially marrying, finding someone with powerful eight characters to help you burst it open. Only then can you officially marry. If you confuse marriage with dispelling bad luck, what’s the point of dispelling bad luck!”

Wan Suxin helplessly lowered her head: “Heavens. I might as well become a nun. What evil did I commit in my past life…”

Zhou Yulang secretly laughed to himself: You owed me from your past life.

Qi Batou was also distracted those days, frequently running to Zhou Yulang’s house.

“Master, let’s chat more.”

“Chat about what? Go home and wait. The fated connection won’t come until next spring.”

“Don’t, Master. Let’s chat. I just like hearing you talk.”

“Ha ha. So many fortune-seekers come to me all day long, my mouth is dry from talking.”

“Well then, Master, I’ll buy some wine and food, let’s get together tonight.”

“Don’t, absolutely don’t. I study the Way and never drink alcohol.”

Each time, Qi Batou returned disappointed.

Si Batou and I saw this and worried in our hearts: “This can’t continue. We must save Old Seven—he’s possessed!”

“How about we investigate Zhou the blind man’s background?” Si Batou said.

“The key is how to investigate!”

“How about tomorrow you pretend to seek a fortune and have him read for you, to test his abilities?”

I nodded, then suddenly wanted to laugh: “What’s happened to us Jiang Xiang Sect people now? We’ve told fortunes for the world for three hundred years, and now we’re all running to seek others’ fortune-telling. Ha ha.”

“Karma, karma. Zu Ye was right—karma.” Si Batou laughed heartily.

“Thinking back to Zu Ye’s glory days, heroic and spirited, with feathered fan… feathered fan what?” I said halfway and got stuck.

Si Batou laughed wildly: “Feathered fan and silk scarf, laughing and talking, the Huidao Sect turned to ashes and smoke! History repeating itself, perhaps they should laugh at me, prematurely gray. Life is but a dream, dreams are but life. Old Seven once exploited the pain of a Nationalist officer’s wife longing for her husband, setting up traps and schemes. Now he’s trapped by emotion—isn’t this retribution?”

Si Batou’s lament filled me with melancholy. When we deceived people back then, did we ever think about the marks’ suffering and desolation? Heaven’s evil can still be endured, but self-inflicted evil cannot be survived. Old Seven, clever his whole life, now confused for a moment—is it timing? Fate? Karma.

The next day, former Jiang Xiang Sect Wu Batou knocked on Zhou Yulang’s door.

“Greetings, Master Zhou!” I called loudly upon entering.

“Who is it?”

“Ha ha ha ha. I’ve long heard of Master’s great name. Today I’ve come especially to visit.”

Zhou Yulang rolled his eyes: “May I ask your honorable name?”

“Liu Tianliang.”

“Ha ha ha ha. Don’t know you.”

“Master, whether we know each other doesn’t matter. I’ve come today to seek instruction.”

“What does Mr. Liu wish to ask about?”

“I wish to seek Master Zhou’s guidance on metaphysics and numerology.”

“I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare. I’m just a blind fortune-teller wandering the world, making a living. How dare I accept the word ‘guidance’!”

I smiled and said: “Master Zhou is too modest. We’re all people of the same path. Mutual exchange is only natural.”

“Ha ha. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. My master instructed me in advance that practitioners of the same path must not show off their learning. I’m afraid Mr. Liu will be disappointed today.”

“Not at all, not at all. I’ve simply admired Master’s reputation for so long and wish to ask a question or two. If Master refuses, I simply won’t leave. You’ll have to feed me too. Ha ha ha ha.”

Zhou Yulang’s eyeballs turned, knowing I came with ill intent. He smiled and said: “In that case, I’m honored! Please come in!”

Just as I walked into the room, he suddenly said: “No, you must go back out!”

I was stunned: “Ah?”

“Ha ha. Take this sign out with you and hang it on my door, telling people I’m not seeing clients today, so no one disturbs our discussion of the classics!” He felt around and handed me a paper sign.

“Fine.” I helped him hang up the sign and returned to the room.

“Does Mr. Liu also understand metaphysics and numerology?” Zhou Yulang asked.

“I wouldn’t say I understand—I just enjoy it. Unfortunately, my natural talent is limited. Although I’ve read many books, I still haven’t grasped the essentials, which is why I’ve come to seek instruction.” I said.

“Ha ha. Mr. Liu is too modest. If you have any questions, please ask. If I can answer, I’ll spare no effort.”

I thought for a moment, then suddenly asked him: “Where are you from, sir?”

He was startled, because my question had nothing to do with numerology: “This… ha ha ha ha. People of the rivers and lakes consider everywhere home. Aren’t Mr. Liu and I from the same place now?”

“Where are you from?” I looked at him coldly and asked again.

“Ancestral home is Tianjin.”

“Oh, a good place. Then why don’t you have a Tianjin accent?”

“Alas, I lost both parents young and followed my uncle and aunt wandering east and west. I lost my native accent long ago.”

Although he answered fluently, I knew he was lying. After all, I’d followed Zu Ye for so many years. When he spoke just now, his right hand suddenly slapped his leg. This subconscious action represented him thinking—lightning-fast thinking. But Zu Ye had said: “As long as one unrelated bodily movement appears, it means he’s fabricating a lie.”

“I see. Tianjin is a place of outstanding people and spirits. No wonder it produced a great talent like Master Zhou.” I said.

“Too kind. All my abilities came from my master. Master and disciple are like father and son. He is my second parent.”

I suddenly felt the person before me was no ordinary person. He answered fluently with great emotion. This kind of scene only appeared among the A’Bao group of the Jiang Xiang Sect. This feeling was very familiar—so familiar my scalp tingled and my heart trembled. I couldn’t describe this feeling. It was strange, terrifying.

“I’ve heard people say that blind masters discussing fate always speak of disaster when they encounter conflict. Is there really such a saying?” I began questioning.

He seemed to sense I’d come to challenge him. He raised his head, fearless: “Speaking of disaster at every conflict—that’s foolish.”

I said: “I’d like to hear the details.”

He said: “Fortune-telling ultimately uses the five elements method. All calculations are based on the five elements’ mutual generation and conquest. Ordinary fortune-tellers all know the principle of the five elements’ mutual conquest—so-called metal conquers wood, wood conquers earth, earth conquers water, water conquers fire, fire conquers metal. So once they see conflicting five elements, they say this shows disaster. For example, if a man has metal destiny and a woman has wood destiny, if both come asking about marriage, the fortune-teller will say metal and wood conflict, this marriage probably isn’t good, and so on.”

“Isn’t that correct?” I countered.

“It’s not incorrect—it’s completely wrong! The ancients said: When metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel; when wood is strong and gets metal, it becomes a pillar; when water is strong and gets earth, it becomes a pond; when fire is strong and gets water, they complement each other; when earth is strong and gets wood, it achieves circulation. The five elements’ generation and conquest lie in balance. If one doesn’t distinguish strength and weakness and recklessly discusses generation and conquest, isn’t that foolish?”

Zhou the blind man’s words truly shocked me. These words were the essence of the five elements method. Back when Zu Ye played with the five elements, he greatly praised these sentences. Moreover, he explained them to the brothers through vivid, simple examples.

This was the dialectics of the five elements, the soul of numerology.

Ordinary people only knew that metal generates water, water generates wood, wood generates fire, fire generates earth, earth generates metal, and metal conquers wood, wood conquers earth, earth conquers water, water conquers fire, fire conquers metal—this was the basic principle of the five elements’ generation and conquest. Most people learned up to here and stopped, thinking that “generation” was good and auspicious, while “conquest” was bad and unfavorable.

Understanding the five elements’ generation and conquest this way truly led one astray. The application of the five elements emphasized a kind of balance. Balance brings harmony, and harmony achieves completeness.

Metal generates water, but excessive generation becomes conquest, just like a mother loving her son—if she indulges him blindly, that’s no longer love but ruining him. So the ancients said, metal generates water, but too much metal makes water turbid. “Metal generates beautiful water” means when the two substances have equivalent energy, water relies on metal for generation, and metal gets water for clarity. The two complement each other, endlessly generating, creating the beautiful image of metal generating beautiful water, beautiful water flowing abundantly. If there’s too much metal and too little water, like a pile of scrap copper and rotten iron piled together, the water below the iron pile will become turbid and smelly.

Water generates wood follows the same principle—too much water makes wood float. Appropriate water can help plants grow robustly, but if the water volume is excessive, endlessly irrigating, the trees simply can’t bear it. The tree roots get washed out, finally uprooted, and the wood floats in the water, becoming dead wood.

Wood generates fire, but too much wood smothers fire. This principle is easy to verify and understand. When starting a fire, one must add wood gradually as the flames grow stronger. Otherwise, if you pile it all on at once, not only won’t the fire intensify, but it will cause oxygen deprivation and the flames will instantly extinguish.

Fire generates earth, but too much fire scorches earth. Burning forests to clear land, the great fire burns away trees, and the charcoal ash can become fertile soil. But if the fire continues endlessly, always scorching one plot of land, that land will be burned to char, the soil nutrients exhausted, becoming useless, unable to grow anything.

Earth generates metal, but too much earth buries metal. When earth is too thick and heavy, gold and jade will be buried, never seeing daylight.

This is the principle of excessive generation becoming conquest.

Similarly, the five elements’ mutual conquest also follows the principle of balance.

Fire conquers metal, but when metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel. Fire does conquer metal, but if this conquest maintains balance, it becomes help—not harm, but benefit. It’s like a father’s control over his son. This kind of paternal education and restraint is to eliminate the son’s wildness, making him learned and reasonable, learning benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trust, finally growing into an adult. If the father ignores his son and lets him grow wild, it’s like a tree—without pruning branches or girdling bark, the tree will grow wildly in all directions, with lateral shoots and messy leaves consuming too much energy. Ultimately, the main trunk won’t be sturdy, unable to grow into a towering tree or become timber material.

Therefore, the ancients spoke these supreme truths: When metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel; when wood is strong and gets metal, it becomes a pillar; when water is strong and gets earth, it becomes a pond; when fire is strong and gets water, they complement each other; when earth is strong and gets wood, it achieves circulation.

Thus, appropriate “conquest” is a kind of generation, while excessive “generation” is actually a kind of conquest. This is the dialectical method of the five elements.

When Zu Ye taught us these principles back then, my companions and I were stunned: Truly miraculous! Truly miraculous!

Now, facing Zhou the blind man, he spoke these five elements dialectical principles without hesitation, without any thought, making me look at this blind man with new respect.

I thought of another question and asked him: “I’ve heard blind masters have a formula, and with this formula they can determine when someone will die, accurate without error?”

“Ha ha ha ha!” Zhou Yulang laughed toward heaven. “Does Mr. Liu believe this?”

“I’ve never seen it, which is why I’m asking Master Zhou for instruction! Please don’t hesitate to enlighten me!”

“This is all hearsay and rumors in the martial world! China now has one billion people. How many different eight character combinations are there in total? Each eight character set represents over a thousand people. If one could determine from a formula that someone would die on a certain day, wouldn’t that mean those thousand-plus people with the same eight characters would all die together that day? Anyone could figure out this is impossible with their toes! Forget these big examples—even twins don’t necessarily die on the same day and might differ by many years. Therefore, Mr. Liu needn’t be superstitious about the so-called blind master formulas. Blind masters can form their own school not because of some iron-clad formulas, but because their fate-calculating methods differ from those circulating in the market. They use more nayin and spiritual influences. Also, because blind people can’t see things and aren’t bound by external objects, they can calm their minds to summarize experience. That’s why blind masters generally calculate fortunes more accurately than sighted people. I don’t know if Mr. Liu is satisfied with this answer?”

When an expert extends their hand, you know if they have skill or not. “This kid’s five elements mastery is very high,” I thought to myself.

“I’ve learned much, I’ve learned much.” I cupped my fists in salute.

“You’re too kind, too kind. Does Mr. Liu have any other questions?”

“No more, no more. Master is formidable, formidable. I’m completely convinced. That Master can bring blessings to the local people here is truly their great fortune.” I wanted to flee in defeat.

“So we end here today?” Zhou Yulang couldn’t conceal his victorious joy.

“Yes, yes. Sorry to disturb you, sorry to disturb you.” I stood up to leave.

Zhou Yulang also felt for his stool and stood up unsteadily.

I quickly said: “Please stay, please stay.”

“I won’t see you out, won’t see you out.” He said with a smile.

I suddenly tilted my body sideways, making a falling motion with lightning speed.

Zhou Yulang didn’t expect I’d pull this move. His body shuddered, his hands instinctively reaching up to catch, but he immediately regained composure.

Just this one movement, a movement so subtle as to be almost undetectable, I caught it. I laughed loudly in my heart: Grandson! You’ve finally slipped up. Grandpa here once pretended to be blind!

In that moment, I felt fortunate for the first time about joining the Jiang Xiang Sect. When I first joined, Zu Ye’s first social practice assignment for me was pretending to be blind to deceive old ladies. For decades, I’d been bothered by this. Today I suddenly felt relieved.

In a moment of stunned realization, I understood, and Zhou Yulang understood too.

I smiled slightly and said: “Master Zhou, take good care of yourself.”

Hearing the implication in my words, he wasn’t to be outdone: “Living by one’s abilities—when soldiers come, generals block; when water comes, earth covers.”

“Mm! Farewell!”

“Won’t see you out!”

I returned home feeling light and called over Si Batou and Qi Batou.

“Ha ha ha ha.” I stood in the middle of the room laughing endlessly.

My laughter left Si Batou and Qi Batou looking confused: “What’s the meaning?”

“Zhou Yulang is a fraud!” I said loudly.

“Tell us quickly.” Si Batou looked at me and said.

I told them about my battle of wits with Zhou Yulang.

After hearing, Si Batou laughed heartily: “Old Seven, did you hear that?”

“I still don’t quite believe it.” Wang Jiaxian scratched his head and said, “So many people, so many iron-clad accurate predictions—if he’s a fraud, wouldn’t he have been exposed long ago?”

I said: “You’re confused, Old Seven. Zu Ye led us in deception for so many years. Did he get exposed?”

Wang Jiaxian nodded: “But why? He doesn’t seek wealth or beauty. He’s never taken a cent from me.”

“Old Seven, I think you’ve really gone senile!” Si Batou also got anxious. “Quick strike, slow deception—you’ve forgotten our ancestors’ formula. He’s playing the long game to catch the big fish!”

“Then what do we do? Expose him?” Wang Jiaxian said.

“Expose him!” Si Batou said fiercely.

“Don’t rush!” I thought and said, “I always feel this matter isn’t so simple. Think about it—since the Huidao Sect was destroyed in 1952, for so many years almost no one has stirred up trouble. This Zhou Yulang suddenly ran from the north to our place, deliberately became Longfeng’s disciple, intentionally made a name for himself, and now has Old Seven hooked. Could there be something we can’t think of…”

“You mean…” Si Batou fell into thought.

“I’m just worried.” I bit my teeth and said.

Wang Jiaxian also sobered up: “No! I must quickly remarry! My wife is wonderful. To be honest, these days away from her, I’ve felt terrible.”

“Don’t rush, don’t rush. Even if you remarry, Fourth Brother and I must go plead your case. Otherwise, you won’t even get through the door.” I said.

“Damn! Damn! Fell for it, fell for it! So embarrassing, so embarrassing!” Wang Jiaxian cursed repeatedly.

Si Batou and I both laughed: “Knowing it’s embarrassing now isn’t too late. If Zhou Yulang really matched you with an old husband-young wife pairing, who knows what disaster would have happened!”

“Aiya, two elder brothers, stop shaming me. I was just desperate for a son!”

“Mm, desperate for a son—no son came, but you got a grandson!” I said with a smile.

“Really a grandson! Zhou grandson! Pretend-blind grandson!” Wang Jiaxian cursed again, then said, “Could he really be targeting the Jiang Xiang Sect?”

“I’m just worried.” I said.

“That’s ancient history. So many years have passed. Could there still be unresolved grudges?” Wang Jiaxian said.

Si Batou blinked: “That’s hard to say. We’ve offended so many people. There might be one with great determination who’s been waiting for a chance to take revenge on us old guys.”

“What hatred could last this long?” I murmured.

“The hatred of killing one’s father, the hatred of stealing one’s wife—these never die until death.” Si Batou said.

We all fell silent.

Fortune-Telling Fraud Meets Bloody Disaster

Wan Suxin once again knocked on Zhou Yulang’s door.

“Master, last time you said I should find someone with pure yin eight characters to dispel my bad luck. To be honest, I have several lovers, but none have pure yin eight characters. What should I do?” Wan Suxin said worriedly.

Zhou Yulang chuckled: “You just never think clearly. If these previous lovers of yours could help dispel your bad luck, wouldn’t you and your husband have had children long ago?”

Wan Suxin was stunned: “Right. Hehe, I was confused for a moment.”

Zhou Yulang laughed to himself: You’re not confused for a moment—you’ve been confused all along.

“I really can’t help with this. It depends on fate. New Year is coming soon. After the New Year, when spring arrives, your next husband will appear. You must hurry and get this bad luck dispelled.” Zhou Yulang said seriously.

“Alas, forget it, Master. I won’t look anymore. Just thinking about marrying a fifty-something person makes my heart panic. Forget it, forget it. I accept my fate. I won’t look anymore. Living alone is fine.” Wan Suxin said.

Zhou Yulang pursed his lips, his eyeballs rolling wildly. After a long time, he said: “Actually… there’s one more method. I shouldn’t tell you because saying it is too immoral. But this idea would benefit you… Alas, better not say it. Forget it, forget it. Just do as you said—living alone is fine too.”

“Don’t, Master. If you save someone, save them completely; if you send Buddha, send him to the west. Since there’s a method, why not say it?” Wan Suxin was somewhat urgent.

“Alas…” Zhou Yulang sighed deeply. “Sinful, sinful. However I act, it’s sinful. If I don’t help you, it’s sinful; if I help you, it’s also sinful. This profession is truly difficult…”

“Aiya, Master, please tell me quickly.” Wan Suxin pleaded. “Master, Master!” She reached out and shook Zhou Yulang’s arm.

The coquettish pleading, gentle pushing and pulling, fragrant breath made Zhou Yulang’s whole body heat up. A surge of energy exploded from his dantian, instantly filling his entire body.

“Fine, fine. Sit properly and listen to me.” Zhou Yulang again crossed his legs, forcefully suppressing his lustful fire. “You don’t want to live with a fifty-year-old, right?”

“I’d rather die.”

“Then do you want a child?”

“Of course! Who doesn’t want children? Boy or girl, I’d love them. I dream of being pregnant.”

Zhou Yulang smiled: “Then it’s easy. After you dispel the bad luck, if that fifty-something person appears, if he also fancies you, you pretend to marry him. After bearing a child, you kick him out, isn’t that it? Courts generally award nursing infants to the mother. This way you have a child and don’t have to live with him for life. After divorce, you can live alone or find a lover. Anyway, with a child, someone to care for you in old age, and money, what’s there to fear?”

“This… this…” Wan Suxin was confused.

“Of course I don’t support you doing this! I didn’t plan to say it—you forced me. I just pity you too much, so I thought of this desperate measure. Using this strategy will damage my yang lifespan! Of course, if you meet that fifty-something person and actually fancy him, then you don’t need this worst strategy. You can grow old together—that’s the most perfect ending and what I most want to see. Think it over carefully.”

Wan Suxin was stunned for a long time, finally saying: “If I really marry a fifty-something person, I definitely can’t divorce. Doing that would kill him. What person over fifty could withstand such a blow?”

“Well said! Either don’t marry, but once married, must support each other until old age! This is the way of being human!” Zhou Yulang said.

“Mm. However… what you just said inspired me. You’re a fortune-teller—some things can’t be hidden from you. I’ve had especially many romantic prospects since childhood. Honestly, growing up, wherever I go there’s always a group pursuing me…”

“Aiya, why are you telling me this? These are all your private matters…”

“No, no! Listen to me. Youth is just these ten-plus years. Tell me… tell me… suppose after I marry and have an affair, my husband won’t discover it, right? He won’t harm me, right?”

Zhou Yulang laughed inside—already thinking about cuckolding her future husband. But his mouth spoke righteously: “I advise you to avoid such things! I do have disaster-resolving talismans, but can’t do this. If I help you, I’ll lose yang lifespan.”

“Hehe, I’m just saying. I’m not that kind of person. If I really fancy my future husband, I’ll definitely stay faithful to him for life.”

“That’s best.”

After Wan Suxin thought through all this, she became anxious again: “Master, where do I find someone with pure yin eight characters?”

“This really depends on fate. I truly can’t help.”

“Think of another way. You definitely have a way. Are there any talismans or something?”

