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Disclaimer

 This is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the
products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious
manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or
actual events is purely coincidental.

 In other words, nothing is real.


Chapter 1

 The
alchemist pushed open the door and walked down the damp stairs into
the dim dungeon.

It used to be a
root cellar, though the stink of rotten radishes and sprouted
potatoes had been overtaken by a stronger, more pungent smell—that
of excrement, sweat, and fear. The vegetables were gone now,
replaced with three cells separated with iron bars.

Only one of the
cells was occupied, but the alchemist planned to rectify that
situation soon.

The inmate’s
wrists and ankles were bound in sturdy iron shackles, chained to
the wall. He still retained some peach fuzz on his chin. He must
have been fleshy once, for his skin hung loosely upon him in folds
and wrinkles. A metal collar around his neck restricted his ability
to rotate his head.

As he heard
footsteps approaching, he shrank back in terror. The sleeves of the
long robe he was wearing were rolled up, displaying hands and
forearms covered in cuts, some of them still raw while others had
started to heal. He didn’t know which one was worse: the agony from
fresh lacerations that were still bleeding or the unbearable itch
from wounds that had started to scab over. All he knew was, he
wanted this nightmare to be over.

“Please, no
more . . .” he begged in a voice too weak for the alchemist to
hear. “I just want to go home. Please, I don’t . . .”

“You came to
me, remember?” the alchemist walked through the open door of the
cell. With the inmate incapacitated, there was no point in locking
the door. It wasn’t as if anyone could stumble upon this place.
Well, except for this young man.

The alchemist’s
servant was just one step behind him, a protective shadow.

“All this is
part of the test. A test of your faith and your resolve. You’ve
lasted for ten days, way beyond any of your predecessors. You
should be proud of yourself. You may not know it, but you are
making significant contributions to an important undertaking. If it
succeeds, I’ll make sure your part in it is not forgotten. Are you
ready?”

“No no no
please . . .”the prisoner shook his head as much as his metal
collar allowed him to do so and tried to blend in with the wall
behind him.

“Don’t worry,
this one won’t hurt as much as the previous ones,” the alchemist
held up a dagger with an elaborately carved hilt. Its steely tip
glinted in the semi-dark dungeon.

“Actually, I
don’t know if that’s true, but after ten days, surely your body has
acclimatised to the pain?” the alchemist asked hopefully.

When no
response came forth, he shook his head, “Never mind.” He lifted up
the inmate’s tattered left sleeve, picked a spot above his
elbow—the forearm was already blanketed in scars, and sliced his
skin open.

The inmate
whimpered, no longer having the strength to scream. Droplets of
blood trickled out from the wound, staining his sleeves. The
straw-covered floor beneath him had turned into a pool of congealed
maroon, testament to the torturous past ten days.

“You’re looking
awfully pale,” the alchemist leaned in, the tip of his nose almost
touching the inmate’s. “You need nourishment. Here.” He produced a
small porcelain vial, tipped its content onto his palm, held it up
to examine it in the dank cell.

It was a black,
thumbnail-sized ball, the culmination of years of research and
hours of drudgery in the stifling heat of the luted crucible.
“Let’s hope this one works.”

The alchemist
took one step back and beckoned to his servant, who’d been hovering
in the background. The alchemist pointed to the inmate, then
pointed to his mouth.

The servant
approached the inmate, who had screwed his eyes shut and bitten
down on his lips in dreaded anticipation of what was coming next,
and used his fingers to pry open the inmate’s mouth.

The alchemist
tossed the black pill into the inmate’s mouth, held his nose until
he was forced to suck in air through his mouth and swallowed the
pill.

“There, that
wasn’t so hard, was it?” the alchemist stood back and patted the
inmate on the shoulder. “I’ll come back and check on you in a
while.”

Before he’d
reached the cell door, he felt a tug on his sleeve. He looked down
and saw the servant’s bony, liver-spotted hand. The alchemist
turned back, and watched the inmate’s mouth stretch open in a vast,
silent shriek. His eyes bulged as if they were going to pop out of
their sockets. His head thrashed, banging against the wall with a
dull, repeated thud. His whole body convulsed as if he’d been
struck by lightning. Blood poured out of his eyes, nose, mouth, and
ears.

