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Chapter 1 The
Magistrate’s Dream

Once upon a
time, in the enchanting county of Jiangdu, there lived a scholarly
man named Hu Dengju.

He was a man of
integrity and wit, renowned for his quick mind and clever
verses.

But fate had
dealt him a cruel blow—his beloved parents had been brutally slain,
their lives stolen away and their heads mysteriously severed.

The heinous act
left Hu Dengju and his entire family in a state of shock and
despair.

Overwhelmed by
grief, he mustered the courage to seek redress by presenting his
case before the formidable county magistrate.

Hu Dengju, his
heart heavy with sorrow and righteous anger, rushed to the county
yamen just as the magistrate was ascending the grand hall, adorned
in his dignified robes of office.

Seizing the
opportunity, Hu Dengju bowed deeply, clutching a meticulously
written plea, his voice quivering with a mix of desperation and
determination.

‘Honourable
Magistrate, I, Hu Dengju, stand before you as a bearer of a
grievous tale. My esteemed parents, who had led lives of virtue and
benevolence, met a cruel fate. Under the cloak of night, their
lives were snuffed out, leaving their bodies behind as grim
reminders of the heinous act. To compound the mystery, their heads
were mercilessly severed, as if to erase their very identities. Oh,
revered Magistrate, I implore you, as the custodian of justice, to
grant me the solace of vengeance. Unmask the fiends responsible for
this wicked deed and restore honour to my family’s name.’

The magistrate,
Shi Shilun, was a man of sagacity and astute judgment.

He listened
intently to Hu Dengju’s impassioned plea.

His countenance
revealed a mixture of sympathy and intrigue, for he recognized the
gravity of the crime and the intricate web of conspiracy that
enshrouded it.

‘Entering the
abode under the cover of darkness, leaving no trace of plunder, and
absconding with the very heads of the victims—this nefarious act
reeks of a vendetta most sinister,’ the magistrate
contemplated.

He weighed the
complexities of the case, pondering the paths he must tread to
unearth the truth.

After much
deliberation, he said, ‘I shall entrust this matter to the county
coroner. Let his seasoned hands dissect this enigma. As for you, Hu
Dengju, prepare to lay your parents to rest, for justice shall be
pursued with unwavering resolve.’

With gratitude
coursing through his veins, yet the sting of sorrow lingering in
his heart, Hu Dengju departed the yamen, his steps weighed down by
the burden of grief.

Meanwhile, in
the seclusion of the magistrate’s study, Lord Shi commanded his
loyal subordinates to swiftly notify the coroner, ensuring that the
bodies would undergo thorough examination within the sanctity of Hu
Dengju’s dwelling.

Seated behind
his grand desk, the magistrate delved into the depths of his
ruminations, seeking guidance from the annals of wisdom that lined
his shelves.

His gaze fell
upon a worn, leather-bound tome entitled ‘Mysteries Unveiled,’ a
repository of inexplicable phenomena and arcane insights.

Page by page,
the magistrate immersed himself in the tales of forgotten enigmas
and curious occurrences, his eyes tracing the elegant calligraphy
that illuminated the faded parchment. With each passage devoured,
he felt a surge of anticipation, as if each word held the key to
unlocking the secrets that had shrouded the murder. Engrossed in
the world of ink and parchment, he found himself drawn to the
ancient wisdom that beckoned from the pages.

As the hours
waned, and the moon’s glow cast an ethereal aura upon the study,
the magistrate’s eyelids grew heavy, inviting the realm of dreams
to engulf his weary mind.

In the realm of
slumber, a peculiar vision unfolded before his eyes—a flock of nine
golden finches perched upon a moss-covered wall, their wings
fluttering with an otherworldly grace. Their beady eyes held a
mischievous glint, as if they were privy to secrets that eluded
mortal comprehension.

Yet, in the
midst of their avian symphony, a chorus of squeals and grunts
resonated from the earth below—a band of seven plump piglets, their
rosy snouts sniffing the air with a fervour matched only by their
playful nature.

Startled by the
spectral tableau, the magistrate observed the whimsical dance
between the birds and the pigs, a surreal harmony that defied
logic. Just as he sought to decipher their enigmatic interplay, the
flock of finches descended from their lofty perch, joining forces
with the porcine revellers on the ground. Heads nodded, tails
wagged, and a cacophony of sounds filled the air.

The piglets,
standing on their hind legs, eagerly mimicked the finches’ motions,
their snouts raised as if beseeching the heavens. And in a peculiar
twist of fate, an ephemeral gust of wind spiralled through the
tableau, whisking away the porcine and avian enigmas in an ethereal
vortex.

Startled awake
by the vanishing spectacle, the magistrate’s voice reverberated
through the chamber, shattering the silence.

‘A phenomenon
beyond the realms of ordinary comprehension!’ he exclaimed, his
heart racing with a blend of awe and trepidation.

Shi An, his
servant, stood by the side, witnessing his master’s startled
exclamation.

Confused by the
outburst, he quickly called out, ‘My lord, wake up! Wake up!’

Lord Shi raised
his head, opened his eyes, and pondered for a long time.

Reflecting on
the events of his dream, he said, ‘How strange! How peculiar!’

He then asked
Shi An how much time had passed.

Shi An replied,
‘The sun has set in the western sky.’

Lord Shi nodded
and asked again, ‘Did you see anything just now?’

Shi An said, ‘I
didn’t see anything, but there was a gust of wind that blew against
the wall.’

Hearing this,
Lord Shi contemplated deeply, sensing that there was a hidden
meaning behind the nine golden finches and seven piglets.

He placed the
book on the shelf and spent the entire night lost in thought,
unable to sleep.

With the break
of dawn, he washed his face and tidied his clothes.

Lord Shi
commanded the gong to be struck, signalling the start of the court
session. Taking his seat, he drew lots and summoned the constables
Ying Gongran and Zhang Ziren to approach the platform.

The two men
walked to the court with solemn steps, kneeling before Lord Shi and
paying their respects with deep bows.

Lord Shi
explained his dream about the nine golden finches and seven
piglets, and issued them a task through a written order.

He said, ‘You
have a period of five days to find the nine golden finches and
seven piglets. If you fail to meet this deadline, there will be
severe consequences.’

Handing them
the written orders, he waited for their response.

Ying Gongran
and Zhang Ziren knelt half-bowed and implored, ‘My lord, may we
seek further guidance? Are the nine finches and seven piglets names
of individuals or objects? And where should we begin our search?
Your wisdom shall guide us on this mission.’

They lowered
their heads again, waiting for Lord Shi’s instructions.

Frustrated,
Lord Shi exclaimed, ‘Incompetent fools! You don’t even recognize
the significance of the nine finches and seven piglets. How can you
claim to be diligent public servants if you remain ignorant of such
matters? It seems you relish idling and shirking your
responsibilities!’

He commanded,
‘Take them away and give them a sound thrashing!’

The guards
swiftly restrained the two officials, their shouts echoing in the
air. Each received a punishment of fifteen lashes.

Ying Gongran
and Zhang Ziren knelt again and beseeched Lord Shi, ‘My lord, we
humbly request your clear instructions so that we may embark on
this mission to apprehend those responsible.’

Filled with
wrath, Lord Shi declared, ‘You audacious rascals! I am well aware
of your habitual negligence and evasion. Should you dare to repeat
such insubordination, the consequences shall be even more
severe!’

The two
officials stood up, filled with a sense of helplessness, and
quietly retreated to prepare for their search for the nine golden
finches and seven piglets.

Lord Shi, deep
in thought, left the platform, his mind consumed by the enigma that
lay before him.

