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CHAPTER I.
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As Kai Lung turned off the dusty earth road and took the
  woodland path that led to his small but seemly cottage on the higher slope,
  his exultant heart rose up in song. His quest, indeed, had not been prolific
  of success, and he was returning with a sleeve as destitute of silver taels
  as when he had first set out, but the peach tree about his gate would greet
  him with a thousand perfumed messages of welcome, and standing expectant at
  the door he would perchance presently espy the gracefully outlined form of
  Hwa-mei, once called the Golden Mouse.

"As I climb the precipitous hillside," [he chanted],

  "My thoughts persistently dwell on the one who awaits my coming;

  Though her image has never been wholly absent from my mind,

  For our affections are as the two ends of a stretching cable-- united by what
  divides them;

  And harmony prevails.

  Each sunrise renews the pearly splendour of her delicate being;

  And floating weed recalls her abundant hair.

  In the slender willows of the Yengtse valley I see her silken eye-lashes,

  And the faint tint of the waving moon-flower tells of her jade-rivalled
  cheek.

  Where is the exactitude of her matchless perfection--"

"There is a time to speak in hyperbole and a time to frame words to the
  limit of a narrow edge," interposed a contentious voice and Shen Hing, an
  elderly neighbour, appeared in the way. "What manner of man are you, Kai
  Lung, or does some alien Force possess you that you should reveal this
  instability of mind on the very threshold of misfortune?"

"Greetings, estimable wood-cutter," replied Kai Lung, who knew the other's
  morose habit; "yet wherefore should despondency arise? It is true that the
  outcome of my venture has been concave in the extreme, but, whatever befall,
  the produce of a single field will serve our winter need; while now the air
  is filled with gladness and the song of insects, and, shortly, Hwa-mei will
  discern me on the homeward track and come hurriedly to meet me with a cup of
  water in her hand. How, then, can heaviness prevail?"

At this, Shen Hing turned half aside, under the pretext that he required
  to spit, but he coughed twice before he could recompose his voice.

"Whence are you, amiable Kai Lung?" he asked with unaccustomed mildness;
  "and have you of late had speech with none?"

"I am, last of all, from Shun, which lies among the Seven Water-heads,"
  was the reply. "Thinking to shorten the path of my return, I chose the pass
  known as the Locust's Leap, and from this cause I have encountered few. Haply
  you have some gratifying tidings that you would impart--yet should not these
  await another's telling, when seated around our own domestic hearth?"

"Haply," replied Shen Hing, with the same evasive bearing, "but there is a
  fall no less than a rise to every tide, and is it not further said that of
  three words that reach our ears two will be evil?"

"Does famine then menace the province?" demanded Kai Lung uneasily.

"There is every assurance of an abundant harvest, and already the sound of
  many blades being whetted is not unknown to us."

"It can scarcely be that the wells are failing our community again? Fill
  in the essential detail of your shadowy warning, O dubious Shen Hing, for I
  am eager to resume my homeward way, whatever privation threatens."

"It is better to come empty handed than to be the bearer of ill news,"
  answered the sombre woodman, "but since you lay the burden on my head, it is
  necessary that you should turn your impatient feet aside to ascend yonder
  slight incline," and he pointed to a rocky crag that rose above the trees.
  "From this height, minstrel, now bend your discriminating gaze a few li to
  the west and then declare what there attracts your notice."

"That is the direction in which my meagre hut is placed," admitted Kai
  Lung, after he had searched the distance long and anxiously, "but, although
  the landmarks are familiar, that which I most look for eludes my mediocre
  eyes. It must be that the setting sun--"

"Even a magician cannot see the thing that is not there," replied Shen
  Hing meaningly. "Doubtless your nimble-witted mind will now be suitably
  arranged for what is to follow."

"Say on," adjured Kai Lung, taking a firmer hold upon the inner fibre of
  his self control. "If it should be more than an ordinary person can
  reasonably bear, I call upon the shades of all my virtuous ancestors to rally
  to my aid."

"Had but one of them put in a appearance a week ago, it might have served
  you better, for, as it is truly written, 'A single humble friend with rice
  when you are hungry is better than fifteen influential kinsmen coming to a
  feast,' " retorted Shen Hing. "Hear my lamentable word, however. It has for
  some time been rumoured that the banners of insurrection were being trimmed
  and the spears of revolt made ready."

"There was a whisper trickling through the land when I set forth,"
  murmured Kai Lung. "But in this sequestered region, surely--"

"The trickle meanwhile grew into a swiftly moving stream, although the
  torrent seemed as though it would spare our peaceful valley. Like a faint
  echo from some far-off contest we heard that the standard of the Avenging
  Knife had been definitely raised and all men were being pressed into this
  scale or that of the contending causes. . . . High among the rebel council
  stood one who had, it is said, suffered an indignity at your requiting hand
  in the days gone by--Ming-shu his forbidding name."

"Ming-shu!" exclaimed Kai Lung, falling back a step before the ill-omened
  menace of that malignant shadow. "Can it be that the enmity of the inscriber
  of the Mandarin's spoken word has pursued me to this retreat?"

"It is, then, even as men told," declared Shen Hing, with no attempt to
  forego an overhanging bitterness, "and you, Kai Lung, whom we received in
  friendship, have brought this disaster to our doors. Could demons have done
  more?"

"Speak freely," invoked Kai Lung, averting his face, "and do not seek to
  spare this one's excessive self-reproach. What next occurred?"

