Firein the Lake by Chris Rober son

Wood-Dragon year, 21st year of the Y ongle emperor

From his courtyard, the late summer blooms dready closing their delicate petals for the night, Jurist Xi
San could see apillar of smoke rising to the northwest of the city, Sgn of some distant fire past Kunming
Lake. Having finished his evening med in accustomed solitude, Xi sat beneath the open sky asthe sun
began to set, packing hislong-necked silver pipe with tobacco. It was cheap, foul-smdling stuff, but it
served to calm his spirits, and settle his thoughts.

Xi had smoked hafway through the first bowl, eyeslidded, hisarmsfolded across his chest, when a
polite cough from behind disrupted his meandering reverie.

“Good evening, Fal, ster’sson,” Xi said, without turning around.
“Uncle, how do you dways know that it isme?’

Xi opened his eyes, and repositioned on his bench, to face the boy standing at the courtyard’ s entrance.
In the boy’ sfeatures, Xi could see reflected the countenance of his sister, dead these many years, though
inthe boy’ s eyes were something of the spark which lit hislate father’ seyes.

“It could be due to something no more complicated than the smple fact that you are expected to present
yoursdlf to me at the gppointed hour, every evening,” Xi said, “and asthisisthe appropriatetime, it is
only reasonable that it is you who approaches.”

“But couldn’t my studies delay me, or one of your servants precede my coming on some household
business, by amatter of moments?’

“One might assumethat | trust my nephew to have learned the importance of punctuality, and the need
not to try an old man'’ s patience through tardiness. Or one might recall that the household servants are
forbidden from entering the courtyard of an evening, save for matters of the utmost importance.” Xi
alowed agentle smileto spread across hisface. “Or, one might smply redlize that having lived for so
many yearsin ayoung man’s company, an old jurist might have come to recogni ze the pattern of footfals
his beloved nephew makesin crossing the flagstones.” Xi smiled broader, and motioned Fai to it on the
stool before him. “It is good to see you this evening, sister’ s son. How go the course of your studies?’

Fa arranged himsdlf on the stool, tucking the hem of robes beneath him, and bowed from thewait,
reverentidly. Fai had been studying for some years now for hisimperia examinations, and only weeks
remained before he would take his xiucai-level exam. If he passed, and was awarded thetitle of
“flourishing taent,” it would be the first step on alifetime career in theimperid bureaucracy. If hefailed,
he could take the examination again, but each time he didn’t passwould decrease his chances of ever
advancing in the emperor’s service.

“With the help of the tutors you have gracioudy provided, Uncle, | fed that | am receiving the best
possible advantages. Still...” The boy paused, hisvoicetrailing off into sllence, as an expression of doubt
crept across hisface. He seemed, in that moment, so much younger than his twelve summers, and Xi
could not help but remember the smal child he had welcomed—e uctantly, abet-into his home those
many years ago, when he had been Didtrict Magistrate in Sichuan province, long before he cameto livein
the Northern Capital. Parentslost in afire, the soot of which still seemed to darken histearstained
cheeks, the young Fai had looked at Xi as adrowning man looks at a beach, his bloodshot eyes hungry
for safety and security.

“Y ou worry whether your performance on the examinations will reflect your education, or whether you



will betray the expectations of mysdf and your tutors dike?’
The boy could only nod, hislower lip caught between histeeth.

“Do not worry, sister’ s-son,” Xi said, gently. “Keep what you have learned close to your heart and the
words of your tutorsin your mind, and you will prevall. | have heard more learned critique from your lips
of Confucian law and logic than in any number of juren-leve ‘ devated persons | have encountered,
through my many years of service. | am, after dl, ajinshi-leve * presented person,” and your grasp of
ethicsimpresseseven me.”

The boy fidgeted on the stool, nervoudly.

“Uncle, may | sand?1 find that my limbs have too much energy to them this evening to St till for more
than amoment.”

Xi puffed on hisslver pipe, and nodded, indulgently.

“My thanks, honored uncle.” Fai stood, bowed again, and began to pace the length and breadth of the
courtyard.

The sun had now dipped so low that it was dmost hidden beneath the western horizon, the sky pinked
and streaked with clouds painted orange and blue by the fading light, while in the east the stars began to
shine, faintly.

Fa stopped in his courses at the edge of the courtyard, facing the eastern heavens.
“Uncle,” the boy said, pointing overhead, “do you note that red star, there in the east?”’
“Itistheonecaled Fire Star, isit not?’ Xi answered, absently.

Fai nodded. “ One of my instructorstold me, in our recent sessions, that Fire Star was associated with
judges, magistrates, and governance.”

“I have not heard of that before now,” Xi alows. Then he added, with awry smile, “1 wonder if the
association isdueto the fact that Fire Star reversesits course from timeto time, if | recall correctly,
traveling backwards across the sky for aspan of days before turning once more and resuming its prior
heading. Perhaps your ingructor means to suggest that magisirates and judges are likewise inconsstent in
their thoughts and rulings, yes?’ Xi amiled broader and, drawing deep on the silver-pipe clutched
between histeeth, chuckled degp in his chest.

Another polite cough from the courtyard’ s entrance sounded, and Xi and Fai both turned to see one of
the household servants standing at the threshold.

“Y our pardons, Master Jurist, but an imperiad messenger has arrived with an urgent summons. Y our
presenceis requested immediately at the Forbidden City, on a matter of the highest importance.”

Xi st his pipe down on the bench at hisside, and rose to hisfest.

“You will haveto pardon me, sister’ s son. Return to your studies, and we will discuss these matters
further, tomorrow evening.”

Fai bowed, low, and followed the servant from the courtyard. Xi arranged his robes, and tried to divine
what possible use theimperia paace could have for alowly Digtrict Magistrate.