Lord Shi
feigned illness for five consecutive days, avoiding the court
session. However, on the sixth day, he ordered the drum to be
struck early in the morning, signalling the start of the session.
The court officials and guards were in attendance.

Suddenly, a
person approached the courtroom, holding a petition in his
hand.

It was Hu
Dengju.

He said, ‘My
lord, I have brought forward a grievance regarding the murder of my
parents. I beseech you to provide your wise judgment. If the matter
is delayed, the culprits may escape justice, causing great
embarrassment to both you and me. If I have to seek alternative
means to seek justice, my esteemed magistrate, you shall not blame
me!’

With a deep
bow, he presented the petition.

Lord Shi smiled
and responded, ‘There is no need to be hasty. This county has
already dispatched officers for investigations and undercover
inquiries. Suspicious individuals will be apprehended, and justice
will be served on your behalf.’

Hu Dengju,
feeling helpless, said, ‘My lord, please swiftly deliver justice
for me, your humble subject. I am eternally grateful!’

Lord Shi
replied, ‘Please depart, but leave the petition behind for further
consideration.’

Hu Dengju bowed
and left the court, returning home.

Now, as Lord
Shi pondered over the challenge he faced, preparing to interrogate
the steward of the Hu household, he was interrupted by the arrival
of the officers, Ying Gongran and Zhang Ziren, kneeling before
him.

They reported,
‘My lord, despite our efforts, we have been unable to locate the
nine golden finches and seven piglets. We implore your mercy and
leniency.’

Lord Shi,
hearing this, grew furious and enraged, shouting for them to be
restrained and beaten. Each received fifteen severe lashes without
any room for discussion, their pleas for mercy echoing through the
air as blood flowed from their wounds.

Once the
punishment was administered, they pulled up their trousers,
trembling in fear, and knelt on the ground, begging, ‘My lord, we
humbly seek your clear instructions so that we may apprehend the
culprits.’

Lord Shi,
feeling a pang of remorse, reluctantly said, ‘I will grant you an
additional three-day extension. If you fail to capture the culprits
by then, execution will be carried out.’

The two
officers shuddered at the pronouncement, their heads bowed low,
resembling chickens pecking at scattered grains.

Lord Shi added,
‘There is no need for further discussion. Go forth and apprehend
them promptly.’

Overwhelmed
with mixed emotions, Lord Shi left the courtroom and retreated
inside.

Meanwhile, the
two officials remained kneeling, pleading, ‘My lord, spare our
lives!’

Their pleas
reverberated through the air as they continued to knock their heads
on the ground.

The onlookers
from the court, including the officials and attendants, felt sorrow
and pity, exclaiming, ‘Enough! Rise! The lord has gone inside. What
more can you ask for?’

Upon hearing
these words, the two officials, still without raising their heads
to see their lord, mustered their strength and stood up, their legs
bruised and unsteady. Four individuals approached from the side and
helped support them as they left the courtroom.

Meanwhile, Lord
Shi retreated from the court and settled down in his study, his
mind occupied with thoughts.

He pondered,
‘Yesterday, I had a peculiar dream about yellow finches and
piglets. I immediately associated the nine finches with the
culprits and dispatched officers accordingly. But without solid
evidence, it’s truly challenging to investigate. To make matters
worse, I had to publicly punish the officers twice. If I fail to
apprehend the culprits, it would be a minor matter for me to resign
from my official position. However, the blame would follow me for
eternity, leaving a foul stench behind.’

Lost in
contemplation, he suddenly felt a spark of inspiration, which
brought a smile to his face.

‘This could be
the solution,’ he thought.

He called for
his attendant, Shi An, and said, ‘I want to conduct a private
investigation.’

Shi An, taken
aback by the request, exclaimed, ‘My lord, if you were to conduct a
private investigation, like you did before, disguised as an old
Taoist, it would endanger your life. Thankfully, someone at the
scene protected and saved you. But now, everyone, both inside and
outside the courthouse, recognizes you. It won’t be as easy.’

Lord Shi,
hearing this, replied, ‘There’s no need for further discussion.
Quickly fetch the tattered clothes you usually wear and bring them
to me. I’ll change into them.’

Shi An dared
not disobey and reluctantly agreed. He left the study and went to
his own room to retrieve the ragged garments, delivering them to
Lord Shi’s room.

Meanwhile, Lord
Shi changed into the clothes and took a few hundred coins with him
as necessary expenses.

Since his
arrival in the county of Jiangdu, Lord Shi had no family members
accompanying him. He only had Shi An and the other attendant, and
there were only a few people in the yamen, including two cooks.

After
instructing them to finish dinner and taking advantage of the
darkness, Lord Shi planned to leave the yamen for his secret
mission. He cautioned Shi An to be vigilant and ordered him to
carefully guard the premises.

Shi An agreed
and discreetly escorted his master out, quietly informing the
gatekeeper, ‘The lord is going out for a private investigation
today. Keep the noise down and quickly open the gate.’

Lord Shi
stepped out and swiftly disappeared into the night.

He walked along
the middle of the road when he noticed a tea house with people
sitting under the light, enjoying their tea.

As he was about
to enter, the shopkeeper, seeing his tattered clothes, didn’t think
he looked like a paying customer and spoke disrespectfully.

Lord Shi felt
displeased upon hearing this, but then sighed to himself, ‘Since
I’m conducting a private investigation, what does it matter what
they say? I’ll pretend not to hear.’

He called out,
‘Shopkeeper, quickly bring some tea. I want fragrant tea leaves,
steeped promptly. Bring any kind of snacks, and once I finish, I’ll
pay you accordingly.’

The shopkeeper,
hearing this, dared not be impolite. He promptly brought the tea
and various snacks.

Lord Shi sat
there, sipping his tea and attentively listening to the
conversations around him.

Among them, one
person said, ‘In our county, the magistrate Lord Shi is upright and
just. Since he took office, he has been honest and attentive to the
people’s needs. He’s like a fortunate star shining upon our land,
truly a beacon of hope!’

After the
people finished talking, they dispersed. Lord Shi, upon seeing
this, nodded politely and settled the tea bill.

The night was
dark, with few people on the road.

Suddenly, dark
clouds gathered, strong winds blew, and a drizzle started to fall.
Lord Shi grew anxious and felt aches in his body.

Suddenly, an
idea struck him, ‘Why don’t I seek shelter from the rain and spend
the night at the City God Temple?’

He immediately
quickened his pace and arrived at the temple’s entrance. Glancing
around, he saw no one, and the temple gates were tightly
closed.

The rain poured
heavily, leaving him no choice but to seek refuge under the
temple’s main gate. Fortunately, the rain eventually stopped, and
the clouds dispersed, revealing the radiant moonlight. The ground
was wet and slippery, making it difficult to walk.

The drum tower
had already struck three in the morning, and Lord Shi felt a chill
creeping over his body.


Chapter 2
Undercover Investigation

The scene
before Lord Shi was truly desolate and sorrowful. A loyal minister,
devoted to the people’s welfare, had no regrets in his heart. He
only knew to serve the ruler and eliminate harm for the people. He
sincerely believed that serving the ruler with dedication brought
happiness and no complaints.

But Lord Shi
worried about the fate of the Hu household and how to identify the
true culprit, how to solve the case.

Suddenly, he
heard the sound of the fifth hour striking, signalling the
approaching dawn. He had spent the entire night sleepless, and as
daylight began to emerge, he noticed pedestrians passing by.

Lord Shi
quickly got up, left the temple’s steps, and swiftly walked through
the streets. He pressed his worn-out hat down to his brows. Even if
he encountered acquaintances, he lowered his head and hurried past,
paying close attention to the notorious wealthy bullies and the
murderers on the loose, inquiring about their whereabouts.