“Oh no,” the
alchemist quickly strode to the inmate. “Not after all this work
I’ve done.” He grabbed the inmate’s long, greasy, unkempt hair,
lifted up his head and stared at a face contorted in pain.

That was when
he noticed the colour of the blood: an unnatural, eerie shade of
purple, accompanied by an unforgettable, noxious stench. The
alchemist shrank back.

The inmate
bucked and thrashed, choking on the metal collar around his neck
and on the purple foam around his mouth. The alchemist detected a
familiar reek, and knew that the inmate had lost bladder control.
As the spasms continued, the only sounds in the cell were that of
the iron shackles clanking against the chains, and the thump of the
inmate’s head against the wall.

Then, just as
suddenly as they had begun, the convulsions stopped. The inmate’s
mouth remained open like a bottomless pit, and he’d breathed his
last.

The alchemist
put a finger under the inmate’s nose and detected nothing. He
straightened up, and let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe he just isn’t
resolved enough. You know what to do.”

The last
comment was directed at the servant, who watched his master stroll
out of the cell wordlessly. He unlocked the shackles, and let the
limp body slump down onto his shoulders. The inmate was taller and
heavier than him, so the servant had to half-drag, half-carry the
bulk up the stony steps of the dungeon, over a short stretch of
leaf-strewn ground, under an arched doorway, until he’d reached the
edge of the cliff.

With an
efficiency born of practice, he flipped the body over and watched
it being swallowed by the stygian chasm below.

A bolt of
lightning lit up the sky. Thunder cracked overhead. By the time the
servant returned to his master’s side, he was drenched by the
sudden downpour.

The alchemist
was sitting at a desk in the crucible room, a manuscript written on
bamboo strips open in front of him. With a goat-hair brush dipped
in red ink, he crossed out a section of the writing.

 “Formula nineteen is a let-down, again,” he tossed the ink
brush aside. “I need more test subjects.”


Chapter 2

The dam holding the
raging Fu River at bay had burst.

Instead of
going to the site of the damage and supervising the repair work,
Steward Duan Jian assured me that it was just a small breach,
nothing he hadn’t handled before. He would coordinate the efforts
at the dam, while I, the magistrate of Taihe County, had a more
important job to do.

“What could be
more important than making sure the river doesn’t overflow and
inundate the entire town?” I tied the maroon-coloured sash around
the official judge’s robe, and donned the stiff, black judge’s
hat.

The two
wing-like flaps of thin, oval shaped boards hanging down each side
of the hat always made me feel as if two small crows were
fluttering right by my ears as I walked. I was secretly relieved
that I didn’t have go anywhere near the water. But the alternative
destination Steward Duan dispatched me to was not something I
looked forward to, either.

Rock and a hard
place.

“We have more
than enough manpower for the repair work. In a state of emergency,
which this definitely qualifies, the magistrate has the authority
to draft as many men as he needs,” Steward Duan helped me smooth
out the wide, oversized sleeves that covered my hands. “However, we
are required to pay these men for their labour. An admittedly lower
than fair market wage that, when multiplied by hundreds, would
still present a significant bill for the magistrate’s court. Not to
mention the sandbags, stones, bricks and other materials needed. As
well as food, clothing, and temporary shelters for refugees. We
don’t have enough funds in the magisterial coffers.”

“What
refugees?” I examined my blurry reflection in the full-length
bronze mirror. I looked official enough, but without a long beard
or an authoritative scowl, not intimidating enough.

“Fu River
originates from the top of Mount Xuebao, flows for two hundred li
before it reaches us, and continues downstream for another fifteen
hundred li before joining the East Sea,” Steward Duan explained
with the patience of a tutor who had gone through the same concept
with a dense student multiple times before. “Each summer, snowmelt
from the mountaintop combined with heavy rainfall cause the river
to swell and overflow, laying waste to hundreds of hectares of
farmland. Famine ensues. Our neighbours in the west, residents of
Qinfeng Circuit, would soon be driven out of their homes and start
showing up on our doorstep.”

“How many
refugees? Do we have the capacity to handle them?”

