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By Chu Dongwei and UniVerse Robo

This volume, named Lost in Lust by the translator, presents the first thirty-three chapters of the grand, one-million-word novel, Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan (醒世姻缘传), here titled for the first time in English as Karma Calls: The Alerting Tale of a Marriage. This translation aims to preserve the original flavor, moral tone, archaic beauty, and philosophical depth of classical Chinese texts, delivering a unique blend of literary elegance and historical fidelity.

The original author, Xi Zhou Sheng, observed that while scholars praise the bonds between ruler and subject or father and son, among others, the truth is that no bond is sweeter, and no bond is more bitter, than marriage. A person's energy is finite: when affection between husband and wife runs deep, all other obligations naturally weaken. This singular focus often transforms men of stern resolve into pliant submission, allowing their wives to rule like tyrants—cruel and stubborn as ancient kings Jie or Zhou.

This volume, Lost in Lust, plunges into the moral descent of Chao Yuan, the Elder Young Lord Chao. He is introduced as a character with an unbridled disposition, knowing nothing but wild dissipation, ruthlessly bullying the old and preying upon the weak.

Chao Yuan’s descent is catalyzed by a powerful sense of karmic retribution. He mistreats his lawful wife, Lady Ji, who is, unbeknownst to him, the reincarnation of a woman he wronged in a past life. His true obsession is the courtesan Zhen'ge, whom he has acquired for eight hundred taels of silver. Zhen'ge is portrayed as a demoness from a past life, intent on vengeance. Driven by her slander and trickery, Chao Yuan forces Lady Ji into such humiliation that she chooses to commit suicide by hanging.

This act sets off a chain reaction of divine and legal reprisal. The moral lesson is stark and immediate: “Grudges from past lives now manifest as clear retribution.” Chao Yuan faces legal censure, multiple floggings, illness, and constant harassment by yamen officials, while Zhen’ge is later condemned to imprisonment and corporal punishment. The narrative unflinchingly reminds the reader of the adage: “Sharing a bed with a tiger, sharing a pillow with a bandit.” This messy, agonizing reality is precisely where the truth hides.

The translation of Karma Calls: The Alerting Tale of a Marriage brings a recognized masterpiece into the English literary canon, offering readers a vivid portrayal of the intricacies of human relationships, the fickleness of officialdom, and the machinations of court politics. The novel carries a profound didactic tone, urging the reader to recognize cosmic justice and stop a bad thought before it grows into a bad deed, drawing on Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist concepts of virtue.

To honor this profound work, this translation adheres to the rigorous Chu Dongwei Style. This method prioritizes a literary and elevated tone, leaning toward archaic yet readable English. We favor long, flowing sentences to mirror the rhythm and cadence of classical Chinese prose and ensure that verse sections are treated as poetry, preserving parallelism and balanced phrasing. This adherence guarantees the final text maintains the gravity and spiritual depth intended by the author, Xi Zhou Sheng.

The monumental task of translating this epic—a novel spanning one million words (Chinese characters)—requires an unprecedented approach. This volume, and the entire project, was produced by Chu Dongwei with the direct assistance of UniVerse Robo, an AI-powered drafting program developed by the translator himself.

The translation of Xi Zhou Sheng’s classical vernacular masterpiece, Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan (Karma Calls: The Alerting Tale of a Marriage), represents a crucial case study in contemporary hybrid translation methodology. This project utilized a rigorous system involving preconfiguring by the translator, initial drafting by the AI-powered program, UniVerse Robo, followed by exhaustive human revision and interactive refinement using various large language models (LLMs) like Google Gemini. While the speed and structural consistency delivered by the initial AI draft were transformative, the central finding is that technological capability alone is insufficient. The discerning eye of the human translator—Chu Dongwei—remained absolutely indispensable for navigating the work’s deep cultural, moral, and literary complexities, ensuring fidelity to the spirit rather than merely the mechanics of the original text.