As the clock
struck noon, Lord Shi’s stomach rumbled with hunger. He spotted an
inn and was about to enter for a meal, stepping forward with
anticipation.

However, to his
surprise, the innkeeper, upon seeing Lord Shi resembling a beggar
with tattered clothes and a darkened face, shouted, ‘You wretched
person, don’t come in here!’

Lord Shi halted
his steps, wearing a smile on his face as he calmly replied,
‘Innkeeper, there’s no need for such foul language. I’m here to
offer you business, not to beg for food. Once I settle the bill,
can I then have a meal?’

With that, he
took out the money and handed it over the counter. Only then did
the innkeeper bring the food. As Lord Shi ate, he sighed inwardly,
pondering the harsh realities of the world. He glanced outside and
saw a middle-aged woman standing in front of the inn, crying and
shouting.

She appeared to
be in her thirties, with dishevelled hair and a bruised face.

Holding a small
child in her arms, tears streamed down her face as she lamented, ‘I
have a thousand grievances! This injustice has driven me to the
brink of death! I wish to file a complaint, but the county
magistrate is conveniently “ill,” and the officials at the yamen
block my path. How long must I endure this injustice? I heard that
the county magistrate is as pure as water in his conduct, but who
knew he would not hold court?’

She continued,
‘I’m unsure if his illness is genuine or just an excuse to shirk
his responsibilities. It would be a betrayal of his subjects and a
failure of his duty if he ignores our pleas. Tomorrow morning, I
will go and file my complaint, beating the drum of injustice. If
they still refuse to allow me to do so, I will throw myself to my
death!’

As she finished
speaking, she continued to cry and curse. A crowd had gathered
around her.

Lord Shi
listened and thought to himself, ‘This is intriguing! How can one
woman dare to insult the government in such a manner? I wonder what
could have caused this outburst. Let me leave the inn and follow
her to find out the details.’

Meanwhile, back
at home, after investigating the case of the missing Nine Yellows
and Seven Pigs, the two constables gathered for a drink and
discussion.

They found no
leads or clues regarding the matter.

Zhang Ziren
said, ‘Brother Ying, we seem to have lost track of time. Let’s rest
for the night and tomorrow, disguised as beggars, we’ll continue
our investigations both within and outside the city, day and night.
We shouldn’t fear difficult tasks, only lack of focus.’

Ying Gongran
nodded openly and said, ‘If we’re on official business, we must
give it our all.’

After finishing
their meal and drink, the two rested for the night.

The next
morning, they woke up and quickly dressed themselves before heading
out together to seek information about Nine Yellows and Seven
Pigs.

Zhang Ziren
suggested, ‘Today is the fifteenth day of the seventh month. In
previous years, there were many gatherings at the Guanyin Temple
outside Jiangdu County. I’ve seen quite a crowd there. Since we
haven’t found the suspects yet, why don’t we pay a visit to the
Lotus Flower Temple outside the city?’

Ying Gongran
agreed, saying, ‘Sounds good.’

The two of them
walked side by side, making their way straight to the temple.

They arrived at
the temple gate in no time, observing its cleanliness and the
absence of any gatherings. They stood there for a while when they
noticed two young novice monks coming out through a side gate
within the temple.

Upon closer
inspection, they saw that the elder one appeared to be around
fifteen or sixteen years old, while the younger one was around
eleven or twelve. Both had rosy lips and white teeth, resembling
young girls. One held a broom, and the other carried a dustpan as
they frolicked and laughed, walking beyond the mountain gate.

The two
investigators quickly made way for them.

When the two
young monks looked up and saw them, dressed in ragged attire, they
shook their heads in pity, saying, ‘You won’t find what you’re
looking for here! In previous years, we would hold the Ullambana
Festival in our temple, and it would have been easy for you,
honourable brothers, to have a vegetarian meal. But this year,
things have changed. Some people have been causing disturbances in
the temple, making it seem like a funeral, so we had to cancel the
event.’

The elder one
continued, saying, ‘Since you’ve come, there’s no need to leave
empty-handed. If you’re willing to help us clean up a bit, I’ll
gladly share a meal with you.’

Hearing this,
one of the investigators stepped forward to take the broom, while
the other took the dustpan.

As they swept
the floor, they engaged in conversation with the young novices,
asking, ‘Little masters, when did you become monks? And what are
your names?’

The novices
replied, ‘We were originally from respectable families, but due to
illness since childhood, we had no choice but to become monks. From
morning till night, we light incense, sweep the floor, and recite
scriptures. Our master is truly remarkable. His Dharma name is
known as Monk Nine Yellows.’

The young
novices’ casual words caught the attention of the two
investigators, causing a stir within them.

Ying Gongran
subtly nudged Zhang Ziren, a look of realization crossing his
face.

The mention of
‘Monk Nine Yellows’ struck a chord. They then noticed another
person carrying a load of vegetables and meats, heading towards the
temple.

Ying Gongran
saw this and, eager to uncover the truth, called out, ‘Little
masters, I am feeling bold today and dare to inquire. It seems to
me that this is a place of virtue. Could you enlighten me as to the
purpose of these items? Since there is no gathering, are you
perhaps hosting guests?’

The young
novices exchanged glances, and the older one quickly gestured to
the elder novice with a nod.

The younger
one, only twelve years old and unaware of proper decorum, spoke up
hastily, ‘Brother, listen closely, but don’t tell anyone outside!
Our master is truly formidable. He wields a single-bladed sword and
possesses the ability to leap across rooftops and scale walls. He
has connections with heroes and brothers throughout the land.
Today, he is hosting a banquet, so we bought chicken meat. And
there’s something else. Our temple lacks someone to tend to the
fire. If you two are willing, wouldn’t that be wonderful?’

The
investigators were intrigued by these words.

Zhang Ziren
smiled and asked, ‘If the master wishes it, we would be deeply
grateful for the opportunity to serve in the temple. Could we go
inside and meet him, to discuss the matter further?’

The young
novice replied in a hushed tone, ‘Our master went into the city
this morning and hasn’t returned to the temple yet. He is at the
nunnery in the city. On the fifteenth day of the seventh month,
there will be a gathering and a theatrical performance for the
guests. They will also have fireworks at night. There’s a nun
there, who is our master’s adoptive sister. She is in her twenties,
and she is incredibly beautiful. Master purchased the nunnery for
her and taught her martial arts. She can ride a horse and wield a
blade with great skill. Her Dharma name is Nun Seven Pearls, and
she is well-known far and wide.’

Seven Pearls
sounded exactly the same as Seven Pigs.

The two
investigators were secretly thrilled that they’d found their
suspects.

As the elder
novice listened nearby, he suddenly shouted angrily, ‘You little
bald donkey! Stop babbling nonsense! Have you forgotten the
thrashing you received at the hands of the master not so long ago?
You’re making things up again! If the master finds out, he’ll break
your bones!’

Just then, a
menacing figure emerged from inside, with fierce brows and an
intimidating stature.

He bellowed,
‘Novices, you are needed back here!’

The elder
novice responded promptly and hurriedly ran inside.

As the sun
began to set, Ying Gongran suggested to Zhang Ziren that they
should have dinner elsewhere and swiftly return to the yamen after
confirming the truth.

Zhang Ziren
agreed, saying, ‘Let’s leave the temple together, report to the
magistrate, and successfully close this case. It will be a great
accomplishment for both of us.’

With that, they
felt a surge of joy in their hearts.

