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Chapter One: Rain and Blades on Mount Jiuhua
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Xianfeng Third Year， deep autumn， heavy dew.

The mist on Mount Jiuhua hung like a waterlogged burial shroud， draping from the foot of the mountain all the way to the summit. The moon was completely hidden. In the forest， apart from the wind and the chirping of insects， there was only one other sound—

The muffled clang of iron striking iron， and breathing pressed deep in the throat.

Zhang Guan'ao crouched behind a massive boulder. The short sword in his hand had been gripped for the better part of an hour; his palm was soaked with sweat. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness， and he could make out the crooked courtyard wall of the mountain temple twenty paces away.

The temple was small—three courtyards in succession， its incense offerings long since extinguished. But tonight， it held people who shouldn't be there.

“Big Bro，“ Sun Tietou crept over from the other side， his voice scraped rough as sandpaper on iron， “I counted thirteen bald donkeys. They've got blades and clubs. There are two women locked in the back courtyard.“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't turn around. He only asked， “Did you make out which mountain they're from?“

“Celestial Pillar Peak. Their leader's dharma name is Jingkong.“

Zhang Guan'ao's temple twitched.

Jingkong. He'd heard of him. The man was originally the abbot of a small temple outside Anqing city. When the Taiping Army swept through， he shed his cassock， took a band of unruly disciples， and seized an abandoned Daoist temple halfway up Celestial Pillar Peak. They preyed exclusively on refugees and travelling merchants—rob them， kill them， toss the bodies into the mountain stream. No one could trace them.

A few days earlier， this crew had gotten word—somehow—that a cache of valuables belonging to wealthy families was hidden in this abandoned temple on Mount Jiuhua. They'd slipped in overnight. They didn't find the stash， but they captured the families of two woodcutters from the foothills and brought them up the mountain.

“Are the two women still alive?“ Zhang Guan'ao asked.

“Alive. The baldies are keeping them as hostages， trying to force the woodcutters to tell where the goods are hidden.“

Zhang Guan'ao drew a deep breath. He switched the short sword to his left hand and wiped the sweat from his right palm on his trouser leg.

“Iron Head， take five brothers and circle around through the back wall. Get the two women out first.“

“What about you?“

“I'm going in through the front gate.“

Sun Tietou froze. “Front gate? Big Bro， that's practically—“

“That's exactly so they see me.“ Zhang Guan'ao rewound the binding cord around his wrist， looping it three times and knotting it tight. “Let them focus all their attention on the front courtyard. That way， the back courtyard is easier to handle.“

Sun Tietou said nothing more. He and Zhang Guan'ao had grown up together in the same village. He knew this eldest brother's temper—once he'd made up his mind， ten oxen couldn't pull him back.

He nodded， hunched low， and disappeared into the darkness.

Zhang Guan'ao waited the length of a joss stick's burn. Then he stood up and strode toward the temple gate.

He didn't hide. He didn't stalk. He walked right up， bold as day， and kicked open the half-rotted wooden door.

The door panel slammed to the ground， kicking up a cloud of dust.

In the courtyard， several monks warming themselves around a fire leaped to their feet and reached for their weapons.

“Who goes there!“

“Eastern Township， Zhang Guan'ao.“

A log in the fire popped， scattering sparks onto the hem of Zhang Guan'ao's coat. He didn't brush them off.

“Never heard of you.“ A burly， bald-headed man hoisted a ring-blade and strode toward him， his face wearing the lazy ease of someone used to bullying others. “You got the balls of a bear and the gall of a leopard， charging into the Buddha's territory alone?“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't answer. He counted silently in his head: four in the courtyard， movement in the eastern wing， and the back courtyard—

From the back courtyard came the first dull thud， like something heavy hitting the dirt.

Then a scream.

Zhang Guan'ao knew. Sun Tietou had made his move.

He moved.

The bald-headed man with the ring-blade only saw the figure across from him suddenly drop low—Zhang Guan'ao didn't draw his sword. He took a step forward， grabbed a blazing stick of firewood with his left hand， and rammed it straight into the man's face.

Sizzle.

The smell of burnt flesh filled the air. The bald man howled and toppled backward， the ring-blade flying from his grip.

The remaining three monks froze for a heartbeat before snapping out of it， grabbing clubs and blades and charging. Zhang Guan'ao didn't retreat. He flung the burning stick at the first man's face， and at the same time， his right hand drew the short sword from its sheath. A flash of cold light sliced across the second man's wrist—he shrieked as his hand was severed cleanly at the joint， blood spraying across the earthen wall.

The third man's iron club came down. Zhang Guan'ao sidestepped. The club grazed his shoulder and smashed into the ground， gouging a shallow pit. Zhang Guan'ao pivoted his body， drove his knee into the man's lower abdomen， and swept the short sword horizontally across his thigh—not a killing wound， but the man collapsed instantly.

One exchange. Four men down.

The commotion in the back courtyard grew louder—clashing iron mingled with roars and screams. Zhang Guan'ao didn't run to the back. He stood in the main courtyard， wiping the blood off his short sword against the sole of his shoe.

He pulled another unburnt branch from the fire， raised it high， and illuminated the courtyard wall.

Then he saw the door curtain of the eastern wing lift， and an old monk in a grey robe stepped out.

Jingkong.

The man was thinner than Zhang Guan'ao had imagined. Sunken cheeks， an aquiline nose， eyes that in the firelight looked like two polished stones. He carried no weapon—only a string of prayer beads in his hand， the beads worn glossy from years of handling.

“Instructor Zhang，“ Jingkong spoke， his voice low but clear， “this old monk has never had any quarrel with your village. I have heard of the Eastern Township Militia's reputation. Tonight's affair， I suspect， is a misunderstanding.“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't answer. He could hear that the clamor in the back courtyard had died down， replaced by Sun Tietou's coarse cursing.

“A misunderstanding?“ Zhang Guan'ao finally spoke. “You kidnapped the women of common villagers from the foot of the mountain， locked them in your back courtyard—that's also a misunderstanding?“

Jingkong's fingers paused on the prayer beads for a moment， then resumed their rhythm. “In chaotic times， every man seeks his own path to survival. Instructor Zhang organizes militia on Mount Jiuhua—is that not also for the sake of living? This old monk's methods may be crude， but the goal is the same: to let those who follow us live.“

“Your methods aren't crude. They're worthy of death.“

Jingkong smiled. The grin on his gaunt face was deeply unsettling. “Instructor Zhang， you brought no more than twenty men tonight. This old monk still has at least thirty disciples and grandsons scattered in these mountains. If we truly fight to the end， I'm not certain you'll walk out unscathed.“

“Is that so.“

Zhang Guan'ao thrust the burning branch into the ground. The firelight illuminated what stood behind him—

Outside the temple gate， emerging from the darkness， another dozen men had appeared. All were sons of the Eastern Township. Their weapons were a motley assortment: iron forks， hoes， hunting spears.