“Nothing we
can’t handle. They would come to town, seek temporary shelter, wait
for the flood to subside, and return to their homes. Generally,
they’re a peaceful bunch. We just need to give them enough food and
clothing to see them through the duration of the flood. All
expenses incurred would be reimbursed by His Imperial Majesty’s
Bureau of Revenue. But before that money could be dispensed, we
need to pay for it ourselves. Hence the need for Your Honour’s
visit to the town’s luminaries to solicit their help.”

“By ‘solicit’,
you mean grovel to a group of avaricious merchants and landowners
who guard their purse strings more jealously than they guard their
wives’ virtue?”

“I said it was
an important job, I didn’t say it was a pleasurable one,” Steward
Duan hid a smile behind his goatee.

I dragged my
feet, but still managed to reach the impressive mansion before I
could come up with a way to ask for money that wouldn’t totally
shred my dignity. A doorkeeper rushed in to notify his master, who
waddled to the door, panting, his face flushed, a horsewhip in his
right hand.

I raised a
quizzical eyebrow at the whip, “Sorry for interrupting. It seems
like you’re in the middle of something. Shall I come back at a
better time?”

Following my
line of sight, Lao Ban saw the whip he was holding, quickly dropped
it like it was a piece of hot coal and bowed to me. “Sorry, Your
Honour. I was, ah, handling internal affairs when I received the
auspicious news of your visit. Please, come in. Welcome to my
humble abode.” He led me through the front yard lined with potted
plants and artfully arranged rockeries.

The appealing
landscape was marred by the sight of a figure kneeling on the
ground. It was a man, stripped to the waist. Bright red weals on
his back looked suspiciously like those left by a horsewhip.

“Move him
aside!” Lao Ban hissed to two servants standing nearby.

“What’s the
matter?”

“Caught this
servant stealing from me. I was just meting out his due punishment,
Your Honour.” Lao Ban offered up an obsequious smile.

“Your Honour,
please save me! I’m not a thief!” the offending servant, having
heard his master, resisted the hands trying to drag him away and
turned around. He was an old man, his hands bound in front of him
by a length of rope. His knees buckled when he struggled to stand
up, then he knee-walked towards me and Lao Ban, raising his tied-up
hands in a begging gesture.

I stopped the
servants trying to haul him away. “Mr Lao, do you want to tell me
the full story?”

“This man,
Xingfu, is my servant. He secretly sold the purebred mare I asked
him to look after, and had the audacity to replace it with a mule
in the stable, as if I couldn’t spot the difference,” Lao Ban spat
on the ground.

“Your Honour,
please don’t let Master Lao take my wife and daughter,” Xingfu
wiped his face with his bound hands. “I was telling the truth.
Master Lao’s mare was stolen by a scoundrel, who tricked me into
exchanging the mare for a mule.”

“Stop lying,
you old fool.”

“What’s this
about his wife and daughter?” I asked.

“That’s the
only way I could recover the loss, Your Honour.”

“Even if he did
do something wrong, why don’t you just ask him to work off his
debt?”

“But I already
own him, Your Honour. I paid a substantial price for his contract
of indenture when he came to me. Not that he’s worth it.”

“Fair enough.
But I would still like to hear his side of the story, if you don’t
mind.”

Anything to
delay the inevitable grovelling.



Chapter 3

The alchemist lit up a
stick of incense, held it in front of him, bowed three times to the
statue of the Grand Pure One.

The deity was
depicted with a full white beard that looked as if it might sway
with a gentle breeze.

He wasn’t a
true believer, but it was important to keep up appearances.

As he bowed
low, a rumbling startled him. It sounded as if a thousand beasts
were stampeding past. The ground shook beneath him.

He found the
servant in the crucible room, unperturbed, as usual.

“Sometimes I
envy you,” the alchemist said.

The servant
gave no reaction.

The room was
dominated by a giant crucible, taller than an adult’s full height.
The servant was tending the fire with a cattail rattan fan. His
wrinkled face was expressionless.

The alchemist
took over the fan, ordered the servant to go into the kitchen and
start preparing lunch. He stoked the fire with the gentle touch of
a loving parent—in a way, the contents of the crucible were like
his progeny.