Meanwhile, Lord
Shi left the restaurant and followed the woman, trying to eavesdrop
on her tearful complaint. However, he ended up trailing behind her
without fully understanding the situation.

Seeing that it
was still early, he thought, ‘Why not venture outside the city and
wait until evening before returning to the yamen?’

With this plan
in mind, he walked out of the city gates and coincidentally
encountered the two investigators, who approached with
enthusiasm.

Spotting the
disguised beggars, Lord Shi couldn’t help but admire their
cleverness and decided to avoid them, thinking, ‘I’ll just hide and
let them pass.’

To his
surprise, they had already noticed him and followed closely behind.
Lord Shi entered the temple, and the investigators swiftly followed
suit.

Lord Shi took a
seat on the steps, and the two investigators, finding no one else
around, quickly knelt down and addressed him, saying, ‘Lord, we
have been sent to investigate and apprehend Nine Yellows, a monk,
and Seven Pigs, also known as Seven Pearls, a nun, who are
currently hiding in the Lotus Flower Temple. We have discovered
that Nine Yellows and Seven Pearls claim to be adoptive siblings
from Suzhou, but in truth, they eloped here. Tonight, the monk and
the nun will be participating in a ceremony in the city.’

Upon hearing
this, Lord Shi’s mood brightened.

He inquired
further, ‘Why are they called Nine Yellows and Seven Pearls?’

The
investigators explained, ‘Their disciples once told us that their
master has nine moles the size of soybeans on his back, hence the
name Nine Yellows. As for the nun, she is called Seven Pearls
because she has seven dark moles on her chest. We have also
discovered that within the Lotus Flower Temple, there hide twelve
notorious thieves who will stop at nothing.’

They provided a
detailed account of their investigation from beginning to end.

Upon hearing
the investigators’ report, Lord Shi pondered for a while and said,
‘It’s getting late. You two shall accompany me into the city. When
it’s dark, we’ll go to the intersection of Cross Street and observe
the actions of the wicked monks and lascivious nuns.’

With that, he
stood up, and the investigators followed Lord Shi as they entered
the city.

Amidst the
bustling crowd of soldiers, civilians, and others, the air was
filled with noise and chatter. People were engaged in various
discussions, some praising the county magistrate’s superior
qualities compared to the previous magistrate, while others
criticized the officials for being too easily influenced. Some
claimed that the magistrate had a genuine concern for the
well-being of the people, emphasizing his integrity.

In the midst of
it all, one person spoke up, warning, ‘Shut your mouths! Don’t
speak recklessly, or else the county officials might catch wind of
it, and you’ll be in deep trouble!’

Lord Shi
blended in with the crowd, listening attentively to the idle
talk.

Raising his
head, he caught sight of a vibrant display of lights and heard the
clamour of voices exclaiming, ‘They are here! They are here!’

Standing amidst
the crowd, Lord Shi noticed a stage set up, facing the entrance of
the Guanyin Temple. It was adorned with colourful ribbons and
lanterns, creating a festive atmosphere.

In the centre,
there was a dais with a monk seated upon it. This monk had thick
eyebrows, large eyes, and a face full of flesh. He wore a Buddha
crown and a red robe. Chanting Buddhist mantras and forming hand
gestures, he carried an air of self-importance.

On both sides,
there were other monks accompanying him, but upon closer
inspection, Lord Shi realized that not all of them were male monks;
there were also nuns sitting nearby, participating in the
proceedings. Their ages ranged around thirty. Due to the pleasant
weather in the seventh month, they had removed their hats,
revealing their bald heads. They wore slightly different attire,
but still adhered to the monastic style.

Although
engaged in the religious ceremony, one of the nuns seemed to
exchange glances and flirtatious smiles with the sinister monk,
displaying a mischievous demeanour. She couldn’t help but cast
curious glances in various directions, attempting to project an air
of frivolity.

After observing
this, Lord Shi shifted his gaze to the area below the stage and saw
a long table set up in the centre, with benches on either side.
Counting the seats, there were nine nuns on one side and eighteen
in total on both sides, all dressed in monastic robes, and each of
them had a shaven head. They were wielding various ceremonial
objects, and their ages ranged around twenty.

The nuns exuded
a seductive charm, despite their lack of cosmetics. Their flawless
complexions resembled peach blossoms. Although they were ostensibly
focused on their religious rituals and chanting Buddhist
scriptures, their eyes wandered, betraying their true intentions
and revealing their lack of genuine devotion.

The wise Lord
Shi took in the scene, silently acknowledging the truth behind the
chaos that had befallen the city.

He thought, ‘No
wonder the county of Jiangdu is in disarray! It all makes sense
now. The person seated at the centre must be the infamous Nine
Yellows, and among the nuns, who could the Seven Pearls be?’

Observing the
table closely, there was a nun who played the drum and gong,
radiating an aura of elegance and surpassing beauty compared to the
others.

Lord Shi
muttered to himself, ‘No wonder she has stirred up the desires of
both monks and laypeople!’

As the sound of
ceremonial instruments resonated for the third time, it was already
past midnight, and the spectators dispersed.


Chapter 3 The
Trap Is Set

Lord Shi,
accompanied by the investigators, spoke, ‘I understand the origin
of the Nine Yellows and Seven Pearls now. You two won’t need to
come to the yamen tomorrow. Instead, go to the Lotus Flower Temple.
Be extremely cautious and lure the young monks to reveal their true
intentions. Uncover the reasons behind the twelve bandits and
report back to the yamen. We will devise a plan to apprehend
them.’

The
investigators nodded in agreement, and as darkness fell, Lord Shi
returned to the yamen.

Inside his
quarters, Shi An welcomed Lord Shi and prepared for rest, washing
his face and changing clothes. After a meal and some wine, they
retired for the night.

The next
morning, Lord Shi arose, refreshed his face, and commanded the drum
to be struck, signalling the court’s assembly. Seated in the grand
hall, Lord Shi extended his hand and drew two bamboo slips,
summoning constables Wang Ren and Xu Mao. The two men promptly
approached and knelt before him.

Lord Shi spoke,
‘Hurry and bring the nun called Seven Pearls from the Guanyin
Temple at Cross Street. The county intends to hold a propitious
ceremony. Then, proceed to the Lotus Flower Temple outside the city
and summon the monk called Nine Yellows. The county requires the
presence of both monks and nuns for the ritual.’

Wang Ren and Xu
Mao acknowledged their orders and left the hall. Lord Shi issued
further instructions, sending others to inform the garrison
commander and dispatching constables in preparation.

Meanwhile, Wang
Ren and Xu Mao, the ones tasked with summoning Nine Yellows and
Seven Pearls, found themselves walking together, engrossed in a
conversation about the county magistrate.

Soon, they
arrived at the entrance of the Guanyin Temple.

They entered
the temple together, and there they found the seductive nun Seven
Pearls in the meditation hall.

The nun’s
thoughts were consumed by her passionate connection with Nine
Yellows. Suddenly, she heard footsteps echoing in the courtyard,
filling her heart with doubt and apprehension.

‘Who could it
be? It must be a devotee bringing offerings,’ she assumed.

With that in
mind, she called out, ‘Young disciple!’

Without
hesitation, a novice appeared, entering the meditation room with a
welcoming smile, asking, ‘Sister, why have you summoned me? What
are your orders?’

The seductive
nun, curious about the noise, said, ‘Quickly, go and see who is
causing the footsteps.’

The novice
hurriedly rushed out and upon seeing Wang Ren and Xu Mao, she
inquired, ‘Where did you come from? How dare you barge in here?
This is the residence of the nuns; it’s not a place for you to
enter.’

