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Chapter 1 The Flame of Hunger and Cold
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In central-southern Shaanxi, Baoji County lay on the banks of the Wei River. As a transportation hub of the Loess Plateau, it was close to the famous Sanguan Pass. Travelers passing north of Baoji couldn't miss the verdant pines, evergreen cypresses, and the green tiles and red walls atop the loess plateau. Particularly striking were the majestic iron-cast ornamental pillars of the Jin Tai Taoist Temple, a famous historical site in Baoji. It was said that Zhang Sanfeng, a revered Taoist master, had once stayed there, with some of his relics still preserved within the temple. Anyone walking the streets of Baoji could catch a glimpse of the Jin Tai Taoist Temple, but to reach it from the north of the city, one had to traverse a mountain path more than two miles long.

During the decline of the Ming Dynasty and the early years of Qing rule, Shaanxi Province in northwestern China was ravaged by drought, famine, and warfare. Northern Shaanxi was left desolate, with thousands of miles of barren land and abandoned homes, while even Central and Southern Shaanxi were plagued by starvation. The suffering was compounded by the arrival of Qing troops, who viewed the Han people as a conquered nation, and by corrupt officials who mercilessly exploited the civilians. Life in Baoji was especially difficult during this time, and amidst the turmoil, a tragic and bloody story unfolded.

The tale begins in late autumn, when the cold wind stung the skin.

One night, under a solitary crescent moon and a sky full of glittering stars, the Jintai Taoist Temple on the Loess Plateau stood eerily silent. The Taoist priests, likely shaken by a tragic and bloody incident, had fled without a trace. Instead, a gruesome sight greeted any who approached—numerous bloodied heads hung from the imposing iron-cast ornamental pillars outside the temple.

Upon closer inspection, there were at least twenty or thirty heads. The blood from these severed heads had soaked the loess ground beneath the pillars. It appeared that the heads had been decapitated several days earlier.

A few steps away from the pillars stood a tall wooden signboard. An official notice was posted on it, though the dim moonlight made the characters barely discernible. The notice likely contained official jargon such as “gathering crowds to cause disturbances will be punished without mercy.”

Not far from the Jintai Taoist Temple, at the foot of a loess hill, two military tents were quietly pitched, resembling yurts. The surroundings were silent, with no night watchman in sight, making it impossible to tell how many soldiers were inside. In front of the camp, a bright red lantern with a horn-shaped shade hung high on a long pole. Below it, a few military horses were tethered to a wooden post, swishing their tails, tapping their hooves, and occasionally sneezing.

In the dead of night, a figure suddenly leapt from the side of the empty Jintai Taoist Temple. With a crouch and a bound, the figure jumped onto the wall, then sprang onto the rooftop, moving with the agility of a monkey. The figure lay flat on the ridge of the roof, peering down at the two tents at the foot of the loess hill. Then, with a swift turn, the figure darted behind the Taoist temple like a swallow.

Hearing a soft “xu”—a call for silence—from below, the figure paused on the rear wall of the Taoist temple. From the darkness at the foot of the wall, another person emerged. The figure on the wall swayed and quickly jumped down to join the newcomer, and they began to converse in hushed tones.

“Brother Nangong! We couldn’t find Uncle Tie in the county prison, and among the many heads on the ornamental pillars, none belong to Uncle Tie. Perhaps because he voluntarily turned himself in as the leader of the starving people, he’s being imprisoned in a secret location. Things are dire. What should we do?”

The speaker was a handsome young man in his twenties, with a face as fair as jade, deliberately smeared with dust. His head was wrapped, his legs were bound, and he wore a tight-fitting outfit covered by tattered peasant clothes. He carried a long, thin package on his back. This was Zhong Qiutao, a junior fellow apprentice of Nangong Tao.

“Brother Zhong! The worst-case scenario is if that female demon also comes this way. As for Uncle Tie, I don’t think he’ll be executed on the spot. Just now, we infiltrated the city and scouted the prison. Although we couldn’t immediately find where Uncle Tie is being held, we did discover a squad of soldiers in the county yamen directing several carpenters to hastily construct a long-distance black maria overnight. I suspect it’s for transporting Uncle Tie to the provincial capital, Chang’an. Judging by the situation, it seems they will set out as soon as the official reply from Chang’an arrives. Time is of the essence. Brother, you should hurry and inform the Xu sisters, using any means necessary to prevent that female demon from taking advantage of the situation. Then, we’ll intercept the black maria and rescue Uncle Tie between Guo Town and Fufeng County. We cannot allow the black maria to pass through Wugong County. If it gets past Wugong County, Chang’an will be too close, and the area is more densely populated, making it impossible for us to act. Brother, make haste! I will stay here and keep an eye on the situation. As soon as the black maria sets off, I will follow them and meet up with you further along the way. I just hope that female demon does not interfere.”

The man bore the compound surname Nangong and a single given name, Tao. He was eight or nine years senior to Zhong Qiutao, already in his thirties, with a fierce countenance, a ruddy complexion, and a stature that loomed over Zhong Qiutao by half a head. Their attire was nearly identical. These two had once been fellow apprentices under the same master, sharing a bond as close as that of blood brothers. Both were descendants of scholar-officials from the late Ming dynasty. Relying on their mastery of Chinese kung fu, they lived in seclusion, wandering the world as roaming heroes.

The sudden appearance of these two gallant warriors at Jintai Taoist Temple in the dead of night, their cryptic actions, the mysterious conversation, and the bloodied human heads hanging from the iron-cast ornamental pillars before the Taoist temple—what could all this mean? As it turned out, behind these events lay a tragic tale of heroism and sorrow, a story that had unfolded just before the arrival of these two heroes at Jintai Taoist Temple.