"We of our settlement are a peaceful race, neither vainglorious nor
  trained to the use of arms, and the opposing camps of warriors had so far
  passed us by, going either on the Eastern or the Western Route and none
  turning aside. But in a misbegotten moment Ming-shu fell under a deep
  depression while in his tent at no great space away, and one newly of his
  band, thinking to disclose a fount of gladness, spoke of your admitted
  capacity as a narrator of imagined tales, with a special reference to the
  serviceable way in which the aptitude had extricated you from a variety of
  unpleasant transactions in the past."

"That would undoubtedly refresh the wells of Ming-shu's memory," remarked
  Kai Lung. "How did he testify the fullness of his joy?"

"It is related that, when those who stood outside heard the grinding of
  his ill assorted teeth, the rumour spread that the river banks were giving
  way. At a later period the clay-souled outlaw was seen to rub his offensive
  hands pleasurably together and heard to remark that there is undoubtedly a
  celestial influence that moulds our ultimate destinies even though we
  ourselves may appear to trim the edges somewhat. He then directed a chosen
  company of his repulsive guard to surprise and surround our dwellings and to
  bring you a bound captive to his feet."

"Alas!" exclaimed Kai Lung. "It would have been more in keeping with the
  classical tradition that they should have taken me, rather than that others
  must suffer in my stead."

"There can be no two opinions on that score," replied the scrupulous Shen
  Hing, "but a literary aphorism makes a poor defense against a suddenly
  propelled battle axe, and before mutual politeness was restored a score of
  our tribe had succumbed to the force of the opposing argument. Then, on the
  plea that a sincere reconciliation demanded the interchange of gifts, they
  took whatever we possessed, beat us heavily about the head and body with
  clubs in return, and departed, after cutting down your orchard and setting
  fire to your very inflammably constructed hut, in order, as their leader
  courteously expressed it, 'to lighten the path of your return.'"

"But she--Hwa-mei," urged Kai Lung thickly. "Speak to a point now that the
  moment must be faced--the cord is at my heart."

"In that you are well matched, for another was about her neck when she
  went forth," replied Shen Hing concisely. "Thus, Ming-shu may be said to
  possess a double hold upon your destiny."

"And thereafter? She--?"

"Why, as to that, the outlook is obscure. But a brigand with whom I
  conversed--albeit one-sidedly, he standing upon this person's prostrate form
  meanwhile--boasted of the exploit. Hwa-mei would seem to be a lure by which
  it is hoped to attract some high official's shifting allegiance to the rebel
  cause, she having held a certain sway upon him in the past."

"The Mandarin Shan Tien--now a provincial governor!" exclaimed Kai Lung.
  "Thus our ancient strife asserts itself again, though the angles ever change.
  But she lives--at least that is assured."

"She lives," agreed Shen Hing dispassionately, "but so likewise does
  Ming-shu. If he was your avowed enemy, minstrel, you did wrong to spare him
  in the past, for 'If you leave the stricken bull his horns, he will yet
  contrive to gore you.'"

"It is no less written, 'The malice of the unworthy is more to be prized
  than an illuminated vellum,'" replied Kai Lung. "Furthermore, the ultimate
  account has not yet been cast. In which direction did Ming-shu's force
  proceed, and how long are they gone?"

"One who overlooked their camp spoke of them as marching to the west, and
  for three days now have we been free of their corroding presence. That being
  so, the more valiant among us are venturing down from about the treetops, and
  tomorrow life will begin afresh, doubtless as before. Have no fear therefore,
  storyteller; Ming-shu will not return."

"It is on that very issue that I am troubled," was Kai Lung's doubtful
  answer. "Ming-shu may still return."

"Then at least do not show it, for we are all in the same plight," urged
  the woodman. "Tomorrow we assemble to repair the broken walls and fences, so
  that in the association of our numbers you may gain assurance."

"The spirit you display is admittedly contagious," agreed Kai Lung. "In
  the meanwhile, I will seek my devastated ruin to see if haply anything
  remains. There was a trivial store of some few bars of silver hidden about
  the roof. Should that hope fail, I am no worse off than he who possesses
  nothing."

"I will accompany and sustain you, neighbour," declared Shen Hing more
  cheerfully. "In sudden fortune, whether good or bad, men become as
  brothers."

"Do so if you feel you must," replied Kai Lung, "though I would rather be
  alone. But, in any case, I will do the actual searching--it would be the
  reverse of hospitable to set you to a task."

When they reached the ruin of his once befitting home, Kai Lung could not
  forbear an emotion of despair, but he indicated to Shen Hing how that one
  should stand a reasonable distance away while he himself sought among the
  ashes.

"A steady five cash a day is better than the prospect of a fortune." Shen
  Hing busied himself looking for earth-nuts, but in spite of the apt proverb
  his sombre look returned.

"Even this slender chance has faded," reported Kai Lung at length,
  approaching Shen Hing again. "Nothing remains, and I must now adventure forth
  on an untried way with necessity alone to be my guide. Farewell,
  compassionate Shen Hing."

"But what new vagary is here?" exclaimed Shen Hing, desisting from his
  search. "Is it not your purpose to join in the toil of restoring our
  settlement, when we, in turn, will support you in the speedy raising of your
  fallen roof?"

"There is a greater need that calls me, and every day Hwa-mei turns her
  expectant eyes toward the path of rescue," replied Kai Lung.

"Hwa-mei! But she is surrounded by a rebel guard in Ming-shu's camp, a
  hundred li or more away by now. Consider well, storyteller. It is very easy
  on an unknown road to put your foot into a trap or your head into a noose,
  but by patient industry one can safely earn enough to replace a wife with a
  few successful harvests."