The
investigators, hearing her words, responded, ‘We are from the
county yamen. Quickly inform your superior that we are here on
behalf of the county magistrate. We have come to summon Seven
Pearls to the yamen immediately for the auspicious ceremony.’

The novice,
upon hearing this, replied, ‘Ah! So you are the county officials!
Wait a moment, let me inform my superior, and I’ll come back to
escort you in.’

With that, she
turned and entered the meditation room, recounting the words of the
officials to Seven Pearls. Upon hearing the news, Seven Pearl
couldn’t comprehend the situation.

She thought to
herself, ‘Why would the county magistrate want me to handle
matters? Shi Shilun, or Shi the Cripple, and I have had no
interactions. I’ve heard about the recent incidents involving the
various chieftains and the numerous murder cases. Could it be that
he suspects something? If I refuse to go, he is the ruler of this
county, and I am under his jurisdiction. But if I go, it might not
be convenient.’

Pondering for a
moment, she had a sudden idea and said, ‘I have it! Why not respond
in this manner?’

She then called
out, ‘Novice, please bring them to see me.’

The novice
agreed and guided the investigators into the meditation room.

As Seven Pearls
stole a glance, she saw that the two investigators were dressed in
official robes with outdated styles, resembling worn-out beggars,
and had the appearance of sharp-eyed hawks.

Annoyed and
bothered by their presence, she reluctantly said, ‘Gentlemen, what
brings you here?’

The novice
offered them tea.

Upon seeing
Seven Pearls, the investigators’ bodies went weak, their minds in a
daze, and their spirits restless, like wild horses unable to be
tamed.

Everyone had
heard tales of Seven Pearls’ beauty, but it was only upon seeing
her in person that they realized the tales were not
exaggerated.

The seductive
nun and the two investigators exchanged introductions.

The
investigators spoke, ‘We have been sent by the county magistrate to
invite you to the yamen for a special auspicious ceremony. It is
essential that you accompany us personally.’

After speaking,
they stared fixedly at the nun, their heads tilted, their eyes
unwavering.

Upon seeing
this, Seven Pearls secretly cursed the officials, finding their
repulsive faces detestable. If it weren’t for the jurisdiction of
the law, she would have swiftly severed their heads. Now that Shi
the Cripple had sent people to invite her, it was uncertain whether
it brought good or bad fortune.

She pondered,
‘With the spate of murders in the city, it might be advantageous
for me to go in order to find out more about the status of the
investigation. But it can also be risky, if I am already under
suspicion.’

After
contemplating for a moment, she resolved, ‘Regardless of the
situation, I must make an appearance. If there are any unexpected
changes, Brother Nine Yellows and the various chieftains will be
there. I possess the ability to leap through roofs and walls, dual
blades at the ready. Why should I fear? Let’s teach that arrogant
cripple a lesson and shatter his courage! What harm can he do?’

With her
decision made, she put on a false smile and said, ‘Gentlemen, I
wonder if I am the only one invited to the county yamen, or are
there others?’

Xu Mao replied,
‘We are also inviting Master Nine Yellows from the Lotus Flower
Temple. You may proceed; our county magistrate awaits you!’

Seven Pearl
smiled and said, ‘Gentlemen, please have a seat while I change my
attire. We will go to the yamen together.’

The
investigators were delighted to hear this and left the room.

Seven Pearls
emerged in a new set of clothes, and a delightful fragrance filled
the air, captivating the senses. As the investigators caught a
glimpse of her, their hearts became restless, unable to fully
express the emotions that overwhelmed them.

They couldn’t
help but praise her incessantly, exclaiming, ‘Let’s go!’

Seven Pearls
stepped out of the meditation hall and called for the novice to
close the door.

The novice
responded, ‘Coming!’

With the
seductive nun leading the way, followed closely by the officials,
they left the temple together.

As Xu Mao
accompanied Seven Pearls into the yamen, he instructed Wang Ren to
leave the city and invite Monk Nine Yellows.

Wang Ren agreed
without delay, not daring to be negligent. As he left the city
gates, he paid no attention to the scenery outside the temple,
rushing through the corner gate and heading straight in.

However, as he
looked up, he was startled to see Ying Gongran and Zhang Ziren,
disguised as beggars, cleaning the courtyard behind the main gate.
Wang Ren felt perplexed and was about to approach them when he saw
Ying Gongran hurriedly gesturing with his hand and Zhang Ziren
shaking his head. The two of them feared that someone might uncover
their scheme and leak the information.

Understanding
their message, Wang Ren nodded repeatedly and turned to leave. He
secretly rejoiced that no one in the temple had witnessed their
encounter.

The three of
them left the temple one after another and walked to a secluded
spot, where they shared their respective experiences.

Wang Ren said,
‘I was sent to the temple to invite Monk Nine Yellows on official
business.’

Upon hearing
this, Ying Gongran and Zhang Ziren were taken aback and exclaimed,
‘Younger brother! You must return quickly! Inviting him is
absolutely out of the question.’

Wang Ren asked,
‘I seek guidance from you two brothers. How should I handle this
situation?’

Ying Gongran
replied, ‘Worthy brother, this treacherous monk is extremely
dangerous. He wields a single sabre and dual crutches, and he can
move through the air as if walking on level ground. He has gathered
a group of formidable bandits, each with exceptional martial arts
skills, possessing the strength of ten thousand men.’

After listening
to Ying Gongran’s words, Wang Ren couldn’t help but chuckle and
said, ‘Brothers, there’s no need to be alarmed! I have been working
at the courthouse for a long time, and if I didn’t possess such
abilities, how could I dare to serve in an official capacity?
Today, it is imperative that we invite Monk Nine Yellows.’

He continued,
‘Just follow my lead, and rest assured, I will handle it.’

With that, Ying
Gongran and Zhang Ziren stood up and entered the temple first.

Wang Ren
hesitated for a moment and then stepped into the temple, walking to
the courtyard and shouting, ‘Is there anyone in the temple?’

A monk emerged
from the temple and immediately asked Wang Ren, ‘Where are you
from? What is your purpose here?’

Wang Ren
replied, ‘Guess who I am?’

The monk smiled
and said, ‘You look like an official from the yamen. Please come
inside the main hall and have some tea!’

Wang Ren
followed the monk into the temple, sat down, and received tea with
courtesy.

Wang Ren spoke,
‘I wouldn’t come here without a reason. Today, I am entrusted by
the county magistrate to immediately invite Master Nine Yellows to
the county for auspicious rituals.’

Upon hearing
this, the monk smiled and said, ‘Honoured Sir, please have a seat.
Let me inform the master, and then I’ll come to invite you.’

With that, he
walked through the door and entered a hidden chamber.

Inside the
chamber, Nine Yellows was enjoying himself with twelve boisterous
companions, drinking and revelling.

Suddenly, he
looked up and saw the young monk, asking, ‘Why are you not guarding
the gate outside? Why have you come in?’

The young monk
relayed Wang Ren’s message to Nine Yellows.

Annoyed, Nine
Yellow responded angrily, ‘Go back and tell him that I will come
out to meet him shortly.’

The young monk
acknowledged and left the chamber to inform Wang Ren, saying, ‘My
master will come out soon.’

Meanwhile, the
treacherous monk, upon hearing that the official had come to invite
him, turned to the group of bandits and said, ‘Gentlemen, in my
opinion, this invitation from Shi the Cripple is not without
purpose. We should discuss it together to ensure our safety. I’ve
heard that he is cunning and deceitful, using false pretences. If
we go to the yamen, it may not be convenient for us.’

