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Prologue: The Four Fetters of the Flesh

Wine is a red-faced executioner, cutting the cords of the mind;

Lust is a bone-scraping saw, hacking away the marrow of youth;

Wealth is a fleeting cloud, drifting into another man’s sky;

Wrath is a burning fire, consuming both saint and fool.

If a man can break through these four stone walls,

He may live to see the autumn moon without a heavy heart.

The Great Illusion

The world is a marketplace of desires, and mankind is a foolish merchant who trades his eternal soul for a handful of copper coins and a night of fleeting warmth.

In the twilight years of the Northern Song Dynasty, the empire was a body rotting from the head down. In the grand palaces of Bianjing, the Emperor painted delicate birds on silk and surrounded himself with sycophants who whispered that the realm was at peace, even as the northern borders bled. But this story does not live in the marble halls of emperors. It lives in the mud, the grease, the silk shops, and the back alleys of Qinghe County—a bustling, vice-ridden artery of commerce where money could wash away any sin, and a lack of it was the only true crime.

Men of virtue preach of the Middle Way, but the human heart is a wild beast that thrives on extremes. It seeks the sharp sting of strong liquor, the heavy weight of silver ingots, and the suffocating sweetness of forbidden flesh. They do not see that the very things they pursue are the instruments of their execution.

The Three Flowers of the Compound

To understand the ruin of a great house, one must look to the seeds planted within its walls. In the grand estate of the Ximen family, three distinct blossoms would grow, intertwine, and eventually choke the life from the tree that supported them:

The Golden Lotus (Jinlian): A woman born to poverty, sharp-witted and sharp-tongued, whose beauty was a weapon forged in the fires of resentment. She was a fire that consumed everything she touched, refusing to be a victim of a world ruled by men, choosing instead to become their beautiful destruction.

The Jade Vase (Ping'er): Soft, wealthy, and burdened by a gentle vulnerability. She sought shelter in a den of wolves, mistakenly believing that her gold and her compliance could buy her safety and a mother’s joy.

The Spring Plum (Chunmei):A servant girl with the arrogant pride of a princess. She watched the world from the shadows of the harem, learning how to manipulate the desires of her masters, waiting for the moment to rise from the ashes of the household.

Together, their names would form the tapestry of a tragedy: Jin, Ping, Mei.

The Master of the Revels

At the center of this spinning wheel of karma stood Ximen Qing.

He was not a monster born of myth, but a man entirely of his time—handsome, ruthless, lavish, and insatiable. He was a merchant who understood that everything, from a magistrate's judgment to a woman’s virtue, had a price. He accumulated wealth like a hoard of winter grain, and he spent his vitality as if the spring would never end.

As our story begins, the sun is setting over the tiled roofs of Qinghe County. The lanterns are being lit in the wine shops, the courtesans are painting their faces, and the smell of roasted meat and burning incense fills the evening air. Ximen Qing walks through the crowded streets, his silk robes rustling, a smile of absolute confidence on his lips. He believes he owns the world.

He does not know that a single bamboo window-prop, balanced precariously on a sill high above the street, is about to fall. And with its fall, the gears of a terrible, beautiful destiny will begin to turn.
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Chapter 1: The Fallen Bamboo and the Golden Lotus
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The Master of Qinghe

The third month in Qinghe County arrived with the deceptive softness of a silk noose. The winter frost had melted into the yellow waters of the canal, leaving the air thick with the scent of river silt, roasted sesame, and the faint, sweet decay of early peach blossoms. Along the bustling thoroughfare of Purple Stone Street, the world was a cacophony of small ambitions. Hawkers cried their wares, ironmongers struck their anvils, and the desperate bartered their coats for a bowl of hot noodles.

Through this sea of common humanity walked Ximen Qing.

He moved with the easy, predatory grace of a man who knew that every flagstone beneath his fine leather boots could be bought, sold, or broken. Today, he wore a robe of cloud-patterned violet damask, its hem dusted with the faint pollen of the pleasure quarters he had exited only an hour prior. At his side hung a purse of heavy, embroidered satin, thick with silver sycees that clinked musically with every stride.

```

"Look at him," whispered a fruit-seller to his apprentice. 

"The Deputy Chief of the District Court. A man who can turn black into white with a flick of his brush, and whose shadow alone can bankrupt a lineage."

```
Beside Ximen Qing trotted Ying Bojue, a parasitic hanger-on whose face was permanently fixed in a mask of sycophantic mirth.