The foundation of this hybrid translation process rested upon meticulously constraining the AI’s operational environment. UniVerse Robo was configured with strict parameters defined by the Chu Dongwei Style Guide, which mandated the preservation of the novel’s "archaic beauty, and philosophical depth," alongside requirements for producing a translation that was both "accessible, engaging, and stylistically elevated for modern English readers."

UniVerse Robo’s architecture was designed to enforce fidelity through several layers: its system utilized dual AI engines (DeepSeek/Qwen) and was tasked with achieving a "literary and elevated tone," prioritizing "balanced syntax to mirror the rhythm of classical Chinese prose." Critically, the system relied on the import of comprehensive custom style templates and glossaries. For instance, the glossary enforced strict terminological uniformity, requiring precise contextual differentiation for character titles (e.g., distinguishing neutral honorifics from derogatory appellations).

UniVerse Robo succeeded in generating structurally sound drafts that adhered mechanically to the established glossary and high-level stylistic directives. However, the subsequent phase of human revision demonstrated that the AI’s output frequently lacked the cultural discernment, rhetorical depth, and contextual flexibility required of classical literature.

The human revision phase transcended mere editing; it involved partial re-translation and deep engagement with interactive AIs (Doubao, Gemini, Grok, ChatGPT, etc.) to test and refine nuanced linguistic and cultural decisions.

This process confirmed three critical areas where autonomous AI systems failed to match human judgment, which is used to do the following:

1. Correcting cultural and moral nuance: The AI often provided translations that were technically correct but morally and culturally inappropriate for the context of Ming-Qing social dynamics, thereby distorting the narrative’s intent. When depicting the virtuous tofu seller Ding Liguo, the text notes that his debtors repaid their loans because they "怜他是克苦挣来的钱" (pity his hard-earned money). The human translator immediately rejected the direct translation of lián as "pity," arguing that the context of "hard-earned money" demanded an interpretation rooted in respect and admiration for diligence, not sympathy for weakness. The revision shifted the phrasing to emphasize "understanding that their money was hard-earned, they always repaid them in good faith," thereby retaining the positive moral undertone intended by the author. The revision process also targeted failures in translating social hierarchy. When Ding Liguo and his wife prepared to travel to their son's post, their internal reasoning, initially drafted ambiguously by the AI, was clarified to reflect their newfound status: "As a venerable couple [or parents of an official], how could we travel without attendants?" This small adjustment provides essential social logic for their subsequent actions, driven by appearances rather than just simple travel logistics. Another correction addressed the context of possession in a haunting scene. The AI translation of shēngrén (生人) as simply "the living" proved misleading. The human translator intervened, clarifying that in this supernatural context, the term refers specifically to "strangers" or "other members of the household," distinguishing the victims of possession from the immediate, targeted couple (Ma Congwu and his wife), thus eliminating ambiguity in the narrative flow.

2. Decoding complex allegory and metaphor: AI struggled most profoundly when confronted with the cosmological and idiomatic metaphors typical of classical Chinese fiction. One of the most telling examples involved the description of Ma Congwu’s transformation: "这麻从吾倒也即如那五星内的天毛刑刃一般，入了垣，也便不甚作祟." The AI’s literal interpretation of the obscure astrological terms (Tianmao Xingren and Rù le Yuán) rendered the meaning opaque. Relying on deep cultural and allegorical knowledge, the human translator understood this to be a complex metaphor for a malevolent celestial force becoming contained and neutralized upon entering its proper boundary. The resulting interpretation focused on the metaphorical effect—that Ma Congwu proved to be "much like a malevolent star that, once having entered its proper celestial boundary, ceased to cause much mischief"—thereby translating the meaning of the allegory rather than the raw technical terminology. Human intervention was necessary to subtly adjust visual imagery for greater impact. Describing the gruesome fate of Yan Liexing’s son, born with countless bleeding pores, the initial draft noted the infant was "struck by the same arrows Yan had once shot into the earth god." The human translator refined this to "pricked by the very arrows Yan Liexing had once struck into the earth god," making the connection between the arrows and the infant’s riddled body more immediate and visceral for the English reader. The AI’s rendering of idioms often fell short of the original’s satirical and moralistic power. For the phrase guā dì pí (刮地皮 - ruthless exploitation), the human translator demanded more forceful rhetoric, rejecting vague options in favor of the intensely vivid phrase: "to fleece the people and suck the marrow from them."