The bandits all
agreed, saying, ‘Although what you have done is impressive and
dangerous, we are daring individuals who won’t be frightened by
being associated with you. What is there for us to fear from the
officials and military officers in Jiangdu? If any trouble arises,
we’ll unleash chaos, trample the town underfoot, and turn the skies
dark! So, please go and meet him. Adapt to the situation and let
the circumstances guide you. If a ritual is set up, you can recite
scriptures. As your brothers, we fear no one. We’ll remain here and
gather information. You have the ability to move swiftly and
effortlessly. If anything unexpected occurs, you’ll come back.
We’ll all stay here and fight together, killing officials and
looting the treasury, slaying everyone in our path and transforming
the city into a sea of turmoil. We can then retreat to the safety
of the mountains, where no government forces can touch us!’

Upon hearing
these words, the treacherous monk’s heart swelled with joy.

‘You all speak
wisely,’ he exclaimed. ‘You stay here while I go ahead to see what
that official has to say. If he is polite and respectful, I’ll
agree. But if he boasts about his authority, I’ll kill him on the
spot.’

With that, he
stood up, staggering out with wild and boastful words. ‘Who dares
to invite me to recite scriptures? Master Nine Yellows has no
shortage of money.’

Wang Ren,
witnessing the malicious nature of Nine Yellows, thought to
himself, ‘He’s just as they described him. I need to be
cautious.’

He then asked
the young monk, ‘Is he your master?’

The young monk
replied, ‘Indeed.’

Annoyed, Wang
Ren quickly approached the treacherous monk. Seeing Nine Yellows
with his eyes closed and reeking of alcohol, Wang Ren, with a
discerning mind, walked up to him and greeted him with a smile.

‘Greetings,
Master,’ he said.

Though drunk,
Nine Yellows heard him, and with bleary eyes, he responded, ‘I’m
fine. And you?’

Inwardly, Wang
Ren cursed, ‘What an unruly bald rascal, infuriating indeed!’

But he also
realized, ‘Hold on! I came to request his help, so I have to
swallow my pride.’

Smiling, he
said, ‘I have a favour to ask.’

Nine Yellows
squinted his eyes and said, ‘Are you the constable from the county
yamen?’

Wang Ren
replied, ‘Indeed, I am. By the order of the county magistrate, I
have come to invite Master Nine Yellows for a ritual in the yamen
to ensure auspiciousness. That’s why I had to disturb the precious
monastery.’

The treacherous
monk, upon hearing this, felt displeased and exclaimed, ‘My friend,
you think too highly of yourself! You underestimate me. I have
plenty of silver coins, and I don’t need money for reciting
scriptures. You can go and tell your master that I won’t go.’

Wang Ren, in a
state of worry, thought to himself, ‘If he doesn’t go, what should
I do? Maybe I should try using some softer words and see how it
goes.’

Suddenly, the
treacherous monk laughed coldly and said, ‘This is unreasonable!
Within the boundaries of Jiangdu County, apart from Master Nine
Yellows, are all the monks dead? Even if I don’t go when invited,
it’s not a big deal. I won’t go if the emperor extended the
invitation personally, let alone the county magistrate.’

Upon hearing
this, Wang Ren quickly smiled, bowed, and said, ‘Master Nine
Yellows, please don’t be angry! If you, revered Master, don’t go,
then I am doomed. How can I fulfil the county magistrate’s command?
If Master Nine Yellows doesn’t show some kindness, when I go back,
the county magistrate will beat me to death! You are a disciple of
the Buddhist sect, known for compassion. Isn’t this an opportunity
to perform a good deed? My esteemed Master Nine Yellows, please
have pity on the hardships of my lowly constable position. I humbly
beg you to grant me this favour, and if Master Nine Yellows bestows
upon me the honour of accompanying him, my life will be saved.’

The treacherous
monk sat in his chair, still furious, but hearing the plaintive and
flattering speech, he couldn’t help but smile and curse, ‘You sly
monkey! Even Master Nine Yellows can’t do anything with your
tricks. Fine then! If I don’t have mercy on you, it will be your
misfortune.’


Chapter 4 The
White Otter

Wang Ren, upon
hearing the treacherous monk’s agreement, was overwhelmed with joy
and repeatedly bowed, saying, ‘This is truly life-saving! Many
thanks to Master Nine Yellows. I must trouble you to rise and
depart. I have another companion, my partner, who went ahead to
invite the nun Seven Pearls from the Guanyin Temple to join us in
organizing the ritual in the county. Let’s catch up and enter the
county together. It will be delightful for the county magistrate to
see us all arrive at once!’

The treacherous
monk listened attentively and felt great delight in his heart.

He secretly
thought, ‘I thought they would only invite me, but who knew that
Seven Pearls would also be invited. If I had known that, I would
have agreed without hesitation. There’s no harm in being bold and
going along. If Shi the Cripple sincerely invited me without any
ill intentions, then we’ll all be safe and sound.’

With these
thoughts in mind, he said, ‘Officer Wang, let’s go now.’

He stepped into
the meditation hall and proceeded towards the back. The bandits
greeted him with smiling faces and inquired about the reason. Then
they all raised their cups in respect.

The treacherous
monk entered a room, changed into fine clothes, concealed defensive
weapons, bid farewell to the bandits, and made his way out, calling
out, ‘Officer Wang, let’s go together.’

Wang Ren
agreed, and they left the temple and entered the city.

Meanwhile, Lord
Shi secretly contemplated his plan to capture Nine Yellows and
Seven Pearls.

A constable
entered and knelt, saying, ‘Lord Shi, the commander of the city
garrison is waiting outside the yamen. He requests your decision,
my lord.’

Upon hearing
this, Lord Shi waved his hand and said, ‘I understand.’

The wise
official hurriedly left his seat and descended from the hall to
receive the visitor.

The two lords
walked hand in hand, speaking in Manchu.

Lord Shi asked
the commander, ‘How is my dear brother doing?’

Lord Zhen
replied, ‘I am well!’

Lord Shi saw
that there were many people in the hall, making it inconvenient to
discuss confidential matters, so he instructed, ‘You all need not
disperse. Stay here. I will have a conversation with Lord Zhen, and
then we’ll attend to our tasks.’

The constables
replied, promising to wait and serve.

Now, Lord Shi
and the garrison commander Lord Zhen entered the second hall and
took their seats.

After the
attendants served tea, Lord Shi saw that there was no one around
and said, ‘Today, I specially invited you to come and request your
assistance. It’s because of several unsolved murder cases. The
treacherous monk, the lascivious nun, and their gang have committed
numerous murders that remain unresolved. We have dispatched
invitations to Nine Yellows and Seven Pearls, pretending to invite
them for a ritual to ensure auspiciousness in the county. We plan
to apprehend the two under this pretext. Only by doing so can we
seek your assistance, and the matter can be resolved.’

Lord Zhen
replied, ‘I will certainly assist in the capture. I will take my
leave now and return to the garrison to secretly mobilize troops
and make preparations.’

Lord Shi saw
the garrison commander off and wondered about the future.

As Lord Shi
took his seat, he suddenly noticed a creature crawling out from
under the magistrate’s desk.

It stood up and
extended its paws towards Lord Shi, making a chaotic noise. The
constables rushed forward, ready to beat it away. However, Lord
Shi, intrigued by the strange appearance of the creature, halted
the constables from striking. Upon closer inspection, he discovered
it was a white otter.

Lord Shi
couldn’t help but express his amazement, ‘Could it be that even
this creature has come to petition?’

With this
thought, he loudly exclaimed, ‘White Otter, if you truly have
grievances, nod your head. Lead the constables to capture the
wicked individuals. If you disregard my words and cause trouble, I
will immediately break your bones!’