A shadow fell
on the reflective surface of the bronze crucible. He turned around
to find a cloaked figure standing behind him, quiet and
ghost-like.

“Daozhang,” the
visitor used a term of respect for the alchemist instead of his
real name—Li Lingsu. “I’ve brought two men. They’re in the dungeon
now.” After a pause, he said, “Daozhang should be more careful. The
front door was open when I came in. Anyone could have just walked
in.”

“No one comes
here except when they’re lost,” Li splayed his hands and shrugged.
“Good timing. I just ran out of test subjects.”

The cloaked
figure phrased his criticism carefully, “I know about the stray you
took in.”

Li Lingsu was
in his late forties, lean and hungry looking. Two small tufts of
moustache above his upper lip and a long, black beard over his
chin. His hair was worn on top of his head in a knot, secured with
a jade pin. He wore a long, mourning black robe, and carried a
sword on his back.

“Happenstance.
The young man came of his own volition just as I ran out of test
subjects. It’s not as if anyone would be missing him. Master Gu”—Li
patted the visitor, twelve years his junior, on the shoulder—“your
father gave me free rein regarding the experiments. I would think
that extends to the choice of test subjects.”

“But I’m the
one in charge of supplies: ingredients, test subjects, and
everything else you need here. You are not supposed to step foot
outside the compound, let alone lure someone in.”

“I didn’t
lure him. He came on his own. We talked. He said he’d
severed relationship with his parents and was ready to embrace the
simple religious life. He didn’t tell his parents where he was
going, and no one has come banging on the door looking for
him.”

“Yet.”

The alchemist
raised an eyebrow. “Or would you rather I halt the experiments, and
inform your father that he’s not going to get another batch of
supplies anytime soon?”

The visitor
relented, “How close are you?”

“Very close.
But like I told you before, there is no concrete way to measure
progress in such an endeavour. Just be patient. I’m working around
the clock. There’s nothing else to do around here anyway. Speaking
of which, I have yet to see the trio of young and pretty
maidservants promised to me when you first brought me here. All I
have for company is an old, deaf and mute manservant.”

“I’ll look into
it,” the visitor replied. He watched the alchemist use a pair of
long-armed tongs to pick out round pills from the bottom of the
fiery crucible and carefully place them into a small brass
casket.

“Make yourself
at home,” Li left the visitor behind and headed for the dungeon,
eager to meet his new subjects.


Chapter 4

Xingfu recounted his
tale.

“Your Honour, I
was bringing the mare back from a meadow in the western part of
town—Master Lao said the mare liked to nibble on clovers there.
Halfway, I stopped beneath the eaves of a teahouse to rest, for my
back was hurting and it had started to drizzle. Then a man came
along. He was riding a mule. He offered to share his large oilcloth
umbrella with me. When he saw the mare, he said used to be a horse
trader, and he recognised it as a purebred. He asked if he could
take it out to the street where there was better light to examine
it properly. I was grateful to him for extending his umbrella. So I
said yes.”

“You imbecile,”
Lao Ban snorted. “Your Honour, don’t waste time listening to his
made-up story. Xingfu’s full of tall tales. One time, he told other
servants he’d seen an apparition of Guanyin the Goddess of
Mercy.”

“Why don’t you
let me be the judge of that?” I shot Lao Ban an irritated glance.
If he wasn’t one of the richest merchants in town, I would rather
be spending the day knee-deep in muddy water at the river than
sucking up to the pot-bellied, brocade-robed casino and teahouse
owner. “Xingfu, continue.”

“Thank you,
Your Honour. The man held the mare’s reins and led it out to the
middle of the street. At first he was just walking around the
horse, touching its flanks and admiring its build. I looked away
for a moment. When I turned back, he had mounted the mare bareback
and was kicking the mare with his shoes. The startled mare broke
into a gallop. They disappeared down the street before I could
react. I tried running after them for half li, but with my bum knee
and the rain getting heavier, I lost them. Only then did I realise
that I had been tricked.”

“Did the man
tell you his name?” I asked.

“No, Your
Honour. Master Lao is right, I was a fool for trusting a stranger,”
Xingfu hung his head.