3. Ensuring structural coherence and narrative polish: Even in areas seemingly amenable to automation, the human eye was essential for maintaining the consistency and elevated polish required by the Chu Dongwei Style. The classic chapter-ending aphorism ("善恶到头终有报, 只争来早与来迟") required rhythm and balance in English that the raw AI draft often missed. The following table provides the side-by-side comparison of the original UniVerse Robo translation and the final human revision for the classic chapter-ending aphorism: 善恶到头终有报, 只争来早与来迟. The AI version says “Good and evil, in the end, meet their due reward—The only difference lies in how soon it is bestowed.” The final human edit says, “Good and evil, in the end, each receives its due. The only question: how soon it's bestowed.” The revision is demonstrably better because the original AI draft failed to achieve the necessary philosophical precision and stylistic balance mandated by the Chu Dongwei Style Guide. The fundamental weakness of the AI draft lay in its translation of the central term bào (报), which signifies inevitable consequence or requital. The AI used the term "reward" in the first line. During the translation review, this was deemed philosophically inadequate because "reward" is not good for evil. The moral epigram must apply equally to both shàn (good) and è (evil) actions. The use of "reward" neutralized the moralistic undertone required by the original text when discussing cosmic justice. The human translator corrected this flaw by selecting the neutral diction "due". The phrase "each receives its due" encompasses both positive outcomes for good deeds and negative consequences for evil deeds, capturing the intended neutrality and moral precision required by the source text. The Chu Dongwei Style Guide mandates that verse sections must be treated as poetry, with a priority placed on parallelism, rhythm, and balanced phrasing. The original aphorism relies on an antithetical structure, balancing the action/nature (good and evil) with the condition/timing (early and late) The revision was specifically refined to establish an appropriate internal rhythm and cadence, conveying the didactic force of the original epigram. The revised lines achieve a tighter, more poetic structure, fulfilling the criteria for literary elegance through conciseness, avoiding the slightly cumbersome flow of the AI's two longer clauses. The phrasing "The only question: how soon it's bestowed" captures the meaning of zhǐ zhēng (只争, "the only dispute/contention") more effectively than the longer "The only difference lies in how soon it is bestowed" In summary, the human translator's revision successfully adhered to the style guide by ensuring moral accuracy (replacing "reward" with the neutral "due") and providing the stylistic elegance necessary for the poetic form of the chapter-ending maxim.

There are other issues with the AI-driven translation results as well. For example, simple narrative transitions often needed human correction. An abrupt phrase like "BEFORE FOLLOWING" had to be smoothed by the human translator into "and would then follow" to maintain natural English narrative flow. Furthermore, numerous instances of mechanical errors, such as the AI capitalizing internal narrative markers (e.g., "The Strange Ailment of Counselor Meng's Wife") as if they were headings, necessitated repeated human correction to integrate them seamlessly into the continuous prose style.

The translation of Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan confirms that AI is a powerful accelerator, capable of fulfilling foundational, stylistic, and terminological requirements at scale. The human-trained UniVerse Robo provided the crucial, compliant first draft. However, the subsequent interactive process with Gemini and other AIs underscored the irreducible necessity of human expertise. Only the human translator possesses the cultural and literary discerning eye required to interpret complex allegories, reject contextually inaccurate moral phrasing like "pity" in favor of "respect," and infuse prose with the rhetorical force and subtle artistry that defines great literature. The successful rendition of this classical novel is, therefore, not an achievement of artificial intelligence alone, but a testament to the enduring and indispensable role of human judgment at the apex of the translation hierarchy.The volume Lost in Lust presents the first thirty-three chapters of the original Chinese novel, Xingshi Yinyuan Zhuan. The English title, Karma Calls: The Alerting Tale of a Marriage, is used here for the first time and reflects the core themes of the text.