Farm lads. Not one wore armor. Not one carried a proper blade.

But every last one of them stood.

Jingkong's smile froze.

Zhang Guan'ao took a step forward. “You're wrong. I didn't bring fewer than twenty men. I brought an entire village.“

He said this in a calm， even tone. There was nothing particularly fierce about it.

But what lay beneath that calm made the prayer beads that Jingkong had fingered for thirty years snap—one thread， a single break.

In the back courtyard， Sun Tietou had already freed the two women from the woodshed. A woman in her twenties， and a girl of fourteen or fifteen—mother and daughter. Their clothes were torn， their faces streaked with tears and dirt.

Sun Tietou stripped off his own outer coat and draped it over the woman， cursing under his breath: “Animals. Fucking animals.“

When he saw Zhang Guan'ao approaching， he cut his cursing short.

“Big Bro， thirteen bald donkeys. We put down seven， three ran， and the last three—“ Sun Tietou pointed to a corner of the courtyard， “—tied up over there. And this one.“ He stepped aside， revealing a fat monk with a broken shin. “Fell into a ditch while running. I fished him out.“

Zhang Guan'ao nodded. He walked over to the two women. He didn't get too close—stopped four or five paces away. He sheathed his short sword， then crouched down， bringing his eyes level with theirs.

“You're safe now. Which village is your family in? I'll have someone take you home.“

The woman lifted her head and looked at him. Her lips trembled for a long moment before she managed to force out a word: “Yang... Yang Family Market.“

Zhang Guan'ao turned his head and called out， “Iron Head， take three brothers. Escort them back to Yang Family Market.“

He stood up and turned to leave， when his peripheral vision caught a figure standing by the moon-gate of the back courtyard.

The person wore coarse cloth men's clothing， a wide-brimmed bamboo hat pulled low. Their frame was slighter than he'd expected， but their stance was steady—steady as a nail driven into the ground. One hand rested on the hilt of a short blade at their waist. The fingers were long， the knuckles cleanly defined—a hand that had gripped a weapon for years.

“Whose man are you?“ Zhang Guan'ao asked.

“I'm nobody's man，“ the person answered. The voice was clearer than Zhang Guan'ao had expected—even， he noted， a touch on the high side.

“Then why are you here?“

“I've been camped on Mount Jiuhua for three days， waiting for this crew of bald donkeys to make their move. You stole my job.“

Sun Tietou edged closer and said in a low voice， “Big Bro， this person showed up in the village three days ago. Said they were fleeing the chaos. Surname Huang. I could tell they had skill in their hands， so I let them tag along.“

Zhang Guan'ao looked the person over again. The hat was pulled too low to see the face， but he could make out the lower half beneath the brim—a clean jawline， no stubble， skin fairer than the average farmer's.

“What's your name?“

“Huang Xiaogu.“

Zhang Guan'ao blinked. Sun Tietou blinked too.

“Xiaogu?“ Sun Tietou scratched his head. “You're a—“

“A woman.“ Huang Xiaogu pushed the bamboo hat up， revealing a lean face. She looked young—maybe eighteen or nineteen. Her eyes were narrow and long， cut like two willow leaves， but the look in them was colder than her age should allow—like iron that had been quenched in fire: thin， sharp， carrying a killer's edge.

Zhang Guan'ao met her eyes for the space of a breath.

Then he looked away.

“A woman then. So long as she can fight.“ He said this and turned to leave.

Sun Tietou caught up and lowered his voice. “Big Bro， a woman... staying with us... isn't that a bit inconvenient?“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't stop walking. “How many did she kill?“

“Huh?“

“Out of those thirteen monks. Any she killed?“

Sun Tietou turned and glanced back at the bodies scattered across the courtyard. He looked again at the short blade at Huang Xiaogu's waist—the scabbard bore dried bloodstains layered one over another， old marks stacked deep.

“Probably... yeah.“

“Then she's fine.“ Zhang Guan'ao didn't look back. “In times like these， anyone who can kill can live. Doesn't matter if they're man or woman.“

What he didn't say out loud was—

When he saw Huang Xiaogu's eyes， something stirred in his chest.

Not the stirring of a man looking at a woman. It was more subtle. Like a man who had walked a long road in the dark， suddenly glimpsing another lamp.

But he didn't dwell on it. He pressed the feeling down， the same way he slid his short sword back into its sheath—cleanly， neatly， leaving no trace.

Just before dawn， Zhang Guan'ao returned to Zhoutan Village.

He didn't go home. He went straight to the blacksmith's shop at the west end of the village. Old Zhou the blacksmith—Third Uncle Zhou—had already risen and was stoking the forge.

“Third Uncle， forge me a few blades.“

“Big Bro， you're still having blades made?“ Third Uncle Zhou worked the bellows until they roared. “Isn't that one in your hand good enough?“

Zhang Guan'ao drew his short sword and laid it on the anvil. There were two rice-grain-sized nicks on the blade—from clashing with the bald man's ring-blade the night before.

“This one won't cut it anymore.“

He paused， then added: “And forge one for a new brother joining us. Make it lighter.“

“How light?“

Zhang Guan'ao thought for a moment about Huang Xiaogu's build and the thickness of her wrist. “Two inches shorter than mine， and the spine three-tenths thinner.“

Third Uncle Zhou looked at him. “Big Bro， you've never picked out a blade for anyone before. Whoever uses what， they figure it out themselves. What's gotten into you today—“

“Her hands are small.“ Zhang Guan'ao cut him off， his tone flat. “A blade too heavy won't handle right.“

Then he turned and left.

Third Uncle Zhou picked up the short sword from the anvil， turned it over to examine the two nicks， and set it back down.

He'd known Zhang Guan'ao for twenty years—known him since they were kids running around in split-crotch pants. This man never went out of his way to worry about anyone else.

Never.

Third Uncle Zhou shoved a fresh piece of iron into the forge， shook his head， and muttered:

“Now that's strange.“

The Next Day. Zhoutan Village， the Zhang Clan Ancestral Hall.

Thirty-six men filled the courtyard.

These were the militia backbone who had trickled in from nearby villages over the past few days—some were Zhang Guan'ao's direct disciples， some were martial-arts instructors from other villages， and some were drifters like Sun Tietou who had thrown in with them halfway.