“Hmm.”

“Your Honour,”
Lao Ban cut in. “Even if he’s telling the truth, he’s just admitted
it’s his own idiocy that led to the loss of my precious mare. I‘ve
already drawn up the contracts for him to sell his wife and
daughter to me. All I need is the court’s official stamp to
sanction the sale.”

“What happened
to the mule the man was riding?” I ignored him.

“I brought it
back to Master Lao’s house. It’s tied up in the stable.”

“Your Honour,
please don’t be taken in by his story. He might look like a decent
and simple-minded servant, but money could turn a saint into a
sinner.”

“Why would he
go to all the trouble to replace the mare with a mule? Wouldn’t it
be simpler to just steal the mare and claim it had bolted from the
stable?”

“I don’t know
how his devious mind works,” Lao Ban refused to give up. “For all I
know, he thought putting that scraggy animal there could trick me
into thinking the mare was still in the stable.”

“I’m telling
the truth, Your Honour. I wouldn’t dare to deceive Master Lao,”
Xingfu tried to raise his bound hands above his head. “I swear on
my ancestors’ graves.”

“Exactly how
valuable is this mare? Worth the lifelong indenture of this man’s
wife and child?”

“But it’s a
purebred, Your Honour.” Lao Ban reiterated, as if that was
justification enough. “And it’s pregnant. It’s already nine months
along.”

“I see . . .”
an idea suddenly gripped me. “How old is the mare?”

“Three years
old. I bought it when it was just eighteen months old, paid twenty
taels of silver for it. This would have been its first foal.”

How did the
mysterious stranger manage to ride off on the back of a heavily
pregnant mare? I put that question at the back of my mind. “A
typical horse lives for twenty to thirty years. Assuming the mare
produces one foal each year, that’s at least twenty foals. Each one
could fetch at least—” I looked to Lao Ban.

“Eight hundred
copper coins. Draft animals are pretty scarce right now.” Lao Ban
supplied the price readily.

“That’s indeed
a tremendous loss.”

Lao Ban nodded
eagerly, thinking I was on his side.

“Even if you
get Xingfu’s wife and daughter, all they can do is clean and wash
and cook. The work they can produce is nowhere near the value of
the lost mare.”

“Exactly, Your
Honour,” Lao Ban looked like he wanted to hug me.

“So, if given a
choice, you’d rather have the mare back?”

“Of course!
I’ve been grilling this good-for-nothing fool for hours, asking him
who he sold it to, but he’s as insolent as he’s thick-skinned,” Lao
Ban came up with a brilliant solution. “Maybe a few days in jail
would sober him up? This is, after all, a crime. Shouldn’t the
thief be brought to the courthouse and punished? Maybe fifty
strokes of the cane, crushing a finger or two. . .” his eyes glowed
with malicious glee.

“That may not
be necessary. What if I could get your precious mare back?”

“But how, Your
Honour?”

“Never mind the
how. If I can do it, would you say you would be in my debt?”

“Most
definitely,” Lao Ban sidled up to me, his face all crinkly with
smile, not unlike the blooming marigold flowers he was standing
next to. “I could split the profit from the sale of the foal with
Your Honour, say, seventy-thirty? No no, sixty-forty? After all, I
did quite a lot of expense in taking care of the mare, what with
the quality feed, the stable, and assigning a dedicated groom
to—”

“I’m not
interested in horning in on your horse trading, Mr Lao. It’s
obvious how important profit is to you. All I ask is that if I can
find your mare, would you agree to extend a loan of five hundred
catties of silver to the magistrate’s court, which will be paid
back in due course, in full, of course, with a reasonable
interest.”

“I see . . .”
the mercantile cogs started turning in his head. “Loans is more Gao
Lidai’s purview. He’s my business partner. I should consult him
before—”

“There’s no
need to be modest, Mr Lao. You and Mr Gao may be partners, but we
both know you own the majority of the business. Besides, between
you and me,” I leaned in with a conspiratorial air, “I’d rather
deal with you. Mr Gao has a rather grave manner, don’t you think?
He seldom smiles.”