The choice of this specific title demonstrates the unique role of the human translator's discerning eye in capturing the subtle ideas and philosophical depth of the original classical Chinese text. To be more specific, the title Karma Calls: The Alerting Tale of a Marriage encapsulates the novel's fundamental moral and cosmological framework:

The phrase "Karma Calls" reflects the karmic (姻缘/因缘) themes central to the narrative. The original work was initially titled Ill-Fated Marriage, which explicitly suggests that past misdeeds sow future retribution, leading to wretched fates. The novel explicitly recounts the story of a couple bound by a grudge from a past life, where one was reincarnated as a woman and the killer as a man, destined to marry and torment each other. The idea of karma breeding karma is central to the novel's worldview. The phrase "The Alerting Tale" directly corresponds to the cautionary (xingshi, meaning "awakening the world") function of the text. The novel’s aim is solely to exhort goodness and deter wickedness and serve as a mirror of warning. The final name, Karma Calls, the Alerting Tale of a Marriage, was adopted precisely to provoke this awakening. The careful selection of this title, which synthesizes the profound moral framework of the novel, is a high-order interpretative task that falls within the purview of the human translator.

The translation is a collaborative effort between the translator, Professor Chu Dongwei, and UniVerse Robo, an AI-powered drafting program. While UniVerse Robo streamlines the initial translation phase using integrated guidelines focusing on semantic fidelity and stylistic adaptation, this efficiency allows the human translator to dedicate greater focus to the higher-order interpretative and artistic challenges inherent in literary revival.

These challenges include:

Ensuring the text’s didactic and satirical tones are fully realized in English. The title immediately sets this moral tone.

Deepening character psychology and navigating complex cultural allusions.

Crafting prose that breathes life into dust-laden pages, balancing erudition with narrative flow.

The precise translation of the novel's title, to use the same example, established in the glossary as Karma Calls, the Alerting Tale of a Marriage, reflects this human curation, which aims to preserve the original flavor, moral tone, archaic beauty, and philosophical depth of the classical Chinese text.

(This preface is written with the help of NotebookLM and completed on October 28, 2025)
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Original Prefaces and Introductory Notes


Preface to Karma Calls, the Alerting Tale of a Marriage
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Let me take up this brush again—not to spin idle tales, but to speak plainly of what’s written in this book, and what I’ve gleaned of the world. The scholars all say the Five Cardinal Relationships—ruler and subject, father and son, elder and younger brother, husband and wife, friend and friend—ought to be equally important. But let us not pretend: since ancient times, how many truly loyal ministers have there been? How many filial sons? How many harmonious, affectionate brothers, or like-minded friends? You could count them on one hand. Yet loving, devoted couples? They’re everywhere—so common you scarcely notice them.

And those who fail at being loyal ministers, filial sons, good brothers, or true friends? Nine times out of ten, they’re the ones drowned in the singular devotion to their marital bond. A person’s energy can’t be split—when affection between husband and wife runs deep, the obligations to ruler, father, brothers, and friends naturally weaken. Pour all your energy into the private quarters of the household, into the intimacies of marriage, striving to win a little tenderness, warmth, and consideration from your wife—and even the sternest resolve softens into pliant submission. Such a man might not waste the comforts he enjoys, but he certainly doesn’t spare his own character.

There’s a curious sort of man, too—one who wears himself out, lavishing everything on the “living bodhisattva” at home. He speaks gently, meek as a lamb, while she snarls like a tiger, fists clenched. He tends to her every wish, acting the filial son to her, while she turns into a wicked stepmother, poisoning hearts and stirring trouble. He toils like the virtuous ministers of old, while she rules like a tyrant—cruel and stubborn as Jie or Zhou. He obeys like a law-abiding citizen, while she plays the corrupt official, greedy and ruthless. Sacrificing his integrity buys no affection; draining his wealth won’t sway her will. It’s not universal, but such scenes are everywhere under heaven.