Everyone knew what today was about: a blood oath， and the founding of a name.

But the name hadn't been decided yet.

Some said “Eastern Township Volunteers，“ some said “Zhoutan Village Militia，“ and a few said just call it “The Zhang Family Army.“

Zhang Guan'ao stood on the threshold of the ancestral hall， listening to the clamor below， saying nothing.

His gaze swept across the crowd and settled on a figure standing in the corner—Huang Xiaogu had changed into clean clothes， but she still wore rough men's garb. The bamboo hat had been swapped for a cloth headwrap that gathered all her stray hair. She stood at the edge of the crowd， maintaining a subtle distance from everyone else—inside the circle， yet not quite part of it.

It was the posture of someone habitually on guard.

She didn't speak to anyone beside her. But the blade at her waist had been replaced—it was the one she'd taken from a monk in the temple the night before. A hand-span longer than her old blade， but she'd filed the tip shorter overnight， rebalancing it to her own weight.

Zhang Guan'ao saw the blade. He said nothing.

“Big Bro， say the word!“ Sun Tietou couldn't wait any longer. He shouted at the top of his lungs， “What the hell are we calling ourselves?“

Zhang Guan'ao finally spoke.

“The Eastern Camp.“

Three words， clean and decisive.

“The banner won't carry 'Zhang，' won't carry 'Militia.' Just two characters: 'Eastern.'“

Someone didn't understand. “Big Bro， if you don't put your name on the banner， how will outsiders know this is Zhang Guan'ao's company?“

Zhang Guan'ao said， “The Eastern Township isn't mine alone. If I put my surname on the banner， and something goes wrong， the mud slung will stain the whole Eastern Township. No surname—just 'Eastern'—then this company belongs to everyone， always.“

The courtyard went quiet.

Sun Tietou wanted to say something. He opened his mouth， then closed it again.

Deng Xianmei stood at the front of the crowd and nodded slowly. He understood that Zhang Guan'ao wasn't being modest. He was making sure that even if something happened to him someday， this company would still have roots—someone else could pick it up and carry on.

In the corner， Huang Xiaogu lifted her eyes and glanced at Zhang Guan'ao.

The look was light， like dew in the night. But there was something in it.

She had seen many martial artists. Many men who led troops. But in all her life， she had never seen a man who， on the very first day of raising a banner， had already left an escape route for everyone else.

Zhang Guan'ao didn't look at her. But he knew she was looking at him.

He didn't turn his head.

He took it all in through his peripheral vision， his face showing nothing.

“Bring the wine.“

Someone brought out a long bench and set thirty-six coarse porcelain bowls on it. Aged rice wine was poured， the cloudy liquid sloshing in the bowls. Deng Xianmei pulled a roll of cloth-bound ledger from his chest， unfolded it， and began reading the names.

Each name called， one man stepped forward and lifted a bowl of wine.

When he reached “Huang Xiaogu，“ Zhang Guan'ao paused for a moment before finishing the three characters.

Thirty-six bowls of wine. Thirty-six men. They stood in three rows before the ancestral hall.

Zhang Guan'ao raised his bowl above his brow and declared in a clear voice: “Sons of the Eastern Township， swear the blood oath—“

“—Live or die， we save each other. In hardship， we support each other!“

Thirty-six bowls of wine were tipped back and drained at once. The bowls shattered on the ground， shards flying everywhere.

Zhang Guan'ao set down his bowl. His eyes swept across the crowd， and finally， he looked at Huang Xiaogu.

A trace of wine lingered at the corner of her mouth， faintly glistening in the morning light. She picked up a piece of broken bowl， knocked off its sharp edge， wrapped it in a strip of cloth， and tucked it into her chest.

Waste not， want not—it could serve as a hidden weapon on the battlefield.

The corner of Zhang Guan'ao's mouth twitched.

It wasn't a smile. Lighter than a smile. It was an expression he didn't even notice himself.

Then he turned and entered the ancestral hall.

The incense for the ancestral rites burned. In the drifting smoke， thirty-six shadows were pulled long and tangled， like an unfinished painting of a chaotic age.

Not far beyond the gate， roiling dark clouds pressed in from the southeast. Another rain was coming.
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I

The night wind on Mount Jiuhua was as cold as a blade， cutting into the face with a lingering smell of blood that refused to fade.

By the time those thirty-six men—fresh from the blood and rain of battle—stumbled back to Zhoutan Town in Eastern Township， Zongyang County， the sky was just beginning to lighten.

The morning mist lay like a thick white shroud， smothering this patchwork network of waterways in the Jiangnan marshlands. Visibility was nearly zero. Beyond three paces， a man was nothing but a blurred outline. In the air， mixed with the scent of wet earth， hung a faint trace of gunpowder smoke—drifting across from the far bank of the Yangtze River， the lingering residue of battles between the Taiping Army and Qing forces.

Zhang Guan'ao walked at the head of the column， his stride steady， but the gash on his shoulder was still seeping blood， trickling down his arm and congealing into dark crusts on the sleeve of his coarse cloth tunic. Behind him followed thirty-five men—no， thirty-five people. Sun Tietou carried the bladed iron plowshare on his shoulder in second place. Huang Xiaogu was embedded in the middle of the column， head down， her bamboo hat pulled low.

In the brutal fight on Mount Jiuhua， she had killed three men. Her hand gripping the blade was still trembling faintly， but she kept it hidden inside her sleeve. No one saw.

Zhoutan Town was still asleep. No roosters crowed. No dogs barked. Even the water-powered trip-hammer by the river sat silent. This water-town in the early mist looked like an old beast curled in on itself， unaware that a band of men with blood on their hands had already crawled into its bosom.

II

Zhang Guan'ao didn't go straight back to his own broken-down house. He led the column to the eastern edge of town， to an old residence beside the Zhoutan Pond—a three-courtyard brick-and-tile building with a half-worn plaque hanging above the door:

Zhang Clan Ancestral Hall.

He raised his hand and knocked three times.

No answer from inside. He knocked three more times， heavier than before.

After a long pause， slow footsteps approached from within. The bolt slid open， and the old wooden door creaked wide enough to reveal a thin， deeply lined face—Zhang Mubin， Zhang Guan'ao's uncle， and the only man in the Zhang clan who had spent a few years studying and sat for the military imperial examinations. He was forty-seven now， still held the frame of a martial artist， his back straight， but his hair was more than half grey.

Zhang Mubin's gaze swept out through the crack in the door. First he examined Zhang Guan'ao from head to toe—taking in the blood crust on his shoulder and the mud caked on his hem—then he swept his eyes over the thirty-five men behind him. When his gaze landed on Huang Xiaogu， he paused.