#



Before the sun’ sdying rays had vanished entirely from the western sky, Jurist Xi lingered at the southern
Meridian Gate, the least of the Forbidden City’ s five entrances, beneath the cloud-scraping Five Phoenix
Tower, the easternmost entrance through which the imperid ministers entered the paace. Had hetried to
enter through any of the others, reserved for the roya family or the emperor himself, Xi would have been
clapped inirons at best, executed on the spot at worst. Passing through the shadowed tunnel, the light of
the plaza of Supreme Harmony just atiny crescent of brightness before him, Xi shivered, feding out of his
element.

There were guards a the far side of the Meridian Gate, and standing between them were two men, who
waited on Xi with bardly disguised impatience. One was a eunuch of the Household Department, round
and hairless, wearing smple robes that brushed the flagstones, his shaved head bare. The other wastall
and dender with wispy mustaches, wearing the forma robes and ruby-topped court hat of a Confucian
scholar, acourtier of thefirst rank. The two men seemed polar opposites, yin and yang given flesh. One
tall where the other was short, the other dim where the other was round. Their manner, too, seemed
divided into light and dark; the eunuch was dl nervous energy, shuffling and ill-at-ease, hiseyes darting at
every sound, while the scholar kept his hands tucked serenely into the deeves of hisrobe, hiseyes
narrowed and steady, his expression closed.

“Y our pardon, honored dirs,” Jurist Xi said, bowing from the waist as deeply as protocol demanded, his
eyeson the ground. “But isit permitted to know what offense | may have given?’

Hishead till lowered, Xi looked up from benegath his brows at the two men, who cast quick glances at
one another before answering.

“Offense, Digtrict Magistrate?’ said the eunuch, a confused expression on his round features.

“Yes, honored Srs,” Jurigt Xi answered. “Having spent the mgority of my years of serviceinthefar
provinces of the empire, it has been this one' s honor to serve as Didtrict Magistrate in the Northern
Capital these last two years. Leaving behind those farthest and most benighted hinterlands, it ismy honor
now to serve a the pleasure of the emperor in the shadows of theimperid palaceitsdf. Butin dl that
time, this one has never yet been summoned to the palace. One only imaginesthat one has given
offense”

The eunuch and the scholar exchanged looks, the meaning of which escaped Xi.

“No, Didrict Magidtrate,” the eunuch said, adight smile playing across hisfull mouth. “Y ou’ ve not been
caled to the Forbidden City because of anything you yourself have done, but because of a service you
have yet to perform.”

“A sarvice?' Xi asked.

“Yes,” the Confucian scholar answered, histone level but severe. “ There has been a crime committed.
That isthe purview of the Magidrate, isit not, the investigation of offenses and the meting out of
punishmentsto the guilty?’

“Yes” Xi answered, bowing hishead dightly in response. “But why cal upon lowly District Magidtrate,
since the palace hasits own guards and investigators? The Embroidered Guard, the secret policemen of
the Eastern Depot, have astheir charter the expressed job of safeguarding the emperor. Why not make
use of them?’ Xi paused, and then quickly added, “Meaning no disrespect, of course, honored Sirs.”

“The case does not involve the emperor,” the eunuch said, his gaze flickering to the north as he spoke,
where the pillar of smoke perched over the distant mountains.



“That is” the scholar added, raising his hand, * not the emperor that was, and not directly.”
“Could you offer some....clarification?’ Xi asked, confused.

“All will becomeclear intime,” the eunuch answered. The round man turned and began walking towards
the inner wals of the palace, motioning Xi to follow. Xi fell in step, the scholar walking afew paces
behind.

Crossing the plaza, they passed next through the Gate of Supreme Harmony, skirting around the imperia
hall to the west, then towards the Paace of Heavenly Purity and the Hall of Earthly Peace to the north
beyond. Asthey walked, Xi cast nervous glances around him, his eyes not large enough to take in the
grandeur of his surroundings. Few men of his station had seen the interior of the recently constructed
palace, and fewer gtill dlowed to roam so far within the inner reaches. The paace seemed fresh made
and new, though construction had begun in Fire-Dragon year, eighteen years before. The emperor had
only taken permanent residence in Wood-Dragon, seven years since, and if not for the sections routed by
fire sometime ago, now being rebuilt, the Forbidden City would look as though it had been completed
only the day before.

So digtracted by the sights was Xi that he scarcely noticed the scholar begin to speak.

“There are shifting alegiances and conflictswithin the pdacewalls,” the scholar had said, hisvoicelow
and conspiratoria, his eyes narrowed on the eunuch’ s back. “All involved thought it.. . best, to have the
matter at hand investigated by someone from the outsde. Someone without...loyalties.”

“Thison€ sloyalty isto the emperor,” Xi said, quickly. He was not sure whether he was being tested, or
allowed a confidence, but wasn't prepared to take a chance.

The scholar regarded him for amoment from benesth his brows, and then nodded dightly.
“Wdl sad, Didrict Magidrate,” the scholar finally answered, histone leve, giving nothing.
“If thisoneis permitted to ask,” Xi said, after amoment, “what is the matter at hand?’

Up ahead, the eunuch cameto astop, tucking hisarmsin hisfull deeves.

“Here,” the eunuch said smply, indicating the ground before him with aflick of hiseyes, asthough afraid
to point or to look too long on the scene.

There, within the Imperid Gardens, in the shadow of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Spring Seasons, afat
man lay face down on the ground.

Coming forward to stand beside the eunuch, Xi looked carefully at the scene, taking in every detail. The
fat man was on the ground with arms spread at his sides, hislegs folded one under the other, asthough
he had been tripped from behind and fallen face forward. The back of his head was concave where it
should have been convex, histhin black hair matted with blood, that was pooled in an aready congeding
halo around his head. His skin was cold blue and lifeless, suggesting some hours had passed since the
incident had occurred.