I once pondered this day and night, fasting and staying sleepless, yet couldn’t fathom the cause—until I read Xi Zhou Sheng’s The Strange Tale of Karmic Bonds. Then it hit me like a revelation: Those women fierce as tigers or wolves? They’re nothing but fox-spirits from past lives—slain mid-stride, skinned, dismembered. Those men soft as wax, slobbering and sniveling? They were the hunters of old—arrows nocked, falcons leashed, hounds in tow. Thrown together, sharing a bed, they torment each other by day and thrash about by night; their grotesque forms are no less horrifying than hemp-clad prisoners in hell.

Thus it is—and thus it stands.

The world teems with men like Di Yousu, but men like Hu Wuyi are rare indeed. Without the liberating power of reading the Diamond Sutra ten thousand times, all exhortation is just idle chatter. Far better to uphold the precepts rigorously, to strictly abstain from taking life—so that in your next birth, you won’t meet a wife like Sujie.

Trying to change others is futile; the true refuge lies within oneself.

— Inscribed by the Master of the Huanbi House, written in drunken reverie, at midnight after the full moon of the second lunar month in the Xin Chou year.
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Publisher’s Note
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Dear Reader, let us speak plainly—no stuffy scholarly prattle about “virtue” that reeks of old, unturned scrolls, no hypocritical nonsense about “enlightenment” spouted by men who cheat at Go and pinch their servants’ wages. Let us talk of this little book you hold: the one that didn’t come with a silk cover embroidered with phoenixes, didn’t have a dedication to some provincial magistrate, didn’t promise you “light reading” to pass the time between sipping osmanthus wine.

You know how the bookstalls in Suzhou or Yangzhou work, don’t you? Every peddler slaps a “moral lesson” label on a tome like a cook brushes too much soy sauce on a steamed bun—more for show than flavor. They’ll sell you stories of scholars who win the top exam and marry princesses, of widows who starve themselves for “chastity”—all neat, all pretty, all lies. But this book? It’s different. It’s messy. It’s full of people who aren’t “good” or “bad” so much as human—the kind who snap at their wives, who lie to their friends, who think one little evil thought won’t matter. And messy, as you and I know, is where the truth hides.

First, its origins: it wandered into our hands from Wulin—that misty old town they call Hangzhou now, where silk merchants preen in their damask robes and scholars loiter in teahouses, pretending to discuss poetry while eyeing the waitress’s new hairpin. A peddler brought it down the Grand Canal, its pages smudged with tea stains and ink blots, like it had been loved (or argued over) by many hands. We polished it up a touch in Baixia—Nanjing, to you who know only the new names—a city where petty officials write long memorials about “upholding customs” while taking bribes from grain dealers. But we didn’t trim its edges. We didn’t erase the “extra” parts. Why? Because truth isn’t a bolt of silk you can snip to fit a dress.

Now, let’s talk about the busybodies. You’ve met them—those literati who pick up a book like they pick up a fan, wanting it to be “elegant” and “concise,” even if that means gutting its soul. “Cut the idle chatter!” they squawk. “Trim the long-winded parts so it’s easy for the common folk to read!” Easy! As if truth were a bowl of congee you can water down until it’s tasteless. I laughed at them—laughed out loud, as one laughs at a child who tries to fly a kite in a typhoon. “Do you think,” I said, “a weaver improves a brocade by cutting out the ‘unnecessary’ threads? Or a potter makes a better vase by chipping off the ‘extra’ clay? You’d turn a folk opera into a little ditty, just because you can’t bear to sit through the whole story.” They huffed and walked away, of course—vanity hates being called out, especially by someone who doesn’t care about their “scholarly reputation.”

This book wasn’t always called Karma Calls, the Alerting Tale of a Marriage. Once, it went by The Evil Marriage—a name as plain as a cotton coat, no fancy embroidery. And why? Because it tells a tale we all hate to hear: that the messes we make follow us like a shadow. A cruel word to a servant, a lie to a friend, a greedy thought about a neighbor’s land—next thing you know, you’re tangled in a life you didn’t ask for, married to someone who makes your days bitter, all because you thought “one little sin” wouldn’t catch up. It’s not pretty. There are no happy endings where the scholar becomes a minister and everyone bows. There are just ordinary people, drowning in the consequences of their own vanity.