Only for a breath.

Then he pulled the door open.

“Inside.“

III

The thirty-six of them crowded into the main hall， instantly filling the small old building to the brim. Zhang Mubin lit the candles on the central altar. The flickering yellow flames trembled in the draft， illuminating the neatly arranged ancestral tablets on the offering table.

Zhang Guan'ao walked to the altar. He unsheathed the still-dripping short sword from his waist and laid it gently on the offering table. Then he stepped back， dropped to one knee， and pressed his forehead to the ground.

“Ancestors above. Your unworthy descendant， Zhang Guan'ao， today on Mount Jiuhua killed the evil monk Iron Buddha and broke the demon monk's hostage racket. My hands are stained with blood， but my conscience is clear. From now on， on this Eastern Township—if anyone bullies us， I， Zhang Guan'ao—“

He lifted his head. The candle flame reflected in his eyes like two burning things.

“—will not let a single one of them get away.“

Behind him， thirty-five bodies dropped to their knees in unison. Sun Tietou's knees hit the blue brick floor with the loudest thud. Huang Xiaogu knelt at the very back of the line. She didn't bow her head to the floor. She only lowered her eyes， staring at a crack in the brick before her.

Zhang Mubin stood to the side， arms crossed， not kneeling. He waited until Zhang Guan'ao had risen， then spoke slowly:

“Guan'ao， you brought thirty-six men back. How many did you leave with?“

“Thirty-seven.“

“Lost one?“

“...Mm. Zhang Laosan. Iron Buddha's staff caught him square on the crown. Gone on the spot.“

Zhang Mubin was silent for a moment. Then he said， “Zhang Laosan still has a blind old mother at home. What do you plan to do?“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't hesitate. “From today， his mother is my mother. I'll provide for her.“

Zhang Mubin looked at him. He said nothing more. But as he turned to head to the back courtyard to boil water， his gaze wandered back to the tail end of the line—that one person， still with head down， bamboo hat pulled low. A slight frame， small bones—not the build for farm work.

Zhang Mubin had a mental ledger of every young man within ten li of Zhoutan and what he looked like. This person's build didn't match any entry.

But he didn't ask.

IV

After daybreak， Zhang Mubin set up a large cauldron in the courtyard and boiled a pot of thick rice porridge. The thirty-six men took turns washing their faces， changing into clean clothes， and squatting under the eaves of the ancestral hall， cradling coarse bowls as they drank their porridge.

Huang Xiaogu took her bowl and slipped behind a porch pillar. She didn't want to crowd in with the others—not because she didn't fit in， but because the wound on her body had torn open again during the fight on Mount Jiuhua. The bandage was a hasty wrap， already soaked through with blood again. She was afraid someone would see.

Zhang Guan'ao carried his own bowl of porridge， walked out of the crowd， and circled around behind the pillar.

He didn't say anything. He crouched down， broke the untouched half of his white-flour flatbread in two， and handed one piece to her.

Huang Xiaogu looked up at him. The morning light fell on her face—the bamboo hat was off now， revealing a young face. Her eyebrows were thick. Her eyes had the look of a cat backed into a corner—watchful and defiant.

“I'm not hungry，“ she said.

“You threw up yesterday，“ Zhang Guan'ao said.

Huang Xiaogu froze. After she had killed that Taiping soldier yesterday， she had slipped into the woods and vomited for a long time， until there was nothing left but bile in her stomach. She thought she had done it without anyone noticing—it was so dark. No one had seen.

But he had seen.

Zhang Guan'ao didn't ask why she had thrown up. He didn't comfort her with “It's always like that the first time you kill someone.“ He just pressed the half-flatbread into her hand， stood up， and walked away.

Huang Xiaogu looked down at the half-flatbread in her hand. She was hungry. Truly hungry. She took a bite. She chewed for a long time before she could swallow—her throat was too tight; the bread nearly stuck.

V

After breakfast， Zhang Mubin called Zhang Guan'ao into the back courtyard's side room.

As soon as the door closed， Zhang Mubin's face darkened.

“Guan'ao， I have a question. Answer me honestly.“

“Uncle， speak.“

“That one—the smallest one， wearing the bamboo hat—a girl， isn't she?“

Zhang Guan'ao's brow furrowed. He didn't answer immediately.

Zhang Mubin stared at him and let out a sigh. “You think your uncle has gone senile? When I sat for the military exams， I still had the eye to size people up. That girl doesn't even have an Adam's apple. Her wrists are as thin as chopsticks. How could she possibly be a man. Where did you find her?“

“...Her parents were both killed by the Long Hairs. She hid alone by the river for seven days. I came across her when I was passing by.“

“So you brought her back?“

“She had nowhere to go.“

“Then why is she dressed as a man， mixed in among the brothers?“

Zhang Guan'ao was silent for a moment. Then he said， “She knows what I think. On the Eastern Township， a young woman alone can't survive. Dressed as a man， at least she can live.“

Zhang Mubin looked at him for a long time. The candlelight flickered between them， carving the wrinkles on Zhang Mubin's face deep and dark.

“Guan'ao， you have a soft heart. That's your strength and your ruin.“ He paused. “Keeping this girl by your side—sooner or later， something will come of it. Weigh it yourself.“

“I know.“

“Good that you know.“ Zhang Mubin turned and opened a cabinet， pulling out a roll of clean gauze and a bottle of medicinal wine. He set them on the table. “If you don't change the dressing on that shoulder wound soon， don't blame me for not warning you when it rots. Take off your shirt.“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't move. He was still thinking about Zhang Mubin's words—“Sooner or later， something will come of it.“

He knew that， too.

VI

By noon， the townsfolk had started talking.

The news from Mount Jiuhua had traveled faster than the wind—Iron Buddha was dead， the temple was burned， and more than thirty hostages had all been released. Some said it was a band of river pirates. Some said it was a group of scattered Taiping soldiers passing through who had cleaned the place up on a whim. But no one suspected that it was Zhang Guan'ao—the fist-fighting instructor from the Zhang family of Zhoutan—who had done the job.

Zhang Guan'ao sat on the stone steps outside the ancestral hall gate， a grass stem clamped between his teeth， staring absently at the surface of Zhoutan Pond.

Huang Xiaogu came out of the hall. She had changed into clean clothes—still a man's outfit， but at least the bloodstains had been washed clean. She sat down at the other end of the stone steps， a good gap between them.

Neither of them spoke.