"When this one lay captive in Ming-shu's power, she whom you would so
  readily forsake did not weigh the hazards of snare or rope with an appraising
  eye, but came hastening forward, offering life itself in two outstretched
  hands. Would a dog do less than follow now?"

"That is as it may be, and I have certainly heard some account of the
  affair at various times," replied Shen Hing craftily, for he well knew that
  Kai Lung's reciting voice would lighten the task of each succeeding day. "But
  even a beggar will not cross a shaking bridge by night, and how are you, who
  have neither gold wherewith to purchase justice nor force by which to compel
  it, to out-do the truculent Ming-shu, armed at every point?"

"I have sandals for my feet, a well-tried staff between my hands, a story
  on my lips, and the divine assurance that integrity will in the end prevail,"
  was Kai Lung's modest boast. "What, therefore, can I lack?"

" 'In the end'?" repeated Shen Hing darkly. "Admittedly. But an ordinary
  person inclines to something less ambitious provided it can be relied upon
  more toward the middle. You are one who is prone to resort to analogies and
  signs, Kai Lung, to guide you in the emergencies of life. How can you then
  justify a journey entered upon so suddenly and without reference to the
  omens?"

"He who moves toward the light has no need of the glow of joss-sticks,"
  replied Kai Lung, indicating the brightness that still lingered in the sky.
  "The portent will not fail."

"It is certainly a point to be noted," confessed Shen Hing, "and I cannot
  altogether expect to dissuade you in the circumstances. But do not overlook
  the fact that the sun has already set and nothing but dark and forbidding
  clouds now fill the heavens."

"We can see only the clouds, but the clouds can see the sun," was the
  confident reply. "Success is a matter of luck, but every man obeys his
  destiny."

With this inspired pronouncement, Kai Lung turned his back upon the ruin
  of his unassuming home and set out again, alone and destitute, upon an
  unknown path. Shen Hing pressed into his sleeve the few inferior nuts that he
  had laboriously collected, but he did not offer to accompany the storyteller
  on his way. Indeed, as soon as he was reasonably sure that he was free from
  interruption, the discriminating wood-cutter began to search the ashes on his
  own account, to see if haply there was not something of value that Kai Lung
  had perchance overlooked.




CHAPTER II.

  The Difficult Progression of the

  Virtuous Kai Lung Assumes a Concrete Form


Table of Contents



It was Kai Lung's habit, as he approached any spot where it
  seemed as though his mat might be profitably unrolled, to beat upon a small
  wooden drum and even to discharge an occasional firework, so that the
  leisurely and indulgent should have no excuse for avoiding his entertainment.
  As darkness was fast approaching when he reached the village of Ching, it
  would have been prudent first of all to obtain shelter for the night and a
  little rice to restore his failing powers, for three days had passed since
  the parting from Shen Hing, and with scarcely a pause Kai Lung had pressed
  relentlessly on toward the west, journeying through a barren upland waste
  where nothing to sustain life offered beyond the roots of herbs and a scanty
  toll of honey. But the rocky path that he had followed was scarcely less
  harsh and forbidding than the faces of those to whom the storyteller now
  spoke of food and shelter, with an assumed payment at some future time, and
  however ill-fitted he felt his attributes to be, he had no alternative but to
  retrace his faltering steps to the deserted open space and there to spread
  his mat and lift up his voice in the hope of enticing together one or two who
  would contribute even a few brass pieces to his bowl.

When Kai Lung had beat upon his drum for as long as it was prudent and had
  expended the last firecracker of his slender store, he looked around so that
  he might estimate what profit the enterprise held out and judge therefrom
  what variety of story would be adequate. To his gratified surprise, he now
  perceived that, so far from attracting only a meagre sprinkling of the idle
  and necessitous, about him stood a considerable throng, and persons of even
  so dignified a position as an official chair bearer and an assistant tax
  collector had not scrupled to draw near. At least two full strings of
  negotiable cash might be looked for, and Kai Lung brushed aside his hunger
  and fatigue as he resolved to justify so auspicious an occasion.

"It is well said," he remarked with becoming humility, "that the more
  insignificant the flower the handsomer the bees that are attracted to it, and
  the truth of the observation is borne out by this distinguished gathering of
  influential noblemen all condescending to listen to the second rate elocution
  of so ill endowed a person as the one who is now speaking. Nevertheless, in
  order to start the matter on a satisfactory basis, attention is now drawn to
  this very inadequate collecting bowl. When even its lower depth is hidden
  beneath the impending shower of high-class currency, these deficient lips
  will be stimulated to recite the story of Ling Tso and the Golden Casket of
  the Lady Wu."

For a few beats of time there was an impressive pause, which Kai Lung
  ascribed to a pleased anticipation of what was to follow, but no shower of
  coins ensued. Then a venerable person stood forth and raised a forbidding
  hand.

"Refrain from this ineptitude and tell us the thing that we have come to
  hear," he remarked in an unappreciative voice. "Is it to be thought that
  persons of such importance as an official chair bearer and an assistant tax
  collector "--here he indicated the two, who assumed expressions of
  appropriate severity--"would bend their weighty ears to the painted
  insincerity of a fictitious tale?"

"Yet wherein can offence be taken at the history of Ling Tso and the
  virtuous Lady Wu?" asked Kai Lung in pained surprise. "None the less, it is
  reasonably said that he who hires the carriage picks the road, and should
  another tale be indicated, this one will cheerfully endeavour to comply with
  the demand."