“Really none. You must wait for fate. I can’t go around asking people’s birth dates, can I?”

Wan Suxin felt disappointed, then suddenly said: “Is dispelling bad luck really so important? Must I dispel it? If I don’t, can I really not get pregnant?”

Zhou Yulang frowned and said: “Anyway, this is how my master taught me, and this is how fortune-telling books write it. Believe it or not, it’s up to you.”

“I… I don’t disbelieve you. I just find this matter too bizarre.”

“Bizarre? What in the world isn’t bizarre? Could you imagine your ex-husband having a child with someone else?”

“I understand! I’ll keep looking.”

Zhou Yulang said: “There’s one more thing I must remind you—this month you encounter the wealth disaster influence.”

“What wealth disaster influence?”

“The wealth-breaking influence.”

“Ah? I’ll lose wealth? How much?”

“Not much. But you must lose some.”

“How to avoid it?”

“I can only give you a talisman to minimize it.”

“Thank you, Master.”

Several days later at noon, Wan Suxin ran back: “Master, it came true! Really came true!”

Zhou Yulang said: “What came true?”

“Lost wealth!”

“How much?”

“Three hundred.”

“Tell me.”

“Yesterday afternoon, I went to a friend’s to play mahjong. I won two hundred yuan. On the way home at night, someone followed me. In an alley, a guy held a knife to my back demanding money. I was terrified and gave him all the money in my pocket. He took it and ran. I’ve already reported it. The public security bureau is investigating. You calculated so accurately.”

Zhou Yulang sighed: “The crackdown is so severe, yet someone still dares commit crimes. Absolutely lawless!”

“Yes, the crackdown isn’t enough. Should kill all these thugs!”

“Better quickly find someone with pure yin eight characters to dispel the bad luck. The tomb vault won’t produce without bursting, fate won’t come without bursting. Otherwise unlucky things will keep happening.”

Wan Suxin’s face was full of worry: “Where do I find one?”

“There is one person, but absolutely not possible.”

“Who?”

Zhou Yulang helplessly shook his head: “Absolutely not possible.”

Wan Suxin was extremely anxious: “Just tell me.”

“Me.”

“Ah?”

Zhou Yulang nodded: “I was born in the Xinhai year, Guisi month, Dingyou day, Guimao hour. Pure yin eight characters. But I can’t do this. My master said long ago that those who study the Way cannot engage in matters between men and women.”

Wan Suxin looked at Zhou Yulang, several years younger than herself. That day Zhou wore a red V-neck sweater, his hair combed neatly, appearing refined and extraordinarily distinguished. Wan Suxin’s heart suddenly thumped: In all her years in the business world, she’d encountered wine-sack rice-bag officials, hypocritical cunning nouveau riche, newly sea-plunged state enterprise employees, but never touched this kind of world-isolated fortune-teller. This kind of fortune-teller hidden in the countryside had no rotten copper stench, but more an otherworldly immortal air—pure thoughts, high realm, clean body, a unique flavor.

Wan Suxin’s imagination ran wild. For women with abundant food and clothing, novelty was always the first pursuit.

When men pursue women, it’s a wall; when women pursue men, it’s a sheet of paper. Moreover, this was all Zhou Yulang’s trap. Several days later one evening, Zhou Yulang finally, under the oath of “if I don’t enter hell, who will,” compassionately helped Wan Suxin “dispel her bad luck.”

Wan Suxin found it hard to imagine why a virginal young blind man was so naturally skilled in bed—clouds and rain tumbling, phoenixes overturning, both floating toward immortality, half dead with pleasure.

The two were in the midst of their tumult when suddenly, outside “crash,” something seemed to have climbed over the wall.

Zhou Yulang and Wan Suxin froze, listening intently.

With a boom, the door was kicked open. Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao rushed in wielding a cleaver.

“Ah!” Zhou Yulang and Wan Suxin screamed.

“Slut! I’ll kill you both!” Jiang Zhigao raised his knife and chopped down.

Zhou Yulang leaped from the bed, his form flashing, dodging the blade. He grabbed the flashlight from the bed and desperately threw it at Jiang Zhigao.

In his fury, Jiang Zhigao didn’t dodge at all, charging straight ahead. Zhou Yulang, naked, jumped onto the windowsill, quickly opened the window, and awkwardly tumbled out.

Wan Suxin was puzzled: “He’s not blind…”

“You’re the blind one!” Jiang Zhigao chopped toward Wan Suxin’s neck. Wan Suxin instinctively raised her hand to block—four fingers were chopped off.

Wan Suxin screamed in pain: “Husband, don’t kill me, don’t kill me, don’t kill me.”

The word “husband” softened Jiang Zhigao’s heart. He looked at Wan Suxin, then ran out with his knife.

Outside, Zhou Yulang frantically unbolted the front door and ran out.

Under the night sky, a thrilling and spectacular scene unfolded. In the moonlight, the fortune-telling blind man ran naked with wide-open eyes, chased relentlessly by a man wielding a cleaver.

“Help! Help!”

“I’ll chop you! I’ll chop you!”

On the street, several small shops still had lights on. People in the shops looked toward the sounds. Good heavens, isn’t that Zhou the blind man? What happened to him?

“He’s not wearing clothes!”

“There’s another person behind him!”

“Damn, murder! Call the police!”

The two ran one after another, shouting and panting along three kilometers of street, attracting more people.

“Look, Zhou the blind man! Running with his bare ass!”

“He’s not blind—look how fast he runs, how nimble, looking all around, constantly looking back!”

“Look at that guy behind him with a knife! Call the police!”

Zhou Yulang could barely run anymore. Jiang Zhigao’s cursing was right at his ear. He could even hear Jiang Zhigao’s breathing. In desperation, Zhou Yulang suddenly crouched down, hands over his head, curled into a ball. Jiang Zhigao was moving too fast to react and tripped over Zhou Yulang, stumbling and flying over Zhou Yulang’s head.

After several tumbles, Jiang Zhigao fell face-up, his cleaver flying far away. Zhou Yulang immediately pounced over, picked up the cleaver, turned to Jiang Zhigao and said: “Don’t come closer. Your wife seduced me. If you dare come closer, I’ll kill you!”

Jiang Zhigao stood up, patted the dust off his body, and said loudly: “Neighbors and folks, come look! This person isn’t blind but pretends to be blind, seduced my wife. I just caught them in bed.”

“Hooligan! Hooligan!” The surrounding people pointed at Zhou Yulang and shouted. “Hooliganism” was a charge in the old Criminal Law. During the 1980s “Strike Hard” campaign, many people engaged in improper relations between men and women were charged with this crime. Even if someone pulled out his member on the street to urinate and a woman saw it, she could accuse him of hooliganism. The 1997 new Criminal Law deleted this charge.

Jiang Zhigao patted his chest: “Come! Chop here!” He stepped closer to Zhou Yulang.

Zhou Yulang was utterly flustered, constantly retreating: “Don’t come closer.”

Suddenly Zhou Yulang tripped over the curb behind him, lost his balance. Jiang Zhigao seized the opportunity to rush over and punched Zhou Yulang square in the face. Zhou Yulang fell to the ground with a thud.

Jiang Zhigao seized the cleaver and raised it.

“Don’t! Don’t kill me! Murder is illegal!” Zhou Yulang pleaded.

“Right! Killing you like this is too easy!” Jiang Zhigao thought about it, threw away the cleaver, and picked up a brick from the roadside.

“What are you doing?” Zhou Yulang asked in terror.

“I’ll smash you to death!” Jiang Zhigao raised the brick and smashed it toward Zhou Yulang’s face. “Smack!” “Smack!”… Once, twice, three times. “I’ll let you pretend to be blind! I’ll let you seduce my wife!”

After several bricks, Zhou Yulang’s nose broke, his brow bone was smashed, and finally even his eyeballs were shocked out, flowing out white and gooey. Zhou the blind man became truly blind.

“Police are coming!” Someone in the crowd shouted loudly. Several police cars roared up.

Several months later, a massive public trial was held in our city.

Jiang Zhigao was sentenced to life imprisonment for intentionally causing serious injury;

Zhou Yulang was sentenced to life imprisonment for fraud and hooliganism;

Sun Daqiang was sentenced to twelve years imprisonment for fraud and robbery;

Wan Suxin was sentenced to three years imprisonment for hooliganism.

During the investigation of this major case, the public security bureau also found several of us old Jiang Xiang Sect guys to collect evidence.

Si Batou, Qi Batou, and I simultaneously received notices to report to the public security bureau. At the time, we didn’t know what was happening. Anyway, over these years, whenever there was a case, those of us with records would be screened. We were used to it.

“Were you gentlemen all once members of the Jiang Xiang Sect?” a young policeman asked us.

“Yes, yes. But after 1952, we never did bad things again.”

“Ha ha. Don’t panic. We’re not saying you did bad things. Today we’re asking for your help.”

“Help?”

The policeman looked around and said quietly: “My name is Zhao Yilong.”

“Oh.” The three of us looked at each other, puzzled.

“My father is Zhao Dinghai.”

As soon as these words left his mouth, our hearts skipped a beat: “Zhao Dinghai?”

Zhao Dinghai, the last Liu Batou of the Jiang Xiang Sect. Zhao Dinghai and Fan Yifei were both Xiao Jiao under Muzi Lian back then. After Xiao Liuzi was killed by Qian Yuelin using the poison formula, Zu Ye turned the situation to his advantage, pulling out Fan Yifei who was in cahoots with San Batou. Later, Zu Ye executed Fan Yifei and around 1951 appointed the highly skilled Zhao Dinghai as the last Liu Batou.

After the government’s campaign against secret societies, Zhao Dinghai did labor reform for several years, then returned to his rural hometown. Since then, no contact.

Decades had passed, and the long-silent Zhao Dinghai now had a son who was a policeman, standing right before us.

Zhao Yilong smiled and said: “According to your gang’s seniority back then, I should call you all uncles.”

“Ha ha.” We smiled. “Never expected this. After so many years, is your father well?”

“Very well. Eats well, strong as an ox. After Father reformed himself back then, he returned home to farm honestly. Later he married Mother. I’m the fifth child, with two older sisters and two older brothers above me. From childhood, Father taught us martial arts. Later, after the college entrance exam was restored, I got into police academy. After graduation, Father helped me find Uncle Zeng Jingwu, who retired from the Provincial Public Security Department. That’s how I was arranged into our city’s police bureau.” Zhao Yilong said.

After hearing his words, we sighed with emotion. Chief Zeng had truly been good to us Jiang Xiang Sect brothers. Not only when Zu Ye was alive did the two work together with mutual trust, but even after Zu Ye’s death, he still took extra care of the brothers.

During the Cultural Revolution, when he could barely protect himself, he still spoke up for us: “These people aren’t bad. They made mistakes before, but after government reform, they’re all good people now. We can’t deny their status as poor and lower-middle peasants because of past mistakes. They too were victims of the old society.”

Over all these years, Zeng Jingwu always cared about the fate of Jiang Xiang Sect descendants, not letting us take the crooked path again, not letting us make mistakes again. He was someone who completely witnessed the Jiang Xiang Sect’s rise and fall. He understood Zu Ye’s good intentions in using death to atone. Just recently, I received a letter from him, detailing questions about my life, my family, my children’s situations.

“Three uncles, which of you is Uncle Wang Jiaxian?” Zhao Yilong asked.

Old Seven looked at me and said: “I am.”

“Uncle Wang, during your gang’s internal conflict back then, was there someone called Zhou Tianlei?”

“Yes, yes. He was from the Northern Faction, a disciple of Northern Faction Grand Master Qian Yuelin.”

“Mm. This fortune-telling Zhou the blind man is Zhou Tianlei’s son.”

“What?” Si Batou and I stood up in shock.

Zhao Yilong looked at us: “Uncles, don’t get excited. During your gang’s internal conflict back then, supposedly Uncle Wang leaked information midway, which allowed your boss Zu Ye to discover the Northern Faction joining with the Western Faction to rebel. Finally, Qian Yuelin and his subordinates were all killed by Zu Ye. Is this what happened?”

I thought and said: “Not entirely. Back then, Zu Ye himself also sensed something. Of course, Uncle Wang’s righteous deed further confirmed Zu Ye’s deduction.”

Zhao Yilong said: “The problem is here. Uncle Wang initially made a blood oath with Qian Yuelin and others, then suddenly turned traitor. This move was good for Zu Ye but cost Qian Yuelin and his disciples their lives. This Zhou Yulang is supposedly Zhou Tianlei’s orphan, from Baoding. He came south to our city for revenge.”

I felt dizzy: “They say a gentleman’s revenge is never too late even after ten years, but this is too long—over thirty years have passed. Moreover, if we calculate from Zhou Tianlei’s death, his son Zhou Yulang should be nearly forty. But this Zhou the blind man is only in his twenties.”

Zhao Yilong smiled: “He really is nearly forty. His ID is forged. But this person looks young. Without public security investigation data as proof, no one would think he’s nearly forty. This person has been engaged in superstitious fraud activities for years. His other accomplice, the robber who cooperated with him to rob Wan Suxin, is called Sun Daqiang, also a fraud. The two have been partners in deception for many years.”

“Oh, so that’s it.” We suddenly understood. “No wonder we always felt Zhou the blind man wasn’t ordinary. He had quite the Jiang Xiang legacy style.”

“Mm. These two came to our city having already mastered information about you Batous. He confessed that starting last year, they began scouting our city. They knew Uncle Wang’s address and family situation inside out. He deliberately became Longfeng’s disciple to quickly build his reputation using Longfeng’s name, attracting your attention. He knew Uncle Wang desperately wanted a son, so he used this sinister move, making Uncle Wang divorce, then planning to introduce Wan Suxin to Uncle Wang. Once Uncle Wang and Wan Suxin united, he would notify Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao by anonymous letter, letting this hothead Jiang Zhigao direct his anger at Uncle Wang. This is called killing with a borrowed knife.”

After hearing this, we broke into a sweat: “What a scheme. Today’s society is different from the old society. Directly chopping people with knives during the ‘Strike Hard’ campaign’s critical period would definitely trap oneself. Killing with a borrowed knife—this move is brilliant. Truly the descendant of an A’Bao.”

Zhao Yilong said: “Fortunately, Jiang Zhigao kept a careful eye on Wan Suxin’s insistence on divorce. On the surface he divorced her, but secretly had someone follow her, discovering the adultery in advance. This led to our city’s number one major case this year. According to Zhou Yulang’s plan, after he performed the so-called ‘bad luck dispelling’ for Wan Suxin, he would introduce her to Uncle Wang next spring. That way, Uncle Wang would have been in danger.”

Wang Jiaxian listened with pounding heart: “Vicious enough. If I’d married Wan Suxin, wouldn’t I have been cuckolded from the start? Zhou the blind man is vicious enough.”

“That’s not the most important thing. Most important is that Zhou Yulang knew Jiang Zhigao still had lingering feelings for Wan Suxin and would come looking sooner or later. Maybe even get you charged with hooliganism, and you’d truly be ruined. Under ‘Strike Hard’ high pressure, matters between men and women most easily cause trouble.” Zhao Yilong said.

Wang Jiaxian broke into cold sweat, nodding repeatedly.

“There’s one more question. Do you three uncles know someone named Huang Farong?” Zhao Yilong asked.

The three of us were stunned. Si Batou said doubtfully: “Yes. My ex-wife. She’s been dead for decades.”

“Dead for decades?” Zhao Yilong asked back.

“Right. Back then she assisted our gang’s boss in setting up schemes to fight the Japanese. Later in 1937 she was killed by the Japanese.” Si Batou said heavily.

Zhao Yilong shook his head: “That’s not right. Zhou Yulang and Sun Daqiang confessed that someone named Huang Farong told them these Jiang Xiang Sect grudges. Otherwise, Zhou Yulang couldn’t possibly know so many inside details. When his father Zhou Tianlei died, he didn’t understand things yet.”

“Right!” I said. “Even if he understood, he couldn’t possibly know so many inside details. When Zu Ye eliminated Qian Yuelin’s faction, the information was airtight. Even if people in the martial world could guess that Qian Yuelin and his disciples died at Zu Ye’s hands, they couldn’t figure out the details, much less know about Old Seven secretly informing. Over all these years, we old guys have kept tight-lipped about this matter.”

Zhao Yilong nodded: “The problem is here. Zhou Yulang and Sun Daqiang are just pawns. The person behind them is the mastermind of everything. Unfortunately, we have no leads. Zhou Yulang only knows that person is female, about thirty-something, calling herself ‘Huang Farong,’ whereabouts uncertain, taught Zhou Yulang many deception techniques.”

“Impossible, impossible!” Si Batou said loudly. “Farong was a year older than me. She’d be at least seventy-something this year!”

Zhao Yilong said: “It seems this ‘Huang Farong’ isn’t the original Huang Farong.”

“But why would she use Farong’s name to commit fraud?” Si Batou asked.

“That’s what we need to figure out.” Zhao Yilong said. “Police from three southern provinces also sent investigation notices. This person named Huang Farong is connected to a major recent financial fraud case in Guangdong. She’s the number one suspect.”

“Financial fraud?” I exclaimed.

“Right. The bank lost three million!”

“Three… million?” In the 1980s when “ten-thousand-yuan households” could dominate the countryside, hearing this number, our jaws dropped wide open.

Major Financial Fraud Case and Feng Shui Schemes

“How did they defraud it? Through fortune-telling? That’s way too much!” I asked.

Zhao Yilong chuckled: “Of course it’s not that simple, but feudal superstition is one method. Once someone’s hooked, it’s not easy to detect…”

Zhao Yilong continued explaining while we listened quietly.

Turns out Guangdong had been working on attracting investment these past two years. Several Hong Kong businessmen came over. A boss, a female secretary, and a Zhou Yi master about fifty years old formed an investment team to invest in a certain Guangdong city.

The city committee’s three leadership teams’ main cadres collectively came out to welcome them. Hong Kong businessmen—no joke. Suits and ties, briefcases and documents, awkward Mandarin, inside and out revealing capital and market professionalism and erudition.

This group claimed they wanted to contract a government guesthouse in the city, planning to transform it into a star-rated hotel integrating dining and accommodation. Supposedly this one project could create three hundred jobs and contribute four hundred thousand in annual taxes to the government.

The deputy mayor in charge of economics was overjoyed: “The government fully supports it!”

During negotiations, the Hong Kong businessman frequently consulted the Zhou Yi master: “Look at the feng shui around this guesthouse?”

The Zhou Yi master took a compass and walked several circles, saying: “Just move the guesthouse’s main entrance to face south, then Ding-Ren sits in Li Palace, great wealth will come!”

The Hong Kong businessman laughed heartily: “Now I’m relieved.”

The deputy mayor and secretaries were dumbfounded: “Boss believes in feng shui?”

The Hong Kong businessman said in broken Mandarin: “Of course! We Hong Kong people value feng shui most! I have many chain hotels in Singapore and Malaysia, every location’s feng shui was checked by the master, every location made great wealth. You tell me if I believe or not.”

At this moment, the female secretary beside the boss said: “Our Boss Wang comes from a scholarly family, loved classical Chinese studies since childhood, respects various experts. Master Liu is Boss Wang’s private feng shui consultant, very famous in Hong Kong.”

The deputy mayor listened half-believing.

Facts speak louder than eloquence. Boss Wang contracted the guesthouse for two hundred thousand yuan, renovated it thoroughly, changed the main entrance from west-facing to south-facing. The result—business boomed, customers came in endless streams. The food was also astonishingly cheap. City committee cadres pondered: with such cheap food prices, how do they profit?

“We call this steady flow! Better one person eat ten thousand times than ten thousand people eat once. Once reputation spreads, everything’s OK! Moreover, I have the master presiding—can’t go wrong!” Boss Wang said confidently.

Sure enough, the second year, the guesthouse made crazy profits. People began getting jealous.

At this time, Boss Wang started spreading word: “I want to convert the restaurant to shareholding system! Everyone makes money together! What’s the point of me alone making so much money?”

“What kind of shareholding system?” the deputy mayor asked.

“Anyone with money can invest, anyone can hold shares. When we go public, we can make tens of millions overnight. Everyone will be millionaires…”

The deputy mayor was moved. He mobilized all levels of leadership, raising five hundred thousand in government funds to participate in shares.

Boss Wang smiled and said: “You put out five hundred thousand, I’ll put out three million more. Let’s strive to go public in three years!”

Three million—this boldness, this handwriting shocked everyone.

No one expected this Boss Wang was playing empty-handed white wolf tricks. In those early reform and opening days, to activate the market, banks provided interest-free loans to entrepreneurs, even unsecured loans. This thing that seems incredible now actually happened then.