On the water， a white egret swept down， snatched a small fish， and flapped its wings， splashing a string of droplets across the surface.

Zhang Guan'ao suddenly spoke， his voice low， as if talking to himself:

“When the mist lifts on the Eastern Township， it's a beautiful sight.“

Huang Xiaogu turned her head and glanced at him. He wasn't looking at her. His gaze was fixed on the river， on the ripples and the reeds. The afternoon sunlight traced a contour along his profile—not handsome， but hard， like a stone polished by river currents.

She didn't answer.

But she didn't look away， either.

The egret had already flown far off. Zhang Guan'ao was still staring in that direction. The grass stem at the corner of his mouth twitched—just an unconscious gesture， like the slight movement of a man's lips when he's lost in thought.

He didn't even realize he was smiling.

VII

That evening， Zhang Mubin laid out a simple meal in the main hall of the ancestral hall—a plate of peanuts boiled in salt water， a dish of pickled turnips， and a jug of cheap liquor diluted with water. The thirty-six men sat around together， a welcoming feast to wash away the dust of the Mount Jiuhua battle.

After a few rounds of drink， Sun Tietou's face was red as a monkey's backside. He slapped the table and said， “Big Bro， from now on， the thirty-six of us share one life! Tell us where to hit， and we'll hit!“

“That's right! Whatever Big Bro says goes!“ a few of the men cheered along.

Zhang Guan'ao held his wine bowl， saying nothing. He looked around the room—these faces before him， some he hadn't even learned the full names of yet， others he remembered running barefoot along the ridges of rice paddies as children. These men had placed their lives in his hands. He knew the weight of that.

His gaze traveled to the outermost edge—Huang Xiaogu sat in the corner， holding her wine bowl without drinking， her eyes downcast， as if lost in thought.

Zhang Guan'ao raised his bowl and took a sip. The liquor was cheap， burning hot down his throat.

“Brothers，“ he set the bowl down， “from today on， what we're going to do isn't something that ends after one fight. Iron Buddha was just the beginning. The Long Hairs are still across the river. The government can't be relied on. The militia hasn't even been formed yet. If we want to protect the Eastern Township， we need to sharpen our blades.“

“Big Bro， how do we sharpen them?“

“Starting tomorrow， practice fist and blade forms for an hour every morning. If you have farm tools， bring them. If you don't， cut bamboo and whittle spearheads. We don't fight aimless battles—first make our skills hard， then wait for the opportunity.“

He spoke plainly， without rousing speeches. But every word landed like a nail， driven into the ears of everyone present.

When the feast broke up， Zhang Guan'ao walked out of the ancestral hall alone and stood on the bank of Zhoutan Pond. Moonlight lay spread across the water， shimmering like scattered silver coins.

He heard footsteps behind him—very light， very careful.

He didn't turn around.

“Why aren't you asleep yet?“ he asked.

Huang Xiaogu stood a few paces behind him. Her voice was a little hoarse:

“...Can't sleep.“

“Training with blades starts tomorrow.“

“I know.“

Silence.

Zhang Guan'ao turned around. The moonlight fell on his face. He looked at Huang Xiaogu and noticed she wasn't wearing that man's outer coat—only a thin inner shirt， with clean gauze wrapped around her arm. The roll Zhang Mubin had given her that afternoon.

He opened his mouth， as if to say something. But in the end， all he said was:

“It's cold at night. Go inside.“

Huang Xiaogu didn't move. She stood with her head down for a long moment. Then she said something in a voice so soft it was nearly swallowed by the sound of the river:

“Big Bro... thank you.“

It was the first time she had called him “Big Bro.“

Zhang Guan'ao stood in the moonlight， saying nothing. After a long while， he turned his back to her and nodded once—he didn't know if she had seen it.

Then he strode into the darkness of the ancestral hall.

Huang Xiaogu stood in the moonlight， staring at the direction he had disappeared， for a very long time.

The white egret on the river had flown somewhere， no one knew where. The surface of Zhoutan Pond was still as a mirror， reflecting both the moonlight and her small， slender shadow.
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I

Shijitou， a place on the banks of the Yangtze River， was no major port， but neither was it a kind one.

The water was narrow here. A row of submerged reefs crouched mid-river， and when the dry season exposed them above the surface， they looked like a row of crooked， rotten teeth in a dead man's mouth. Every year during the flood season， some boats unfamiliar with these waters would shatter against them. Planks， cargo， and bodies would drift downstream with the current. The lucky ones might be recovered; the unlucky ones fed the fish in the river.

The Qian family of Zongyang had established a grain transport station here. The Qians were a powerful clan in Zongyang — even the county magistrate would clasp his hands in greeting to Old Master Qian first. The Qian family's grain fleet came up from Jiangxi， docked at Shijitou， then transferred to small boats traveling the inland waterways， all the way to the official granaries in Luzhou Prefecture.

What Zhang Guan'ao had his eyes on was precisely this grain.

This was not his idea alone. Third Master Wu of the Tongyuan General Store in Yangjia Market had passed along the intelligence: the Qian family's grain boats would be docked at Shijitou for three days， waiting for the inland river to rise. During those three days， the dock would have only twenty guards from the Grain Transport Guild， plus a dozen or so of the Qian family's own retainers. Third Master Wu's exact words were: “Captain Zhang， if you can take this grain， the old and young of Eastern Township won't have to eat the northwest wind this winter.“

Zhang Guan'ao had thought it over for half the night in the Buddha hall of Mount Jiuhua. He was not afraid of fighting — he was afraid that once he started， he wouldn't be able to stop. But when dawn came， he said to Sun Tietou: “Tell the brothers to prepare their weapons.“

The Thirty-Six Companions — this time， blood would truly be drawn.

II

The third watch of the hour of the Ox. Shijitou Dock.

The moon was mostly hidden behind clouds. Mist churned over the river surface; beyond five paces， a man could not be seen. The grain boats at the dock huddled together in darkness， like hippopotamuses dozing on the water's surface. The storm lanterns hanging from the masts swayed only a dim yellow glow in the fog， illuminating nothing beyond thirty feet.

Zhang Guan'ao crouched on a slope west of Shijitou， a blade of dry grass clamped between his teeth， his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the dock.

Behind him were thirty-five men. Some crouched， some lay prone， some leaned against rocks. Not a single one spoke. Only the sound of breathing rose and fell.

Now， a word about the Thirty-Six Companions: these men were not heavenly soldiers or martial arts masters. They were farmers， blacksmiths， hunters， butchers， boatmen， beggars — the poorest wretches in the Eastern Township region. But they had one advantage that no one else could match: they obeyed. Whatever Zhang Guan'ao said， they believed. That night on Mount Jiuhua， once they drank that bowl of wine under his command， their lives became water already poured out.