"Alas," exclaimed the one who had constituted himself the leader of their
  voices, "can obliquity go further? Why should we who are assembled to hear
  what relief Ang-Liang can send us in our straits be withheld in this
  extraneous manner? Deliver your message competently, O townsman of Ang-Liang,
  so that we may quickly know."

At this reversal of his hopes and all that it foreshadowed, Kai Lung
  suddenly felt the cords of his restraint give way, and for a discreditable
  moment he covered his face with his hands, lest his anguish should appear
  there.

"It is very evident that an unfortunate misconception has arisen," he
  said, when he had recovered his inner possession. "The one before you has
  journeyed from the east, nor has he any part with the township of Ang-Liang,
  neither does he bear with him a message."

"Then how arises it," demanded the foremost of the throng acrimoniously,
  "that you have come to this very spot, beating upon a wooden drum and bearing
  other signs of him whom we expect?"

"I had sought this open space thinking to earn a narrow sufficiency of the
  means whereby to secure food and shelter before the darkness closes in,"
  replied Kai Lung freely. "My discreditable calling is that of a minstrel and
  a relater of imagined tales, my abject name being Lung, and Kai that of my
  offensive father's ill-conditioned Line. Being three days' journey from my
  bankrupt home, I have nothing but my own distressing voice and the charitable
  indulgence of your unsullied hearts to interpose between myself and various
  unpleasant ways of Passing Upward. To that end I admittedly beat upon this
  hollow drum and discharged an occasional cracker, as my harmless custom
  is."

"Were it not possible to take a lenient view of the offence by reason of
  your being a stranger, it is difficult to say what crime you may not have
  committed," declared the spokesman with obtuse persistence. "As it is, it
  would be well that you should return to your own place without delay and
  avoid the boundaries of Ching in future. Justice may not close an eye twice
  in the same direction."

"Nothing could be more agreeably expressed, and this one will not fail to
  profit by your broad-minded toleration," meekly replied Kai Lung. "Yet
  inexperienced wayfarers have been known to wander in a circle after nightfall
  and so to return to the point of their departure. To avoid this humiliating
  transgression, the one who is now striving to get away at the earliest
  possible moment will restrain his ardour until daybreak. In the meanwhile, to
  satisfy your natural demand that he should justify the claim to be as he
  asserts, he will now relate the story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub--a
  narrative which, while useful to ordinary persons as indicative of what may
  be reasonably expected in a variety of circumstances, does not impose so
  severe a strain upon the imagination as does the history of Ling Tso and the
  Golden Casket."

"Any strain upon the imagination is capable of sympathetic adjustment,"
  put forward one of the circle, evidently desirous of sharing in some form of
  entertainment. "As regards the claim of the collecting bowl to which
  reference has been made--"

"Cease, witling," interposed the leader in a tone of no-encouragement.
  "Having been despoiled by Ming-shu's insatiable horde, are we now to be
  beguiled into contributing to a strolling musician's scarcely less voracious
  bowl? Understand, mountebank, that by flood, fire, and famine, culminating in
  this last iniquity at the hands of a rebel band, our village is not only
  cashless but is already destitute of food and fuel for itself, so that we
  have even sent imploring messages to less deficient neighbours."

"In that case, the historical legend of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub is
  exceptionally appropriate, conveying as it does the inspiring maxim that
  misfortune may be turned to a final gain, and indicating--on broad lines--how
  this desirable result may be attained."

"A recital of that nature cannot be deemed to be merely light and
  indulgent," contended the one who had favoured the amusement, "and, indeed,
  may be regarded as a definite commercial asset. It is true that among us we
  have not the wherewithal to line even the bottom of the accomodating Kai
  Lung's unassuming bowl, but if a mat upon my misshapen sleeping bench should
  be judged an equivalent share--"

"In the matter of your evening rice this person chances to have a
  superfluous portion of meat upon a skewer," remarked the official chair
  bearer. "Lean and unappetizing as it will doubtless prove, it is freely
  offered as a proportionate bestowal."

"Meat of itself requires the savour of mixed herbs," interposed the
  assistant tax collector, not desirous of being outdone by others, "and in
  that respect this one will not prove lacking."

"When the tide turns, it carries all before it," grumbled the head-man of
  the community, with a supine glance at the many who were pressing forward.
  "As regards tea to any reasonable amount, the name of Thang stands to that
  detail."

"An onion to refresh your supple throat," came from another.

"A little snuff to bring out the flavor of each dish"; "Look to Wei Ho,
  for mien paste to form a staple"; "A small dried fish, well steeped in oil";
  "The gratuitous shaving of your noble footsore limbs"--these and a variety of
  inspiring cries were raised on every side.

"It is necessary to test silver on a block, but hospitality proclaims
  itself," replied Kai Lung agreeably. "This brings in the legendary tale of
  Wan and what befell him."

The Story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub

I
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The story of Wan and the Remarkable Shrub is commendable in
  that it shows how, under a beneficent scheme of government, such as that of
  our unapproachably enlightened Empire admittedly is, impartial justice will
  sooner or later be accomplished. When a contrary state of things seems to
  prevail, and the objectionable appear to triumph while the worthy are reduced
  to undignified expedients, it will generally be found that powerful
  demoniacal influences are at work or else that the retributive forces have
  been counter-balanced by an unfortunate conjunction of omens acting on the
  lives of those concerned. If neither of these causes is responsible, it may
  be that a usurpatory and unauthorized dynasty has secured the sacred dragon
  throne (a not unusual occurrence in our distinguished history), and virtue is
  thereby for a time superseded from its function; or, possibly, a closer
  scrutiny will reveal that those whom we had hitherto regarded as tending
  toward one extreme were not in reality such as we deemed them to be, and that
  the destinies meted out to them were therefore both adequate and just. Thus,
  whatever happens, it is always more prudent to assume that the integrities
  have been suitably maintained all round and that the inspired system
  initiated by the Sages ten thousand years ago continues even today to
  enshrine the highest wisdom of mankind and is yet administered by the most
  scrupulous body of officials in what is still the best possible among the
  nations of the earth.