At least not to
me, not after I put him in jail when I suspected him of killing my
coroner. He was also the shrewder of the two; he managed to have an
ongoing affair with one of Lao Ban’s concubines right under Lao’s
nose. Dealing with Gao was going to be even less pleasant. “So how
about it? Do we have a deal?”

Hesitation and
doubt chased each other across his face. In the end, greed won
over.

“Excellent,” a
weight lifted off my shoulders. With the commitment from Lao, I
wouldn’t need to traipse all over town sucking up to the other
moneybags. “Mr Lao, I want you to leave Xingfu’s wife and daughter
alone”—I held up a hand to forestall his objection—“just trust me
on this. If you could wait for just three days, I guarantee you
your mare will be back in your stable, safe and sound, as long as
you don’t harass Xingfu’s family in the meantime.

“Xingfu, can
you lead the way to the stable?”

There was a
mule there—a young colt. It had a dirty brown coat of fur mottled
with white spots. It looked emaciated, and brayed pitifully as I
untied it and led it out of the stable.

“I need to
borrow this animal for two days,” I told Lao Ban.

Steward Duan
Jian found me at the backyard of the courthouse, tying up the mule
and giving it a drink of water. He cast a questioning glance at the
animal.

“Long story,” I
shrugged. “How’s the repair work coming along?”

“It’s halted,
Your Honour,” Steward Duan’s face looked grimmer than usual.
“They’ve found a body.”


Chapter 5

 


The servant knelt in
front of the crucible, fanning the flames with a cattail leaf fan.
His flat cloth cap and grey robe were soaked with perspiration.

Reddish-yellow
flames licked the bronze surface.

The luted
crucible was made up of a round stove standing on three legs,
sealed with a steel cover on top with a funnel rising from the
middle to let out fumes. Two holes had been gouged at the the belly
of the stove, one for materials going in, and the other for
collecting the final product.

Li Lingsu
lounged in a wooden armchair twenty steps away, fanning himself
with a paper manuscript. Earlier this morning, he had shooed the
servant out of the room, closed and locked the door, then took out
the secret recipe written on a piece of rolled-up paper hidden his
wide sleeves, and added the main ingredients: fluorite, quartz, red
bole clay, stalactite, and sulfur.

And his secret
ingredient.

He knew the
young Master Gu had searched this room the last time he came for a
visit—he’d wanted to get his hands on the formula since day one.
The manuscripts and scrolls scattered on a desk were just for show:
none of them contained the full formula.

He wasn’t
stupid enough to give up the golden goose.

The flames
changed colour from reddish-yellow to fiery red, then to a dull
maroon. In another two hours, the ingredients in the crucible would
be reduced to a pile of powder he would then present to the old
Master Gu, to feed his deepening addiction.

 The Five Minerals Powder had been widely used since the
Three Kingdoms Period. He had simply figured out a way to make it
more potent. But there was always the risk that the tweaks he
introduced to the formula would result in some unwanted, and
potentially lethal, side effects.

Hence the need
for human test subjects.

Besides, the
Five Minerals Powder was just one of the initial stages, paving the
way for something that no alchemist had ever managed to accomplish
before.

He went down
into the dungeon. Two prisoners delivered by Master Gu were held in
their respective cells. He looked from one to the other, and picked
the younger one.

The
thirty-something man’s arms and legs were shackled, his neck
secured with an iron collar tied to a metal ring on the wall. His
bloodshot eyes snapped open the moment the alchemist
approached.

The left cheek
of his face had been cut out.

“Get the hell
away from me! Who the hell are you? Where’s the man who brought me
here? Ask him to come out. Unshackle me, and we’ll have a fair
fight. Coward!”

Li Lingsu
shrugged off the prisoner’s curses. “You’re supposed to die anyway.
At least here, you’ll get a second chance,” he took out pills
extracted from the hot bronze crucible. “Formula nineteen was a
bust. Let’s see if twenty is my lucky number.”

The servant had
followed him into the dungeon. Li gestured to the servant to hold
the prisoner down, who was still thrashing and bucking, his head on
a swivel.

The servant
pried apart the prisoner’s lips, held them in position as Li fed a
pill into the prisoner’s mouth and forced him to swallow.