From hisvantage point, Xi could see only a portion of the man’sleft profile, and did not recognize the
man' sfeatures. His garments suggested a story in themselves, though. The color of thefat man's
brocaded deeveswas a shade of orange caled “ gpricot yellow.” 1t was reserved for the exclusive use of
the heir apparent.

“Isthis...?" Xi paused, having trouble formulating the question.



“Yes,” the scholar answered, hiseyes downcast. 1t is Zhu Gaozhi. Next in line to the throne after the
emperor Zhu Di and, as of thismorning, ruler of al the Middle Kingdom.”

“I...I'am confused,” Xi said, forgetting dl etiquette in the dizzying moment.

“Word reached usin secret,” the eunuch answered, glancing at Xi, “just before you arrived this evening.
The emperor died thismorning on the road back from the Mongolian campaignsin the northwest. Zhu
Gaozhi was his successor, and died before ever learning the throne was now his.”

#

Jurigt Xi began hisinvestigations early the next morning, leaving home for the Forbidden City before his
nephew and servants had even risen for the day.

There were many in the palace whom a Didtrict Magistrate could not directly address, and whom he was
forced to gpproach with much kowtowing and genuflection. In fact, there were some whose stations
were so far above that Xi could not look directly at them. By the end of thefirst day of hisinvestigation,
his ancient knees were sore from kneeling so often on the floor, and his forehead felt frozen after being
pressed time and again after the chill stones before some high ranking officia.

So far, from these inquiries of those in power, he had learned very little. Whether he spoke to the
Eunuchs of the Presence who managed the emperor’ stoilet and bath; or the Confucian advisors who
influenced imperid policy, whispering blandishments behind screens; or the servants of the Imperid
Mothers, the wives and consorts of emperors past—none seemed willing or able to share anything of
subgtance, anything that might identify who had ended the life of the fat princeling.

Jurigt Xi returned to his humble gpartments that evening, taking hisevening med in quiet slenceashe
aways did, smoking abowl of inexpensive tobacco in hislong-necked silver pipe as the shadows
lengthened, contemplating what might follow.

A familiar fdl of footsteps and a polite cough sgnaed the arriva of his nephew, and Xi absently motioned
the boy to his stool with awave of hisslver-pipe.

“Good evening, Uncle” the boy finaly said, tofill the sllence that lingered between them.

“And agood evening to you, Sster’ sson,” Xi said, between puffson hispipe. “1 gpologizeif | am
digtracted somewhat, but my thoughts are...elsewhere.”

“If it isnot too impertinent to inquire, Uncle, what office did the Forbidden City require of you, last
evening?’

Xi chewed momentarily on the mouth of his pipe before answering. “It is perhgps impertinent,” he said,
“but | will answer, after afashion. | have been asked to investigate a somewhat. . . delicate matter.”

“For the emperor himself?’ the boy asked. “ That is a considerable honor, Uncle.”

“Anhonor?’ Xi repeated, thoughtfully. “Perhaps, sster’ s son. But there are times when | missthe
amplicity of the outer provinces. Did | ever tell you of the time a sheaf of fifteen notes of currency
became thirty, and then forty-five, in front of my very eyes?’

“No, Uncle”

“It waswhen | was Didrict Magigtrate in the province of Sichuan,” Xi said, his eyeslifted to the heavens
as histhoughts drifted back over thelong years. “A poor grocer headed to the market to buy vegetables,



and on the way found a sheaf of paper money. When he counted the money, he found fifteen notes worth
five ounces of silver and five notesworth astring of one thousand copper coins each. Out of thissum he
took anote, bought two strings worth of mest and three strings worth of hulled rice, and placed his
purchases in the baskets he carried on a pole across his shoulders. Then he went home, without having
purchased the vegetables his mother had sent him to purchase.”

Xi paused, taking adeep pull from the pipe, and then continued.

“When he returned home, his mother asked him why he had no vegetables, and he told her about the
fortune he had found. His mother did not believe anyone could have lost o great asum, and accused him
of steding it, instead. When her son ingisted he was innocent, she demanded that he return the money. He
should go back to the place where he found the sheaf, and see if the owner comes looking for it.”

Xi’s nephew shook his head. “ That was foolish of her to say, wasn't it, Uncle? Surely the money
bel onged to whomever had the most recent claim on it, and having lost it the previous owner had
relinquished any clam to the sheaf .”

“That isoneinterpretation,” Xi answered, “and while avalid one, it was not the mother’s, and so did not
motivate what wasto follow.” Xi knocked the burned embers from his pipe, and began to refill the bowl
from the tobacco pouch he pulled from the inner folds of hisrobe. “In any event, the grocer took the
notes back to the place he' d found them, and in due course awedthy merchant came looking for the
money. When the grocer handed over the sheaf of notes, bystanders urged the merchant to reward the
grocer for finding hismoney, but the merchant was amiser, and refused.”

“Herefused?’ Fai asked, horrified at the thought. “ Then hewaslying.”

“Perhgps. But more germane to our story was the manner in which the merchant lied, if it wasin fact
lying. ‘I lost ashedf of thirty notes,” the merchant said. ‘Half of my money ismissing.’”

“But the grocer had found only fifteen notes,” the boy said.

“Precisaly. The grocer objected, and the merchant argued, and after the argument raged on and on, the
pair was brought before me, the district magidirate, to try.”

“What did you do?’

“Firg, | questioned the merchant done. Then, | questioned the grocer, and found that his answers
seemed to bear the ring of truth. Then, | sent for the grocer’ s mother, and questioned her in private.
Findly, | had the merchant and the grocer each submit written statements to the court, outlining their
version of events. Still, the merchant persisted that he had lost thirty five-ounce bills, and the grocer
sworethat he had found fifteen five-ounce bills”

Xi paused, lighting his pipe from ataper.