"Brother Ximen," Ying Bojue fawned, wiping a bead of grease from his chin. "The wine at the Twin Cranes Tavern was exceptional, but the girls... ah, they lacked the fire you deserve. A man of your stature should not be wasting his vital spirits on common lilies."

Ximen Qing laughed, a dry, resonant sound that did not reach his cold, observant eyes. "Bo Jue, you speak of women the way a starving dog speaks of pork bones. To you, anything without a beard is a delicacy. For me, a woman must possess more than a smooth face. She must have the wit to know she is playing a game, and the cruelty to want to win it."

They turned the corner onto the main stretch of Purple Stone Street, where the buildings huddled closer together, their wooden eaves casting long, intersecting shadows across the packed earth.

The Cage of Three Inches of Nail

High above the noise of the street, in a cramped, drafty upper room that smelled perpetually of sour yeast and charcoal smoke, sat Pan Jinlian.

She was twenty-four years old, and her beauty was a violent anomaly in this neighborhood of soot and sweat. Her skin possessed the flawless, translucent quality of mutton-fat jade; her eyebrows were thin and sharply arched, like the willow leaves of early spring. When she moved, her bound feet—scarcely three inches long—swayed with a delicate, heartbreaking fragility that poets associated with immortal nymphs.

Yet, her hands were currently rough, stained with the gray grime of washing tubs and the flour used to make steamed buns.

```

"Jinlian! Is the water hot yet? The fire is dying, and the morning customers won't buy cold bread!"

```
The voice that shattered her reverie belonged to her husband, **Wu Da**.

He shambled into the room, a man so physically cursed that the townspeople had cruelly dubbed him "Three Inches of Nail." He stood barely four feet tall, with a hunched back, a bulbous nose that leaked in the cold, and skin the texture of a dried toad. He was a good man—honest, timid, and utterly incapable of understanding the magnificent, volatile creature he had been given.

Jinlian did not look at him. She stared instead at the cracked mirror on her small vanity table, her teeth biting into her lower lip until a single drop of crimson appeared.

*How had it come to this?* She had been born to a decent family, sold into a wealthy official’s household as a singing girl, and trained in the arts of the lute, poetry, and seduction. When she refused to let the old master defile her without a fight, he had punished her pride by marrying her off to the most grotesque man in the district for free. It was a calculated act of domestic malice, designed to suffocate her spirit.

"The water is ready," Jinlian said, her voice like ice scraping over stone. "Take your baskets and leave. Your presence crowds the room."

Wu Da sighed, his small eyes filling with a familiar, submissive sadness. He adjusted the heavy wooden frame of his bun-baskets onto his misshapen shoulders. "I will be back by noon, wife. Don't... don't stand by the window too long. The men on the street, they look."

"Let them look," she whispered to the empty room as the door clicked shut. "At least their eyes have life in them."

The Flight of the Bamboo Prop

The air in the room grew suffocatingly warm as the midday sun struck the tiled roof. Seeking a breath of wind to cool her burning skin, Jinlian approached the heavy, latticed window that overlooked Purple Stone Street.

She reached for the long, polished **bamboo prop-stick** used to hold the heavy wooden frame open. Her fingers were slick with oil from the hair-paste she had just applied. As she pushed the window outward, a sudden, violent gust of spring wind swept down the alleyway, catching the frame like a sail.

The wood groaned. The bamboo stick twisted violently in her grasp.

"Ah!" Jinlian gasped, her small hands slipping from the polished wood.

Below on the street, Ximen Qing was just passing beneath the eave, his mind occupied with a high-interest loan he intended to foreclose upon.

*Clack.*

The heavy bamboo rod fell cleanly through the air, striking the edge of Ximen Qing’s gauze cap before bouncing heavily off his shoulder and landing at his feet.

Ximen Qing stopped dead in his tracks. His hand flew to his head, his face instantly dark with a terrifying, aristocratic rage. In Qinghe County, men had been beaten to the point of permanent lameness for far lesser insults.

"Who dares?" Ying Bojue shrieked, stepping back as if a crossbow had been fired. "Who throws missiles at the District Chief?"

Ximen Qing turned his gaze upward, his lips parted to unleash an oath that would summon his thugs. But the words died in his throat.

Framed by the dark, ancient wood of the window stood Jinlian. Her hair was slightly disheveled from the wind, a few stray dark silk strands clinging to her pale cheek. Her hands were pressed against her collarbone in genuine alarm, her wide, dark eyes staring down at him with a mixture of terror and an involuntary, sharp curiosity.

For three breaths, the busy market-street seemed to fall entirely silent.