In the harsh, high-altitude Shaanxi Province, late autumn saw the leaves fall and the northwest winds grow ever fiercer. The impoverished peasants in the rural areas surrounding Baoji, after enduring years of drought and war, were left homeless and destitute. Gaunt, with unkempt hair and clothed in tattered rags, they had been reduced to the most wretched state. Forced to eat tree bark and grass roots to stave off hunger, those fortunate enough to drink even a bowl of thin gruel were counted as the luckiest among them. How could they possibly endure the biting northwest winds that chilled them to the bone and left their stomachs gnawing with hunger?

Then, a rumor spread that a notice had been posted at the city gates of Baoji. It seemed the county magistrate had shown a rare flicker of compassion, mindful of the displaced souls who lacked food and clothing. The notice proclaimed that, in collaboration with the local gentry and the wealthy, an emergency relief effort would soon commence to distribute donated clothes and food. Furthermore, tents and camps would be set up at the four city gates to shelter the homeless, elderly, and infirm. The notice was filled with grand proclamations to appease and comfort the displaced and the refugees, so benevolent and righteous that it seemed heaven and earth would be moved to tears. The news spread like wildfire, and the impoverished villagers rejoiced, their cheers echoing through the heavens. All eagerly awaited the magistrate’s great favor, hoping that the distribution of food and clothing would arrive sooner to save lives teetering on the edge of despair.

But as time passed, the promised relief never materialized. The notice at the city gates was torn to shreds by the relentless northwest winds, leaving only the tattered white edges behind.

The anticipated relief that everyone eagerly awaited had become as elusive as a mirage. Upon secret inquiry, it was revealed that the county magistrate and local tyrants had colluded to embezzle the substantial donations meant for relief, clandestinely dividing the funds among themselves. Furthermore, they deliberately delayed the distribution, claiming that “due to the large influx of homeless refugees, including both good and bad elements, public security must be maintained. For this reason, households needed to be registered, and a commissioner appointed to manage the villagers and expel unruly elements before the relief could proceed. Since the dead of winter was still in its early stages, there was no harm in postponing the relief.”

Thus, the starving refugees who had pinned their hopes on life-saving emergency relief found themselves chasing an illusion. The people of Shaanxi, known for their toughness, were incensed by this deception and the exploitation of their suffering. In one voice, they condemned the county magistrate for feigning deafness and indifference. It was bad enough that he cared little for the common folk, but to deceive them with false promises and exploit the guise of emergency relief for personal gain was beyond unscrupulous.

Public outrage erupted like a wildfire. Each person, holding a stick of incense, dragged their entire family—including the sick and elderly—and surged like tidal waves from the countryside to the city gates. Their cries shook the earth as they repeatedly demanded of the county magistrate: “Does the emergency relief notice posted at the four city gates still hold? The people are on the brink of starvation and freezing to death—will the relief supplies be distributed or not?”

The deafening cries outside the city terrified the county magistrate, a member of the Han army of Eight Banners, a distinctive military system of the Qing Dynasty. He cowered within the yamen, ordering the city gates closed and the soldiers to guard the walls. Meanwhile, he secretly dispatched messengers to the yamen in Sanguan Pass, where the commander-in-chief was garrisoned, falsely claiming that mobs had gathered in rebellion and besieged Baoji, urgently requesting troops to suppress the situation and prevent it from escalating.

Believing that holding the city gates and awaiting reinforcements would resolve the crisis, he chose to ignore the desperate cries of the disaster victims outside the city.

As the crowd of disaster victims grew larger, their cries turned into curses, soon accompanied by stones and tiles hurled at the city walls. The soldiers on the walls, few in number and mostly locals, sympathized with the plight of their fellow villagers. Although armed with bows and arrows, they hesitated to fire upon their countrymen, despite the county magistrate’s orders to kill without mercy. Within the city, apart from the wealthy gentry, merchants, and officials who feared the disaster-stricken would plunder their wealth, the rest of the ordinary merchants and civilians harbored deep resentment towards the magistrate for his extreme lack of conscience and sympathized with the pitiful disaster victims outside the walls.

As night fell, the disaster victims remained gathered outside the city, their numbers swelling, while within the city, merchants and civilians were gripped by unease. Resentment simmered on both sides of the city walls. Yet, within the county yamen, the magistrate continued his lavish lifestyle, conspiring with a few unscrupulous gentry, wealthy yet devoid of conscience. They whispered among themselves, constantly sending scouts to peer over the city wall, eagerly awaiting the arrival of troops from Sanguan Pass.

Amidst this turmoil, within the city, a row of low earthen houses lined the northern city wall, inhabited mostly by small traders and porters. One of these houses belonged to a blacksmith. Passersby would often see a middle-aged man, with a thick beard coiled around his neck and a robust physique. Regardless of the season, he would stand shirtless by the anvil, his body covered in dense, coiled muscles that gleamed like burnished copper. With one hand, he held a glowing red piece of iron with iron tongs; with the other, he lifted a hammer, striking the red-hot iron with rhythmic precision. Ding! Dong! The sound echoed far and wide, piercing the ears of those passing by.

This man was an enigma. No one knew his origins or if he had always been a blacksmith. After the great chaos, displaced people returned home, trying to rebuild their lives. Hearing him speak the local dialect, they assumed he was a native. 

The blacksmith, known only by his surname name Tie, had no family and had been working in this house near the northern city wall for only a year or two. Neighbors started calling him “Old Tie” after he pointed to a piece of iron and said, “This is my surname.” Old Tie kept to himself, rarely interacting with others. Apart from his nickname, no one knew anything about him—his given name, origins, or past.

Old Tie did not work year-round
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