“’Very well, then, | said, *the shesf the grocer found is not the sheaf which the merchant lost. These
fifteen notes are heaven’ s gift to aworthy mother, to sustain her in old age.’ | gave the grocer and his
mother the money. Then, to the merchant, | said, * The thirty notes you lost must be in some other place.
Y ou should continue to look for them.” And the merchant went away, cowed and ashamed.”

Fai laughed, clapping his hands together, merrily. “Well done, Uncle”

“Thank you, sster’ s-son. At timeslike the present, thereisn’t much | would not trade for asimple case
such asthose. Now, you' |l have to excuse me, but my current obligations require additional rumination,
and so I'll wish you agood night’ srest. Study well, and we' || speak again tomorrow evening.”



“Good evening, Uncle,” Fal said, crossing to the courtyard’ s entrance, bowing low, and then leaving Xi
to hisquiet contemplation.

#
The next morning, he returned to the Forbidden City by the Meridian Gate, adifferent strategy in mind.

No longer would he wait on the pleasure of the high and officious. From this point onwards, he would
direct his attentions to the lowest ranked of the palace society. The subaterns and couriers, the scullions
and sweeps. The eunuchs who fed the garden fish in the garden pools and polished the floorsin the Hall
of Supreme Harmony to amirror shine, the servants who paraded the medsto the roya family through
al thewatches of the day and night and the low-ranking priests who rarely paused in their orisons. From
al of these, the most low, the unnoticed and underfoot, Jurist Xi dowly pieced together animage of the
truth, gathering together one small eement at atime, until the whole was spread before him likea
mosaic.

#

Xi sat on alow stone bench, just beyond the walls of the Imperid Garden. It was early afternoon, the sun
overhead just past its zenith.

“So you were not aware the emperor had died the afternoon the body was found?’ Xi asked the eunuch
who tended the topiary in the garden.

“No,” the gardener answered, impatient to return to his duties, worried that the neglect would dlow his
crestionsto grow out of true. “We were told the emperor was returning from the campaign in Mongolia,
and were making ready for hisarrival, but it was not for several hours more thet the first riders arrived
from the march, with the news the emperor had died in hisdeep.”

Xi rubbed his hands together, palm to pam, trying to tease a fleeting ideafrom the back of hismind.
“So you were thefirgt to find the body?” he asked.
“Yes,” the gardener answered with asigh, his eyesflitting back to the garden beyond the low wall.

Xi thought back to the scene two days before, the fat man laying face down in apool of coagulating
blood, the sun receding in the west across pink-dappled skies. The body was cold, but the blood at the
back of the neck had not yet fully clotted. The murder had occurred no later than midday.

“Youwork inthe garden dl day?’ Xi asked, turning dightly from the waist, admiring the well-shaped
hedges and crenulated trees.

“From the sun’ sfirst gppearance until nightfal,” the gardener answered, proudly. “I rarely stop for medls.
Infact, I’ve worked for the last week without ceasing, in preparation for the emperor’ sreturn.”

Xi narrowed hiseyes.
“And yet you were e sawhere at this hour two days past?’ he asked.

The gardener looked confused for amoment, and began to shake his head. Then, seeming to remember
the content of their discussion, he quickly redirected the shake into an eager nod.

“Yes, yes, of course,” the gardener answered. “| was caled away by arepresentative from the
Household Department for afew moments. Some question about the feng shui of plantskept in the Hall



of Mentd Cultivation, as| recdl.”
Xi held his hands together, palm to pam, asthough he' d caught afly between them.

“Curious,” he said, innocently. “ That seems more within the purview of a Taoist priest than a
gardener....if you will excuse my impropriety in mentioning. Are you often called on such tasks?’

The gardener regarded Xi closdly.
“Fromtimetotime,” he answered.

Xi rose quickly, and bowed afraction from the waist, nearly the bow given to an equd, shaded dightly
towards deference.

“Thisoneisgrateful for your time and patience,” Xi said, and then turned and waked away, his hands
held tightly together, fingers laced.

#

That evening, after hissmple med, hisslver pipe held to hislips, Xi reviewed what he had learned thus
far.

When Gaozhi waskilled, no one knew the emperor had died. So who benefited from his death? His own
son, Zhu Zhanji, or his brother, Zhu Gaoxu, ether one of whom would be the likely next candidatesfor
the throne. Of the two, the dead man’ s son was away on the steppes on the fringes of the empire, on a
long hunting expedition. He was aman who preferred the wildernessto the intrigues of court. Gaoxu hed
been in the capital city when hisbrother waskilled, but witnesses placed him at afestiva in the hour the
murder had occurred.

What of other factionswithin the palace? The eunuchs, who held al the adminisirative and most of the
high military positions under the old emperor, seemed eager to begin the coronation process, and put
Gaoxu on the throne as soon as possible. The Confucian scholar-officials, who made up the baance of
the adminigtration, were blocking this appointment, delaying the proceedings wherever possible. One or
two of the Confucians had floated the notion that the son Zhanji was the more proper choicefor the
throne, as hisfather had technicaly died after becoming emperor, but this position was not supported by
al of the Confucians, many of whom suspected the dead man’ s son of collusion.

Xi wasinthe midst of trying unsuccessfully to unravel the knot presented by the mystery, the pipe held
between histeeth, his eyes closed tight, when hefelt atouch on hisknee.

1] Ume’?’

Xi’snephew Fai sat in his accustomed place on the stool before Xi, alook of concern on hisfeatures. He
had entered, crossed the courtyard, and sat upon the stool, all without Xi noticing. After along time
waiting, apparently, he had tapped Xi’ sknee, to rouse him.

“My gpologies, again, Sster’ s-on. The vexations of my current office are many, and | find mysdf lostin
my thoughts on the subject, more and more. It isa...complicated matter.”