For this reason the story of Wan and his associates, badly told and
  commonplace as it must inevitably sound when narrated by this incompetent
  person, is appropriate for the mental nourishment of the young and
  impressionable, while even the ill intentioned and austere may be discreetly
  influenced along a desired path by its opportune recital at convenient
  intervals.

At a period so remote that it would be impious to doubt whatever happened
  then, a venerable and prosperous philosopher, Ah-shoo by name, dwelt at the
  foot of a mountain in a distant province. His outward life was simple but
  reserved, and although he spent large sums of money on fireworks and other
  forms of charity, he often professed his indifference to wealth and position.
  Yet it must not be supposed that Ah-shoo was unmindful of the essentials, for
  upon it being courteously pointed out to him, by a well disposed neighbour
  who had many daughters of his own, that in failing to provide a reliable
  posterity he was incurring a grave risk of starvation in the Upper World, he
  expressed a seemly regret for the oversight and at once arranged to marry an
  elderly person who chanced at the time to be returning his purified wearing
  apparel. It was to this incident that the one with whom this related story is
  chiefly concerned owned his existence, and when the philosopher's attention
  was diverted to the occurrence, he bestowed on him the name of Wan, thereby
  indicating that he was born toward the evening of his begetter's life, and
  also conveying the implication that the achievement was one that could
  scarcely be expected to be repeated. On this point he was undoubtedly
  inspired.

When Wan reached the age of manhood, the philosopher abruptly Passed Above
  without any interval of preparation. It had been his custom to engage Wan in
  philosophical discussion at the close of each day, and on this occasion he
  was contrasting the system of Ka-ping, who maintained that the world has
  suspended from a powerful fibrous rope, with that of Ta-u, who contended that
  it was supported upon a substantial bamboo pole. With the clear insight of an
  original and discerning mind, Ah-shoo had already detected the fundamental
  weakness of both theories.

"If the earth was indeed dependent on the flexible retention of an
  unstable cord, it is inevitable that, during the season of Much Wind, it must
  from time to time have been blown into a reversed position, with the
  distressing result that what was the east when we composed ourselves to sleep
  would be the west when we awoke from our slumber, to the confusion of all
  ordinary process of observation and the well-grounded annoyance of those who,
  being engaged upon a journey, found themselves compelled to return and set
  out again in the opposite direction. As there exists no tradition of this
  having ever happened, it is certain that the ingenious Ka-ping did not walk
  in step with the verities."

"Then the system of the profound Ta-u is the one to be regarded?" inquired
  Wan respectfully.

"'Because Hi is in the wrong, it does not automatically follow that Ho is
  necessarily right,'" quoted Ah-shoo, referring to the example of two
  celebrated astrologers who were equally involved in error. "The ill-conceived
  delusion of the obsolete Ta-u is no less open to logical disproval than the
  grotesque fallacy of the badly informed Ka-ping. If a rigid and unyielding
  staff of wood upheld the world it is obvious that when the ground became dry
  and crumbling the upper end of the pole would enlarge the socket in which it
  was embedded, and the earth, thus deprived of a firm and stable basis, would
  oscillate with every considerable movement upon its upper side. Even more
  disturbing would be the outcome of a season of continuous flood, such as our
  agreeable land frequently enjoys, for then, owing to the soft and pliant
  nature of the soil, and the ever increasing weight of the impending
  structure, the pole would continue to sink deeper and deeper into the mass,
  until at length it would protrude upon the upper side, when the earth,
  deprived of all support, would slide down the pole until it plunged into the
  impenetrable gloom of the Beneath-Parts."

"Yet," suggested Wan with becoming deference, "if the point of the staff
  concerned should have been resourcefully embedded in a a formidable block of
  stone--?"

"The system of the self-opinionated Ta-u contains no reference to any such
  block of stone," replied Ah-shoo coldly, for it was not wholly agreeable to
  his sense of the harmonies that the one who was his son should seek to supply
  Ta-u's deficiency. "Furthermore, the difficulty of hewing out the necessary
  incision for the head of the pole to fit into, in view of the hardness of the
  rock and the inverted position in which the workers must necessarily toil,
  would be insuperable. Consider well another time, O Wan, before you
  intervene. 'None but a nightingale should part his lips merely to emit
  sound.'"

"Your indulgent censure will henceforth stimulate my powers of silence,"
  declared the dutiful Wan in a straightforward voice. "Otherwise it would have
  been my inopportune purpose to learn of your undoubted omniscience what
  actually does support the earth."