The alchemist
waited for a while, then, with a dagger, made a cut on the
prisoner’s arm. The prisoner squirmed and tried to get away, to no
avail.

Red blood oozed
out of the wound, slowed down to a trickle, then congealed. Li
observed the wound closely, a look of hope on his face.

The servant
stood back with his head bowed, unseeing.

In the adjacent
cell, the other prisoner watched with a cold and uninterested
eye.


Chapter 6

The body was mangled
almost beyond recognition.

That was
apparent even from twenty steps away. Builders working on the dam
repair had dragged the body out of the river, and laid it down on a
piece of straw mat, which was currently encircled by a group of
rubberneckers pointing and gesticulating.

I had two
constables transport it back to the courthouse before more
spectators could show up.

The deceased
was a man. He looked young, though it was hard to tell his exact
age, as his entire face was bloated and parts of it had been bitten
off. By creatures in the river or by four-legged beasts on shore, I
wasn’t sure.

He was dressed
in a long grey robe made of homespun cloth that looked too big on
him. It had become so tattered, part of it came apart upon touch.
Numerous wounds on his body. Some of them looked like bite marks,
some were cuts and scrapes, likely the results of bumping into
jagged rocks or something sharp.

“Accidental
drowning?” Duan Jian looked over my shoulder, holding up a lantern.
He and I were the only ones in the makeshift morgue converted from
a storage room. Two gauze lanterns and five candles did little to
dispel the gloom and shadows. “Looks like he hasn’t been in the
river for long. Maybe a fisherman who lives somewhere upstream.
Slipped and fell.”

“I don’t think
so,” I removed torn pieces of fabric from the sleeves. “Look at
these.” More wounds covered both arms, extending from just above
the wrists to almost his shoulder joints. They were long, narrow,
deep lacerations, unlike the puncture marks left by an animal’s
fangs or the irregular bruises caused by a rock or a fallen
log.

“Slash marks.
Someone cut him with a knife,” I took the lantern from Steward Duan
and moved it over the body. More details revealed themselves under
illumination. A walnut-sized chunk of flesh on his left cheek had
been torn off. The wound was washed clean by water. Only traces of
congealed blood remained.

They were
purple.

So were his
lips, and the corners of his eyes. With a pair of wooden tongs, I
pried open his eyelids. His pupils were layered with the same dark
purplish spots. I pulled his lips apart. His tongue had swollen to
fill the entire oral cavity, and its upper surface was encrusted
with dark reddish-black bumps.

“Your Honour,”
Steward Duan pointed a finger to the neck. A wide band of raised
red welts, like those left behind by a rope, or a metal collar.
“Strangulation marks?”

“Could be,” I
pressed down on his neck, then moved my fingers around to his nape.
“His windpipe is intact. His spine’s not broken. And the bruises
extend to both the front and back of the neck. If someone’s
strangled”—I imitated the action by grabbing the back of my own
collar and felt pressure on my voice box—“marks would be left on
the front of the neck, but not the back.”

The room was
too dark for a thorough examination. I really needed to get a
proper morgue set up. I passed the gauze lantern back to Steward
Duan and held up a candle. It was made of beeswax and provided
slightly better visibility, as long as I was mindful not to let the
wax drip all over the body.

Similar red
welts around his wrists. On a hunch, I moved the candle down to his
feet, and found bruises around his ankles.

“He was bound,
by iron shackles, from the looks of it. I’ve seen similar marks on
fettered prisoners. I think this man was abducted. Has anyone been
reported missing?”

“Not that I
know of, at least none that fits this man’s description,” Duan Jian
recorded details of the autopsy on a thread-bound book. “Has Your
Honour heard of the name Huang Chao?”

“The Butcher of
Jiuliang, of course. He led the peasant troops that toppled the
Tang Dynasty. Well, almost toppled, since he was killed shortly
after he captured the capital Chang’an. He did manage to establish
a regime called Daqi before his death. Legend has it that he
slaughtered hundreds of thousands of people.”


“Unsubstantiated rumours aside, Huang Chao was an important
historical figure. He might not have succeeded in his lifetime, but
his rebellion was a cause many people believed in. When he was
born, Tang Dynasty had long passed
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