“Aninvedigation, then?’ Fai asked.
“Something likethat,” Xi answered.

“Perhagpsthereis some crucia article of fact you have not yet uncovered.”



Xi nodded dightly, puffing on the pipe, breathing out thick clouds of smoke which rose to obscure briefly
the starswinking to light overhead. “ Perhaps,” he dlowed, after atime. “But | think it more likely that this
isaquandary too complex to be solved at asingle stroke, as much as | would prefer it were otherwise.”

Fa frowned, thoughtfully.

“You put mein mind of Smpler times, though, sster’s-son. Did | ever tell you about the time he solved a
murder case with asingle word?’

Fai shook hishead. “I don't bdieveso, Uncle”

“The case involved amerchant who was about to go out on asdlling trip. The merchant had hired a boat
and, having loaded it with the help of the boatman, waited for his servant to arrive from the house. He
waited, and waited, and gtill the servant did not appear.” Xi drew the pipe’ s smoke degp into hislungs,
and exhaled another cloud to obscure the heavens. “ The boatman, meanwhile, could not tear his gaze
away from the fine, expensive things the merchant had loaded onto the boat. If the merchant were out of
the way, the boatman reasoned, he could keep dl of thesefine thingsfor himsdf. So, when the
merchant’ s back was turned, the boatman struck him from behind, killing him. The boatman weighted
down his body, and sunk it deep into the murky river.”

“Soitwasmurder!” Fai said, breathlesdy.

“Without question. But if not for what came next, it is possible no one would have known. Y ou see, the
boatman then took the merchant’ s fine goods, and carried them to his own home. With them safely
secreted there, the boatman went to the merchant’ s house. He pounded upon the gate, calling for the
merchant’ swife. When the wife appeared at the gate, the boatman explained that the merchant had never
arrived at the boat. The merchant’ swife sent her servants out to look for her husband, but they found no
trace of him. The boatman, then, suggested that the merchant must have been waylaid on hisway to the
boat, and dl of hisfine goods stolen by thieves.”

“Helied,” theboy said.

“Yes, sgter’'sson” Xi sghed, and shook hishead dightly. “ Y ou will find, asyou make your way through
life, that people lie more often than philosophers and judges might prefer. In any case, the merchant’s
wife was suspicious of the boatman’ s story, and reported the matter to thelocal constable, who in turn
informed the county officias, who then interrogated the boatman, but produced no new evidence. Findly,
the court reached me, the digtrict magigtrate. All of the involved parties came before me, including the
boatman, the merchant’ swife, and her servants. | sent out al but the merchant’ swife, and had her give
an exact description of the events of that day. She explained that her husband had |eft in the morning, and
that sometime later the boatman had knocked at the gate, and that before she could open it, the boatman
cried out, * Migtress, why has your husband not come to my boat, after so long atime?”

“That iswhat the boatman had said?’ Fai chewed hislower lip thoughtfully.

“Yes” Xi sad, amiling dightly. “And | think perhaps you understand just how he undid himself with the
first word he spoke.”

The boy shifted excitedly on hisstoodl. “I think that...”

“Hold awhile’ Xi raised hishand. “I’ll finish my tale, and we' |l seeif your thoughts accord with me own.
Once | had heard the wife' stestimony, | her out, and called for the boatman. When questioned, the
boatman gave a satement which agreed in dl particular’ swith that of the wife. | then caled indl of the
parties, and ordered the boatman arrested for murder, as he had just confessed to the crime. The



boatman objected, asking what confession he had given.”

“When he cdled at the merchant’ shouse,” Fai said, eagerly, “ he asked not for the merchant, but for his
wife”

“Precisdly,” Xi sad, smiling proudly. “Very good, Sster’ s-son. In answer to the boatman’ s objection, |
said, ‘When you knocked on the door of the merchant’ s house, you addressed hiswife, not him. Even
before the gate had been opened, you were sure he was not still a home. How else could you have
known he was away, unless you had seen him with your own eyes?”

“And so with that oneword, *Mistress,” the boatman proclaimed his own guilt!” the boy said.

“Yes” Xi sat his pipe besde him, and folded hishandsin hislap. “Would that my current investigation
could be solved so0 easily.”

#

The next morning, in the palace granary, amidst towering pillars of flour-sacks and casks of millet and
grain, Xi found an ancient eunuch who had served the roya family since the days of the late emperor’s
father. Hisfingerswere permanently stained with ink, his shoulders hunched from ditting dl day at his
task, recording in his ledger the flow of victualsinto and out of the palace stores, and his eyeswere
cloudy and dim, but his mind was clear and his tongue was sharp, and he was happy to have any
audience, Digtrict Magistrate or no.

The ancient eunuch, whose name Xi never learned, listened with bare impatience while Xi rattled off a
few questions about hisinvestigation, and then waved hisink-stained handsin from of him, asthough
warding off foul spirits.

“Theseintrigues,” the ancient eunuch said, hisvoice high and piping. “They are nothing new, but pale
shadows of what has gone before. All things tend towards decay and chaos, and treachery isno
exception. Everything was grander in former days, even the darkness.”

“Might thisone ask...” Xi began, and then the old man waved him slent with an impatient gesture.

“Know you, how the emperor Zhu Di—son-of-heaven and may-he-reign-ten-thousand-years-came to the
throneorigindly?’

Xi didn’'t seeit necessary to point out that the late emperor seemed unlikely, at thisjuncture, to reign
another ten days, much less ten thousand years, but held histongue. He shook his head, and seeing that
the old man had made no indication that his blind eyes had seen the gesture, answered smply, “No.”

“Ligten, then,” the old man said. “ Thisiswhat went before, in times past. Thisiswhat many fear might
come again, whispering in the dark corner of the paace like frightened little girls.”