But here’s the clever part: it doesn’t just scold. It nudges you—like a wise old teahouse keeper leaning in to say, “That man you’re doing business with? He owes money to three pawnshops.” To stop a bad thought before it grows into a bad deed—that’s the trick, isn’t it? Sages do it, yes, but so can you—if you’re not too busy preening in the mirror of your own self-importance, admiring how “virtuous” you look while ignoring the dirt under your nails.

A warning, though: if you pick this up for laughs—if you read it aloud to your friends at a banquet, snickering at the characters’ misfortunes while you pass around sweetmeats—you’re playing with fire. This isn’t a storybook for idle afternoons. It’s a mirror. And if you see only absurdity in it, not your own face? Shame on you. The world’s full of folk who laugh at sin until it bites them—until they’re trapped, like the people in this book, in a cycle of their own making. They’ll say, “It’s just a book!” But we know better, don’t we? Books that tell the truth are the only things that don’t lie—unlike the scholars who say they “love virtue” but cheat on their taxes, unlike the merchants who swear they “honor their word” but water down their rice wine.

Oh, and one last thing: there are a few notes scattered in here, penned by a man named Ge Shouzhi. No one knows who he was—no official title, no big estate, no name in the local gazette. But let me tell you: he saw through this book like a jade carver sees the flaw in a stone. He understood its mess, its anger, its quiet hope. I’ve kept his name in here, not because he’s famous, but because he’s honest—and honesty, unlike vanity, deserves to be remembered.

So there you have it. I’m no grand publisher, just a man who’s seen enough of this world’s pretense to fill a hundred books. Call this one “moral,” call it “grim,” call it whatever you like. But open it. Read it. And if it makes you squirm? Good. Squirming is the first step to waking up—before your own vanity traps you, too.

— The Daoist Scholar of East Ridge(Who, for the record, has drunk enough bad tea with hypocritical scholars to last a lifetime—and this book, thank heaven, isn’t one of their lies.)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction to Karma Calls
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Dear Reader, let us turn to what Mencius taught in the Four Books—those three supreme joys of the noble man. Think: if you were trapped in bitter poverty, and suddenly handed an entire empire, would that not seem the greatest marvel under heaven? Yet even that glory pales next to those three joys—for they are not tied to luck or rank, but to the very soul of a person. Imperial power is a bubble, here today and gone tomorrow; it does not touch the noble’s trinity of joy. No one can steal these joys, no amount of silver can buy them. Even saints and sages, though their virtue is complete, may never know them—they are that rare. Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, King Wen of Zhou, King Wu of Zhou, the Duke of Zhou, Confucius himself—none tasted all three to the full. If men like these missed them, what good is ruling the world?

You ask, what are these joys? Let us begin with the first: “Parents alive, brothers unharmed.” Consider an infant—fragile as a new sprout, wrapped in parents’ care day and night. Their love is as boundless as the sky, shielding the child from illness and hunger, even when they have little themselves. But when we are young, we have no strength to repay them; when we are poor, even a bowl of bean soup to share strains our means. By the time we grow up and have wealth to spare, parents often have already left this world. That “filial piety deferred” is a grief even kings cannot outrun—they stand at ancestral graves, tears soaking their robes, and know it is too late. Is this joy, or sorrow?

Brothers are born from the same womb, meant to share one breath. Yet quarrels over land, fights over family inheritance—these turn kin into foes. They may wake at dawn, regretful of the day before, but once a tiger has been mounted, you cannot easily climb down. Even a high official cannot erase the shadow of the ax hanging over their broken bond. Is this joy, or sorrow?

But if parents live long and in peace, both healthy and happy; if brothers love each other, respect each other, and dwell harmoniously under the same roof—whether in wealth, where they share its light, or in poverty, where they find comfort in one another’s company—this joy is like heaven on earth. Even the humblest farmer with this blessing can stand beside an emperor as an equal; even the simplest laborer can outshine a sage. Hence the saying: “To have parents living and siblings unharmed—this is the first joy.”