Zhang Guan'ao spat out the blade of grass and said in a low voice: “Tietou.“

Sun Tietou crawled over from the shadows. This man was broad-shouldered and thick-waisted， his dark face betraying no expression in the moonlight， but his eyes shone like a wolf's. He was a local from Zongyang， a cowherd since childhood. At twelve， a calf had fallen into a mountain stream， and he had carried it up from the ravine all by himself — at twelve years old. Later he worked odd jobs around Eastern Township， eating three catties of rice， two catties of meat， and a pot of soup in a single meal. Zhang Guan'ao had found him outside a gambling den， where he was being beaten into the ground for failing to pay his debts. He hadn't uttered a single cry. Zhang Guan'ao paid his debt， and Sun Tietou followed him.

“How many lanterns on the dock?“ Zhang Guan'ao asked.

“Seven，“ Sun Tietou said. “Two on the grain boats， three at the entrance of the shed onshore， and two on the pier.“

“Patrols?“

“One circuit every incense stick's time， two men. They walk from the pier to the shed， and from the shed back to the pier.“ Sun Tietou paused and grinned. “I've got the old man's routine figured out. Every time he reaches the end of the pier， he stops to smoke a pipe， facing the river， his back to the dock. That pipe gives us enough time to reach the boats.“

Zhang Guan'ao did not reply. He glanced toward the dock， then at the sky. The moon was burrowing into the clouds. The fog was thickening.

“Xianmei.“

Deng Xianmei crawled over from the other side. This man was tall and thin， with a pale， clean-shaven face. He didn't look like a farmer — more like a failed scholar. And indeed， he had studied for a few years， could read， could do arithmetic， and had served as a substitute teacher for half a year at a private school in Zhoujiatan — until he was expelled for talking back to the clan elder. Zhang Guan'ao had come across him on the roadside， writing letters for people. After reading his calligraphy， he said: “A hand like this shouldn't be found in a place like this.“ Deng Xianmei closed his inkstone and brush and followed Zhang Guan'ao.

“Where is the grain storage?“ Zhang Guan'ao asked.

“Three tiled-roof houses north of the dock.“ Deng Xianmei gestured with his hand. “The first one houses people， the middle one stores goods， the last one is the accounting room. The Qian family's account books are in there.“

“What do you need the account books for?“

“With those books in hand， even if the Qians want to sue us， they'll have to think twice about whether their own hands are clean.“ Deng Xianmei's smile in the night looked somewhat cold. “Big Brother， the Qian family has been bullying men and abusing women for twenty years. Account books cut deeper than knives.“

Zhang Guan'ao looked at him. There was something in that look — perhaps appreciation， perhaps wariness. Deng Xianmei was too clever， so clever that sometimes Zhang Guan'ao felt he himself was almost superfluous as their leader. But he said nothing， only nodded.

“Xiaogu.“

Huang Xiaogu rose from among the men and walked over to him， crouching low. Her clothes were much like everyone else's — a gray cotton jacket belted at the waist， a dark scarf wrapped around her head. But she walked lighter than anyone else， as light as a cat stepping on cotton.

Zhang Guan'ao did not look at her. Pointing toward the southern end of the dock， he said: “There's a reed marsh over there. Enter the water from that spot， circle around to the stern of the southernmost grain boat. After we start fighting， if you hear three whistle blasts from me， set fire to that boat's sails.“

Huang Xiaogu nodded.

Zhang Guan'ao added: “Don't be a hero. Once the fire catches， retreat immediately. Don't wait for anyone.“

His tone was flat， no different from when he gave orders to anyone else. But after he finished speaking， he paused for a breath — a pause so brief that no one beside him could have noticed it. But he himself knew. Every time he said something like “be careful“ to her， he had to run it through his mind first， shaping the words to sound exactly like what he'd say to any other brother — not one word more， not one word less， not one trace of extra feeling.

Huang Xiaogu kept her head down and murmured a soft “Mm.“

Zhang Guan'ao stood up， drew his waist blade an inch from its sheath to check the edge， then pushed it back.

“Let's move.“

III

Thirty-five men flowed down the slope like water.

There was no battle cry. No horn call. Only the rustle of footsteps on gravel， and the occasional sharp clink of metal striking metal — sounds that cut through the night especially harshly. Each time it happened， someone would stop， waiting for the one who'd clanked to steady his weapon before moving again.

Sun Tietou took the lead， guiding the ten most agile men toward the pier. They crept along the stacks of grain sacks， each man stepping exactly where the one before him had stepped， afraid of leaving an extra trace. Sun Tietou carried an iron plowshare — his own modification， its tip polished to a gleaming sharpness. One slash with it could split a man's ribs and heart right open.

Zhang Guan'ao led the rest， guarding the entrance to the dock. His plan was simple: Sun Tietou would silently take out the patrol， seize control of the pier， then signal. Everyone would charge together， pinning the guards and retainers inside the shed and finishing the fight there. No blades drawn if possible — but if blades were drawn， blood would flow.

But in war， the plan never survives the first contact.

When Sun Tietou had reached the middle of the pier， something went wrong.

The limping old man did not smoke tonight. He walked to the end of the pier， stood there for a while， then suddenly turned around — and came face to face with Sun Tietou creeping forward.

Five paces apart， both of them froze.

The old man's reaction was not slow. He opened his mouth to shout.

Sun Tietou's was faster. Without rising， without assuming a stance， he launched himself forward like a pouncing leopard， still crouching low. The iron plowshare traced an arc in the moonlight， its tip driving in under the old man's chin， through his tongue， through his palate， stopping only when it reached the base of his skull.

The old man's cry was trapped in his throat， becoming a muffled， strangled wheeze， like a chicken with its neck wrung. His body convulsed twice， then went limp. Sun Tietou cradled the back of his head with one hand， pulled the plowshare free with the other， and laid him gently on the wooden planks of the pier — his movements surprisingly tender， as if setting down a sleeping infant.

Blood dripped through the gaps in the planks， fell into the river， and dissolved without a sound.

The dock was silent for about three breaths. Then， at the entrance of the shed， a retainer yawned and glanced toward the pier. He saw something — perhaps a blurry shadow in the fog， perhaps that one less man at the end of the pier， perhaps the dark gleam of wet blood on the moonlit planks.

The retainer froze for an instant， then shrieked:

“Thieves!“

IV

That single cry set the whole dock ablaze.