“What do they fear?’
“Purge, reprisa, Sege, and the thresat of civil war.”

Xi leaned in close, and listened as the ancient man told atae of hidden history, in hissing-song piping
voice.

#

Before the late emperor Zhu Di cameto the throne, the Confucian advisers of hisfather Zhu Y aunzhang



advised againgt favoring Di. They said that it would cause arift between the old emperor’ s other sons,
and plunge the country into civil war.

Y aunzhang named his grandson Zhu Y unwen as his successor. Worried about the cagpabilities of his
grandson, the old emperor launched acampaignin hisfind yearsto rid the empire of any who might later
pose athrest to his successor. Fifteen thousand civil officidsand loya military commanders were
executed in the mad emperor’s purge.

However, Y aunzhang had not ordered the execution of his own sons, epecidly his beloved Di. When

Y aunzhang had died, Y unwen ascended to the throne. Y unwen then ordered the execution and

nation of hisuncles, the princely sons of the former emperor, seeing in each of them athrest.
Within ayear, seven of the eight were deed, the only oneleft living the craft Di, who feigned madness,
running through the streets screaming obscenities, stealing food and wine from strangers, deepingin
gutters. In warm weather he' d huddle near stoves, shivering and complaining about the chill. But it was all
aruse, to decelve Y unwen into thinking he was harmless while he marshaled hisforces.

Intime, Di gathered his strengthsto him, his sonsand loyd military commanders, and made abid for the
throne. He cdled his nephew Y unwen a dupe of treasonous advisors, and raised an army against him.
Lost campaignsfollowed, and asiege of sx months, but in the end Di was victorious, largely dueto the
cooperation of the court eunuchs, who had been dispossessed by Y unwen, stripped of their power and
prestige. The court eunuchs, in exchange for areturn to their previous positions, reveded to Di the
secrets of the capital’ s defense, and Di’ sarmy took the city.

There are those who say the burned body found within the palace wallswas not that of the emperor

Y unwen, but that of a subordinate, and that the emperor himsalf escaped deeth, disguised in the garb of a
woman. But these are the stories that washwomen and broken old eunuchstell, and should not be
heeded.

#

By the end of thethird day of hisinvestigation, Xi felt closeto asolution, though no nearer afull
understanding of theforcesat play. It was as though he were standing too close to an enormous mural,
and able only to percelve smal details, not the broad sweep of the work. In his best estimation, the
palace was in the midst of a struggle between two factions, with the eunuchs on one side and the scholars
on the other. From battles as smple as which scholar should be appointed to alow-leve functionary
position at court, to those as complex and wide-ranging as the costsincurred by the Treasure Fleets so
favored by the eunuchs and the late emperor, the struggle between the eunuchs and the scholarswas a
war fought on many fronts.

Since times past, generations gone, Jurist Xi had learned, the Pal ace eunuchs and the Confucian
scholar-advisors had struggled for supremacy within the empire. In some eras one sdewasin the
ascendant, in some erasthe star of the other side was on the rise, but ways the struggle, awaysthe
shifting of aliances and strategies back and forth. With the death of the emperor Di, and the murder of his
successor Gaozhi, these ancient enmities again came to the fore. It seemed that the eunuchs were eeger

to rush through any investigation and deliberation, and put the dead man'’ s brother on the throne, while
the Confucians were sdling for time, delaying matters at every turn, trying to devise some Strategy.

On the morning of the fourth day, before any but women, eunuchs and the Imperid motherswere yet
within thewalls of the Forbidden City, Jurist Xi was caled before the two men who had first met him
within the Meridian Gate.

“Y ou have been busy, we aretold,” said the eunuch of the Household Department, his gaze leve.



“Yes, honored gir,” Xi answered.

“And have your questions yieded fruit?’ asked the Confucian scholar-courtier.
“Meager fruit, honored ar,” Xi answered, “ but sufficient to establish the taste.”
“And what have you determined?’ the eunuch asked, after a considerable pause.

Jurigt Xi looked from one man to the other, his eyes lingering on the round figure of the eunuch. He had
struggled for the last hours on how best to couch his next response, how best to explain how he had
determined the only ones who stood to benefit from the death of the heir apparent, without giving offense.
Before he could open his mouth to frame aresponse, though, a court page appeared at the elbow of the
eunuch, and hurriedly handed him adip of yellow paper inscribed in black ink.

Xi could not see from his vantage point what the paper said, but the impact on the eunuch was written in
bold relief across the round features. His eyes widened, showing white al around, and his mouth twisted
in agrimace that suggested shock commingled with fury. The eunuch’s hands closed into claws around
the paper, crumpling it.

“Y our pardons,” he muttered, and turning on his hedl, raced away. The crumpled paper he dropped
behind, and it fluttered to the ground like afaling lesf.

The Confucian scholar bent to retrieve the dip of paper in afluid motion, and straightening it, read it at a
glance. A dight smirk peaked at the corners of his mouth, but only for an instant.

“Honored gr,” Xi said, after along silence. “Isthis one given to know what the message says?’
The scholar lifted his eyes, and looked on Xi with an expression of wearied humor.

“Comeaong, Digtrict Magidirate,” the scholar answered, turning. With measured steps, he began to
walk after the eunuch. *'Y ou will need to know soon enough, | would imagine.”

#

Beneath the Gate of Divine Prowess, at the northern wall of the Forbidden City, lay abody cold and ill,
dressed in the dull orange hue called “golden yelow,” reserved for the exclusive use of the emperor’'s
sons. Though he had never seen the man before, Jurist Xi knew at a glance that this was the body of Zhu
Gaoxu, eldest son of the late emperor.