The government wanted to activate dead money in banks, exhausting methods to encourage people to borrow for entrepreneurship. Some bold people really started from scratch. More people didn’t have that courage—even if banks gave money for free, they dared not take it.

Boss Wang used the government-raised five hundred thousand as collateral, extracting three million from the bank at once, slapping it on the table: “Leaders, my three million has arrived!”

Everyone never dreamed this three million was obtained using their own five hundred thousand as collateral. Everyone raised wine cups: “Boss Wang has boldness. Let’s prosper together!”

“No problem! My master already checked. We’ll expand immediately. In three years we’ll definitely make tens of millions!”

“Formidable, formidable.” Everyone raised thumbs.

Wine half-drunk, Boss Wang suddenly said: “Should we have the master look at the leaders present?”

Everyone at the table smiled and said: “No need, no need.” But each person longed to be examined by the master.

The master smiled: “Everyone needn’t be polite. Consider it a game.” He moved close to the deputy mayor. “Look at the mayor’s palm?”

The deputy mayor half-pushed: “Look?”

“Look.”

Master Liu smiled, took the mayor’s hand: “Mayor is a filial son.”

“Correct. Ha ha.”

“Mayor has a quick temper.”

“Also right. Ha ha.”

“Mayor has two daughters.”

“Exactly!”

“Mayor has cholecystitis!”

“Amazing! Master, stop talking. Ha ha, you’re making me tremble with fear. Ha ha.”

Later, the two secretly came outside. The master said to the deputy mayor: “Mayor, what’s your birthday?”

The deputy mayor told him truthfully.

The master calculated with his fingers: “Mayor, you should be entering your luck cycle.”

“Luck cycle?”

“Right. Human life has a major luck cycle every ten years, minor luck every five years. If major luck turns good, ten years of smoothness. If minor luck turns good, five years of auspiciousness. If it doesn’t turn well, conflicts with your luck, then that’s bad.”

“How bad?”

“Lightly, losing official position. Severely, imprisonment disaster.”

Ancient fate theory had a luck-entering theory—one cycle ten years. When entering luck, one must pay special attention to several things: can’t see people with conflicting zodiac signs, can’t cover with blankets of colors that conflict with five elements, can’t attend weddings or funerals, etc. Otherwise, once luck is conflicted, ten years of bad fortune.

Of course, from ancient times to now, many who study divination have criticized this, considering it superstitious talk.

Given the master’s previous miraculous predictions, the deputy mayor was moved: “How should I enter my luck?”

“Starting tomorrow at the chen hour, you cannot see strangers. Stay home, cannot eat meat or fish, must eat vegetarian, until seven days later, then you can come out.” the master said.

“What are strangers?” the deputy mayor asked.

“Besides direct blood relatives, all are strangers.”

“Then… I hide at home for eight days?”

“Entering luck—seven days for ten years. Tell me, is it worth it?”

“Makes sense.”

The next day, the deputy mayor stayed home claiming illness.

Until five days later, the city committee secretary called: “Everyone’s run away, and you’re still holed up at home doing what!”

“What people ran away?”

“The investing Hong Kong businessmen have all disappeared!”

Originally, the deputy mayor in charge of the project would have visited the guesthouse almost daily. Unfortunately, falling for the master’s “luck-entering” trick, he gave these fraudsters five solid days of escape time.

Finally, the masses reported that the restaurant in the government guesthouse had closed, no one cooking, the building empty. Only then did the local government feel something wasn’t right.

“That female secretary beside Boss Wang is also named Huang Farong.” Zhao Yilong finally said.

We Batous listened with goosebumps: “This is big-time operations. If caught, they’d face death penalty. These Hong Kong people are truly formidable.”

“According to our investigation, these people aren’t Hong Kong people. Their Hong Kong identities are forged, materials provided to the government all fake. They’re mainland fraud gangs. This case has been listed as the province’s number one major case. Public security is pursuing it. That’s why I asked you uncles to help.”

After hearing, Si Batou said: “First, I’m certain this woman isn’t Huang Farong. Huang Farong was my ex-wife. These two brothers present also know she died long ago. Even if alive now, she’d be seventy or eighty, not this young. Second, why this woman uses Farong’s name to commit fraud, I don’t know. Why she told Zhou Yulang about Jiang Xiang Sect inside information, I also don’t know. But I’m certain this person impersonating Huang Farong definitely has deep connections with the Jiang Xiang Sect.”

Zhao Yilong said: “I’ve also heard Father speak about Jiang Xiang Sect matters. Supposedly Zu Ye personally sent people from all four cardinal direction halls to prison. Could there be fish that slipped through the net?”

We looked at each other: “No. Absolutely not!”

“Alright, let’s end here today. Sorry to trouble you all. If anything comes up, I’ll notify everyone again.”

Chapter 5: The Fortune-Telling World of the 1980s
Secret Techniques of Blind Fortune-Tellers

Having resolved this matter weighing on my heart, a massive burden lifted from my chest. I cherished my wife and children even more, knowing they were my life’s greatest treasure. Life’s happiness lies in simplicity—after finishing dinner, brewing a pot of tea, the whole family gathered around the television, laughing and chattering together.

In the 1980s, several television series were very popular: one was “Journey to the West,” another was “The Eight Immortals Crossing the Sea,” and yet another was “Ji Gong.” All these shows involved demons, ghosts, deities, immortals, and Buddha.

Sometimes, my daughter would lean against me and ask earnestly, “Daddy, are there really ghosts in this world?”

I smiled and said, “Dear daughter, people are more terrifying than ghosts. Ghosts never harm people, but people will.”

The girl asked again, “Then are there really immortals and Buddha in this world?”

I smiled again and said, “Those who do good deeds are gods, are Buddha.”

“Daddy, the neighbors all say you know fortune-telling. Why don’t you ever tell our fortunes?” my daughter asked innocently.

“That’s right, Dad. Tell my fortune and see if I can get into university later,” my son chimed in.

I glanced at my son, pulled my daughter into my arms, touched her nose and said, “You, your mother, and your brother are daddy’s fate. Do you understand, dear daughter?”

My daughter blinked and nodded.

My son walked over and said, “Dad, my classmate’s grandfather is really amazing. Every day people line up to have their fortunes told by him, especially on weekends. So many cars from far away park at his door. Dad, why don’t you show off your skills and dampen his spirits?”

“Get back to your room and study!” I bellowed.

My son rolled his eyes. “Alas, an old horse still dreams of galloping…”

“Go study!”

My son turned and went into his room.

I knew the person my son mentioned—a blind man everyone called “Longfeng.” No one cared what his real name was. Besides being blind, his hearing wasn’t good either, and he muttered to himself all day long. People gave him the nickname “Longfeng,” meaning “deaf and crazy.” Somehow this nickname got passed around and transformed into the auspicious-sounding name “Longfeng” (Dragon Phoenix).

Longfeng had inherited the skills of the blind master lineage. If the fortune-telling community were divided by physical condition, it could be split into the Blind School and the Sighted School. The Blind School consisted of blind people, the Sighted School of those with sight.

The blind masters had a set of fortune-telling formulas passed down from ancient times. These formulas had no written record and were transmitted orally, and could only be taught to blind people. Otherwise, if sighted people learned them, it would destroy the blind people’s livelihood.

The Blind School had one unique skill—determining when someone would die. Ordinary fortune-telling techniques found it very difficult to accurately determine when a person would die. Whether using eight characters or hexagrams, they could only roughly indicate which years might bring major disasters. Even physiognomy tried to avoid reasoning about life and death, because everyone could verify matters of life and death, and if the prediction was wrong, the fortune-teller would lose all face.

But blind fortune-tellers dared to make such predictions. This unique skill supposedly came from the Warring States period sage Guiguzi. When Guiguzi originally created these formulas, he established the rule that they could only be taught to blind people, not to sighted people. For thousands of years, the blind masters’ formulas formed their own lineage. Throughout history, countless sighted people wanted to learn this skill, even resorting to deception, eavesdropping, and offering large sums of money, but none succeeded. After the 1980s, some new divination students advertised the blind masters’ formulas just to make money. Dealing with such people required only one trick to expose them as frauds: give them the eight characters of a dead person and have them examine it. If they could accurately state which year the person died, they were genuine Blind School practitioners; otherwise, they were fraudsters.

When Zu Ye was in Shanghai years ago, he was also very interested in the Blind School. He once consulted a blind master about many questions, one of the sharpest being: If blind masters could directly determine from the eight characters which year a person would die, how could they explain the problem of people with identical eight characters not dying in the same year? Many people were born in the same year, month, day, and hour, yet their fates differed greatly, with death times varying by decades. Even twins might die years apart—how could this be explained?

That blind master thought for a while and said, “The methods of fortune-telling rely on the interactions of the five elements, like blind men touching an elephant—they only see one aspect. Many factors influence a person’s fate: ancestral virtue, parental merit, personal moral cultivation, even the social environment all play enormous roles. I don’t know if Zu Ye believes in Buddhism, but in my many years practicing fortune-telling, I’ve found that anyone whose fate undergoes major changes is either extremely good or extremely evil.”

Zu Ye offered substantial money, hoping to learn some formulas about determining life and death. That blind master smiled and said, “I advise Mr. Tieban not to do this. Everyone who has tried to dig out these skills has met a bad end. This is Heaven’s gift to blind people for making a living. Sighted people have hands and feet and can live better than us doing anything else. We cannot see anything in this colorful world our entire lives; we don’t even know what our own parents who birthed and raised us look like. This is our only rice bowl—please leave us a way to survive.”

Zu Ye was deeply ashamed. “Master, you are absolutely right! I won’t learn the formulas. Please keep the money. Your words have benefited me greatly!”

The blind master sighed deeply. “Sir, you are a good person. I cannot tell you the formulas, but I can divine your life and death.”

Zu Ye smiled. “What’s the harm in living? What’s sad about dying? As long as one lives with a clear conscience, when and where one lives or dies—what does it matter? A hundred years of human life is but a fleeting moment. Whether glorious or obscure, all eventually become like windswept fallen leaves, vanishing into smoke and clouds.”

“Ha ha ha ha. Sir has already transcended life and death. If everyone in the world were as carefree as you, there would be much less suffering.”

The blind master formulas Zu Ye wanted to obtain were called “Ma Dao Lu Xie” (Horse Falls, Salary Tilts). Everyone in divination circles knew of them, but no one had ever seen them.

By the 1980s, divination circles became active again. Some people began scheming to obtain the “Ma Dao Lu Xie Formulas” because they discovered that the many fortune-telling techniques they’d learned weren’t very practical. They’d attended numerous study classes, spent lots of money, traveled everywhere to study under many masters, but still couldn’t predict accurately.

Academic circles called the 1980s divination revival the “Divination Fever.” In the environment just after the Cultural Revolution ended, research related to divination was mainly academic. As for divination prediction, they didn’t dare openly discuss it.

Later, as reform accelerated, some people dared to enter divination’s forbidden zone and began studying fortune-telling. But the term “fortune-telling” was too sensitive, too superstitious, and didn’t sound good. So the term “prediction” came into use, and fortune-telling transformed into prediction studies. More refined people invented an even more elegant term—human information science.

This had much to do with the social environment at the time. After mainland China’s reform and opening up, some ideological theories from Hong Kong and Taiwan began influencing the mainland. For the past several decades, we had been conducting political movements, while Hong Kong and Taiwan hadn’t stopped their academic research. Back then, some academic talents followed Chiang Kai-shek to Taiwan and Hong Kong, where in a relatively relaxed political atmosphere, they conducted groundbreaking research on classical Chinese studies.

Classical Chinese studies meant Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. The mainland had cooled on these things for a period. This created an illusion that persists today: the roots of Chinese culture are in Taiwan.

This was actually a misunderstanding. The reason was that mainland people, just emerging from the Cultural Revolution, suddenly felt a cultural void after ten lost years, while Hong Kong and Taiwan were vibrant at that moment. Scholars there could freely interpret the “Analects,” the “Diamond Sutra,” and the “Dao De Jing,” and could even openly practice fortune-telling and feng shui.

Mainland people with a cultural gap instantly felt their eyes opened—all the masters were in Taiwan.

It wasn’t until the late 1990s that this misunderstanding gradually melted away. People gradually discovered that mainland scholars were no worse than those in Hong Kong and Taiwan; they were just more low-key. Perhaps too many hardships made them more cautious and reserved. Scholarship exists in the mind—even after ten years of restriction, this knowledge had effectively continued. As reform deepened, classical Chinese studies were no longer taboo but were to be vigorously inherited and promoted. Soon, the mainland entered a cultural explosion period for classical Chinese studies.

At this point, Chinese people worldwide finally understood that the roots of Chinese culture had never been severed. Taiwan had them, the mainland had even more. Both sides shared one lineage, all descendants of the Yan and Huang emperors—this was Chinese civilization.

The cultural inheritance across the Taiwan Strait included both essence and dross.

The orthodox interpretation and research of Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist studies was positive and valuable—more precious than gold. Without them, Chinese people would have only yellow skin and black eyes left. But the superstitious practice of fortune-telling really shouldn’t have flooded back again.

After mainland China opened its reform door, some practitioners from Hong Kong and Taiwan also smelled this opportunity and rushed to the mainland to make money.

Poor mainland nouveau riche couldn’t distinguish true from false. Upon seeing Hong Kong and Taiwan masters in suits speaking broken Mandarin, they admired them tremendously: “Master, please check my feng shui!” “Master, change my fortune!” “Master, give our company an auspicious name!”

These people would never see that some so-called masters from Hong Kong and Taiwan, while glamorous on the surface, secretly ran to certain mainland villages to seek instruction from mainland fortune-tellers.

People knew even less that China once had a Zu Ye who devoted his life to fortune-telling but ultimately opposed it.

When divination began fermenting in the eighties, we old veterans of the Jiang Xiang Sect had a premonition that another batch of fraudsters was about to take the stage. History always repeated the same tragedies. Some cry while others laugh. Raise the yin-yang flag and fortune-tellers will come. Small-scale operations didn’t matter, treating it as a game didn’t matter, but once things got big—like causing deaths, involving fraud, or even developing into cults—the government would intervene.

Many young people who’d read too many novels and TV dramas or heard too many folk tales were now eager to try, vowing to dedicate themselves to divination. They wanted to devote themselves to divination research but didn’t realize they’d started down the wrong path. Divination studies didn’t equal numerology, much less superstition. Their so-called divination studies weren’t divination principles but fortune-telling. They frantically bought street stall materials, indiscriminately attended various study classes, sought masters everywhere, fantasizing about becoming worldly experts.

Thus, the first post-Cultural Revolution fortune-telling army appeared.

After struggling in the numerology field for several years, some people made it, but the vast majority became cannon fodder, wasting their youth achieving nothing. Yet they still wouldn’t give up, always believing they hadn’t learned the real thing. After trying every prediction technique taught by sighted people, they began turning to numerology’s last corner: the Blind School.

In 1985, the 72-year-old blind master Longfeng took on a disciple named Zhou Yulang.

This person wasn’t blind but pretended to be. He came from the north and knelt before Longfeng’s door for three days, finally earning Longfeng’s sympathy.

He said he’d been blind since childhood, his parents died early, he lived with his uncle and aunt but they treated him poorly. He wanted to live independently and came to study under the master, asking the old master to give him a way to eat.

Longfeng believed him, pitied his background, and taught him everything he knew. Zhou Yulang was indeed very clever, learned quickly, and had an exceptional memory. In half a year, he’d memorized all the formulas.

Si Batou, Qi Batou, and I were puzzled at the time: If Master Longfeng was such a divine calculator, how could he not have calculated that this disciple was a fraud! What we didn’t expect even more was that Zhou Yulang’s appearance would drag out a blood feud from the Jiang Xiang Sect’s past.

After completing his studies, Zhou Yulang set up his own practice and began fortune-telling. Using the sign “Longfeng’s Outstanding Disciple” plus his excellent eloquence and reaction ability, Zhou Yulang’s reputation quickly spread, with people seeking fortunes in endless streams.

While frantically accumulating wealth, Zhou Yulang also had to endure a kind of suffering—he needed to pretend to be blind every day. Someone who wasn’t actually blind deliberately assumed the appearance of a blind person. Whenever someone came for a reading, he’d roll up his eyeballs and grope around with both hands, so realistic it was astonishing.

The ancients said long ago: “Those whose six roots are impure cannot study the Way.” If numerology was reluctantly classified as Daoist methods, then those studying numerology must first have upright hearts. Studying the Way is about being a good person; if the person isn’t upright, affairs will surely fail. Ancient people transmitting methods emphasized choosing worthy recipients. Character was always first. If they couldn’t find suitable people, they’d rather take their lifetime’s learning to the grave than reveal anything. This wasn’t conservatism but unwillingness to create evil karma or let people bring destruction upon themselves.

Zhou Yulang wasn’t blind but pretended to be, deceiving his master—this was crime number one: deceiving his teacher and destroying his ancestors. More fatal was that he forgot the words Longfeng warned him when he first studied: “We tell fortunes only to make a living. We’re blind and cannot engage in other professions. This is our rice bowl, so our intentions must be proper. We cannot swindle people’s money or steal people’s wives. Say what should be said, don’t say what shouldn’t be said. Most important is advising people toward goodness—doing good is the only effective way to change one’s fate.”

In the colorful world, Zhou Yulang had long thrown these words to the back of his mind. Daily he sat upright and held forth, charging five yuan per reading, later raising it to ten yuan, then twenty. He dabbled in everything—predicting wealth, sons, marriage, business, grave sites, official fortune. At his peak, he saw over twenty clients daily, earning over a thousand yuan monthly. The county magistrate’s monthly salary was only five hundred yuan—he earned double.

With full belly comes lustful thoughts. When business boomed, people take crooked paths.

One day, a young married woman came to Zhou Yulang for a fortune-telling.

“What do you seek?” Zhou Yulang asked, rolling his eyes.

“Master, I want my marriage fortune told.”

Zhou Yulang secretly glanced at this young woman. His heart couldn’t help but thump. What a beautiful woman—skin tender and white, shoulder-length hair parted seven-three, refined and elegant, round chin, bright eyes, exuding intellectual beauty throughout. Her bulging chest further proclaimed a pair of magnificent breasts ready to burst from beneath her clothes.

Zhou Yulang swallowed and rolled his eyes. “Mm. Marriage fortune. What year were you born?”

“1960.”

“Which month?”

“Lunar August.”

“What date in August?”

“August twenty-third.”

“What time?”

“After midnight.”

Zhou Yulang shook his head. “After midnight, that’s not August twenty-third anymore, it should be August twenty-fourth—already entering the zi hour.”

“Oh, Master, I don’t understand. Anyway, Mother said it was after midnight.”

“Mm.” Zhou Yulang tilted back his neck, squinted his eyes, and calculated with his fingers.

The young woman waited anxiously.

Suddenly, Zhou Yulang reached out his hand, groping around, as if searching for something.

The young woman quickly asked, “What is Master looking for?”

“Nothing, nothing. I got up this morning and haven’t had a sip of water yet. Let me pour some water to drink.” He stood up and felt toward the table.

The young woman immediately stood up and helped Zhou Yulang sit down. “You sit, you sit. I’ll help you pour it.”

Zhou Yulang smiled and said, “Excellent, excellent. Oh my, excellent.”

The young woman poured Zhou Yulang a cup of water and handed it over.

Zhou Yulang extended both hands, slowly groping.

The young woman saw this was truly troublesome, so she directly grabbed Zhou Yulang’s hand and said, “Master, it’s here.” She stuffed the cup into Zhou Yulang’s hand.

Zhou Yulang took advantage of the opportunity to hold both the young woman’s hand and the cup together in his hands. “Oh, thank you, thank you.”

If an ordinary person made such a move, the young woman would certainly have noticed, but the person before her was blind, so she didn’t think much of it and just slowly withdrew her hand.

Zhou Yulang took a sip, then said, “Your fate is a wealthy and noble fate. You are a rich person.”

The young woman smiled embarrassedly. “Not bad.”

Zhou Yulang had already seen this young woman was exceptionally dressed, adorned with jewelry from head to toe, thus making this assessment.

“I calculate you should marry late. Too many peach blossoms in your fate—you should marry after age thirty. Otherwise, the marriage definitely won’t be good.”

“Right, right! Master is correct. I married at twenty-one, and now the marital relationship is very bad.”

“I calculate your husband should be very tall, fair-faced, working in government.”

The young woman thought for a moment and answered, “He’s not that tall, about 1.7 meters. His skin isn’t fair, nor dark. He used to work in government, then went into business.”

Zhou Yulang dared make such predictions because he saw the young woman wasn’t short. In China, husbands were generally taller than wives. This woman had fair skin, so she definitely wasn’t doing farm work, meaning her husband must not be a farmer either. In that era just after reform and opening, anyone not a farmer could be called a government worker, since those in business were still a minority.