"The inquiry is a natural one," replied Ah-shoo more genially, for it was
  a desire to set forth his own opinion on the subject that had led him to
  approach the problem, "and your instinct in referring it to me is judicious.
  The world is kept in its strict and inflexible position by--"

Who having found a jewel lifts his voice to proclaim the fact, thereby
  inviting one and all to claim a share? Rather does he put an unassuming foot
  upon the spot and direct attention to the auspicious movements of a distant
  flock of birds or the like, until he can prudently stoop to secure what he
  has seen. Certainly, the analogy may not be exact at all its angles, but in
  any case Ah-shoo would have been well advised to speak with lowered voice. It
  is to be inferred that the philosopher did not make a paper boast when he
  spoke of possessing the fundamental secret of the earth's stability, but that
  the High Powers were unwilling, at that early stage of our civilization, for
  the device to become generally understood. Ah-shoo was therefore fated to
  suffer for his indiscretion, and this took the form of a general stagnation
  of the attributes, so that although he lingered for a further period before
  he Passed Above he was unable to express himself in a coherent form. Being
  deprived of the power of speech, he remembered, when too late, that he had
  neglected to initiate Wan into any way of applying his philosophical system
  to a remunerative end, while it so happened that his store of wealth was
  unusually low owing to an imprudently generous contribution to a scheme for
  permanently driving evil beings out of the neighbourhood by a serious of
  continuous explosions.

It is no longer necessary to conceal the fact that throughout his life
  Ah-shoo had in reality played a somewhat two-faced part. In addition to being
  a profound philosopher and a polite observer of the forms he was, in secret,
  an experienced magician, and in that capacity he was able to transmute base
  matter into gold. For this purpose he kept a variety of coloured fluids in a
  shuttered recess of the wall, under a strict injunction. Having now a natural
  craving to assure Wan's future comfort, he endeavoured by a gesture to
  indicate this source of affluence, confident that the one in question would
  not fail to grasp the significance of anything brought to his notice at so
  precise a moment, and thus be led to test the properties of the liquids and
  in the end to discover their potency. Unfortunately, Ah-shoo's vigour was by
  this time unequal to the required strain and his inefficient hand could not
  raise itself higher than to point toward an inscribed tablet suspended at a
  lower level upon the wall. This chancing to be the delineation of the
  Virtues, warning the young against the pursuit of wealth, against trafficking
  with doubtful Forces, and so forth, Wan readily accepted the gesture as a
  final encouragement toward integrity on the part of an affectionate and
  pure-minded father, and dutifully prostrating himself, he specifically
  undertook to avoid the enticements described. It was in vain that the
  distracted Ah-shoo endeavoured to remove this impression and to indicate his
  meaning more exactly. His feeble limb was incapable of more highly sustained
  effort, and the more desperately he strove to point, the more persistently
  Wan kow-towed acquiescently and bound himself by an ever increasing array of
  oaths and penalties to shun the snare of riches and to avoid all connection
  with the forbidden. Finally, this inability to make himself understood
  engendered a fatal acridity within the magician's throat, so that, with an
  expression of scarcely veiled contempt on his usually benevolent features, he
  rolled from side to side several times in despair and then passed out into
  the Upper Region.

It was not long before Wan began to experience an uncomfortable deficiency
  of taels. The more ordinary places of concealment were already familiar to
  his investigating thumb, but even the most detailed search failed to disclose
  Ah-shoo's expected hoard. When at length very little of the structural
  portion of the house remained intact, Wan was reluctantly compelled to admit
  that no such store existed.

"It is certainly somewhat inconsiderate of the one to whom my very
  presence here is due, to have inculcated in me a contempt for riches and a
  fixed regard for the Virtues, and then to have Passed Away without making any
  adequate provision for maintaining the position," remarked Wan to the sharer
  of his inner chamber, as he abandoned his search as hopeless. "Tastes such as
  these are by no means easy to support."

"Perchance," suggested Lan-yen, the one referred to, helpfully, "it was
  part of an ordered scheme, thereby to inspire a confidence in your own
  exertions."

"The confidence inspired by the possession of a well-filled vault of
  silver will last an ordinary person a lifetime," replied Wan, with an entire
  absence of enthusiasm. "Further, the philosophical outfit, which so capably
  enables one to despise riches in the midst of affluence, seems to have
  overlooked any system of procuring them when destitution threatens."

"Yet are there not other methods of enrichment?" persisted the
  well-meaning but not altogether gracefully animated one in question.

"Undoubtedly," replied Wan, with a self-descriptive smile, "the processes
  are many and diffuse. There are, to example them, those who remove
  uncongenial teeth for the afflicted; others who advance the opposing claims
  of the litigiously inclined; and forecasters of the future. But in order to
  succeed in these various enterprises, it is desirable to be able to extract
  an indicated fang, to entice the confidence of the disputations, or to be
  able to make what has been predicted bear some recognizable semblance to what
  has come to pass. Then there are merchants in gems and precious stones,
  builders of palaces, and robbers in the Ways, but here again it is first
  advantageous to possess the costly traffic of a merchant's stall, to have
  some experience in erecting palaces, or to be able to divest wayfarers of
  their store in the face of their sustained resistance. Still endeavouring to
  extract the priceless honey from the garden of your inspired suggestion,
  there are those who collect the refuse of the public streets, but in order to
  be received into the band it is necessary to have been born one of the
  Hereditary Confederacy of Superfluity Removers and Abandoned Oddment
  Gatherers. Aspire to wisdom, O peerless one, but in the meanwhile emulate the
  pattern of the ruminative ox. This person will now proceed to frequent the
  society of those best acquainted with the less guarded moments of the revered
  ascended, and endeavour to learn perchance something more of his inner
  business methods."

With this resolve, Wan sought out a body of successful merchants and the
  like whose custom it was to meet together beneath the Sign of Harmonious
  Ease, where they chiefly spoke in two breaths alternatively of their wealth
  and their poverty, and there strove to attach himself to the more leisurely
  inclined. In this he experienced no difficulty, it being for the most part
  their continual despair that none would give heed to their well-displayed
  views on things in general, but when he spoke of the one for whom he dressed
  in white and endeavoured to ascertain by what means he had earned his facile
  wealth, even the most sympathetic held out no encouraging hope.