No man but the emperor may spend the night within the palace walls, unless he should pay six Slver tagls
to the knifeman and surrender his manhood as the eunuchs had done. Zhu Gaoxu had spent the night in
hisroya apartments, just beyond the palace walls, and had risen early to meet with paace officia's about
hisrolein the funered rites that would occupy the Forbidden City for the next hundred days. He never
made the meeting, but was found still and lifeless on the cold flagstones by agroup of ministersin the
early morning light.

Somein the court, in the hours that followed, began to point their fingersin accusation at the late
emperor’ s grandson, Zhanji the hunter, out on the western plains, though how he came to be responsible
for the murders of hisfather and uncle from adistance of thousands of kilometers, none can say with
certainty. The arguments were spirited, and divided factionsinternaly. Members of the Household
Department disagreed openly and vehemently about what next course of action should be taken, and the
courtiers and Confucian advisors locked themsel ves away, consulting histories and books of law,
searching for precedent and historical guidance.



That morning, on first waking, Jurist Xi had felt sure that he had determined who had murdered the heir
apparent, though he scarcely understood the motive of the murderers. No, asthe day grew nearer to
dusk, Xi fdt that he knew perfectly the motives of two murders, but had grown less certain about the
identity of the murderers themselves. The one thing of which he remained convinced, though, a certainty
that burned with crystd clarity in his thoughts, was that no one could learn what he had discovered.

Xi knew well the responghilities of the Digtrict Magistrate. Hiswas the task of preserving order, a any
cost. Xi remembered what the ancient eunuch in the granary had told him about the ascension of Zhu Di
to the throne, and he wept to think of hisdigtrict of the Northern Capital in burning ruins.

#

That evening Xi returned to hishome, and ate hismed in private contemplation. Later, hesat in his
courtyard, hisslver pipein hand. At the sound of a cough from the courtyard’ s entrance, Xi turned, and
waved dismissvely.

“Not tonight!” Xi said, sharply. “Return to your studies, and we' || speak on some later occasion.”

“Y our pardons, honored uncle,” the boy said, his voice quavering as he bowed low. “Has ...hasthisone
displeased you in somefashion?’

Xi took adeep breath, and collected himsdlf.

“No, sgter'sson.” Xi forced himself to relax, incrementally, and smiled to the shaken boy at the entrance.
“The anger conveyed in my toneis not with you, but with others more deserving of ire. You are
dismissed this evening not for any fault of yours, but because | am expecting visitors which should arrive
a any moment.”

A household servant appeared at Fai’ sside, bowing low.

“Masgter Jurigt, there are two men at the front gate who wish to speak with you.”
“And therethey are now,” Xi said.

With afaint smile, Xi motioned the servant to escort the vigitorsin.

“You must excuse me, Sster’ sson,” Xi said to Fai, who lingered nervoudly at the entrance.” | must
receive these guestsin private. Continue with your studies, and we will speak again tomorrow evening.”

Fai bowed to his uncle and, without another word, |€eft.

Xi refilled his pipe and, when he turned again, standing uncomfortably side by sde in the doorway were
the eunuch of the Household Department, and the Confucian scholar-courtier. Neither knew that the
other had been summoned, but likewise neither was able to refuse. Xi had made certain to include certain
suggestive passages in the invitations his servants had ddivered, to insure their prompt arriva.

“Didrict Magidrate,” the scholar began, attempting for bluster, “the manner of your invitation was most
unseemly, and completely lacking in merit.”

“Yes,” the eunuch put in, stepping forward, “Mogt inauspicious. Etiquette demands...”

Jurigt Xi raised his hand for silence, and shook his head with adight smile on hisface. He drew heavily
on thedlver pipe, and sent streams of spoke spilling up from the corners of his mouth.

“This one offers humblest gpologiesfor any offense,” Xi said, hisvoice laced with dark humor. “But on



consderation it seemed that civil war and the palace in flameswould prove more inauspicious, and of the
unseemly options which presented themsdlves this course was the most suitable.”

The eunuch and scholar regarded him through narrowed eyes.

“Thisoneis pleased to report that the mysteries surrounding the degth of the imperia princes have been
solved,” Xi went on. “Oneisless pleased with the answers, but then these are trying days.”

Xi tapped out the spent tobacco from hissilver pipe, and began to refill the bowl.

“Indl things, thereisafirst cause” he continued. “One might assume that the ingtigation of this current
string of events was the discovery of the body in the Imperia Gardens, four days since. That would not,
however, betrue. In fact, it al began with firesin the northwest, out beyond Kunming Lake.” He paused,
and then added, “ From the direction of Mongolia.”

The Confucian looked at him, not comprehending, and then looked to the eunuch with dawning
redlization. The round man, for his part, kept his eyes on the ground.

“That wasthe means...” the Confucian began, then bit off the rest of his statement.

“Oneimaginesthere were aseries of fires,” Xi went on, lighting his pipe from ataper. “ Signd fires,
sretching the hundreds of leagues between here and inner Mongolia. A way of passing information much
faster than any horse and rider ever could. The content of the information would, perforce, be limited, but
s0 long as your messagewas Smple ... say, to dert another asto asignificant occurrence-the outbreak
of war, or the death of aking...”

Jurist Xi paused, and let hiswords hang intheair.

“Undergtand, first, that one spesksonly in the hypothetical,” Xi went on. “Imagine, if you will, that a
group desired to circumvent the will of their emperor, in the manner of succession. For the sake of
argument, let us say that...for instance. ..the paace eunuchsfet that their power would be severely
curtained were the emperor’ s chosen heir to come to the throne; they might even know for a certainty
that the heir isthe pawn of another faction within the palace. ..for example, the Confucian
scholar-officias. These hypothetical eunuchs might be willing to go to any lengths, even murder, to secure
thelr postions”

Xi paused, taking along draw off the pipe.