Getting one out of three predictions right was enough. Zhou Yulang continued, “Your husband has an affair, and so do you!”

The young woman lowered her head.

“Am I right?” Zhou Yulang pressed.

“Yes.”

“I advise you to divorce quickly. From your eight characters, this marriage can last at most three years. Any longer and something will happen.”

The young woman was alarmed. “Is there no way to save it?”

“I’m afraid you’ll lose both person and wealth.”

“This…”

“If you insist on not divorcing, you’ll also face a life-and-death disaster!”

The young woman was shocked. “Life-and-death disaster?”

“Yes. White Tiger sits at the head, bringing disaster and calamity. Next year the White Tiger descends upon you—you might have to turn back.”

The young woman didn’t understand. “What does ‘turn back’ mean?”

Zhou Yulang feigned impatience. “Turn back means having to go back, no longer living in this world, dying!”

The young woman’s brows furrowed tightly.

Zhou Yulang continued, “This disaster is very similar to one from your childhood. I calculate that before age twelve, you had a major hurdle, but you got through it. Am I right?”

The young woman thought nervously. “I don’t… don’t remember any major disaster…”

“Think more carefully. There must be one!”

“When I was four, I had a serious illness. Does that count?”

“Of course it counts! This belongs to illness disaster, but you came through it. Children have deep roots and can withstand calamities. Adults cannot.”

This calculation about childhood disasters was also a common trick used by fortune-tellers. This world is inherently full of risks—floods, fires, car accidents, diseases, etc. During the process of growing up, a person always encounters several disasters, especially in early childhood. For example, getting sick, being naughty and falling into water pits or manure pits, falling from tables, climbing trees or walls and breaking legs. Children’s nature is to explore and learn, so external harm is inevitable—everyone experiences this. But in fortune-tellers’ mouths, these things became divine calculations with nearly 100% accuracy.

“Then… Master, can I prevent it?” the young woman asked.

“It’s best to divorce as soon as possible. If you can’t divorce right away, I’ll give you a talisman first to wear on your body. At least it can keep you safe.”

“That’s wonderful! Wonderful! Thank you for your trouble, Master!”

Zhou Yulang felt around the drawer, pulled it open, took out a red paper packet, and handed it to the young woman. “You must carry this talisman on you every day. After seven times seven, forty-nine days, burn it. When burning it, face southwest, kowtow three times, and don’t let anyone see.”

“Good, good. I’ve noted it! Master, you’ve gone to such trouble—about how much money should I give you?”

Zhou Yulang raised his head. “Listen to me. Fortune-telling costs ten yuan. This talisman—I asked someone else to draw it. I can’t see, so I can only tell others how to draw it. These talismans are all drawn with cinnabar at midnight during the zi hour, when chickens don’t crow and dogs don’t bark. So I have to treat people to meals and have them draw at midnight. So for this talisman’s cost, give whatever you think is appropriate, just show your appreciation.”

The young woman took out her wallet, pulled out a hundred-yuan bill, and stuffed it into Zhou Yulang’s hand. “Master, this is one hundred yuan. Please take it.”

In the mid-to-late eighties, one hundred yuan was a large bill. Zhou Yulang’s hands trembled. “Oh my, thank you, thank you.”

“You’re too kind, Master. I should be thanking you.”

This matter soon became known throughout the community. Zhou Yulang told everyone, “A wealthy person came for a fortune-telling. Because I calculated so accurately, they immediately gave me one hundred yuan as a reward!”

He said these things simply to raise his own status. After Longfeng heard about it, he sent word through someone: “One must be low-key. Money is sometimes a disaster.”

This matter also stirred Qi Batou Wang Jiaxian into action.

Wang Jiaxian had entered the hall earlier than me but ranked lower as a Batou. His ambitions had always been great. He always felt he was unappreciated. Later, he met Zu Ye and entered the Jiang Xiang Sect, hiding in schools with a teacher’s identity, specifically fishing for student parents as marks.

Later, instigated by San Batou and Wu Batou, he intended to rebel. Ultimately, his conscience awakened and he informed Zu Ye the night before, thus avoiding death.

He and San Batou were the same type—very scholarly, hair always slicked back shining with oil, the appearance of a refined gentleman. After getting out of prison, he was the first to find a partner, marry, and have children. Unfortunately, his wife wasn’t very capable—she bore three daughters in a row but couldn’t produce a son.

Later, he sought secret formulas from Si Batou. The “Zhafei Secret Manual” from back then had recorded some medicinal formulas for producing sons.

After hearing this, Si Batou laughed and said, “Seventh Brother, what era is this? You’re still clinging to our Jiang Xiang Sect’s old relics. Those formulas are nothing more than schisandra, salvia, and other tonic strengthening herbs. Our Jiang Xiang Sect just gambled on a 50% probability. Either a boy or girl would be born. If the mark had a boy, that was the Jiang Xiang Sect’s achievement. If a girl was born, it was the mark’s destiny. Have you forgotten how we dealt with people who came seeking sons back then?”

Qi Batou smiled helplessly and said, “Of course I remember. I’m just desperately wanting a son. Zu Ye didn’t let us touch the ‘Zhafei Secret Manual’ back then. Only you and Fourth Sister-in-law read it completely. I thought there might be content I didn’t know about.”

“Ha ha. Going in circles until you’ve trapped yourself.” Si Batou also laughed.

Back in the day when we were running scams, we often encountered people who came seeking sons.

“Master, please help me see—is the child my wife is carrying now a son?”

Our classic script was: “It should be a son. A daughter is also a treasure.”

Just ten short words, yet they could let the mark arrive full of hope and leave happy. No matter the outcome, they wouldn’t blame the fortune-teller.

Under the ethical indoctrination of “there are three forms of unfilial conduct, of which having no descendants is the worst,” Chinese people particularly liked having sons. Those who’d had three or four daughters in a row were especially anxious. In the countryside, even when neighbors quarreled, the side with sons would use this as leverage to attack the side without sons, cursing: “Your ancestors lacked virtue! You have no son in this life, you’re ending your family line!”

So sons were necessary, because only with sons could there be grandsons, and descendants would continue endlessly through the generations.

When we said “it should be a son” to marks, they would first receive psychological comfort, stabilizing their emotions. Otherwise, if we directly said “no,” they’d definitely get up and leave, and we couldn’t make money.

Then we’d say the second half: “A daughter is also a treasure.”

Families with strong feudal thinking believed daughters would eventually belong to other families. After painstakingly raising them, they’d still have to provide dowries for them to continue someone else’s family line—a huge loss. So ordinary families called girls “worthless scraps.” Only daughters of prominent families were called “precious daughters.”

When we said “a daughter is also a treasure,” the mark would definitely ask puzzled: “Master, what do you mean?”

We’d say with great seriousness: “Based on you and your wife’s eight characters, this child should be a son. But I also see a girl beside him—two fruits hanging on one branch. Which one comes down first depends on fate.”

“What do you mean?”

At this point, we’d take out the already-prepared “Celestial Child Descending Diagram” to show them. This picture depicted a large tree with twelve curved, coiling branches, each branch painted with four or five fruits, and each fruit painted with a smiling child’s face. We’d point to two fruits close together and say: “See? When these two fruits descend to earth, they’ll be your children—one boy, one girl. Neither are ordinary mortals; both are heavenly stars. If it’s a boy, in the future he’ll ride a great horse and wear red flowers. If it’s a girl, she’ll also marry into a wealthy family and become an official’s wife. You just wait to enjoy your good fortune!”

After this speech, the marks would basically all be grinning from ear to ear.

Several months later, when the child was born, if it was truly a boy, the mark would inevitably come to express gratitude. If it was a girl, it didn’t matter—the mark wouldn’t come make trouble. As for whether she’d marry into a wealthy family in the future, that was at least eighteen years away. By then, no one would care about the fortune-telling from back then.

Qi Batou’s Fortune-Telling for a Son

At this moment, Wang Jiaxian desperately wanted a son, scratching his ears and cheeks. Age waits for no one—he was already over fifty, his wife over forty. If they couldn’t produce one with a handle, he’d have no connection with a son in this life.

Later, Wang Jiaxian called me over: “Fifth Brother, please help think of a solution. You and Fourth Brother both have sons. Help your younger brother!”

“Alas!” I sighed deeply. “What’s so good about sons! I’d rather have given birth to two daughters. My son causes trouble every day, far worse than daughters!”

“Raise sons to provide for old age!” Wang Jiaxian said urgently.

“Raise sons for old age? Ha ha. You’ve seen old man Zhang Jindou from our town, right? Five sons. Back in the day, Old Zhang suffered tremendously to feed this household, working like a beast of burden his entire life. Now he’s old, his sons are grown, all married their wives. Now what? These five brothers are more useless than the next. By rights, when parents age, sons should compete to care for them. Look at these five—twelve months a year, each family takes two months and six days. But because February has two fewer days, the youngest son absolutely won’t take the old man in. The eldest claims his days are up, missing two days is the old calendar’s fault, and that very day drove the old man out. Because of this, the old man was forced to squat in the station ticket office for two days. At night no one brought him food—it was kindhearted Aunt Cui who brought him a bowl of noodles to eat. You call this raising sons for old age? This isn’t raising sons, this is repaying debts, repaying these ungrateful wolves!” I said angrily.

“Oh my, these situations are rare!” Wang Jiaxian said.

I said: “Why don’t you look at those who were blessed by raising daughters? Zhao Tiepi’s family has three daughters. The eldest married an educated youth who’s returned to the city now. Every holiday they come back to see the Zhao Tiepi couple. The good food they bring from Beijing—we’ve never even seen it! The second daughter married a bricklayer. When they rebuilt the house the year before last, the second son-in-law called over twenty people at once. In twenty days the house was up, didn’t spend a cent! The third daughter is in university now, I hear she’ll go abroad in the future. If she marries a foreigner, won’t she send the old man an aircraft carrier? What do you call enjoying blessings? This is enjoying blessings! I dare say, when my children grow up, my daughter will definitely love me more than my son. Just seeing my son now makes me angry!”

“Oh my, Fifth Brother, you’re speaking without understanding the pain. You have a son, of course you can say this!”

“Want me to adopt my son to you? Will you take him?” I said with a smile.

“Don’t tease me.”

Si Batou and I ultimately couldn’t convince Wang Jiaxian. He still secretly ran off to find the now-famous Zhou Yulang.

“Master, help me see—can I still have a son in this lifetime?” The over-fifty Wang Jiaxian humbly asked the twenty-something Zhou Yulang for guidance.

Zhou Yulang squinted and said: “From your eight characters, you should have a son.”

“Really?” Wang Jiaxian’s eyes lit up.

“However…”

“However what?” Wang Jiaxian tensed up.

“However… your and your wife’s eight characters conflict!”

“Ah?”

“Mm. You’re fire destiny, your wife is water destiny. Water conquers fire. Fire is yang, water is yin. Insufficient yang energy naturally can’t produce sons.”

The once brilliant Jiang Xiang Sect member A’Bao was now actually confused: “Master, please explain in detail.”

“Haven’t you noticed that at critical moments, you and your wife’s opinions are never quite aligned? For instance, you say go east, she insists on going west…”

Before Zhou Yulang could finish, Wang Jiaxian got excited: “Right, right, right! You’re absolutely right.”

“Mm. She’s blocked your wealth path, official fortune, even delaying your son.”

Wang Jiaxian thought carefully. It really was like this. In the past, whenever I wanted to do something, she always worried about this and worried about that. In the end, I accomplished nothing my entire life.

“Master is absolutely right. What should I do?”

“Divorce!”

“Divorce?” Wang Jiaxian broke into a sweat. After decades together, he’d never even thought about divorce.

“Mm. I’ll tell you what kind of wife is most suitable. You should marry someone born in the Year of the Rat. Then your eight characters will be compatible, and you’ll definitely have a son!”

On the way home, Wang Jiaxian carefully pondered Zhou Yulang’s words: This person really dares to speak. He concluded with certainty that my wife and I aren’t compatible, insisting I must divorce. Without real ability, would he dare say this?

Wang Jiaxian wandered in confused thought for a week, finally laying it out to his wife: “We… should we… get divorced!”

“What?” Wang Jiaxian’s wife Zhang Yingzhi was stunned. “What did you say?”

“I said… we should divorce. I’m also thinking about our family line…”

Zhang Yingzhi was enraged: “Just because you can’t produce a son, you want to divorce me? Do you still want your old face? Back when you got out of prison, who was willing to marry you? You pestered me relentlessly, saying you’d love me for life. I felt sorry for your pathetic state and married you. Now you want to divorce me—are you still human? Our eldest daughter is about to marry, and you still want face?”

Wang Jiaxian also got angry: “Right! I was in prison, I’m a criminal! I deserve to die! Living, I’m a joke! So what if you married me? All these years I’ve been groveling, unable to hold my head up before your family. Look at your father’s face every time we visit—as if my marrying you was your whole family’s favor to me, and I must act like a dog my whole life to be worthy of your family. I have a stain on my record, but it can’t suppress me for life! Controlling everything I do, not letting me do anything. In 1982, I wanted to do sausage business, you vetoed it. Two years ago, I wanted to do clothing business, you vetoed it again. Must I only be a schoolteacher my whole life?”

Zhang Yingzhi’s tears came: “Do you have a conscience saying this? Back then, to restore your teaching qualifications, my father ran his legs off, worried himself sick, finally got you into the school. We live life seeking peace and stability. You’re now vice principal, an outstanding teacher in the city. With such comfortable days, you insist on going into business. Aren’t you courting death?”

“Who says doing business is courting death? When I mixed in society back then, what great storms haven’t I seen?”

“Fine, fine, don’t mention your past. Seven brothers, four rebelled. You were one of them. Rebelling is one thing, but midway you chickened out and went to inform…”

“I’ll beat you, you damned woman!” Wang Jiaxian raised his palm.

“Hit me!” Zhang Yingzhi thrust her face forward.

Wang Jiaxian ultimately didn’t dare hit her. Finally, dejected, he said: “Let’s divorce. This life is unbearable.”

Zhang Yingzhi, tears streaming down her face, raised her head: “Whoever doesn’t divorce isn’t human!”

“Foolish, Old Seven, you’re foolish!” When Si Batou and I learned the news, we stamped our feet in anger.

“Two elder brothers needn’t persuade me. My mind is made up!”

“Made up your ass! Just based on a few words from that blind man, you’ll divorce? I think you’ve gone mad!” We brothers still didn’t know Zhou Yulang was faking blindness.

“It’s not entirely that. These years, I’ve had enough. We’ve been in prison, but we can’t be unable to hold our heads up for life.” Wang Jiaxian said indignantly.

“Don’t make excuses. You’ve just fallen for that blind man’s trick!”

“He spoke very logically. He’s not a fraud, unlike us!” Wang Jiaxian said defiantly.

“Fine. We don’t care if he’s a fraud or not. You must listen to Zu Ye’s words. You’ve read Zu Ye’s ‘Yin Yang Guidance Record,’ right? The analysis there is so thorough. Whether or not to tell fortunes is optional. If you want a son, do more good deeds, accumulate more virtue. We brothers will help you together. Tomorrow we’ll go to the temple and make offerings.”

“He said I must divorce. Our eight characters conflict.”

“Heavens! Are you possessed or what? Are you still our Old Seven? We’ve hunted birds our whole lives, now a bird has pecked your eye.”

“Fourth Brother, Fifth Brother, think about it. If he didn’t have real ability, would he dare directly tell me to divorce? Back in the day, we never dared say such things to marks!”

I frowned and said: “We didn’t say such things back then because Zu Ye said in advance, ‘Better to demolish ten bridges than break up one marriage.’ He felt this was creating evil karma, so he wouldn’t let us do this.”

“Why does he dare say it?”

“He dares say it because he’s blind. Who would argue with a disabled person? Tell me, how much money did he take from you?”

“To be honest with you two brothers, he didn’t take a cent. He said whenever it comes true, then he’ll take money. He dares say this, he must have confidence. Otherwise, wouldn’t he fear that once I divorce and remarry, if I still have a daughter, I’d go make trouble for him?”

Si Batou and I were also shocked. Yes, this matter was no small thing. This blind man really dared to speak. Wasn’t he afraid that if things didn’t work out, others would go fight him? Even his master, the famous Longfeng, never suggested people divorce. Only when two people really couldn’t live together anymore and both felt they should divorce would he help find the next partner.

“Something’s wrong, something’s wrong.” My brain raced. “I feel like there’s something off about Zhou the blind man…”

Si Batou also nodded: “Mm, I also feel something’s not right. Other fortune-tellers all quietly make their money, never daring to show off. Since he set up his own practice, he couldn’t wait to make his name known. This is different from ordinary fortune-tellers.”

“Do you know this person’s background?” I asked Wang Jiaxian.

“How would I know? Didn’t they say he wandered over from the north?”

“Specifically where?”

“Don’t know. Anyway, I want to try it.”

“Really divorcing?”

“Divorcing! She said, whoever doesn’t divorce isn’t human!”

“Aiya! Here we go again! Can’t control you!”

And so, Qi Batou inexplicably divorced, leaving with nothing. We brothers scraped together some money for him and rented him a room to live in. Fortunately, he still held his vice principal position, earning two hundred yuan monthly income. Life could go on.

Next was finding a woman born in the Year of the Rat. Those born in 1984 were Rats, but definitely unsuitable—still young girls. Those born in 1972 were Rats, also unsuitable—still minors. Those born in 1960 were Rats, twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old, but basically all married for just a few years. Without special circumstances, they wouldn’t divorce. Those born in 1948 were Rats, but already over forty—whether they’d be willing to bear children again was questionable. Choosing and choosing, he still had to target those born after 1960.

A fifty-something person finding a twenty-something wife was still considered strange news in that era. But Qi Batou, having entered a dead end, was determined to do this.

“Master, from which direction should I find this woman? Doesn’t fate have directions? East, south, west, north—I need a direction.” Wang Jiaxian asked Zhou Yulang.

“Mm. You’re very capable, you’re someone who accomplishes great things. Unfortunately these years your wife tripped you up. If you’d met me earlier, you’d have prospered long ago!”

“Alas, this is also fate.”

“Correct. This is fate. I calculate this second wife should come from the south, fair-skinned, very refined, also a wealthy woman. Next spring, she’ll appear.”

“Really? A refined wealthy woman?”

“Mm! This is your fate! Your prosperous days are coming!”

“How old is this person?”

“Under thirty. An old-young match!”

Wang Jiaxian was delighted, feeling feverish: “Master, if this can happen, you’re my great benefactor! I’ll support you for life!”

“You’re too kind! Aren’t we fortune-tellers here to bring blessings to people!”

“Master is truly compassionate.”

A month later, the young woman who’d previously sought Zhou Yulang for marriage fortune-telling returned. Her name was Wan Suxin.

“Master, I’ve already burned the talisman you gave me,” Wan Suxin said.

“Mm. How’s the marital relationship been lately?”

“Not good. Very bad. We have a shoe factory in the south. We’ve made some money these years. He’s changed, become fickle, found a female student, even had a child with her. I always thought he was just playing around. I didn’t expect him to produce a child. I really want to sue him in court, charge him with bigamy!”

“Don’t! Don’t! Letting others off is letting yourself off.”

Wan Suxin’s face was full of sorrow: “Alas, it’s also my fault. I’m not capable…”

Zhou Yulang quickly caught the implication of this statement and hastily interjected: “That day when I calculated your eight characters, I felt your children’s palace wasn’t particularly prosperous. Children come late!”

“Master is very right! We’ve been married seven years. It’s strange—I’ve never been able to get pregnant. He wanted children, so he had an affair! Master, can you calculate whether I can have children or not? I went to the hospital for checkups. The doctor said there’s no problem. I don’t know what’s going on.”

Zhou Yulang immediately made a finger-calculating gesture, pondered for a long time and said: “In your fate, the children star in your eight characters is being suppressed. It’s called ‘children entering the tomb.’ The tomb must be burst open before you can have children!”

“Entering the tomb? Burst open?”

“Right. It’s like some men are sick and must use women to dispel the bad luck. You’ve heard of such things, right?”

“I’ve heard.”

“Same principle. Your husband’s eight characters and your eight characters just don’t match. He can’t burst it open. Continuing like this, you’ll never have children your whole life, and feelings will get worse and worse!”

Wan Suxin grew more nervous listening: “Then… it seems I must divorce?”

“Didn’t I say before? If you insist on clinging on, there’ll be more bad than good. Think about it, your husband already has a child with someone else. That woman will definitely pressure him to divorce. If you refuse to divorce no matter what, if you push your husband to desperation, what if he poisons you? Won’t that be trouble!”