After finishing
his words, Lord Shi looked down. The constables, curious as well,
observed the white otter. They saw it raise its paws and nod its
head. It appeared that a vengeful spirit had attached itself to the
animal, with twisted bones and a mournful cry that couldn’t be
understood.

Thus, Lord Shi
remarked, ‘This is truly a bizarre occurrence!’

He knew there
must be a grievance involved and reached out to draw a slip of
paper.

He instructed
the duty constable, ‘You all take this slip and follow the white
otter. Don’t attempt to harm it. Let it go wherever it pleases. If
you notice any suspicious activities, immediately capture the
individuals and bring them to the yamen. If any of you show
favouritism or negligence, once it’s discovered by the county, you
will be executed!’

The constable
in the blue robe replied, ‘Yes, my lord!’ and approached to receive
the slip.

He called out
to the white otter, ‘Lead the way. Hurry!’

The constable’s
words were still hanging in the air when the creature climbed up
and began walking towards the hall’s exit. The constable followed
the white otter out of the yamen.

Lord Shi was
both astonished and delighted. He was astonished because the
situation was puzzling, lacking a clear understanding. He was
delighted because even animals possessed human-like
intelligence.

Those in the
hall, from the various officials to the clerks, were amazed as
well. They were murmuring among themselves when they saw two
individuals barging in, grappling with each other. One shouted, the
other pulled. The face of one turned purple from the exertion, and
the clothes of the other were torn at the collar. Both were dressed
in common attire, with ordinary appearances and appearing to be
around forty years old. They arrived at the magistrate’s court and
knelt together, uttering incoherent shouts.

Lord Shi
shouted, ‘You ignorant fools! Since you’ve come to petition the
court, why make such a ruckus? Speak slowly, and if you continue to
create a disturbance, this county will immediately apply
punishment!’

The two men,
upon hearing this, dared not raise their voices.

One of them
said, ‘Lord Magistrate, this lowly one is surnamed Zhu, named
Youxin. My ancestors hailed from Jiangdu. Since childhood, I’ve
pursued knowledge and understood righteousness and propriety.
Currently, I engage in small-scale trade to make a living. It’s
just that when I went to the wharf to pick up goods, I passed by a
money shop and exchanged nine taels and eight mace of silver, a
total of four pieces.’

He continued,
‘The shopkeeper weighed it on a scale. Just then, my maternal uncle
happened to pass by, so I hurriedly put down the silver and went to
greet him. After exchanging pleasantries, I returned to collect the
silver, but the shopkeeper denied it. He deceitfully claimed that I
never handed over any silver. This deceptive merchant swindled me,
which is why I’ve come to petition. I seek the magistrate’s fair
judgment.’

After
concluding his statement, he knocked his head against the
ground.

Lord Shi asked
the other person, ‘Are you the owner of the money shop?’

The man, upon
hearing the question, bowed his head and said, ‘This humble one is
surnamed Liu, named Yong. Originally from Xuzhou, I brought my
family here to Jiangdu. I have managed this money shop for over ten
years, never deceiving young or old. Zhu Youxin came, and I never
saw what his silver looked like.’

Liu Yong
continued, ‘He clearly fabricated lies and tore my clothes. When
others came to mediate, he cursed and demanded four pieces of
silver worth nine taels and eight mace. I have never met him
before, nor do I know where he hails from. I beseech the magistrate
to fairly decide. If he doesn’t uphold justice for the common
people, I fear it will only encourage further deceitful acts.’

He knelt and
tears streamed down his face, showing his deep distress. Lord Shi
pondered for a long while, realizing that the people in Jiangdu
were quite good at playing tricks. There was no evidence or basis
for this matter, so how could he get to the bottom of it?

After much
hesitation, he made up his mind and with a smile, he called out,
‘Zhu Youxin, let me ask you this: Silver coins are extremely
valuable in the world, and yet you, without being careful, lost
your silver. Isn’t that your own fault? Why did you come here to
complain?’

Zhu Youxin
couldn’t help but shout in frustration.

Lord Shi
pretended to get angry and shouted, ‘Get out, and I will question
you later!’

Zhu Youxin
nodded obediently and withdrew.

Lord Shi called
out, ‘Liu Yong, let me ask you, did you really not see his
silver?’

Liu Yong
replied, ‘I truly didn’t see Zhu Youxin’s silver. If I were
dishonest, would that not go against moral principles?’

Lord Shi said,
‘Since you didn’t see his silver, then that’s enough. Now I order
you, and if you don’t comply, I will punish you severely. Come
closer and listen.’

Liu Yong stood
up and walked to the side of the magistrate’s desk, about to kneel,
but Lord Shi waved his hand, and Liu Yong stood to the side.

Lord Shi picked
up a red pen and said, ‘Liu Yong, extend your hand!’

Liu Yong
stretched out his hand onto the magistrate’s desk, and Lord Shi
wrote the word ‘silver’ and put the pen down.

With a smile,
he instructed, ‘Liu Yong, listen carefully: go outside and kneel
beneath the platform, but don’t look around. Just look at the word
‘silver’ in your hand. If even a single stroke is wiped away, I
will immediately make you compensate for the silver and punish you
severely!’

Liu Yong agreed
and dared not disobey. With anger in his heart, he walked to the
platform and knelt, keeping his gaze fixed on the word ‘silver’ in
his hand. Lord Shi called the constables to come forward and
whispered something to them. They quickly left the yamen.

After the
constables left, Lord Shi saw a woman enter through the corner
gate. Her hair was dishevelled, her face swollen, and she hurriedly
walked with a flustered expression. She appeared to be around fifty
years old, crying out for justice. She called out, ‘Heaven save
me!’ in a frenzied state, running to kneel in front of the desk,
counting and recounting her grievances in a pitiful and mournful
voice.

Lord Shi called
out, ‘What grievances does this woman have? Speak slowly and tell
me everything. This county will render a fair judgment.’

The woman
paused her sobbing and respectfully said, ‘Honourable Magistrate,
this humble woman is accusing her wicked husband!’

Upon hearing
this, Lord Shi grew furious and exclaimed, ‘Stop spouting nonsense!
Throughout history, those who accuse their husbands are the ones at
fault. The law clearly states that it is difficult to forgive such
behaviour. Quickly tell me the wicked deeds of your husband that
you accuse him of, and I will immediately hear both sides.’

The woman said,
‘Honourable Sir! This humble woman’s husband, named Dong Liu,
indulges in vices such as gambling and prostitution. I beg the
honourable magistrate to send someone to apprehend him and question
him on the spot, so that the injustice done to this humble woman
can be revealed.’

Lord Shi
listened and said, ‘Since that’s the case, you may wait
outside.’

The woman
agreed and went down to wait. Lord Shi then went to sign and
ordered the capture of Dong Liu. We won’t dwell on that for
now.

After a while,
the constables returned, bringing with them a woman from the money
shop, Liu Yong’s wife. Lord Shi observed the woman and found her to
be elegant and refined.

He said, ‘Your
husband owes this courthouse silver, and he summoned you here to
repay the debt. Whether you have the money or not, speak up
quickly!’

The woman, upon
being questioned, said, ‘Honourable Sir, your words are mistaken!
My husband is the master of the household. If he owes the
courthouse money, then the officials should be pursuing him for the
money. How could this humble woman have the means to repay it? This
humble woman is an innocent and virtuous lady, a lady of the
household. Coming here, what is the reason for it?’