“However,” he said, continuing, “if the heir gpparent wereto die while the emperor stilled lived, the
emperor might name a successor even less receptive to their cause. On the other hand, if the heir died
after ascending to the throne, then the line of succession would next fal on the heir apparent’ s own son.
Suppose that the heir gpparent’ s son is an unknown, his alegiances not yet established. Let ussay he
prefersto hunt in the western wildernessesinstead of playing court politics. Were he to take the throne,
he might look favorably on the eunuchs cause, or he might favor some other faction...for example,
again, the Confucian scholar-officids.”

Xi glanced between the two men, his manner serene. Neither of the visitors spoke, their eyeslocked on
Xi.

“If, however, the heir apparent were to die too late for the emperor to name anew successor, but before
the emperor had passed on, then the throne would passto the heir apparent’ s brother.” Xi smiled, like an
enlightened monk. “ Suppose, further, that the heir apparent’ s brother is, himself, the cat’ s paw of the

eunuchs, and with him on the throne, they know that they would be secure until another turn of the whed.



Now, if we assume that the eunuchs are successful in their scheme, and work out some mechanism to
aert their compatriots at the palace that the emperor is on his deathbed, before the news is made
public...say, by ingenious use of secret sgnd fires ...and diminate the threet of the heir apparent, isn't it
too much to assume that the Confucian scholarswould not revenge. After dl, if it iswell known that the
heir apparent’ s brother isthe pawn of the eunuchs, the Confucian scholars have avested interest in
eliminating this new successor, aswell.”

Xi lowered hispipefrom hislips, hisexpresson hardening.

“I am merely ahumble servant of the emperor,” Xi said, hisvoice hard. “I took my examinations and
earned my certifications, and have served at the emperor’ s pleasure from here to the western fastness
these past long years. Now, mineistherole of Digtrict Magistrate of the Northern Capital, to maintain
the safety and order of the city. What happens within the walls of the Forbidden City is beyond my ken
and my control, but what happens beyond is my responsibility.”

Xi stood, and crossed hisarms over his chest. The eunuch made to speak, but Xi sllenced him with a
gare

“Murder isnot to be tolerated,” he went on, “but if the prosecution of an offender leadsto more
bloodshed and violence, then who isto gain? Neither of your factionsis guaranteed they will control the
next emperor, whoever hewill be. If the true facts of the last daysisrevedled, the only result will be civil
war. Two men are now dead, and their father with them. Should more men now join them in degth, or
ghdl we consider things at an end, till thewhed should turn again?’

The eunuch and the scholar looked at one another, their expressions hard, their gazes smoldering. Then
they looked back to Xi.

“Theinvedtigation of offenses and the meting out of punishmentsto the guilty isthe purview of the
Magigtrate,” the scholar said through clenched teeth.

“Wewill abide by your decison,” the eunuch added, bowing dightly.
With that, both men turned, and walked back out into the night. Xi never saw either one of them again.
#

A month later, Zhu Zhanji, grandson of the late emperor, ascended to the imperia throne, and took up
resdence in the Forbidden City. Called the Xuande emperor, he seemed well disposed to the positions
of the Palace eunuchs, but less so than was his predecessor. The new emperor seemed to listen with a
more attentive ear to his Confucian advisors, but was reported to heed their counsdl only when it suited
him. In most ways, he was his own man, and hisreign reflected that fact.

Some weeks after Zhanji took the throne, Jurist Xi’s nephew Fai passed his xiucai-level examination,
recognized now by theimperid bureaucracy asa*“flourishing talent.” Through hisuncl€ s connectionsin
the Northern Capital—there were always those in the bureaucracy who considered it auspicious and
prudent to have favors owed them by aDidtrict Magistrate—+ai secured as a position as an assistant to
the officia scribe on aforthcoming Treasure Fleet expedition, bound for Nippon. He would continue his
studies while onboard, and then take his juren-level examinations on his return to the Northern Capitd,
thefollowing year.

The day before Fai was scheduled to depart with the Treasure Fleet, he joined his unclein the courtyard
at the appointed hour, aswastheir custom.



“Good evening, uncle”

“Good evening, Sster’sson.” Xi motioned the boy to the stool, but his nephew politely declined, too
excited to st ill.

“I think it issafe to say that great thingsliein your future,” Xi said, “but | am not afraid to admit that your
presence will be missed in this house.”

Xi dipped hishead, reverentialy. “I thank you for making a placein your household for me, Uncle. And |
can only hope that my contributions can be even a shadow of what your service has meant to the
empire”

“Gracioudy said.” Xi amiled, kindly. “My own contributions to the emperor, though, are humble
offerings, and you would do better to set your ambitions somewhat higher. It is perhagpsironic, but my
most significant contribution in the emperor’ s serviceislikely one which no one knows, outside of myself
and two other men, neither of whom are likely ever to spesk of it.”

“But surely,” Fai says, “even ahidden contribution gtill aids the emperor. What would have happened
differently had you not performed this service?’

Xi shook his head, adark expression drifting momentarily across his features. That isnot atopic fit for
discussion and, besides, | would not want anew cloud to cast a shadow on my nephew’ s proud day.”

“Thank you, Uncle.” Fai bowed again, and then straightened, his handsin constant motion at his Sdes,
too full of nervous energy to stand till.

“Perhgps,” Xi said with agentle smile, “you should go and prepare your things for the coming voyage?’
“Yes, of course.” Fa smiled broadly, his eyesflashing. “Thank you, Uncle”

The boy hurried to the entrance, pausing only to give a perfunctory bow before rushing to hisrooms,
leaving the jurigt donein the courtyard.

Xi smoked hissilver pipe, looking at the stars coming out overhead.

What had he contributed, in the broad view? The Xuande emperor would still likely have ascended to the
thronein afew yearstime, had hisfather lived. But who knew how the fortunes of the Middle Kingdom
might have changed, in those intervening years, if not for onefire, burning in the wilderness, out beyond
Kunming Lake.