“He… he shouldn’t, right…” Wan Suxin said doubtfully.

“People’s hearts are separated from their bellies—actions are hardest to predict. Gambling breeds thieves, adultery produces murder.”

Wan Suxin’s heart pounded hearing this.

“Master means I should divorce him as soon as possible?”

“As soon as possible! If you initiate divorce now while he’s happy, you can divide more property. Wealth is the source of sustaining life. When women have wealth, suitors naturally come.”

“I understand!” After speaking, Wan Suxin pulled out a hundred-yuan bill from her pocket. “Thank you for Master’s guidance! This money…”

“Don’t! Don’t! Don’t! You’re insulting me!”

“Master, you’re…”

“I’m a fortune-teller, relying on this skill to help people resolve disasters. What use do I have for so much money! Last time you gave me a hundred, my conscience still hasn’t settled. When you completely divorce and find your ideal husband, just invite me to drink at your wedding feast.”

Wan Suxin was moved beyond words: “Master… Master… You truly have a bodhisattva’s heart!”

“I’m not divorcing!” Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao roared.

“On what grounds won’t you divorce? You’ve had a child with someone else, what do you want me by your side for?” Wan Suxin wailed.

“Don’t you also have a lover? You cheated first, okay?” Jiang Zhigao retorted mockingly.

“That was public relations! When we first arrived in Shenzhen, helpless and without support, if I hadn’t connected with people from Industry and Commerce, Taxation, and the bank, could we have started from nothing?”

“Public relations? You attacked them into bed?”

“We didn’t do anything, just drank tea at the hotel!”

“Even idiots wouldn’t believe that!” Jiang Zhigao cursed.

“You made your fortune relying on your wife’s looks and you still have face? Have you forgotten your beggar appearance sleeping on the streets?” Wan Suxin also got agitated.

“Damn! Wasn’t that because I emptied Dad’s savings account to do business? Wasn’t it all for this family?”

“Family? You still know about family? You spend more time in hotels than at home!”

“Damn! Isn’t that all for business! Every day I meet clients, every day I drink, almost drinking myself to death! If I don’t fight, where would you get all that money to spend? Look at your outfit—eight hundred yuan top, four hundred yuan pants. Don’t be blessed without knowing it!”

“Cut the crap. Let’s divorce. Once divorced, we’ll both be free. I want half the property!”

Jiang Zhigao was stunned: “After all this, you want to divide my property?”

“Your property? Your property? This old lady exchanged it with her body!”

“Finally admitting it! I’ve long suspected you had something with Zhang Sanpao from Taxation!”

“I want my share. Legally speaking it makes sense too.”

“Legal? You want to take me to court?”

Wan Suxin smiled: “That depends on you.”

“I’ll kill you!”

Wan Suxin’s heart chilled, and she said coldly: “Seems what was said wasn’t wrong.”

“What wasn’t wrong?”

“Nothing! I’m leaving! Wait for the court summons!” Wan Suxin slammed the door and left.

“Come back! Come back! Damn you!” Jiang Zhigao kicked the table over, squatted on the ground and wept bitterly holding his head.

The Five Elements’ Mutual Generation and Counter-Conquest

Wan Suxin came to Zhou Yulang’s house again.

“Master, you were right. He really could do terrible things. He said he’d kill me! They say one day as husband and wife means a hundred days of grace, but once couples turn against each other, they’re worse than enemies!”

“Alas! Husband and wife are birds of the same forest—when disaster strikes, each flies their own way. You just take feelings too seriously. You’re a kind person, you just chose the wrong partner.”

“Master is right. When I married him, I saw he… saw he was good-looking, eloquent. His father was an old oil worker, he was also a regular employee, family conditions were all good. I didn’t expect him to have this face now. If he refuses to divorce no matter what, what should I do?”

Zhou Yulang chuckled: “Why are you confusing yourself? Have you forgotten? You have leverage over him—how dare he not divorce?”

Wan Suxin was stunned, then awakened: “Oh… right, right. He had a child with someone else. I can threaten him. If he doesn’t agree to divorce, I’ll sue him in court!”

“Right! But killing someone only requires a nod—don’t go to extremes in anything. Don’t provoke him. Give him words to hear, let him understand the stakes, but don’t press too hard. You can say separate for a while and try it, if it really doesn’t work, remarry. As for property, let him decide what to give. Retreat to advance—if you show weakness, he’ll actually feel pity.”

Hearing this, Wan Suxin nodded deeply: “Master, you’ve really gone to great trouble.”

“Alas. I can’t help it. If I didn’t see your kind nature, I wouldn’t help anyone with divorce ideas. Our profession has rules—we can’t break up families unless both parties agree to divorce. Sinful, sinful.”

“Master has worked hard. Master, you’re helping me, you’re doing a good deed.”

“If you can think this way, I’m much comforted. Also, you must not reveal that I gave you advice behind the scenes, otherwise your husband will come settle accounts with me!”

“Master, rest assured. I absolutely won’t say.”

After another month passed, Wan Suxin visited again.

“Master, I’m divorced. Completely clean!” Wan Suxin’s face was full of smiles.

“Ha ha. This is right. A happy life is about to begin.”

“Mm mm. I followed Master’s guidance and had a heart-to-heart talk with him. I said I don’t want anything, I just want peace and quiet, I want to live alone. After hearing this, he actually cried. He said he wronged me and hoped I’d think it over before deciding. I said I’d thought about it for a long time, and I said I can’t bear children, I really wronged him. He said he’ll always love me. In the end, he gave me three hundred thousand and said he hopes I can return to his side in the future.”

Speaking to here, Wan Suxin choked up. She suddenly felt a trace of sadness. Scenes of marital love from years ago began circling in her mind: “Alas… life is impermanent.”

Zhou Yulang glimpsed this scene with his un-blind eyes and quickly pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it over.

Wan Suxin took it and wiped her tears, suddenly feeling something was wrong: “Master, how did you know I was crying?”

Zhou Yulang immediately realized he’d been too rash just now. His brain raced, and he chuckled: “I’ll tell you a secret. You must never tell outsiders.”

“What’s so mysterious?”

“I have a special ability since childhood—I’ve opened my celestial eye.”

“Celestial eye?”

“Right! Haven’t you heard that many people practicing qigong have opened their celestial eyes?”

“I’ve heard of this but never seen it.”

Zhou Yulang effectively utilized the social rumors of the 1980s. At that time, China was experiencing a qigong fever—opening celestial eyes, guessing objects through barriers, the immortal’s single grasp, qilin manifestations, ears that could recognize characters, telekinesis. Even some Hong Kong and Taiwan films incorporated these elements. In “God of Gamblers” and “The Conman,” you could find shadows of mainland paranormal masters.

“When I was five years old, I could suddenly see wandering ghosts around me. Of course, not with physical eyes—I’m blind. But relying on the celestial eye in my heart, I could always see some real and illusory things. I’ve never told anyone about these matters,” Zhou Yulang added.

“Ah? Master has this ability too?”

Zhou Yulang nodded: “This is a kind of suffering, seeing things others cannot see. Tell me, isn’t that terrifying?”

“Mm mm. I read in the newspaper that people who’ve opened their celestial eye can see through people’s internal organs and can diagnose illnesses. Is that true?”

“Of course it’s true!”

“Then… then can Master look at me and see if there’s anything wrong with my body? Especially look at the issue about having children.”

Zhou Yulang tilted back his neck, turned his head around, and said: “I generally don’t reveal this ability. But it’s you—you’re a good person. I’ll help you.”

“Thank you, Master.” Wan Suxin stood up. “Do I… do I need to take off my outer clothing?”

Zhou Yulang frowned and said sternly: “Take off clothes for what! People who’ve opened their celestial eye can see through walls! Asking people to undress is being a hooligan!”

Wan Suxin smiled and said, “Look at what you’re saying, that’s too serious. Then how should I cooperate with you?”

“Just stand still and don’t move.”

Zhou Yulang’s eyes rolled around, using his peripheral vision to examine Wan Suxin up and down, thinking to himself: Good figure, good breasts, very alluring.

“Your lungs have a problem.” After looking for a while, Zhou Yulang said.

“Right! Last year I even had acute pneumonia.”

“Mm. Also, your digestive system doesn’t seem too good…”

“Very accurate. My appetite isn’t good. Master, look at my reproductive system—children, the key is children.”

“Don’t rush. Mm… your uterus is very good, thick, full, it’s just… it’s just…”

“It’s just what?”

“It’s just… that’s right, that’s right…” Zhou Yulang struggled to roll his eyelids and said.

“What?”

“You sit down. Listen as I slowly explain to you.”

Wan Suxin quickly sat on the stool.

“Remember when I calculated your eight characters, I told you the children star enters the tomb?”

“Remember, remember.”

Zhou Yulang showed a hesitant appearance of wanting to speak but stopping: “Your physical characteristics… exactly match the characteristics of your eight characters…”

“What do you mean? Master, speak plainly.” Wan Suxin waited anxiously.

“Ha ha… this… some words… I… I study the Way, it’s inconvenient for me to speak…”

“Master, you’re a living bodhisattva. You’ve helped me so much, you know all about my affairs. What’s inconvenient to say? Master, speak frankly.”

Zhou Yulang’s face reddened, as if a shy scholar being flirted with. He bit his lip and said: “That… that place of yours is a bit narrow… no wonder the eight characters show that it must be burst open, otherwise you can’t have children.”

Wan Suxin’s face also suddenly turned red, but after all, she’d mixed in the business world. After adjusting, she said naturally: “Master, you’re right. Actually, we’re all experienced people, there’s nothing we can’t talk about.”

Zhou Yulang quickly said: “No, no. You’re an experienced person, I haven’t experienced it yet.”

Wan Suxin felt embarrassed: “Sorry, Master. I didn’t know you weren’t married yet. Ha ha. A great master like you, I thought you’d married long ago.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay. Those who don’t know aren’t blamed. Those who don’t know aren’t blamed.”

“Then… I’ll continue. That place really is very tight. In your presence, you’re the master, so I won’t be shy. I lived with my husband for seven years, and every time he… after every time, he said I was like a virgin…”

Zhou Yulang felt heat throughout his body, quickly crossed his legs, right leg over left, to conceal the mystery below. Then he said: “Stop there, stop there. You understand, that’s enough. Let’s not discuss this topic anymore.”

Wan Suxin smiled and said, “I didn’t expect Master to be so shy.”

“Ha ha. I don’t understand matters between men and women, don’t understand.”

Wan Suxin examined this twenty-something fortune-telling youth again. Suddenly her eyes brightened—this person had proper features, emotional eyebrows. If he weren’t blind, he’d truly be a fine-looking talent. Such a pity, such a pity.

“By the way, Master, now that I’m divorced, what kind of man should I look for that would be suitable?”

“Mm.” Zhou Yulang nodded. “Pardon my directness, your fate is an old husband matched with young wife fate.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you must find someone older than you.”

“Older? How much older?”

“About two decades.”

Wan Suxin was so shocked she nearly fell from her chair: “Twenty years? Twenty years older? Am I looking for a father or a husband?”

Zhou Yulang said nothing.

Wan Suxin felt she’d lost her composure and quickly collected herself: “Master, you’re not joking with me, right?”

“Of course not!” Zhou Yulang said seriously. “This is fate. Since I’ve seen it, I must tell you truthfully. Otherwise, if I just say nice-sounding things, that’s not fortune-telling, that’s talking nonsense. What good would that do you?”

Wan Suxin broke into a cold sweat: “Heavens, finding a fifty-something old man, what kind of fate is this? Is my fate so bitter?”

“What is bitter? What is joyful? Being able to find someone who’ll love you for life is happiness. Men at forty are flowers in bloom, women at forty are bean curd dregs. In ancient times, which wealthy household didn’t still take concubines at forty or fifty and live quite well?”

“Heavens, I have no other way out?”

“This is the way out. Human life rarely reaches seventy—think about twenty years from now, you’ll be fifty, your children will be grown, your life will be almost complete. Being able to live happily with one person for twenty years, isn’t that family bliss?”

“Alas. My head hurts to death. Why is my fate like this!”

“Don’t be unwilling. Even if you want to find one, you might not be able to. Think about it—people in their fifties basically all have grown children. Finding a divorced one isn’t so easy.”

“Then I’d rather not look for one this lifetime!”

“Foolish words. You’re a woman with no children under your knees. What will you do in the future? Even if you have lots of money, what use is it? You still need to find someone, have a child, so you’ll have someone to care for you in old age.”

“Aiya, my head hurts to death.”

Zhou Yulang smiled: “Don’t let your head hurt. The most important matter hasn’t been mentioned yet.”

“What else is there?”

“Before marriage, you must first dispel the bad luck, burst open the tomb vault. Only then can the children star become active. Otherwise, once you marry, you still won’t bear children, and that will also be trouble!”

“Ah? Can’t my future husband do the bursting?”

Zhou Yulang pursed his lips: “Did I not explain clearly, or did you not understand? What does ‘dispelling bad luck’ mean? It means before officially marrying, finding someone with powerful eight characters to help you burst it open. Only then can you officially marry. If you confuse marriage with dispelling bad luck, what’s the point of dispelling bad luck!”

Wan Suxin helplessly lowered her head: “Heavens. I might as well become a nun. What evil did I commit in my past life…”

Zhou Yulang secretly laughed to himself: You owed me from your past life.

Qi Batou was also distracted those days, frequently running to Zhou Yulang’s house.

“Master, let’s chat more.”

“Chat about what? Go home and wait. The fated connection won’t come until next spring.”

“Don’t, Master. Let’s chat. I just like hearing you talk.”

“Ha ha. So many fortune-seekers come to me all day long, my mouth is dry from talking.”

“Well then, Master, I’ll buy some wine and food, let’s get together tonight.”

“Don’t, absolutely don’t. I study the Way and never drink alcohol.”

Each time, Qi Batou returned disappointed.

Si Batou and I saw this and worried in our hearts: “This can’t continue. We must save Old Seven—he’s possessed!”

“How about we investigate Zhou the blind man’s background?” Si Batou said.

“The key is how to investigate!”

“How about tomorrow you pretend to seek a fortune and have him read for you, to test his abilities?”

I nodded, then suddenly wanted to laugh: “What’s happened to us Jiang Xiang Sect people now? We’ve told fortunes for the world for three hundred years, and now we’re all running to seek others’ fortune-telling. Ha ha.”

“Karma, karma. Zu Ye was right—karma.” Si Batou laughed heartily.

“Thinking back to Zu Ye’s glory days, heroic and spirited, with feathered fan… feathered fan what?” I said halfway and got stuck.

Si Batou laughed wildly: “Feathered fan and silk scarf, laughing and talking, the Huidao Sect turned to ashes and smoke! History repeating itself, perhaps they should laugh at me, prematurely gray. Life is but a dream, dreams are but life. Old Seven once exploited the pain of a Nationalist officer’s wife longing for her husband, setting up traps and schemes. Now he’s trapped by emotion—isn’t this retribution?”

Si Batou’s lament filled me with melancholy. When we deceived people back then, did we ever think about the marks’ suffering and desolation? Heaven’s evil can still be endured, but self-inflicted evil cannot be survived. Old Seven, clever his whole life, now confused for a moment—is it timing? Fate? Karma.

The next day, former Jiang Xiang Sect Wu Batou knocked on Zhou Yulang’s door.

“Greetings, Master Zhou!” I called loudly upon entering.

“Who is it?”

“Ha ha ha ha. I’ve long heard of Master’s great name. Today I’ve come especially to visit.”

Zhou Yulang rolled his eyes: “May I ask your honorable name?”

“Liu Tianliang.”

“Ha ha ha ha. Don’t know you.”

“Master, whether we know each other doesn’t matter. I’ve come today to seek instruction.”

“What does Mr. Liu wish to ask about?”

“I wish to seek Master Zhou’s guidance on metaphysics and numerology.”

“I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare. I’m just a blind fortune-teller wandering the world, making a living. How dare I accept the word ‘guidance’!”

I smiled and said: “Master Zhou is too modest. We’re all people of the same path. Mutual exchange is only natural.”

“Ha ha. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. My master instructed me in advance that practitioners of the same path must not show off their learning. I’m afraid Mr. Liu will be disappointed today.”

“Not at all, not at all. I’ve simply admired Master’s reputation for so long and wish to ask a question or two. If Master refuses, I simply won’t leave. You’ll have to feed me too. Ha ha ha ha.”

Zhou Yulang’s eyeballs turned, knowing I came with ill intent. He smiled and said: “In that case, I’m honored! Please come in!”

Just as I walked into the room, he suddenly said: “No, you must go back out!”

I was stunned: “Ah?”

“Ha ha. Take this sign out with you and hang it on my door, telling people I’m not seeing clients today, so no one disturbs our discussion of the classics!” He felt around and handed me a paper sign.

“Fine.” I helped him hang up the sign and returned to the room.

“Does Mr. Liu also understand metaphysics and numerology?” Zhou Yulang asked.

“I wouldn’t say I understand—I just enjoy it. Unfortunately, my natural talent is limited. Although I’ve read many books, I still haven’t grasped the essentials, which is why I’ve come to seek instruction.” I said.

“Ha ha. Mr. Liu is too modest. If you have any questions, please ask. If I can answer, I’ll spare no effort.”

I thought for a moment, then suddenly asked him: “Where are you from, sir?”

He was startled, because my question had nothing to do with numerology: “This… ha ha ha ha. People of the rivers and lakes consider everywhere home. Aren’t Mr. Liu and I from the same place now?”

“Where are you from?” I looked at him coldly and asked again.

“Ancestral home is Tianjin.”

“Oh, a good place. Then why don’t you have a Tianjin accent?”

“Alas, I lost both parents young and followed my uncle and aunt wandering east and west. I lost my native accent long ago.”

Although he answered fluently, I knew he was lying. After all, I’d followed Zu Ye for so many years. When he spoke just now, his right hand suddenly slapped his leg. This subconscious action represented him thinking—lightning-fast thinking. But Zu Ye had said: “As long as one unrelated bodily movement appears, it means he’s fabricating a lie.”

“I see. Tianjin is a place of outstanding people and spirits. No wonder it produced a great talent like Master Zhou.” I said.

“Too kind. All my abilities came from my master. Master and disciple are like father and son. He is my second parent.”

I suddenly felt the person before me was no ordinary person. He answered fluently with great emotion. This kind of scene only appeared among the A’Bao group of the Jiang Xiang Sect. This feeling was very familiar—so familiar my scalp tingled and my heart trembled. I couldn’t describe this feeling. It was strange, terrifying.

“I’ve heard people say that blind masters discussing fate always speak of disaster when they encounter conflict. Is there really such a saying?” I began questioning.

He seemed to sense I’d come to challenge him. He raised his head, fearless: “Speaking of disaster at every conflict—that’s foolish.”

I said: “I’d like to hear the details.”

He said: “Fortune-telling ultimately uses the five elements method. All calculations are based on the five elements’ mutual generation and conquest. Ordinary fortune-tellers all know the principle of the five elements’ mutual conquest—so-called metal conquers wood, wood conquers earth, earth conquers water, water conquers fire, fire conquers metal. So once they see conflicting five elements, they say this shows disaster. For example, if a man has metal destiny and a woman has wood destiny, if both come asking about marriage, the fortune-teller will say metal and wood conflict, this marriage probably isn’t good, and so on.”

“Isn’t that correct?” I countered.

“It’s not incorrect—it’s completely wrong! The ancients said: When metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel; when wood is strong and gets metal, it becomes a pillar; when water is strong and gets earth, it becomes a pond; when fire is strong and gets water, they complement each other; when earth is strong and gets wood, it achieves circulation. The five elements’ generation and conquest lie in balance. If one doesn’t distinguish strength and weakness and recklessly discusses generation and conquest, isn’t that foolish?”

Zhou the blind man’s words truly shocked me. These words were the essence of the five elements method. Back when Zu Ye played with the five elements, he greatly praised these sentences. Moreover, he explained them to the brothers through vivid, simple examples.

This was the dialectics of the five elements, the soul of numerology.

Ordinary people only knew that metal generates water, water generates wood, wood generates fire, fire generates earth, earth generates metal, and metal conquers wood, wood conquers earth, earth conquers water, water conquers fire, fire conquers metal—this was the basic principle of the five elements’ generation and conquest. Most people learned up to here and stopped, thinking that “generation” was good and auspicious, while “conquest” was bad and unfavorable.

Understanding the five elements’ generation and conquest this way truly led one astray. The application of the five elements emphasized a kind of balance. Balance brings harmony, and harmony achieves completeness.