Men swarmed out of the shed like a kicked hornet's nest. Some carried swords， some raised torches， some hadn't even had time to tie their trousers before they ran. The doors of all three tiled-roof houses burst open at once. The Qian family's accountant poked his head out a window， took one look at the scene outside， and shrank back， slamming the window shut with a clatter.

Zhang Guan'ao cursed.

He had wanted a clean fight — slip past the sentries， take control of the dock， move the grain， and get out without killing so much as a chicken. But now that retainer's throat had woken up all of Shijitou. He had only thirty-five men， at least forty were pouring out of the dock， and the Qian family had connections with the garrison troops in Zongyang — if they dragged things out until the government soldiers arrived， it would all be over.

“Fight or not， we have to fight now.“ Zhang Guan'ao drew his blade and looked back at the men behind him.

Their faces showed everything: nervousness， fear， excitement， bloodshot eyes. But not a single one stepped backward.

Zhang Guan'ao raised his blade high and shouted with all the strength in his lungs:

“Men of Eastern Township — follow me!“

The cry carried far across the river. Even fishermen on the opposite shore heard it. Old boatmen would later recall that after that roar， every bird on Shijitou took flight， as if the mountain itself had crumbled.

Thirty-five men surged toward the dock like a mudslide.

The first clash was the most brutal. The retainers had swords and spears — not firearms， but red-tasseled spears a full ten feet long. Three or five thrust out together from the shed's entrance， like a row of porcupine quills. A young Eastern Township man at the front couldn't dodge in time. A spear pierced his shoulder; he screamed and fell. Two more men tripped over him， and the formation wavered for an instant.

That was when Sun Tietou stepped up.

He charged back from the pier， sweeping his iron plowshare horizontally， snapping three spear shafts clean in half. Splinters of bamboo flew through the air. One splinter lodged in a retainer's eye; he collapsed， clawing at his bloody face. Sun Tietou did not stop. He thrust the plowshare forward， driving its tip through a fourth man's belly and out his back. That man looked down at the iron thing that had suddenly appeared in his stomach， opened and closed his mouth a few times， made no sound， and sank softly to his knees.

“Charge inside! Don't fight them out here!“ Zhang Guan'ao shouted.

He had seen it — the retainers' long spears had the advantage in the open， but inside the shed， long weapons were useless. Short blades and fists ruled.

He was the first into the shed.

It was dark inside. Only one oil lamp guttered on a table. Before Zhang Guan'ao's eyes could adjust to the light， he sensed a shift in the air to his left — someone was swinging a blade at him. He did not dodge. Instead， he stepped forward， using his shoulder to drive into the man's chest. The man's blade clove into the doorframe behind him， stuck fast in the wood. Zhang Guan'ao drove his knee into the man's gut. The man grunted， released his grip on the sword， and doubled over， crumpling to the ground.

The men behind surged in like a flood. The space at the shed's entrance was too narrow — the Eastern Township men couldn't cram inside， and the retainers couldn't get out. Both sides were crushed together in that tight doorway， fighting with everything they had: blades， fists， teeth， knees. Men were trampled underfoot， dragged out by the hair， propped against walls and beaten senseless. Blood splashed against the shed's mud walls， soon drowning out every trace of their original color.

V

Huang Xiaogu did not follow the charge into the shed.

She followed Zhang Guan'ao's orders， entering the water from the reed marsh south of the dock. The river in the tenth lunar month was bitterly cold. She gasped sharply as she slipped in， but she did not hesitate. Silently， she slid into the water.

She swam well. This was a skill she had honed since childhood on the riverbank. When she was little， she fished with her father. While he cast his nets from the boat， she would play underwater， holding her breath for the length of half an incense stick. Back then， she hadn't yet learned that “women shouldn't go into the water“ — by the time she learned that lesson， she had already been sold to Eastern Township.

She reached the stern of the grain boat， grasped the gunwale， and raised only half her head above the surface to catch her breath. The dock had already become a cacophony of battle cries， clashing weapons， and screams echoing across the river. She saw the torches fallen at the shed's entrance. A pile of dry straw stacked by the door had caught fire; the flames licked at the night wind， casting the whole dock in flickering light and shadow.

She was waiting for Zhang Guan'ao's whistle.

But her eyes kept drifting toward the shed. Not to watch the fighting — she was looking for one person. She couldn't explain why she needed to find him， but she had to know whether he was still standing.

Then she saw him. In the crowd， Zhang Guan'ao backed out of the shed， sidestepped a swinging blade， drove his own sword into the man's thigh with a backhand stroke， and kicked him into the river. The movement was clean and precise， without a single wasted motion.

In that moment， Huang Xiaogu felt something strike her heart. She sank her head back beneath the water， letting the icy river cover her face.

Don't think about it.

Three whistle blasts came from the dock.

Huang Xiaogu took a deep breath， pulled herself up onto the grain boat's rear deck， and drew her flint from her belt. She struck it， lit the coiled ropes and tarp piled at the stern. As the flames leaped up， her face was illuminated for an instant — there was a strange calm on it， as if she were doing something she had long known she would do.

The fire climbed the sail， quickly reaching halfway up the mast. The entire grain boat blazed like a giant candle on the river， painting the night sky over Shijitou a fiery orange.

For a moment， everyone still fighting on the dock stopped and turned to stare at the burning boat. Panic flickered across the retainers' faces — the boat was gone， the grain was gone. Who was going to pay them this month?

Zhang Guan'ao seized the moment and shouted: “Brothers of the Qian family — the grain boat is already burning! Are you still going to die for the Qians?“

The words fell like a bucket of ice water over the Qian men's heads. The retainers exchanged glances. Someone put down his sword. Someone backed away. Someone simply turned and ran. The head guard tried to bark orders， but seeing that hardly any of his men were still fighting， he cursed and sheathed his blade.

Zhang Guan'ao stood at the shed's entrance， his chest heaving. Blood dripped from the tip of his blade， one drop at a time. He surveyed the dock — seven or eight men lay on the ground， some Eastern Township brothers， some Qian retainers. Those still alive were all breathing heavily. The air was thick with the smell of blood and burnt things.

He had won.

But he did not go first to check on his fallen brothers. His gaze cut through the fire and the night， landing on the burning grain boat to the south. At its stern， a small figure was slipping from the gunwale into the water.

He had seen her. Seen her in the instant the firelight caught her. Seen where the splash fell. Seen that she was safe.

Only then did the breath truly ease in his chest.

VI

When Huang Xiaogu crawled ashore， she was trembling all over. The October river was no joke， and with all the exertion， her lips had turned purple. Her teeth chattered. She could barely stand.