"The same problem has occasioned this person many sleepless nights,"
  admitted the one on whose testimony Wan had placed the most reliance. "In a
  spirit of disinterested friendship he strove, by every possible expedient
  that a fertile and necessity-driven imagination could devise, to inveigle
  your venerated sire into a disclosure of the facts but to the end he
  maintained a deluded and narrow-minded silence. The opinion of some here was
  that he secretly controlled a band of river pirates; others held that he
  associated with ghouls who despoiled the hidden treasure of the earth. My own
  opinion was that he had stumbled upon some discreditable fact connected with
  the past life of one now high in power. Properly developed, any of these
  three lines of suggestion should lead you to an honourable competence, but if
  the one whose foresight we are discussing has neglected to provide you with
  the essential clue before he Journeyed Hence, the line you incautiously chose
  might leave you suspended in quite another position. Your obvious policy
  would therefore tend toward neglecting to sacrifice for him the commodities
  of which he must now stand most in need. Under this humane pressure, his
  distinguished preoccupation may perhaps be brought to an enlightened end, and
  in the form of a dream or through the medium of an opportune vision he may
  find a means to remedy his omission."

"It is easy to close a door that none is holding open," replied Wan
  freely, for the period had already come when it was difficult for him to
  provide for the maintenance of his own requirements, "and the course that you
  suggest is like Ho Chow's selection in the analogy that bears his name."

"It is always a privilege to be able to counsel the young and
  inexperienced," observed the other, rising and shaking hands with himself
  benevolently as the beating of a gong announced that the evening rice was
  laid out near at hand. "Do not hesitate to bend your inquiring footsteps in
  the direction of my receptive ear whenever you stand in need of intellectual
  sustenance. In the meanwhile, may your capacious waist-cloth always be
  distended to repletion."

"May the pearls of wisdom continue to germinate in the nutritious soil of
  your well-watered brain," replied Wan no less appropriately, as he set out on
  a homeward path.
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There can be little doubt that the Mandarin Hin Ching was an
  official of the most offensive type: rich, powerful, and in every way
  successful at this period of his career. Nevertheless, it is truly written,
  "Destroy the root and the branches wither of their own accord," and it will
  go hard with this obscure person's power of relating history, if toward the
  close, Hin Ching shall not be brought to a plight that will be both sharp and
  ignominious.

Among the other degraded attributes of the concave Hin Ching was a
  disposition to direct his acquisitive glances toward objects with which he
  could have no legitimate concern, and in this way it had become a custom for
  him to loiter, on a variety of unworthy pretexts, in the region of Wan's not
  specially attractive home at such hours as those when Lan-yen might
  reasonably be encountered there alone. For her part, the one in question
  dutifully endeavoured to create the impression that she was unaware of his
  repulsively expressed admiration, and even of his presence, but owing to his
  obtuse persistence there were occasions when to have done this consistently
  would have become inept. Thus and thus Wan had more than once discovered him,
  but with his usual ill-conditioned guile Hin Ching had never yet failed to
  have his feet arranged in an appropriate position when they encountered.

On his return from the Abode of Harmonious Ease, where the outcome of his
  quest has already been so insipidly described, Wan presently became aware
  that the chair of a person of some consequence lurked in the shadow of his
  decrepit door, the bearers, after the manner of their supine tribe, having
  composed themselves to sleep. Wan was thereby given the opportunity to enter
  unperceived, which he did in an attitude of introspective reverie, this
  enabling him to linger abstractedly for an appreciable moment at the curtain
  of the ceremonial hall before he disclosed his presence. In this speculative
  poise he was able to listen, without any loss of internal face, to the exact
  terms of the deplorable Hin Ching's obscene allurement, and, slightly later,
  to Lan-yen's virtuous and dignified rejoinder. Rightly assuming that there
  would be no further arisement likely to outweigh the disadvantages of being
  detected there, Wan then stepped forth.

"O perverse and double-dealing Mandarin!" he exclaimed reproachfully; "is
  this the way that justice is displayed about the limits of the Ia-ling
  Mountains? Or how shall the shepherd that assails the flock by night control
  his voice to sentence those ravage it by day?"

"It is well to be reminded of my exalted office," replied Hin Ching,
  recovering his composure and arrogantly displaying the insignia of his rank.
  "Knees such as yours were made to bend, presumptuous Wan, and the rebellious
  head that has grown too tall to do obeisance can be shortened," and he
  indicated by a gesture that the other should prostrate himself.

"When the profound Ng-tai made the remark, 'Beneath an integritous roof
  all men are equal,' he was entertaining an imitator of official seals, three
  sorcerers, and a celebrated viceroy. Why then should this person depart from
  the high principle in favour of one merely of the crystal button?"

"Four powerful reasons may be brought to bear upon the argument," replied
  Hin Ching, and he moved toward the door to summon his attendants.

"They do not apply to the case as I present it," retorted Wan, drawing his
  self-reliant sword and intervening its persuasive edge between the other and
  his purpose. "Let us confine the issue to essential points, O crafty
  Mandarin."