Metal generates water, but excessive generation becomes conquest, just like a mother loving her son—if she indulges him blindly, that’s no longer love but ruining him. So the ancients said, metal generates water, but too much metal makes water turbid. “Metal generates beautiful water” means when the two substances have equivalent energy, water relies on metal for generation, and metal gets water for clarity. The two complement each other, endlessly generating, creating the beautiful image of metal generating beautiful water, beautiful water flowing abundantly. If there’s too much metal and too little water, like a pile of scrap copper and rotten iron piled together, the water below the iron pile will become turbid and smelly.

Water generates wood follows the same principle—too much water makes wood float. Appropriate water can help plants grow robustly, but if the water volume is excessive, endlessly irrigating, the trees simply can’t bear it. The tree roots get washed out, finally uprooted, and the wood floats in the water, becoming dead wood.

Wood generates fire, but too much wood smothers fire. This principle is easy to verify and understand. When starting a fire, one must add wood gradually as the flames grow stronger. Otherwise, if you pile it all on at once, not only won’t the fire intensify, but it will cause oxygen deprivation and the flames will instantly extinguish.

Fire generates earth, but too much fire scorches earth. Burning forests to clear land, the great fire burns away trees, and the charcoal ash can become fertile soil. But if the fire continues endlessly, always scorching one plot of land, that land will be burned to char, the soil nutrients exhausted, becoming useless, unable to grow anything.

Earth generates metal, but too much earth buries metal. When earth is too thick and heavy, gold and jade will be buried, never seeing daylight.

This is the principle of excessive generation becoming conquest.

Similarly, the five elements’ mutual conquest also follows the principle of balance.

Fire conquers metal, but when metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel. Fire does conquer metal, but if this conquest maintains balance, it becomes help—not harm, but benefit. It’s like a father’s control over his son. This kind of paternal education and restraint is to eliminate the son’s wildness, making him learned and reasonable, learning benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trust, finally growing into an adult. If the father ignores his son and lets him grow wild, it’s like a tree—without pruning branches or girdling bark, the tree will grow wildly in all directions, with lateral shoots and messy leaves consuming too much energy. Ultimately, the main trunk won’t be sturdy, unable to grow into a towering tree or become timber material.

Therefore, the ancients spoke these supreme truths: When metal is strong and gets fire, it becomes a vessel; when wood is strong and gets metal, it becomes a pillar; when water is strong and gets earth, it becomes a pond; when fire is strong and gets water, they complement each other; when earth is strong and gets wood, it achieves circulation.

Thus, appropriate “conquest” is a kind of generation, while excessive “generation” is actually a kind of conquest. This is the dialectical method of the five elements.

When Zu Ye taught us these principles back then, my companions and I were stunned: Truly miraculous! Truly miraculous!

Now, facing Zhou the blind man, he spoke these five elements dialectical principles without hesitation, without any thought, making me look at this blind man with new respect.

I thought of another question and asked him: “I’ve heard blind masters have a formula, and with this formula they can determine when someone will die, accurate without error?”

“Ha ha ha ha!” Zhou Yulang laughed toward heaven. “Does Mr. Liu believe this?”

“I’ve never seen it, which is why I’m asking Master Zhou for instruction! Please don’t hesitate to enlighten me!”

“This is all hearsay and rumors in the martial world! China now has one billion people. How many different eight character combinations are there in total? Each eight character set represents over a thousand people. If one could determine from a formula that someone would die on a certain day, wouldn’t that mean those thousand-plus people with the same eight characters would all die together that day? Anyone could figure out this is impossible with their toes! Forget these big examples—even twins don’t necessarily die on the same day and might differ by many years. Therefore, Mr. Liu needn’t be superstitious about the so-called blind master formulas. Blind masters can form their own school not because of some iron-clad formulas, but because their fate-calculating methods differ from those circulating in the market. They use more nayin and spiritual influences. Also, because blind people can’t see things and aren’t bound by external objects, they can calm their minds to summarize experience. That’s why blind masters generally calculate fortunes more accurately than sighted people. I don’t know if Mr. Liu is satisfied with this answer?”

When an expert extends their hand, you know if they have skill or not. “This kid’s five elements mastery is very high,” I thought to myself.

“I’ve learned much, I’ve learned much.” I cupped my fists in salute.

“You’re too kind, too kind. Does Mr. Liu have any other questions?”

“No more, no more. Master is formidable, formidable. I’m completely convinced. That Master can bring blessings to the local people here is truly their great fortune.” I wanted to flee in defeat.

“So we end here today?” Zhou Yulang couldn’t conceal his victorious joy.

“Yes, yes. Sorry to disturb you, sorry to disturb you.” I stood up to leave.

Zhou Yulang also felt for his stool and stood up unsteadily.

I quickly said: “Please stay, please stay.”

“I won’t see you out, won’t see you out.” He said with a smile.

I suddenly tilted my body sideways, making a falling motion with lightning speed.

Zhou Yulang didn’t expect I’d pull this move. His body shuddered, his hands instinctively reaching up to catch, but he immediately regained composure.

Just this one movement, a movement so subtle as to be almost undetectable, I caught it. I laughed loudly in my heart: Grandson! You’ve finally slipped up. Grandpa here once pretended to be blind!

In that moment, I felt fortunate for the first time about joining the Jiang Xiang Sect. When I first joined, Zu Ye’s first social practice assignment for me was pretending to be blind to deceive old ladies. For decades, I’d been bothered by this. Today I suddenly felt relieved.

In a moment of stunned realization, I understood, and Zhou Yulang understood too.

I smiled slightly and said: “Master Zhou, take good care of yourself.”

Hearing the implication in my words, he wasn’t to be outdone: “Living by one’s abilities—when soldiers come, generals block; when water comes, earth covers.”

“Mm! Farewell!”

“Won’t see you out!”

I returned home feeling light and called over Si Batou and Qi Batou.

“Ha ha ha ha.” I stood in the middle of the room laughing endlessly.

My laughter left Si Batou and Qi Batou looking confused: “What’s the meaning?”

“Zhou Yulang is a fraud!” I said loudly.

“Tell us quickly.” Si Batou looked at me and said.

I told them about my battle of wits with Zhou Yulang.

After hearing, Si Batou laughed heartily: “Old Seven, did you hear that?”

“I still don’t quite believe it.” Wang Jiaxian scratched his head and said, “So many people, so many iron-clad accurate predictions—if he’s a fraud, wouldn’t he have been exposed long ago?”

I said: “You’re confused, Old Seven. Zu Ye led us in deception for so many years. Did he get exposed?”

Wang Jiaxian nodded: “But why? He doesn’t seek wealth or beauty. He’s never taken a cent from me.”

“Old Seven, I think you’ve really gone senile!” Si Batou also got anxious. “Quick strike, slow deception—you’ve forgotten our ancestors’ formula. He’s playing the long game to catch the big fish!”

“Then what do we do? Expose him?” Wang Jiaxian said.

“Expose him!” Si Batou said fiercely.

“Don’t rush!” I thought and said, “I always feel this matter isn’t so simple. Think about it—since the Huidao Sect was destroyed in 1952, for so many years almost no one has stirred up trouble. This Zhou Yulang suddenly ran from the north to our place, deliberately became Longfeng’s disciple, intentionally made a name for himself, and now has Old Seven hooked. Could there be something we can’t think of…”

“You mean…” Si Batou fell into thought.

“I’m just worried.” I bit my teeth and said.

Wang Jiaxian also sobered up: “No! I must quickly remarry! My wife is wonderful. To be honest, these days away from her, I’ve felt terrible.”

“Don’t rush, don’t rush. Even if you remarry, Fourth Brother and I must go plead your case. Otherwise, you won’t even get through the door.” I said.

“Damn! Damn! Fell for it, fell for it! So embarrassing, so embarrassing!” Wang Jiaxian cursed repeatedly.

Si Batou and I both laughed: “Knowing it’s embarrassing now isn’t too late. If Zhou Yulang really matched you with an old husband-young wife pairing, who knows what disaster would have happened!”

“Aiya, two elder brothers, stop shaming me. I was just desperate for a son!”

“Mm, desperate for a son—no son came, but you got a grandson!” I said with a smile.

“Really a grandson! Zhou grandson! Pretend-blind grandson!” Wang Jiaxian cursed again, then said, “Could he really be targeting the Jiang Xiang Sect?”

“I’m just worried.” I said.

“That’s ancient history. So many years have passed. Could there still be unresolved grudges?” Wang Jiaxian said.

Si Batou blinked: “That’s hard to say. We’ve offended so many people. There might be one with great determination who’s been waiting for a chance to take revenge on us old guys.”

“What hatred could last this long?” I murmured.

“The hatred of killing one’s father, the hatred of stealing one’s wife—these never die until death.” Si Batou said.

We all fell silent.

Fortune-Telling Fraud Meets Bloody Disaster

Wan Suxin once again knocked on Zhou Yulang’s door.

“Master, last time you said I should find someone with pure yin eight characters to dispel my bad luck. To be honest, I have several lovers, but none have pure yin eight characters. What should I do?” Wan Suxin said worriedly.

Zhou Yulang chuckled: “You just never think clearly. If these previous lovers of yours could help dispel your bad luck, wouldn’t you and your husband have had children long ago?”

Wan Suxin was stunned: “Right. Hehe, I was confused for a moment.”

Zhou Yulang laughed to himself: You’re not confused for a moment—you’ve been confused all along.

“I really can’t help with this. It depends on fate. New Year is coming soon. After the New Year, when spring arrives, your next husband will appear. You must hurry and get this bad luck dispelled.” Zhou Yulang said seriously.

“Alas, forget it, Master. I won’t look anymore. Just thinking about marrying a fifty-something person makes my heart panic. Forget it, forget it. I accept my fate. I won’t look anymore. Living alone is fine.” Wan Suxin said.

Zhou Yulang pursed his lips, his eyeballs rolling wildly. After a long time, he said: “Actually… there’s one more method. I shouldn’t tell you because saying it is too immoral. But this idea would benefit you… Alas, better not say it. Forget it, forget it. Just do as you said—living alone is fine too.”

“Don’t, Master. If you save someone, save them completely; if you send Buddha, send him to the west. Since there’s a method, why not say it?” Wan Suxin was somewhat urgent.

“Alas…” Zhou Yulang sighed deeply. “Sinful, sinful. However I act, it’s sinful. If I don’t help you, it’s sinful; if I help you, it’s also sinful. This profession is truly difficult…”

“Aiya, Master, please tell me quickly.” Wan Suxin pleaded. “Master, Master!” She reached out and shook Zhou Yulang’s arm.

The coquettish pleading, gentle pushing and pulling, fragrant breath made Zhou Yulang’s whole body heat up. A surge of energy exploded from his dantian, instantly filling his entire body.

“Fine, fine. Sit properly and listen to me.” Zhou Yulang again crossed his legs, forcefully suppressing his lustful fire. “You don’t want to live with a fifty-year-old, right?”

“I’d rather die.”

“Then do you want a child?”

“Of course! Who doesn’t want children? Boy or girl, I’d love them. I dream of being pregnant.”

Zhou Yulang smiled: “Then it’s easy. After you dispel the bad luck, if that fifty-something person appears, if he also fancies you, you pretend to marry him. After bearing a child, you kick him out, isn’t that it? Courts generally award nursing infants to the mother. This way you have a child and don’t have to live with him for life. After divorce, you can live alone or find a lover. Anyway, with a child, someone to care for you in old age, and money, what’s there to fear?”

“This… this…” Wan Suxin was confused.

“Of course I don’t support you doing this! I didn’t plan to say it—you forced me. I just pity you too much, so I thought of this desperate measure. Using this strategy will damage my yang lifespan! Of course, if you meet that fifty-something person and actually fancy him, then you don’t need this worst strategy. You can grow old together—that’s the most perfect ending and what I most want to see. Think it over carefully.”

Wan Suxin was stunned for a long time, finally saying: “If I really marry a fifty-something person, I definitely can’t divorce. Doing that would kill him. What person over fifty could withstand such a blow?”

“Well said! Either don’t marry, but once married, must support each other until old age! This is the way of being human!” Zhou Yulang said.

“Mm. However… what you just said inspired me. You’re a fortune-teller—some things can’t be hidden from you. I’ve had especially many romantic prospects since childhood. Honestly, growing up, wherever I go there’s always a group pursuing me…”

“Aiya, why are you telling me this? These are all your private matters…”

“No, no! Listen to me. Youth is just these ten-plus years. Tell me… tell me… suppose after I marry and have an affair, my husband won’t discover it, right? He won’t harm me, right?”

Zhou Yulang laughed inside—already thinking about cuckolding her future husband. But his mouth spoke righteously: “I advise you to avoid such things! I do have disaster-resolving talismans, but can’t do this. If I help you, I’ll lose yang lifespan.”

“Hehe, I’m just saying. I’m not that kind of person. If I really fancy my future husband, I’ll definitely stay faithful to him for life.”

“That’s best.”

After Wan Suxin thought through all this, she became anxious again: “Master, where do I find someone with pure yin eight characters?”

“This really depends on fate. I truly can’t help.”

“Think of another way. You definitely have a way. Are there any talismans or something?”

“Really none. You must wait for fate. I can’t go around asking people’s birth dates, can I?”

Wan Suxin felt disappointed, then suddenly said: “Is dispelling bad luck really so important? Must I dispel it? If I don’t, can I really not get pregnant?”

Zhou Yulang frowned and said: “Anyway, this is how my master taught me, and this is how fortune-telling books write it. Believe it or not, it’s up to you.”

“I… I don’t disbelieve you. I just find this matter too bizarre.”

“Bizarre? What in the world isn’t bizarre? Could you imagine your ex-husband having a child with someone else?”

“I understand! I’ll keep looking.”

Zhou Yulang said: “There’s one more thing I must remind you—this month you encounter the wealth disaster influence.”

“What wealth disaster influence?”

“The wealth-breaking influence.”

“Ah? I’ll lose wealth? How much?”

“Not much. But you must lose some.”

“How to avoid it?”

“I can only give you a talisman to minimize it.”

“Thank you, Master.”

Several days later at noon, Wan Suxin ran back: “Master, it came true! Really came true!”

Zhou Yulang said: “What came true?”

“Lost wealth!”

“How much?”

“Three hundred.”

“Tell me.”

“Yesterday afternoon, I went to a friend’s to play mahjong. I won two hundred yuan. On the way home at night, someone followed me. In an alley, a guy held a knife to my back demanding money. I was terrified and gave him all the money in my pocket. He took it and ran. I’ve already reported it. The public security bureau is investigating. You calculated so accurately.”

Zhou Yulang sighed: “The crackdown is so severe, yet someone still dares commit crimes. Absolutely lawless!”

“Yes, the crackdown isn’t enough. Should kill all these thugs!”

“Better quickly find someone with pure yin eight characters to dispel the bad luck. The tomb vault won’t produce without bursting, fate won’t come without bursting. Otherwise unlucky things will keep happening.”

Wan Suxin’s face was full of worry: “Where do I find one?”

“There is one person, but absolutely not possible.”

“Who?”

Zhou Yulang helplessly shook his head: “Absolutely not possible.”

Wan Suxin was extremely anxious: “Just tell me.”

“Me.”

“Ah?”

Zhou Yulang nodded: “I was born in the Xinhai year, Guisi month, Dingyou day, Guimao hour. Pure yin eight characters. But I can’t do this. My master said long ago that those who study the Way cannot engage in matters between men and women.”

Wan Suxin looked at Zhou Yulang, several years younger than herself. That day Zhou wore a red V-neck sweater, his hair combed neatly, appearing refined and extraordinarily distinguished. Wan Suxin’s heart suddenly thumped: In all her years in the business world, she’d encountered wine-sack rice-bag officials, hypocritical cunning nouveau riche, newly sea-plunged state enterprise employees, but never touched this kind of world-isolated fortune-teller. This kind of fortune-teller hidden in the countryside had no rotten copper stench, but more an otherworldly immortal air—pure thoughts, high realm, clean body, a unique flavor.

Wan Suxin’s imagination ran wild. For women with abundant food and clothing, novelty was always the first pursuit.

When men pursue women, it’s a wall; when women pursue men, it’s a sheet of paper. Moreover, this was all Zhou Yulang’s trap. Several days later one evening, Zhou Yulang finally, under the oath of “if I don’t enter hell, who will,” compassionately helped Wan Suxin “dispel her bad luck.”

Wan Suxin found it hard to imagine why a virginal young blind man was so naturally skilled in bed—clouds and rain tumbling, phoenixes overturning, both floating toward immortality, half dead with pleasure.

The two were in the midst of their tumult when suddenly, outside “crash,” something seemed to have climbed over the wall.

Zhou Yulang and Wan Suxin froze, listening intently.

With a boom, the door was kicked open. Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao rushed in wielding a cleaver.

“Ah!” Zhou Yulang and Wan Suxin screamed.

“Slut! I’ll kill you both!” Jiang Zhigao raised his knife and chopped down.

Zhou Yulang leaped from the bed, his form flashing, dodging the blade. He grabbed the flashlight from the bed and desperately threw it at Jiang Zhigao.

In his fury, Jiang Zhigao didn’t dodge at all, charging straight ahead. Zhou Yulang, naked, jumped onto the windowsill, quickly opened the window, and awkwardly tumbled out.

Wan Suxin was puzzled: “He’s not blind…”

“You’re the blind one!” Jiang Zhigao chopped toward Wan Suxin’s neck. Wan Suxin instinctively raised her hand to block—four fingers were chopped off.

Wan Suxin screamed in pain: “Husband, don’t kill me, don’t kill me, don’t kill me.”

The word “husband” softened Jiang Zhigao’s heart. He looked at Wan Suxin, then ran out with his knife.

Outside, Zhou Yulang frantically unbolted the front door and ran out.

Under the night sky, a thrilling and spectacular scene unfolded. In the moonlight, the fortune-telling blind man ran naked with wide-open eyes, chased relentlessly by a man wielding a cleaver.

“Help! Help!”

“I’ll chop you! I’ll chop you!”

On the street, several small shops still had lights on. People in the shops looked toward the sounds. Good heavens, isn’t that Zhou the blind man? What happened to him?

“He’s not wearing clothes!”

“There’s another person behind him!”

“Damn, murder! Call the police!”

The two ran one after another, shouting and panting along three kilometers of street, attracting more people.

“Look, Zhou the blind man! Running with his bare ass!”

“He’s not blind—look how fast he runs, how nimble, looking all around, constantly looking back!”

“Look at that guy behind him with a knife! Call the police!”

Zhou Yulang could barely run anymore. Jiang Zhigao’s cursing was right at his ear. He could even hear Jiang Zhigao’s breathing. In desperation, Zhou Yulang suddenly crouched down, hands over his head, curled into a ball. Jiang Zhigao was moving too fast to react and tripped over Zhou Yulang, stumbling and flying over Zhou Yulang’s head.

After several tumbles, Jiang Zhigao fell face-up, his cleaver flying far away. Zhou Yulang immediately pounced over, picked up the cleaver, turned to Jiang Zhigao and said: “Don’t come closer. Your wife seduced me. If you dare come closer, I’ll kill you!”

Jiang Zhigao stood up, patted the dust off his body, and said loudly: “Neighbors and folks, come look! This person isn’t blind but pretends to be blind, seduced my wife. I just caught them in bed.”

“Hooligan! Hooligan!” The surrounding people pointed at Zhou Yulang and shouted. “Hooliganism” was a charge in the old Criminal Law. During the 1980s “Strike Hard” campaign, many people engaged in improper relations between men and women were charged with this crime. Even if someone pulled out his member on the street to urinate and a woman saw it, she could accuse him of hooliganism. The 1997 new Criminal Law deleted this charge.

Jiang Zhigao patted his chest: “Come! Chop here!” He stepped closer to Zhou Yulang.

Zhou Yulang was utterly flustered, constantly retreating: “Don’t come closer.”

Suddenly Zhou Yulang tripped over the curb behind him, lost his balance. Jiang Zhigao seized the opportunity to rush over and punched Zhou Yulang square in the face. Zhou Yulang fell to the ground with a thud.

Jiang Zhigao seized the cleaver and raised it.

“Don’t! Don’t kill me! Murder is illegal!” Zhou Yulang pleaded.

“Right! Killing you like this is too easy!” Jiang Zhigao thought about it, threw away the cleaver, and picked up a brick from the roadside.

“What are you doing?” Zhou Yulang asked in terror.

“I’ll smash you to death!” Jiang Zhigao raised the brick and smashed it toward Zhou Yulang’s face. “Smack!” “Smack!”… Once, twice, three times. “I’ll let you pretend to be blind! I’ll let you seduce my wife!”

After several bricks, Zhou Yulang’s nose broke, his brow bone was smashed, and finally even his eyeballs were shocked out, flowing out white and gooey. Zhou the blind man became truly blind.