Zhang Guan'ao walked over. His steps were steady. His clothes were drenched in blood， impossible to tell whose it was. He stopped in front of her， looked down at her for a moment — then unfastened his own jacket and draped it over her shoulders.

The jacket still carried his body heat. Huang Xiaogu flinched at the warmth， shivering even harder.

“Walk faster，“ he said. “Drink some ginger soup when you get back.“

Then he turned and walked away without another glance at her.

Huang Xiaogu stood by the river， wrapped in his jacket. It was too big for her， hanging all the way down past her knees. The jacket smelled of sweat， of iron rust， and of something she couldn't name — perhaps the smell of this man.

She pulled the jacket tighter around herself.

In the distance， the fire still burned. The Eastern Township brothers were unloading grain sacks from the boats that hadn't caught fire. Someone was shouting， someone was laughing， someone was cursing. The dock after victory was noisy and chaotic， as lively as New Year.

No one was watching her.

That was good.

VII

On the way back to Zhoujiatan， Zhang Guan'ao did not speak a single word.

He walked at the front of the column， his stride long and fast. The men behind had to jog to keep up. He did not look back — not toward the grain carts， not toward Huang Xiaogu. He did not look back at all.

But if you had walked beside him and studied his face closely in the moonlight， you would have noticed something very interesting:

The corner of his mouth twitched slightly upward.

It was not a smile. A smile would have been too full， too heavy.

It was only a momentary flicker of expression — like a man tasting a scalding-hot soup， his tongue stung by the heat， quickly closing his mouth.

He probably didn't even notice it himself.

But Deng Xianmei， walking behind him， saw it. Deng Xianmei said nothing. He simply walked on in silence under the moonlight， looking away.

This... this is going to be trouble， Deng Xianmei thought to himself.

VIII

The sky was already paling when Zhang Guan'ao returned to Zhoujiatan.

He stood for a while at the entrance of the ancestral hall， watching the eastern horizon turn the color of fish belly. There was still unwashed blood on his hands， black grime under his nails. His shoulders ached so badly he could hardly lift them. His right knee， which he'd banged against something inside the shed， now made him limp slightly as he walked.

But none of this was what occupied his mind.

He was thinking about something that had happened on the way back. Passing a stretch of riverbank， the moonlight had shimmered beautifully on the water. He had nearly stopped， nearly turned around to call someone over to look at it with him.

Nearly.

He had not.

Zhang Guan'ao unbuckled his blade， walked into the ancestral hall， and sat down before the spirit tablets. He laid the sword across his knees and closed his eyes.

Can't think about it. Can't think about it.

He said it to himself three times.

But he knew — he could no longer control his own heart.
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I

The first autumn rain of the fifth year of Xianfeng had just passed. The blue-stone streets of Zhoujiatan were still wet， gleaming with a dark sheen. A few early risers dotted the thoroughfare， moving through the morning mist with their heads tucked into their collars， their exhaled white breath mingling indistinguishably with the river fog.

Zhang Guan'ao had sat at the blacksmith's door all night.

The ash in his tobacco pouch had piled up like a small mountain. Seven or eight cigarette butts lay at his feet. The low stool he sat on was Zhou Laosan's rest stool， its surface dark and glossy from years of sweat and grime — as heavy as Zhang Guan'ao's own expression.

Zhou Laosan had gotten up before dawn to light the forge. Seeing Zhang Guan'ao still sitting there， he said nothing， just stuffed a handful of dry kindling into the furnace and stoked the fire. Sparks crackled and spat onto the dirt floor， dying in an instant.

“Up all night?“ Zhou Laosan poked at the coals with his iron tongs.

“Mm.“

“Made up your mind?“

Zhang Guan'ao didn't answer. He stubbed out the cigarette in his hand， stood up， and flicked the butt into the furnace. The spark flared once， then was swallowed by the coals.

He was thinking， of course. The Qian family had put the word out in Zongyang， saying that Zhang Guan'ao and his men were “of dubious origin，“ vowing revenge for the Shijitou incident. The Grain Transport Guild had operated on the Yangtze for decades， keeping a hundred or more desperate men on their payroll. If it came to a real fight， could Zhoujiatan — a place small enough to fit in the palm of your hand — hold its ground?

But that wasn't what occupied his mind most.

What occupied him was the sight of Huang Xiaogu returning from the riverside yesterday evening — crouching at the dock's edge， scrubbing blood from her hands in the river water. Blood seeping from under her fingernails， dissolving in the current， strand by strand， like threads of red silk. She had submerged both hands in the river， her eyes closed. The expression on her face was not fear — it was a kind of exhaustion she herself hadn't recognized.

Zhang Guan'ao had stood a dozen paces behind her and watched for a long time. She didn't notice him.

He hadn't walked over. Hadn't spoken. Had turned and left.

But after he turned， his steps were half a beat slower than when he had come.

No one noticed this detail. Not even he himself.

II — Widow Li

Widow Li's cries came from a rammed-earth courtyard on the eastern end of Zhoujiatan.

The sun had just climbed to the treetops then. The mist had not yet fully dispersed， and the street was only just beginning to stir. A piercing wail cut through from the east， like a dull blade slashing through the morning's fabric:

“You murderers — bullying a widow like me — you'll die a dog's death —“

The pedestrians on the street stopped in their tracks.

A few old men squatting by the wall， drawing on their long-stemmed pipes， pulled the stems from their mouths and pricked up their ears.

Zhang Guan'ao had been at the blacksmith's， discussing knives with Zhou Laosan. When he heard the cry， the cigarette he was lighting hung midair， the paper suspended between his fingers.

“The Qian family，“ Zhou Laosan said， setting down his hammer， his face darkening. “They came yesterday. They want to take Widow Li's three fen of paddy field — her husband died three years ago， and they claim he owed grain levies. They want the land as payment.“

“How much does she owe?“

“Three taels of silver.“

Zhang Guan'ao said nothing. He put the cigarette between his lips， struck a match， lit it， and took a drag.

Three taels of silver. Three fen of paddy field. A widow's lifeline.

He exhaled a puff of smoke. It dispersed slowly in the morning light.

“Let's go.“

That was all he said. He stubbed out the cigarette， tucked it behind his waist， and headed east.

III

Outside the rammed-earth courtyard on the east end stood seven or eight men.

Their leader was a short， stout man surnamed Qian， the fourth in his generation — known as Qian Si. He was a distant nephew of the Zongyang Qians， a low-level errand-runner in the Qian family's guild. He threw his weight around the neighboring villages， relying on the Qian name. He wore a silk jacket that was
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