At this determined mien Hin Ching lost the usual appearance of his face
  somewhat, though he made a misbegotten attempt to gather reassurance by
  grinding his ill-arranged teeth aggressively. As Wan still persisted in an
  unshaken front, however, the half-stomached person facing him very soon began
  to retire behind himself and to raise a barrier of evasive subterfuge--first
  by the claim that as the undoubted thickness of his body afforded a double
  target he should be permitted to return two blows for each one aimed against
  him, and later with a demand that he should be allowed to stand upon a dais
  during the encounter by virtue of his high position. Whatever might have been
  the issue of his strategy, the conflict was definitely averted by a melodious
  wail of anguish from Lan-yen as she suddenly composed herself into a
  gracefully displayed rigidity at the impending scene of bloodshed. In the
  ensuement, the detestable Hin Ching imperceptibly faded out, the last
  indiciation of his contaminating presence being the apophthegm that were more
  ways of killing a dragon than that of holding its head under water.

As the time went on, the deeper meaning of the contemptible Hin Ching's
  sinister remark gradually came up to the surface. Those who in the past had
  not scrupled to associate with Wan now began to alienate themselves from his
  society, and when closely pressed spoke from behind well-guarded lips of
  circumspection and the submission to authority that the necessities of an
  increased posterity entailed. Others raised a lukewarm finger as he passed
  where before there had been two insistent outstretched hands, and everywhere
  there was a disposition to remember neglected tasks on his approach.

In other and more sombre shapes, the inauspicious shadow of this corrupt
  official darkened Wan's blameless path. Merchants with whom he had been wont
  to traffic on the general understanding that he would requite them in a more
  propitious hour now disclosed a concentration of adverse circumstances that
  obliged them to withhold their store, so that gradually the bare necessities
  of the least elaborate life ceased to be within his reach. From time to time
  heavy rocks, moved by no apparent cause, precipitated themselves around his
  footsteps, hitherto reliant bridges burst asunder at the exact moment when he
  might be expected to be crossing them, and immutable laws governing the
  recurrence of a stated hazard seemed for a time to be suspended from their
  function. "The egregious Hin Ching certainly does not intend to eat his
  words," remarked Wan impassively as a triumphant arch which lay beyond his
  gate crumbled for the fourth time as he passed through.
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Who has not proved the justice of the saying, "She who
  breaks the lid by noon will crack the dish ere nightfall?" Wan was already
  suffering from the inadequacy of a misguided father, the depravity of an
  unscrupulous official, and the flaccidity of a weak-kneed band of neighbours.
  To these must now be added a cessation of the ordinary source of nature and
  the intervention of the correcting gods. Under their avenging rule, a
  prolonged drought assailed the land, so that where fruitfulness and verdure
  had hitherto prevailed, there was soon nothing to be found but barrenness and
  dust. Wan and Lan-yen began to look into each other's eyes with a benumbing
  dread, and each in turn secretly replaced among their common store something
  from the allotted portion and strove unseen to dull the natural pangs of
  hunger by countless unstable wiles. The meagre strip of cultivated land they
  held, perforce their sole support, was ill-equipped against the universal
  famine, and it was with halting feet and downcast face that Wan returned each
  day to display his slender gain. "A few parched fruit I bring," it might be,
  or, "This cup of earth-nuts must suffice," perchance. Soon, "Naught remains
  now but bitter-tasting herbs," he was compelled to say, and Lan-yen waited
  for the time when there would come the presage of their fate, "There now is
  nothing more."

In the most distant corner of the garden there stood two shrubs of a kind
  then unfamiliar to the land, not tall but very sturdy in their growth. Once
  when they walked together in that part, Lan-yen had drawn Wan aside, and
  being of a thrifty and sententious mind, had pointed to them, saying:

"Here are two shrubs which neither bear fruit nor serve a useful purpose
  in some other way. Put out your hand, proficient one, and hew them down so
  that their wood may feed our scanty hearth and a more profitable herbage
  occupy their place."

At this request Wan changed countenance, and although he cleared his
  throat repeatedly, it was some time before he could frame a suitable
  reply.

"There is a tradition connected with this spot," he said at length, "which
  would make it extremely ill-advised to do as you suggest."

"How then does it chance that the story has never yet reached my
  all-embracing ears?" inquired Lan-yen in some confusion. "What mystery is
  here?"

"That," replied Wan tactfully, "is because your conversation is mainly
  with the ephemeral and slight. The legend was received from the lips of the
  most venerable dweller in this community, who had in turn acquired it from
  the mental storehouse of his predecessor."

"The words of a patriarch, though generally diffuse and sometimes
  incoherent, are worth of regard," admitted Lan-yen gracefully. "Proceed to
  unfold your reminiscent mood."

"Upon this spot in bygone years there lived a pious anchorite who sought
  to attain perfection by repeating the names of the Pure Ones an increasing
  number of times each day. Devoting himself wholly to this sacred undertaking,
  and being by nature generously equipped toward the task, he at length formed
  the meritorious project of continuing without intermission either by night or
  day, and, in this tenacious way outstripping all rival and competing
  anchorites, of being received finally into a higher state of total
  obliteration in the Ultimate Beyond than any recluse had hitherto attained.
  Every part of his being responded to the exalted call made on it, save only
  one, but in each case, just as the permanent achievement lay within his
  grasp, his rebellious eyelids fell from the high standard of perfection and
  betrayed him into sleep. All ordinary methods of correction having failed,
  the conscientious solitary took a knife of distinguishing sharpness, and
  resolutely slicing off the effete members of his house, he cast them from him
  out into the night. The watchful Powers approved, and to mark the sacrifice a
  tree sprang up where each lid fell and by the contour of its leaf proclaimed
  the symbol of its origin."
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