“Police are coming!” Someone in the crowd shouted loudly. Several police cars roared up.

Several months later, a massive public trial was held in our city.

Jiang Zhigao was sentenced to life imprisonment for intentionally causing serious injury;

Zhou Yulang was sentenced to life imprisonment for fraud and hooliganism;

Sun Daqiang was sentenced to twelve years imprisonment for fraud and robbery;

Wan Suxin was sentenced to three years imprisonment for hooliganism.

During the investigation of this major case, the public security bureau also found several of us old Jiang Xiang Sect guys to collect evidence.

Si Batou, Qi Batou, and I simultaneously received notices to report to the public security bureau. At the time, we didn’t know what was happening. Anyway, over these years, whenever there was a case, those of us with records would be screened. We were used to it.

“Were you gentlemen all once members of the Jiang Xiang Sect?” a young policeman asked us.

“Yes, yes. But after 1952, we never did bad things again.”

“Ha ha. Don’t panic. We’re not saying you did bad things. Today we’re asking for your help.”

“Help?”

The policeman looked around and said quietly: “My name is Zhao Yilong.”

“Oh.” The three of us looked at each other, puzzled.

“My father is Zhao Dinghai.”

As soon as these words left his mouth, our hearts skipped a beat: “Zhao Dinghai?”

Zhao Dinghai, the last Liu Batou of the Jiang Xiang Sect. Zhao Dinghai and Fan Yifei were both Xiao Jiao under Muzi Lian back then. After Xiao Liuzi was killed by Qian Yuelin using the poison formula, Zu Ye turned the situation to his advantage, pulling out Fan Yifei who was in cahoots with San Batou. Later, Zu Ye executed Fan Yifei and around 1951 appointed the highly skilled Zhao Dinghai as the last Liu Batou.

After the government’s campaign against secret societies, Zhao Dinghai did labor reform for several years, then returned to his rural hometown. Since then, no contact.

Decades had passed, and the long-silent Zhao Dinghai now had a son who was a policeman, standing right before us.

Zhao Yilong smiled and said: “According to your gang’s seniority back then, I should call you all uncles.”

“Ha ha.” We smiled. “Never expected this. After so many years, is your father well?”

“Very well. Eats well, strong as an ox. After Father reformed himself back then, he returned home to farm honestly. Later he married Mother. I’m the fifth child, with two older sisters and two older brothers above me. From childhood, Father taught us martial arts. Later, after the college entrance exam was restored, I got into police academy. After graduation, Father helped me find Uncle Zeng Jingwu, who retired from the Provincial Public Security Department. That’s how I was arranged into our city’s police bureau.” Zhao Yilong said.

After hearing his words, we sighed with emotion. Chief Zeng had truly been good to us Jiang Xiang Sect brothers. Not only when Zu Ye was alive did the two work together with mutual trust, but even after Zu Ye’s death, he still took extra care of the brothers.

During the Cultural Revolution, when he could barely protect himself, he still spoke up for us: “These people aren’t bad. They made mistakes before, but after government reform, they’re all good people now. We can’t deny their status as poor and lower-middle peasants because of past mistakes. They too were victims of the old society.”

Over all these years, Zeng Jingwu always cared about the fate of Jiang Xiang Sect descendants, not letting us take the crooked path again, not letting us make mistakes again. He was someone who completely witnessed the Jiang Xiang Sect’s rise and fall. He understood Zu Ye’s good intentions in using death to atone. Just recently, I received a letter from him, detailing questions about my life, my family, my children’s situations.

“Three uncles, which of you is Uncle Wang Jiaxian?” Zhao Yilong asked.

Old Seven looked at me and said: “I am.”

“Uncle Wang, during your gang’s internal conflict back then, was there someone called Zhou Tianlei?”

“Yes, yes. He was from the Northern Faction, a disciple of Northern Faction Grand Master Qian Yuelin.”

“Mm. This fortune-telling Zhou the blind man is Zhou Tianlei’s son.”

“What?” Si Batou and I stood up in shock.

Zhao Yilong looked at us: “Uncles, don’t get excited. During your gang’s internal conflict back then, supposedly Uncle Wang leaked information midway, which allowed your boss Zu Ye to discover the Northern Faction joining with the Western Faction to rebel. Finally, Qian Yuelin and his subordinates were all killed by Zu Ye. Is this what happened?”

I thought and said: “Not entirely. Back then, Zu Ye himself also sensed something. Of course, Uncle Wang’s righteous deed further confirmed Zu Ye’s deduction.”

Zhao Yilong said: “The problem is here. Uncle Wang initially made a blood oath with Qian Yuelin and others, then suddenly turned traitor. This move was good for Zu Ye but cost Qian Yuelin and his disciples their lives. This Zhou Yulang is supposedly Zhou Tianlei’s orphan, from Baoding. He came south to our city for revenge.”

I felt dizzy: “They say a gentleman’s revenge is never too late even after ten years, but this is too long—over thirty years have passed. Moreover, if we calculate from Zhou Tianlei’s death, his son Zhou Yulang should be nearly forty. But this Zhou the blind man is only in his twenties.”

Zhao Yilong smiled: “He really is nearly forty. His ID is forged. But this person looks young. Without public security investigation data as proof, no one would think he’s nearly forty. This person has been engaged in superstitious fraud activities for years. His other accomplice, the robber who cooperated with him to rob Wan Suxin, is called Sun Daqiang, also a fraud. The two have been partners in deception for many years.”

“Oh, so that’s it.” We suddenly understood. “No wonder we always felt Zhou the blind man wasn’t ordinary. He had quite the Jiang Xiang legacy style.”

“Mm. These two came to our city having already mastered information about you Batous. He confessed that starting last year, they began scouting our city. They knew Uncle Wang’s address and family situation inside out. He deliberately became Longfeng’s disciple to quickly build his reputation using Longfeng’s name, attracting your attention. He knew Uncle Wang desperately wanted a son, so he used this sinister move, making Uncle Wang divorce, then planning to introduce Wan Suxin to Uncle Wang. Once Uncle Wang and Wan Suxin united, he would notify Wan Suxin’s husband Jiang Zhigao by anonymous letter, letting this hothead Jiang Zhigao direct his anger at Uncle Wang. This is called killing with a borrowed knife.”

After hearing this, we broke into a sweat: “What a scheme. Today’s society is different from the old society. Directly chopping people with knives during the ‘Strike Hard’ campaign’s critical period would definitely trap oneself. Killing with a borrowed knife—this move is brilliant. Truly the descendant of an A’Bao.”

Zhao Yilong said: “Fortunately, Jiang Zhigao kept a careful eye on Wan Suxin’s insistence on divorce. On the surface he divorced her, but secretly had someone follow her, discovering the adultery in advance. This led to our city’s number one major case this year. According to Zhou Yulang’s plan, after he performed the so-called ‘bad luck dispelling’ for Wan Suxin, he would introduce her to Uncle Wang next spring. That way, Uncle Wang would have been in danger.”

Wang Jiaxian listened with pounding heart: “Vicious enough. If I’d married Wan Suxin, wouldn’t I have been cuckolded from the start? Zhou the blind man is vicious enough.”

“That’s not the most important thing. Most important is that Zhou Yulang knew Jiang Zhigao still had lingering feelings for Wan Suxin and would come looking sooner or later. Maybe even get you charged with hooliganism, and you’d truly be ruined. Under ‘Strike Hard’ high pressure, matters between men and women most easily cause trouble.” Zhao Yilong said.

Wang Jiaxian broke into cold sweat, nodding repeatedly.

“There’s one more question. Do you three uncles know someone named Huang Farong?” Zhao Yilong asked.

The three of us were stunned. Si Batou said doubtfully: “Yes. My ex-wife. She’s been dead for decades.”

“Dead for decades?” Zhao Yilong asked back.

“Right. Back then she assisted our gang’s boss in setting up schemes to fight the Japanese. Later in 1937 she was killed by the Japanese.” Si Batou said heavily.

Zhao Yilong shook his head: “That’s not right. Zhou Yulang and Sun Daqiang confessed that someone named Huang Farong told them these Jiang Xiang Sect grudges. Otherwise, Zhou Yulang couldn’t possibly know so many inside details. When his father Zhou Tianlei died, he didn’t understand things yet.”

“Right!” I said. “Even if he understood, he couldn’t possibly know so many inside details. When Zu Ye eliminated Qian Yuelin’s faction, the information was airtight. Even if people in the martial world could guess that Qian Yuelin and his disciples died at Zu Ye’s hands, they couldn’t figure out the details, much less know about Old Seven secretly informing. Over all these years, we old guys have kept tight-lipped about this matter.”

Zhao Yilong nodded: “The problem is here. Zhou Yulang and Sun Daqiang are just pawns. The person behind them is the mastermind of everything. Unfortunately, we have no leads. Zhou Yulang only knows that person is female, about thirty-something, calling herself ‘Huang Farong,’ whereabouts uncertain, taught Zhou Yulang many deception techniques.”

“Impossible, impossible!” Si Batou said loudly. “Farong was a year older than me. She’d be at least seventy-something this year!”

Zhao Yilong said: “It seems this ‘Huang Farong’ isn’t the original Huang Farong.”

“But why would she use Farong’s name to commit fraud?” Si Batou asked.

“That’s what we need to figure out.” Zhao Yilong said. “Police from three southern provinces also sent investigation notices. This person named Huang Farong is connected to a major recent financial fraud case in Guangdong. She’s the number one suspect.”

“Financial fraud?” I exclaimed.

“Right. The bank lost three million!”

“Three… million?” In the 1980s when “ten-thousand-yuan households” could dominate the countryside, hearing this number, our jaws dropped wide open.

Major Financial Fraud Case and Feng Shui Schemes

“How did they defraud it? Through fortune-telling? That’s way too much!” I asked.

Zhao Yilong chuckled: “Of course it’s not that simple, but feudal superstition is one method. Once someone’s hooked, it’s not easy to detect…”

Zhao Yilong continued explaining while we listened quietly.

Turns out Guangdong had been working on attracting investment these past two years. Several Hong Kong businessmen came over. A boss, a female secretary, and a Zhou Yi master about fifty years old formed an investment team to invest in a certain Guangdong city.

The city committee’s three leadership teams’ main cadres collectively came out to welcome them. Hong Kong businessmen—no joke. Suits and ties, briefcases and documents, awkward Mandarin, inside and out revealing capital and market professionalism and erudition.

This group claimed they wanted to contract a government guesthouse in the city, planning to transform it into a star-rated hotel integrating dining and accommodation. Supposedly this one project could create three hundred jobs and contribute four hundred thousand in annual taxes to the government.

The deputy mayor in charge of economics was overjoyed: “The government fully supports it!”

During negotiations, the Hong Kong businessman frequently consulted the Zhou Yi master: “Look at the feng shui around this guesthouse?”

The Zhou Yi master took a compass and walked several circles, saying: “Just move the guesthouse’s main entrance to face south, then Ding-Ren sits in Li Palace, great wealth will come!”

The Hong Kong businessman laughed heartily: “Now I’m relieved.”

The deputy mayor and secretaries were dumbfounded: “Boss believes in feng shui?”

The Hong Kong businessman said in broken Mandarin: “Of course! We Hong Kong people value feng shui most! I have many chain hotels in Singapore and Malaysia, every location’s feng shui was checked by the master, every location made great wealth. You tell me if I believe or not.”

At this moment, the female secretary beside the boss said: “Our Boss Wang comes from a scholarly family, loved classical Chinese studies since childhood, respects various experts. Master Liu is Boss Wang’s private feng shui consultant, very famous in Hong Kong.”

The deputy mayor listened half-believing.

Facts speak louder than eloquence. Boss Wang contracted the guesthouse for two hundred thousand yuan, renovated it thoroughly, changed the main entrance from west-facing to south-facing. The result—business boomed, customers came in endless streams. The food was also astonishingly cheap. City committee cadres pondered: with such cheap food prices, how do they profit?

“We call this steady flow! Better one person eat ten thousand times than ten thousand people eat once. Once reputation spreads, everything’s OK! Moreover, I have the master presiding—can’t go wrong!” Boss Wang said confidently.

Sure enough, the second year, the guesthouse made crazy profits. People began getting jealous.

At this time, Boss Wang started spreading word: “I want to convert the restaurant to shareholding system! Everyone makes money together! What’s the point of me alone making so much money?”

“What kind of shareholding system?” the deputy mayor asked.

“Anyone with money can invest, anyone can hold shares. When we go public, we can make tens of millions overnight. Everyone will be millionaires…”

The deputy mayor was moved. He mobilized all levels of leadership, raising five hundred thousand in government funds to participate in shares.

Boss Wang smiled and said: “You put out five hundred thousand, I’ll put out three million more. Let’s strive to go public in three years!”

Three million—this boldness, this handwriting shocked everyone.

No one expected this Boss Wang was playing empty-handed white wolf tricks. In those early reform and opening days, to activate the market, banks provided interest-free loans to entrepreneurs, even unsecured loans. This thing that seems incredible now actually happened then.

The government wanted to activate dead money in banks, exhausting methods to encourage people to borrow for entrepreneurship. Some bold people really started from scratch. More people didn’t have that courage—even if banks gave money for free, they dared not take it.

Boss Wang used the government-raised five hundred thousand as collateral, extracting three million from the bank at once, slapping it on the table: “Leaders, my three million has arrived!”

Everyone never dreamed this three million was obtained using their own five hundred thousand as collateral. Everyone raised wine cups: “Boss Wang has boldness. Let’s prosper together!”

“No problem! My master already checked. We’ll expand immediately. In three years we’ll definitely make tens of millions!”

“Formidable, formidable.” Everyone raised thumbs.

Wine half-drunk, Boss Wang suddenly said: “Should we have the master look at the leaders present?”

Everyone at the table smiled and said: “No need, no need.” But each person longed to be examined by the master.

The master smiled: “Everyone needn’t be polite. Consider it a game.” He moved close to the deputy mayor. “Look at the mayor’s palm?”

The deputy mayor half-pushed: “Look?”

“Look.”

Master Liu smiled, took the mayor’s hand: “Mayor is a filial son.”

“Correct. Ha ha.”

“Mayor has a quick temper.”

“Also right. Ha ha.”

“Mayor has two daughters.”

“Exactly!”

“Mayor has cholecystitis!”

“Amazing! Master, stop talking. Ha ha, you’re making me tremble with fear. Ha ha.”

Later, the two secretly came outside. The master said to the deputy mayor: “Mayor, what’s your birthday?”

The deputy mayor told him truthfully.

The master calculated with his fingers: “Mayor, you should be entering your luck cycle.”

“Luck cycle?”

“Right. Human life has a major luck cycle every ten years, minor luck every five years. If major luck turns good, ten years of smoothness. If minor luck turns good, five years of auspiciousness. If it doesn’t turn well, conflicts with your luck, then that’s bad.”

“How bad?”

“Lightly, losing official position. Severely, imprisonment disaster.”

Ancient fate theory had a luck-entering theory—one cycle ten years. When entering luck, one must pay special attention to several things: can’t see people with conflicting zodiac signs, can’t cover with blankets of colors that conflict with five elements, can’t attend weddings or funerals, etc. Otherwise, once luck is conflicted, ten years of bad fortune.

Of course, from ancient times to now, many who study divination have criticized this, considering it superstitious talk.

Given the master’s previous miraculous predictions, the deputy mayor was moved: “How should I enter my luck?”

“Starting tomorrow at the chen hour, you cannot see strangers. Stay home, cannot eat meat or fish, must eat vegetarian, until seven days later, then you can come out.” the master said.

“What are strangers?” the deputy mayor asked.

“Besides direct blood relatives, all are strangers.”

“Then… I hide at home for eight days?”

“Entering luck—seven days for ten years. Tell me, is it worth it?”

“Makes sense.”

The next day, the deputy mayor stayed home claiming illness.

Until five days later, the city committee secretary called: “Everyone’s run away, and you’re still holed up at home doing what!”

“What people ran away?”

“The investing Hong Kong businessmen have all disappeared!”

Originally, the deputy mayor in charge of the project would have visited the guesthouse almost daily. Unfortunately, falling for the master’s “luck-entering” trick, he gave these fraudsters five solid days of escape time.

Finally, the masses reported that the restaurant in the government guesthouse had closed, no one cooking, the building empty. Only then did the local government feel something wasn’t right.

“That female secretary beside Boss Wang is also named Huang Farong.” Zhao Yilong finally said.

We Batous listened with goosebumps: “This is big-time operations. If caught, they’d face death penalty. These Hong Kong people are truly formidable.”

“According to our investigation, these people aren’t Hong Kong people. Their Hong Kong identities are forged, materials provided to the government all fake. They’re mainland fraud gangs. This case has been listed as the province’s number one major case. Public security is pursuing it. That’s why I asked you uncles to help.”

After hearing, Si Batou said: “First, I’m certain this woman isn’t Huang Farong. Huang Farong was my ex-wife. These two brothers present also know she died long ago. Even if alive now, she’d be seventy or eighty, not this young. Second, why this woman uses Farong’s name to commit fraud, I don’t know. Why she told Zhou Yulang about Jiang Xiang Sect inside information, I also don’t know. But I’m certain this person impersonating Huang Farong definitely has deep connections with the Jiang Xiang Sect.”

Zhao Yilong said: “I’ve also heard Father speak about Jiang Xiang Sect matters. Supposedly Zu Ye personally sent people from all four cardinal direction halls to prison. Could there be fish that slipped through the net?”

We looked at each other: “No. Absolutely not!”

“Alright, let’s end here today. Sorry to trouble you all. If anything comes up, I’ll notify everyone again.”

Chapter 7: Heaven’s Net is Wide, Nothing Escapes
After the doctors bustled about, Qi Batou slowly regained consciousness.

The doctor shouted angrily: “When visiting patients, don’t let them get too excited! Do you understand?”

The person claiming to be Huang Fa Rong’s daughter nodded slightly: “Sorry, sorry.”

After the doctor left, the woman sat between mine and Qi Batou’s beds, smiling eerily: “So, how have you two Batous been doing these years?”

“If you keep spouting nonsense, I really will call the police!” I shouted.

She blinked, completely fearless, and pulled out a “big brother” phone from her pocket: “Do you want to use my phone? In China it’s 110, in America it’s 911.”

Qi Batou looked at me blankly. My brain raced rapidly: Those who fear not death, how can death frighten them? She wasn’t afraid at all!

The woman sneered coldly again: “For you old Batous, is there anything more important than seeing Zu Ye one last time before death? You can call the police, but you’ll never get any information about Zu Ye again. If you cooperate obediently, I guarantee you can see Zu Ye again in your lifetime!”

The woman spoke with complete confidence. Qi Batou and I felt waves of chills.

“Who exactly are you?” I asked her.

She remained all smiles: “You’d better hurry and nurse those half-dead bodies of yours back to health, then come with me to Guangzhou.”

“Why?”

“Come, smile.” She didn’t answer me but directly pulled out a camera from her pocket. Before we could react, she clicked the shutter with a snap.

“What are you doing?”

“Remember, take good care of your health. Don’t die! If you die, you won’t see Zu Ye!”

With that, she turned and left.

Qi Batou and I lay at our bedsides, looking at each other, staring blankly, not knowing what sacred being this was who understood the inside story of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” so thoroughly. What was her purpose in photographing us?

We racked our brains carefully combing through the jianghu of the past, from the 1930s to the 1990s—generation after generation of A’Baos, generation after generation of swindlers, generation after generation of grudges and enmities. Two bottles of IV fluid were completely infused, and we still couldn’t guess this woman’s identity.

Zu Ye once said that powerful opponents aren’t frightening. The reason they’re powerful is because you know of their power—their might and reality, their viciousness and cunning—you see it all clearly, so you have countermeasures. What truly makes people afraid are those opponents whose background you don’t know. They’re in the shadows, you’re in the light. You know nothing of their strength and past, like a traveler encountering a pool of dead water on the road, not knowing how deep the pool is, not knowing how many dragons coil beneath.

We were both in our seventies and eighties, our mental and physical strength severely deteriorated. We no longer had the energy to calculate, ponder, and strategize day and night like when we were young. Old Qi had serious heart disease, and my bladder wasn’t good either—at night I couldn’t hold my urine. Finally, I sighed deeply: “Old Qi, let’s stop guessing. Just do everything as told!”

“Not calling the police?”

“Don’t you want to see Zu Ye?”

Old Qi smiled helplessly: “Who knows if this swindler is telling the truth? What if she’s deceiving us? If we go to Guangzhou, who knows what calamity awaits!”

I got up and patted his shoulder: “Don’t worry, you’ve already paid off your debts.” I knew that after being tormented by Zhou Yulang last time, he had developed lingering fears.