Jinlian looked at the man below. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and carried the unmistakable aura of wealth and dangerous authority. This was no rough laborer or low-born clerk. This was a man who commanded life and death. A strange, unfamiliar thrill—hot and sharp—shot through her veins.

"Sir," she said, her voice dropping into the melodic, practiced cadence of her training, honeyed with a soft, breathy contrition. "It was the wind. My fingers slipped. I... I have no words to excuse my clumsiness. Please, do not harbor anger against a foolish woman."

Ximen Qing’s rage dissolved like salt in water. His eyes traced the line of her throat, the curve of her lips, and the exquisite symmetry of her face. A slow, predatory smile spread across his features. He picked up the bamboo rod, balancing it lightly in his palm.

"If every injury in my life were delivered by such hands," Ximen Qing said, his voice dropping to a smooth, intimate purr, "I would spend my days standing beneath your window, madam."

Jinlian’s cheeks flushed a deep, brilliant crimson. She offered a quick, trembling bow, pulled the window shut, and latched it from within. Behind the thick paper panes, her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird.

Ximen Qing stood on the pavement, staring at the closed wood long after she had disappeared.

"Brother Ximen," Ying Bojue whispered, poking his shoulder. "Do you know whose house that is? That is the nest of Wu Da, the bun-seller."

Ximen Qing’s smile turned wicked. "A swan living in a ditch with a toad? What a waste of heaven’s embroidery."

The Spider in the Tea Shop

Directly across the alleyway, leaning against the doorpost of her small, smoke-stained tea shop, stood Dame Wang.

She was a woman whose wrinkles were like the rings of an old, poisonous tree. She had spent fifty years living off the secrets of Qinghe County—brokering marriages, arranging secret abortions, selling fortunes, and monitoring the rise and fall of every reputation in the district. Her eyes, sharp as needles, had missed nothing of the exchange between the merchant prince and the bun-seller’s wife.

"Ah, District Chief Ximen," Dame Wang cackled as Ximen Qing approached her shop, his eyes still lingering on the upper window. "Step inside, step inside! The dust on the street is thick today, and I have just brewed a pot of fine, old-leaf tea that can clear a gentleman’s lungs."

Ximen Qing walked into the dim interior of the tea house, Ying Bojue following like a shadow. He threw a small piece of silver onto the scratched wooden table. It hit the surface with a heavy, satisfying *thud*.

"Dame Wang," Ximen Qing said, leaning back into a bamboo chair. "Tell me about the woman across the street."

Dame Wang picked up the silver piece, bit it with her blackened teeth to test its purity, and dropped it into her sleeve with a wet grin.

"Ah, you mean the Golden Lotus," the old woman whispered, leaning closer until Ximen could smell the stale ginger on her breath. "A sad story, Chief Ximen. A piece of fine silk used to wipe a greasy stove. Her husband is a joke, but she... she is a woman of rare talents. She can embroider, she can sing, and her skin is softer than the belly of a rabbit."

"How do I get into that room, old mother?" Ximen Qing asked directly, bypassing all polite protocol. He leaned forward, his eyes burning with an intense, unyielding obsession. "Name your price."

Dame Wang laughed, a dry, rattling sound. She held up five gnarled fingers.

"Chief Ximen, to capture a woman like that, five conditions must be met. We call it the five-character ledger:

First, Pan: You must be as handsome and imposing as Pan An. (You have this, sir.)

Second, Lü: You must possess the unflagging stamina of a donkey.

Third, Deng: Your wealth must be as deep as a mountain of gold.

Fourth, Xia: You must have the infinite patience of a scholar waiting for the imperial exams.

Fifth, Xian:You must have the idle time to devote entirely to her capture."

Ximen Qing struck the table with his palm, laughing out loud. "I have the wealth to buy this street, the time to watch it burn, and the patience of a hunter. The silver you see today is merely the dust from my boots, old woman. Help me unlock that door, and I will provide you with enough gold to buy a grand house for your retirement."

Dame Wang’s eyes gleamed with absolute avarice. She leaned in, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial hiss.

"Tomorrow at dawn, Wu Da will leave to sell his buns at the eastern market. He will not return until dusk. Come to my shop then, Chief Ximen. I will invite the Golden Lotus over under the pretense of helping me cut fabric for a funeral shroud. The trap will be set, the bait will be laid, and we shall see if the bird flies into the cage."

Ximen Qing stood up, his purple robes rustling as he adjusted his gauze cap. He looked up at the closed window across the street one last time. The


d2d_images/cover.jpg
JIN PING MEI






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