The second joy is “standing without shame before Heaven and stooping without blame before men.” To the common eye, how could this compare to an emperor’s pleasures? Yet think of emperors: they flinch at storms and thunder, at eclipses and droughts—signs they fear are Heaven’s rebuke. They evade questions with “Look to the left and speak of the other,” or murmur, “I am deeply ashamed before Mencius.” Even wrapped in imperial silk, that guilt gnaws at their souls. How different from a common man who walks alone, his shadow his only witness, or sleeps soundly, his quilt untroubled? He has no gnawing guilt, no selfish harm done, no greed, no lies, no disloyalty, no injustice. Upright and fair, he faces the sky without flinching, meets thunder without trembling—even a midnight knock at his door does not disturb him.

Recall Empress Lü of the Han Dynasty: she poisoned Prince Ruyi, brutalized Lady Qi, then trembled at an eclipse, crying, “This celestial portent is surely for me!” She died within months. Or Qin Hui, the chancellor who had the heroic Yue Fei put to death—yet he cowered before a wandering monk, wishing he could sink into the earth. Measured this way, is not “shameless before Heaven and blameless before men” truly the second joy?

The third joy is “to teach the world’s finest talents.” Here, the noble man values passing on moral tradition more than rank—he counts this joy greater than ruling a realm.

But I say there is a fourth joy, one that underpins the other three. Without it, parents may live, but in torment; brothers may coexist, but turn to foes; integrity may crumble, and teaching may falter.

Reader, what is this joy? A virtuous wife. She alone sustains those three joys.

When sons wander from home, it is the devoted daughter-in-law—like Zhao Wuniang—who “shields their honor, guarding their name,” ensuring parents live in peace.

When strife brews between brothers, it is the wise wife who whispers at night, soothing tempers instead of stoking them—turning flames to embers. As Sun Rong’s wife said: “In calm, kin are dear; in crisis, brothers first.” Thus, harmony endures.

When men stray toward vice, no one knows it better than their wives. Even the “Grave-Stealing Beggar” of Qi, who lied so skillfully, was unmasked by his wife’s tears. A lesser wife would have feasted on his ill-gotten scraps, but her reproach turned him from his ways.

Chen Zhongzi, revolted by his brother’s ill-gotten wealth, fled to weave sandals in poverty. A shrewish wife would have badgered him back to opulence—and compromise. But his wife shared his hardship, spinning hemp beside him. When the King of Qi offered him high office, they vanished into the hills together. Such is the power of a virtuous wife to uphold integrity.

A nagging wife, clamoring for fine clothes and silver, frays a man’s mind. Even someone as steadfast as Yan Hui could not study amid such noise, let alone teach the world’s talents. Le Yangzi once abandoned his studies to return home—only for his wife to slash her loom, saying: “Unfinished learning is like cloth left unwoven!” Spurred by her words, he went back to his books and won fame. Thus, a worthy wife nurtures both scholar and students.

Yet virtuous wives are as rare as “sage-kings and enlightened ages.” Some say marriages are fated, tied by the Moon Old Man’s red thread—but why do eight out of ten couples clash? Fools paired with sages, beauties with brutes; husbands scoff at their wives, wives torment their husbands; infidelity runs rife. As the verse goes:“Birds paired in one grove, yet hearts worlds apart.”

Reader, ponder this: it is all karma, rooted in past lives. Some wives are diligent and kind, honoring kin and home—rewards for old friendships, repaid debts, or renewed bonds. These are blessed unions, as seamless as fish in water. Others are paired by ancient grudges—oppressors and their victims, swindlers and those they wronged—now trapped as spouses.

For where else but marriage do love and hate twist so fiercely? Parents and siblings may quarrel, but they hold back; between husband and wife, all secrets—and all wounds—spill open. Thus, no bond is sweeter, and no bond is more bitter, than marriage.

In our dynasty’s Zhengtong era, there was a couple bound by a past-life grudge: one had been killed, reincarnated as a woman; the killer was reborn as a man, fated to marry her. In this life, the man favored his concubine and abused his wife—yet the wife herself was the reincarnation of a woman he had wronged long ago. Now, as wife and concubine, both tormented him in turn, shaming him with bizarre, outrageous acts. Had an enlightened monk not uncovered the truth, they would have seemed no more than an ordinary quarreling household. Who could have guessed such karmic retribution lay beneath? This is what we call a “cursed marriage.” To understand its roots, we must look to the past.