“Jiang Xiang A’Baos fear not life, fear not death. Through ten thousand rivers and mountains we start anew, one life’s gratitude settled in one life. If I can see Zu Ye again in my lifetime, even giving up this old life is worth it!” I said loudly. “If you’re afraid, I’ll go alone!”

Old Qi, provoked by me, instantly recovered his A’Bao nature: “Fifth Brother, am I a timid person? As long as it doesn’t involve our families.”

“It won’t involve family. She’s coming after us two old devils, nothing to do with family. Otherwise, if we’re pushed to desperation, we’ll definitely call the police. Do you think she really doesn’t fear us calling the police?”

“Mm mm.” Qi Batou nodded repeatedly, smiling: “Fifth Brother’s blade is truly not dulled by age. Your analysis makes sense!”

Two weeks later, we received an anonymous letter with train tickets enclosed. Qi Batou and I made up a lie to our families, saying we’d just recovered from serious illness and wanted to go out and have fun for a few days. Seeing us traveling together, the family didn’t stop us.

Boarding the southbound train, our emotions rose and fell. I thought of that first time riding a train with Zu Ye. Half a century had passed, yet those events were still vivid before my eyes. This was perhaps the “Jiang Xiang Sect’s” final grudge. Once this trip ended, the “Jiang Xiang Sect” would completely vanish into smoke and clouds.

Along the way, the train successively passed through various provinces. Looking at the fields, forests, and hills outside the window, Old Qi and my hearts surged. We had been to all these places. Back then, following Zu Ye, we traveled across the great rivers and north and south—crossing mountains when we met mountains, crossing waters when we met waters—almost every inch of land bore our footprints. Back then, there were large groups of brothers. Back then, friends and enemies filled the world. Back then, we were full of vigor. Back then, we had boundless ambition. In those days of not knowing life from death, drunk was intoxicating, joy was intoxicating. Now the yellow millet dream had awakened. Old people had passed, new people would emerge. We old undead had no choice but to step forward and untie this final knot of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.”

“Old Qi, are you afraid?” I asked Qi Batou.

Qi Batou smiled wearily: “Have we had few frightening experiences in this lifetime?”

“This is a question Zu Ye once asked me. When I accompanied Zu Ye to western Sichuan, Zu Ye asked if I was afraid. I said I wasn’t, and Zu Ye laughed.”

“Fifth Brother, honestly, back then I looked down on you a bit. You didn’t fit the characteristics of an A’Bao at all. But after all these years, I think Zu Ye was right to recruit you.”

“There’s no right or wrong, only fate.”

Two days later, we arrived at Guangzhou train station.

As soon as we got off, several people ran up to greet us.

I saw they were those little A’Baos who had pretended to be monks near People’s Park to swindle people some time ago—the disciples of that person claiming to be Huang Fa Rong’s daughter.

They drove a Santana and took us directly to a residential complex. After entering the room, one of the A’Baos smiled and said: “Two Master Fathers, please rest for a moment. There’s water and food here. Don’t wander around.”

With that, the four left. The security door slammed shut with a bang, followed by the sound of locking.

Qi Batou and I sensed something wrong and rushed over to pull the door—it was already locked!

Qi Batou’s forehead began to sweat: “They’re not going to kill us here, are they?”

“If it’s fortune, it’s not disaster; if it’s disaster, we can’t escape.” I instead calmed down. “Since we’re here, let’s accept it. Old Qi, let’s eat instant noodles and drink tea!”

Old Qi was still somewhat anxious: “Old Fifth, back then I really didn’t see you had such guts. If the era hadn’t changed, I think the current you could completely take over Zu Ye’s banner and lead the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’ to continue forward!”

“Heh heh heh heh.” I laughed. “What guts or not—we’re both so old. If we sleep tonight, we don’t know if we’ll wake up tomorrow. I’ve been cautious and careful my whole life. This time for Zu Ye, I’m not afraid of anything.”

Qi Batou looked out the window and let out a long breath: “Fifth Brother is right. What’s there to fear? At this age, not dying when old makes one a thief. I don’t believe we two old thieves can’t beat these shrimp soldiers and crab generals!”

My eyes flashed with light: “Now that’s the Qi Batou of the ‘Jiang Xiang Sect’!”

At dusk, the door opened. An A’Bao brought over two newspapers: “Two Master Fathers, read slowly. Zu Ye will appear soon!”

With that, he locked the door and left again.

It was a local daily newspaper. In the literature section was an article: “Former Jiang Xiang Sect, Now Gathered Again.” To the left of the article was the photo that female thief had taken of us in the hospital that day.

“Heh heh.” Qi Batou and I exchanged smiles. “Still the old method—create momentum, lure the snake from its hole. If Zu Ye really is alive, this is for Zu Ye to see.”

Over the next several days, this section ran continuous articles. During this time, the little A’Baos kept photographing us, and these photos appeared successively in the newspaper.

By the seventh day, the person claiming to be Huang Fa Rong’s daughter finally appeared.

“Two seniors, shall we go?”

“Where?”

“Hong Kong.”

“Hm?”

“The travel permits are already arranged. We’ll cross the border tonight.”

We didn’t know what medicine she was selling in her gourd, but we dimly felt something big was about to happen. No choice but to follow. This was the first time in my life I came to Hong Kong.

Hong Kong in 1998 was still much more impressive than the mainland, but I had no heart to linger in this modern atmosphere. My mind was full of Zu Ye’s image.

Causeway Bay, near Qingfeng Street overpass, we turned into an alley.

A little A’Bao said cheerfully: “Two seniors, have you seen ‘Young and Dangerous’? Causeway Bay’s boss Chen Haonan dominates this area!”

I glanced disdainfully: “My son has seen it.”

Old Qi also smiled: “My daughter watches it often too.”

The little A’Bao’s face reddened: “Ginger is indeed spicier when old—can’t even win verbal sparring with you!”

At this moment, I suddenly had a flash of inspiration and shouted: “Aihua, where are we going?”

Several people didn’t respond. I shouted again: “Aihua!”

Only then did the person claiming to be Huang Fa Rong’s daughter react: “Uh… you’ll know when we get there!”

I laughed wildly in my heart: You’re not Huang Fa Rong’s daughter at all! How could anyone hearing their own name react so slowly? Hu Aizhong, Hu Aihua—these were the names of Huang Fa Rong’s two daughters. She claimed to be Huang Fa Rong’s younger daughter, yet only reacted after I called twice—completely a fraud! But this fraud was no ordinary one. She knew almost all the secrets of the “Jiang Xiang Sect.” She was determined to force Zu Ye out. Although we still didn’t know her ultimate purpose, the deep conspiracy and cold murderous intent were already fully exposed.

The triumphant expression on my face didn’t escape her eyes. She suddenly stopped: “Things have come to this—telling you doesn’t matter. My real name is Qin Fu, Fu as in revenge!”

“Miss Qin, whose revenge do you seek?” I asked.

“Shangguan Chengming, and you accomplices who helped a tyrant!”

“What grudge does Zu Ye have with you?”

“They say old people are long-winded, and you’re truly long-winded enough. When you meet that even older thief in a moment and you all go to heaven together, you’ll understand!”

I was startled. At this moment, two little A’Baos had already pressed two hard objects against mine and Old Qi’s lower backs. “Feel that?”

Old Qi and I nodded slightly.

“These are guns. Follow us obediently. If you keep babbling and accidentally anger this young master and the gun goes off hitting the Master Father, that would be unfortunate.” The little A’Bao said viciously.

Qin Fu sneered and added: “Blame yourselves for living too long. If you’d gone west early like the other Batous, you wouldn’t need to be hostages today! You’d better pray that old bastard shows up as agreed today. Otherwise, next year today will be your death anniversary!”

Old Qi and I instantly understood: They tricked us to Hong Kong as hostages to lure Zu Ye out.

At that moment, I felt both terrified and excited—terrified because I didn’t know if today would bring life or death, excited because Zu Ye was really still alive?

We passed through the alley to a residential area.

Entering the building, we went up a shabby elevator. The elevator stopped on the 8th floor.

My heart pounded—not from fear, but from excitement.

Exiting the elevator, we turned right and stopped in front of room 818. Several A’Baos chambered their bullets, all pressing against both sides of the door.

Qin Fu pressed the gun against our backs, poked us, and said: “Open the door!”

I pushed with my hand—the door wasn’t locked. It opened with a creak.

The nearby A’Baos quickly flashed into the room, checking every corner: “Nobody!”

Old Qi and I tremblingly walked into the room. Upon entering, we saw a Buddhist shrine in the hall with a couplet on both sides.

Upper line: A lifetime’s fame is dust and earth.

Lower line: Half a wisp of breeze, half a folding screen.

Horizontal inscription: Turn back to shore.

My heart nearly leapt to my throat. This was clearly Zu Ye’s handwriting—the upright Liu-style calligraphy like strong bones. My tears instantly welled up.

Qin Fu alertly surveyed the surroundings: “Old thing, come out!”

No one in the room responded. Quiet, only everyone’s breathing sounds.

Suddenly Qin Fu pressed the gun against the back of my head: “If you don’t come out, I’ll blow his brains out!”

Still no one responded.

Qin Fu smiled: “What? Is Zu Ye afraid? Since you arranged for us to come here, why don’t you dare show yourself? You’ve been hiding for decades. Aren’t you tired of hiding? I’m tired of searching! Come out! Old thief, come out!”

Listening to Qin Fu’s repeated shouts, my heart rose to my throat. I alertly looked around, then suddenly gathered courage and shouted: “Zu Ye! If you’re really alive, don’t come out! They have guns!”

Qi Batou also shouted: “Zu Ye, don’t come out! They have guns!”

Qin Fu, humiliated and angry, kicked me to the ground, the gun muzzle aimed at me: “How touching! Since you’re not afraid of death, I’ll fulfill your wish!”

I closed my eyes, waiting for that gunshot.

Suddenly there were several gurgling sounds, as if something rolled in from outside the door. Then thick smoke sprayed out, the pungent smell choking so we couldn’t open our eyes—tear gas!

Out of self-preservation instinct, I pulled Qi Batou, and we both hugged our heads and lay flat on the floor.

“Police! Police!” A commotion outside the door, a team rushed in, followed by several crisp gunshots. Old Qi and I held our heads tightly, not daring to move.

When the smoke cleared, Old Qi and I slowly climbed up from the floor. We saw Qin Fu and several Batous all shot and fallen to the ground.

Hong Kong police called for medical personnel downstairs, and several people were carried away.

A police officer patted mine and Old Qi’s shoulders: “Hong Kong Police. You’re safe! Please follow me back to the police station to give statements.”

I looked up bewilderedly: “How did you know?”

The police officer was also confused: “Didn’t you two report it?”

Old Qi and I exchanged smiles, understanding tacitly: “Right! Right! We reported it!”

“Can I stay in this room a bit longer?” I asked.

“Why?” The police officer didn’t understand.

“I… I’m so old, I was just scared shitless and pissed myself. My heart’s still pounding, blood pressure’s high. I want to rest a while.”

“Alright.” He instructed two other officers to guard the door and went downstairs himself.

Old Qi and I slowly examined everything in this room—the couplet, inkstone, vase, bedding, incense burner. All the arrangements were exactly the same as when Zu Ye was at the council hall.

I didn’t know if Zu Ye was really alive or if this was a memorial work by someone connected to Zu Ye. In any case, my thoughts immediately returned to the past.

I stroked the couplet on the wall, tears rolling down uncontrollably. Zu Ye, if you’re still here, come out and see your brothers!

I could only shout in my heart, shouting over and over…

Two weeks later, Old Qi and I were sent back to the mainland.

Mainland police came to see us several times. We honestly explained the situation.

When everything came to light, we finally figured out all the grudges and enmities involved.

Qin Fu was the granddaughter of Qin Baichuan, the old boss of the West Faction. When Zu Ye set up the trap that killed Qin Baichuan, she hadn’t been born yet. After Qin Baichuan’s son Qin Dabao escaped, he was imprisoned in 1952 during the government’s campaign against “cults and secret societies.”

Qin Dabao served eight years in prison. After his release, he never forgot this grudge. The scene of his father being blown up by cannons constantly replayed in his mind.

Later he secretly lurked in the Jianghuai area, everywhere inquiring about Zu Ye’s information. When he learned Zu Ye had long been executed by firing squad, he hated that he couldn’t personally kill his enemy. At this moment, a female A’Bao from the West Faction who had been recruited by Zu Ye back then found him and told him Zu Ye might not be dead, because with Zu Ye’s style of always keeping something in reserve all those years, nobody believed he just died like that.

Qin Dabao married this woman and gave birth to a daughter—Qin Fu.

The whole family resumed roaming around committing crimes and swindling. Then the Cultural Revolution broke out. Zeng Jingwu, who had handled Zu Ye’s case back then, was reported by someone, saying he used fake for real and secretly released a death row prisoner. This further strengthened this family’s belief that Zu Ye hadn’t died.

All these years, this family secretly tracked and monitored us undead old Batous, trying to find clues about Zu Ye. But we Batous had no idea there were so many stories involved. Aside from discovering that we went to Zu Ye’s grave to pay respects every Qingming Festival, they found no clues.

So they began committing crimes everywhere, swindling under the name of the “Jiang Xiang Sect,” trying to lure Zu Ye out. But Zu Ye remained without news. As time passed, they also repeatedly doubted—perhaps Zu Ye really was dead!

Just when the whole family was about to give up thoughts of revenge, Huang Fa Rong in America became gravely ill. Knowing her days were numbered, Huang Fa Rong still felt guilty toward her former husband Si Batou Zhang Zizhan. She didn’t want Zhang Zizhan to remain in the dark his whole life. After much thought, she sent her younger daughter Hu Aihua to the mainland to secretly meet Si Batou and reveal all the past events.

These matters were completely grasped by Qin Dabao and Qin Fu. Most critically, before Hu Aihua returned to America following Huang Fa Rong’s wishes, she made a trip to Hong Kong. The reasons why were unknown to anyone.

“Even Huang Fa Rong who’s been dead so long is alive? That old thief Zu Ye definitely didn’t die!” This family began desperate measures. On one hand, taking advantage of reform and opening up, they vigorously promoted fortune-telling and face-reading to gather followers. On the other hand, they secretly monitored us old Batous while dispatching large numbers of A’Baos to gather information in Hong Kong and Guangzhou.

In 1998, Si Batou died. They felt they couldn’t wait any longer. If they kept waiting until all the “Jiang Xiang Sect” people died, there would be no more leverage to grasp.

Qin Fu analyzed that if Zu Ye wasn’t dead, he must be hiding in Hong Kong. If they captured Zu Ye’s former brothers and created a big stir in the newspapers, she didn’t believe he wouldn’t come out! The demented Qin Fu began taking desperate risks, impersonating Hu Aihua to contact me. After gaining my trust, she tricked Old Qi and me to Guangzhou.

Actually, up to this moment, Qin Fu still had no certainty whether Zu Ye was alive or dead.

Unexpectedly, during the time Qin Fu was creating momentum in Hong Kong, someone really did contact her, telling her to come to Hong Kong to settle old accounts.

Qin Fu was overjoyed and immediately brought us to the designated location for revenge. This led to the Causeway Bay shootout and the scene of Qin Fu’s capture.

Since reform and opening up, the largest superstition fraud gang was caught. The wanted criminals that the Ministry of Public Security had been hunting for over a decade were all brought to justice. The grudges of the “Jiang Xiang Sect” were thus settled.

1999 quickly passed too. A new century began.

I still brewed a pot of tea at night, watching my grandson and grandson from my daughter running around. I could only smile happily.

I never did see Zu Ye, still don’t know if he’s alive or dead, don’t know if the person who called the Hong Kong police back then was him. But this no longer matters. Zu Ye, as a symbol spanning the entire 20th century, had completed his historical mission. The “Jiang Xiang Sect” as a group, after 300 years of tremendous changes, had also completed its own redemption. In the future world, there will still be fortune-telling, still be fraud, still be various grudges and enmities, but these are no longer matters we can worry about. Each generation has its own mission. We did what we should do. Future generations will have even higher wisdom to solve their own matters.

I’m old but not dead, living on in the world. Perhaps heaven is letting me see the essential nature of fate—that life is but a dream.

I recounted this jianghu story to my great-nephew (the author of this text). He listened attentively, intending to bring this past onto the literary stage with heavy brush strokes. I agreed, with only one requirement—don’t deify us, be truthful, reflect this history with original flavor.

He feared he couldn’t handle such a grand subject. Each time he finished writing a section, he read it to me. When past events become a novel, there are inevitably some discrepancies. But Zu Ye’s soul and spirit—he depicted them with penetrating brushwork. Having this is enough.

Finally, he also wrote a long poem and read it to me. A hundred years of grudges all归under the brush. Using this as the ending for the entire text, we grandfather and grandson both agreed.

Ode to Jiang Xiang

In Kangxi and Qianlong’s reign the Hongmen established, Jiang Xiang first arose, the four seas returned.

Absorbing Yanfu’s yin-yang energy, commanding the six paths’ five elements’ might.

Opposing Qing, restoring Ming—cloud dragon ambition, replacing heaven’s way—wind cloud gathering.

Hundred schools assembled entering military horses, military horses neighing, ten thousand killing.

A’Baos again displayed Zha Fei matters, English glory southward transmitted—one branch flower.

One branch singing lotus—noble beauty, four brocade screens falling across the world.

Under heaven, divination arts chaotic as hemp, Jiang Xiang alone led one splendor.

Observing wind, observing objects, observing sounds, one inch yin-yang, one bagua.

Wealth, poverty, romantic affairs, fortune, longevity, death—gods and ghosts examine.

Violent death, early demise, feelings unfinished, Naihe Bridge planting peach blossoms.

Temple halls, merchants, bones turning, rouge and powder—thieves rule the house.

Heaven high, earth distant, ten thousand gold stored, green waters, blue mountains reveal the loyal.

Nine heavens azure fall, bronze bells ring, underworld yellow springs, six lines sway.

Always everywhere walking in schemes, everywhere always cunning thoughts arise.

Universe in sleeves playing with sun and moon, grassland tiger courage fighting hungry wolves.

Three teachings, nine streams become one line, talented scholars and beauties spend much thought.

Divining heaven and earth, life and death fortune,威風instantly killing White Party members.

Before life establishing five ancestor vows, who cares after death waves tower to sky?

Drunk universe seeking one pleasure, heaven father, earth mother in heart remain.

Master Fang transformed carrying military horses, imperial court’s eight prefectures carefully investigating.

Xuanye carrying Diamond Sutra scrolls, transformed into Chan contemplation enlightening this life.

Half life’s fame dust and earth, two sleeves breeze accompanying lonely lamp.

From this no more Ming restoration志, Jiang Xiang wielding blade toward all beings.

Several lifetimes, several years, several struggles, good and evil mixed, stumbling forward.

Kan, Li, Zhen, Dui four council halls, several heroes, several claiming supremacy.

One身silk robes, one身grievances, grievances repaying—when will they scatter?

Gold mountains, silver mounds齊with heaven,累累white bones brightening killing eyes.

White tiger shedding tears roaring to heaven, heavenly wolf trembling, horses not advancing.

Like water stirring feelings, water fully dyed, polluted waves澹澹, tears rippling.

Five ancestors underground perhaps有知, sadly bitterly how堪言?

Guangxu twenty-eighth year autumn, Shangguan line produced great sage.

Originally carefree family people, unexpected disaster cleaving the head.

Scholar and swordsman originally no fate, transformed completely into giant pillar.

From this横刀laughing toward heaven, Tieban divine calculation white paper fan.

Entering and exiting classics, hundred schools’ words, commanding yin-yang iron abacus.

Three hundred disciples crossing Republican era, thousand beauties百媚like cloud smoke.

Rivers and mountains叠叠beautiful as painting, years悠悠swift as blade.

In painting no more Feiyan’s laughter, under blade heartbroken任逍遙.

Like人like ghost walking world, unifying Jiang Xiang compassion生.

Wind sound, crane cry, limitless debts, thousand years blood tears one bowl soup.

This morning既遂凌云志, why fear exchanging death for rebirth?

Yin-Yang Guidance under heaven affairs, success and failure转头empty.

Seeing through, letting go still可为, wind moon reincarnation wedding garments.

Settling生前affairs后affairs, lotus pond氤氲one stick incense.

My life有涯knowing fate cheap, teahouses, wine shops much彷徨.

Fortunately receiving Zu Ye醍醐seal, human world正道is沧桑.

Entrusted orphan’s heavy生死concern, fifty springs秋ruler measuring.

Hundred years one dream fame burned, rooster once crows天下bright.

Human world no more Jiang Xiang Sect, Tieban divine calculation becomes绝响!

(End of Book)
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