The woman
continued, ‘Exposing myself in front of others, entering the county
office, facing officials and clerks, wouldn’t I become a subject of
ridicule? Those who know would say that a wife is implicated by her
husband, and those who don’t know would say that I am tarnishing
the reputation of my household. I fear that people in the
neighbourhood will look down upon my virtuous family. Honourable
Sir, as the magistrate of this county, a parent to the people, if
you don’t uphold justice, it would be greatly bewildering and a
waste of the imperial appointment bestowed upon you.’

Lord Shi
listened to the rational plea of the woman and felt pleased in his
heart. He didn’t get angry at all.

With a smile on
his face, he said, ‘Woman, you must not speak out of turn. As the
saying goes, loyalty is expected from subjects, filial piety from
children, and obedience from wives. There are laws in place. Even
though the court is showing leniency and not executing innocent
people, you mustn’t cause a commotion. Everything has its divine
judgment, and if you wait a little while longer, you’ll know the
details. If someone has a guilty conscience, heaven won’t tolerate
it.’

After speaking,
Lord Shi called out, ‘Bring in the constables and listen carefully
to my orders.’

He then said to
the woman, ‘There’s no need for you to be angry anymore. Look up at
the platform over there. Your husband is kneeling there because he
failed to pay back the borrowed silver. Once this county questions
him, you won’t blame this county anymore.’

The woman
turned her head and glanced at her husband kneeling under the
platform, his head lowered, seemingly focused on something in his
hands. As the woman looked on, she couldn’t help but wonder.

Lord Shi
instructed the constables, ‘You, stand at the entrance of the
courtroom and loudly ask Liu Yong if he has the silver or not.’

The constable
acknowledged the order and went to the entrance, shouting, ‘Liu
Yong! The magistrate is asking you, do you have the silver or
not?’

Liu Yong,
mistaking the question for the silver character written in his
hand, answered loudly, ‘Yes, I have the silver.’

The constable
reported back, ‘Your Honour, just now Liu Yong confirmed that he
has the silver and dares not deny it.’

Lord Shi called
out, ‘Woman, did you hear your husband say that the silver hasn’t
been moved, so he called this county to summon you? This county
believes that there must be silver in your home. If you refuse to
speak the truth, this county won’t press you, for now. Since you do
not show consideration for your husband, this county has no choice
but to use harsh punishment to compel him, and you mustn’t blame
this county for it!’

As he spoke,
Lord Shi stole glances. The woman, upon hearing these words,
started to feel a sense of fear.


Chapter 5 The
Stolen Silver

Lord Shi
intentionally showed his power, clapping his hands in the echoing
hall, shouting, ‘Quickly bring in the instruments of
punishment!’

The constables
moved, bringing in the trestle and making a loud clatter as they
placed it in the centre of the room. It was meant to frighten her,
as Lord Shi had no intention of carrying out the punishment.

Instead, he
turned to the scribe standing by his side and said, ‘You all should
serve this county and know that this county’s law is strict and
punishments are severe. I have great compassion for those engaged
in trade, struggling for wealth to support their wives and
children. If only Liu Yong’s wife has come forward to acknowledge
the county’s claim, it will save everyone from a lot of trouble and
showcase this county’s benevolence. But who would have expected
this woman to be unreasonable and still blame this county? Since
she doesn’t consider the bond between husband and wife, this county
has no choice but to resort to legal punishment.’

The scribe
understood the magistrate’s intentions and knew that it was
necessary to thoroughly investigate to gain the people’s trust.
Lord Shi observed the woman’s movements, her face pale and
downcast. To further intimidate her, he ordered his men to proceed
and restrain her husband.

The woman’s
face turned pale with fear, and she repeatedly kowtowed, pleading,
‘Please, for the sake of justice, withhold your punishment. I will
confess the truth.’

Lord Shi
smirked slightly and gestured towards the woman, demanding, ‘Speak
up! If you have a valid explanation, I will spare your husband from
punishment.’

The woman
replied, ‘There is a package of silver at home, but I don’t know
the exact amount. I was instructed to keep it hidden and remain
silent. When you questioned him earlier, he said the silver hadn’t
been moved, so I dared to speak up. I beg for your mercy, and I am
willing to surrender the silver to the authorities, pleading for
leniency and the avoidance of severe punishment.’

Upon hearing
this, Lord Shi burst into hearty laughter and summoned Liu Yong for
questioning.

The duty
constable hurried to the entrance and called, ‘Liu Yong, step
forward and confront your wife.’

Liu Yong, upon
hearing this, took measured steps and arrived in the courtroom.
When he saw his wife, he was startled, realizing that the secret
about the silver had been exposed. His expression changed suddenly,
and he knelt before the court.

Lord Shi called
out, ‘Liu Yong, has the silver been tampered with?’

Liu Yong
stretched out his hand and replied, ‘The silver is still
intact.’

Lord Shi nodded
and said, ‘So there is silver.’

Suddenly, Liu
Yong turned to his wife and asked, ‘Why are you here? Why did you
come?’

Mrs Liu, with
an angry expression, retorted, ‘You heartless man! How dare you ask
me! Let me ask you instead. As a man, it’s your responsibility to
repay your debts. Whether or not to repay is your decision. So why
did you drag me, a woman, to the yamen, exposing me to public
humiliation? Do you realize what you have done to our
reputation?’

She continued,
‘Hurry up and go fetch the silver. I left it in the leather trunk
on the top shelf. Give it to the courthouse to settle our debt, so
we can plead with the magistrate for leniency.’

Mrs Liu’s words
left Liu Yong dumbfounded, speechless and momentarily stunned.

She persisted,
unaware of his bewilderment, and urged, ‘Why are you still standing
there? Are you going to keep staring blankly and ignore your
obligations?’

Liu Yong, upon
hearing this, unleashed a torrent of curses, ‘You foolish woman!
Who told you to speak out of turn?’

Lord Shi,
fuming with anger at the revelation of this matter, bellowed, ‘If
you two continue to argue, I will order your mouths to be
struck!’

Liu Yong and
Mrs Liu were so frightened that they lowered their heads and
remained silent.

Lord Shi,
seething with anger, called out, ‘Liu Yong, by concealing this
silver, you have deceived others and betrayed your own conscience.
You have no regard for justice and the watchful eyes of the divine.
You wretched servant, in this world, one must rely on loyalty,
filial piety, righteousness, and integrity. A true man must guide
his wife and educate his children, adhering to their proper
roles.’

Lord Shi
continued, ‘In business transactions, fairness should prevail, with
no deception of the young or the old. Upholding righteousness at
all times invites the protection of higher powers, ensuring
prosperity in trade. However, even a fleeting hint of malice in
one’s heart can be detected by the gods and Buddhas, who silently
observe.’

The magistrate
continued, ‘Zhu Youxin exchanged the silver, and you plotted to
deceive him. But heaven does not allow such an act of deception.
And you dare to bring your brawl to the yamen, resorting to
baseless accusations. If it weren’t for the divine insight of this
county, the truth might never be discovered.’

Lord Shi
continued, ‘You know within yourself the sudden emergence of
selfish motives, but little did you know that this county’s
magistrate possesses divine-like wisdom and can see through your
petty schemes. The appropriate punishment would be severe, with
heavy shackles. However, considering your ignorance, this county
will show leniency and impose a fine of five taels of silver, with
the hope that you will mend your ways. But if you dare to repeat
such deceit, be prepared for harsh consequences!’

Lord Shi turned
to Mrs Liu and said, ‘You, woman, who complained against this
county, listen to my instructions. Your husband did not owe
official debts, but instead, he had the audacity to deceive the
person exchanging the silver. When he was questioned in court, he
refused to admit the truth. That’s why this county devised a plan
and brought you into the yamen.’
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