A husband without a wife has no home; a wife without a husband has no master.Bound by the red thread of fate, like mandarin ducks they unite.Two bodies merge as one, two hearts entwined like lungs and liver.By night, they sleep like lovebirds; by day, they move like paired phoenixes.

Yet there are heartless men, whose love withers like a blighted tree.All day, storms rage as they chase wild ducks, abandoning their hens.Wives grieve in inner chambers, meeting only fury when they speak.Some chant the Song of White Hair, others grieve with the Long Gate Rhapsody.

And there are wicked wives, who pine for willows beyond their gates.They crow at dawn like roosters, dragging their husbands by the elbow.They curse ancestors with vile words, revile in-laws with endless scorn.Like a goiter, they cling—cut them off, and life is threatened; keep them, and suffering persists.

Though called a fated pair, they are truly nemeses brought together.Grudges from past lives now manifest as clear retribution.Sharing a bed with a tiger, sharing a pillow with a bandit—This is Heaven’s decree; submit quietly, neither resisting nor raging.

These common tales I recount to awaken the world. Another poem says:“Guan-guan” cry the paired birds on the river’s isle,Like King Wen’s queen, a match both wise and mild.Not just as mother could she rule the state,Her virtue also paved the Zhou’s fair fate.Love like fish and water, joy like phoenix mates,Bonds like glue and lacquer, no strife nor hate.Yet do not think all marriages are blessed—Many are foes in union, by karma pressed.
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Chapter 1: Young Master Chao Went Hunting in the Enclosure; the Fox Spirit Was Struck Down with an Arrow
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The young lord, born to ease

was wild and dissolute—

His conduct was unrestrained,

and his unpolished speech did not cease.

Gold meant nothing when spent on courtesans,

and green ale flowed freely among friends.

Clad in sable finery

or leopard-skin martial attire

He swaggered through taverns,

roared across hunting grounds,

Never ready to retire.

His verses lacked grace,

his judgments leaned to nonsense.

He bullied the old with his might,

and trampled the weak for delight.



Exploiting others for profit and lust,

he courted ruin for himself and brought his house to dust.

In the age of a  sage king, a harmonious aura nurtured the birth of the qilin, a benevolent beast. The male was called qi, the female lin. When the qilin walked, it chose paths where no grass grew and no insects dwelled, and trode lightly so as not to harm a single blade or creature. Yet though the qilin was an auspicious sign of a sage king’s reign, it remained, after all, a beast.

Man, the wisest of all beings, is endowed with Heaven’s virtuous essence. Heaven and Earth are his parents; all living things, his kin. Where Heaven and Earth fail to fulfill the nature of creatures, man must aid in their nurturing. Thus, the most virtuous sages not only perfected themselves and others but also sought to refine all things, ensuring that every sprout and crawling creature found its rightful place. Such was the heart of true benevolence.

But if one sees all things as outside his kinship, then even fellow men become strangers beyond a thin membrane—how could such a man be called a great man?

Among Heaven and Earth’s creatures, only a few are vile:

The wolf and tiger, cruel by nature, hateful for devouring men;

The venomous serpent and scorpion, whose tails bring death;

The rat, gnawing through walls, stealing grain, ruining clothes and books;

The fly and mosquito, biting skin and spoiling goods.

Even before the merciful Guanyin Bodhisattva, these pests can be struck dead without blame. But beyond these few evil creatures, why must we harm the rest—birds, beasts, fish, and insects—who do no wrong? To man, they are different from themselves, but to Heaven, all share the same breath of life.

We need not speak of legends—

The bird that brought a ring in gratitude,

The dog that wove grass to repay kindness,

The horse that lowered its reins to save its master,

The tortoise that offered treasure.

The noble man, embodying Providence’s love for life, should feel compassion. Let this compassion grow—from sparing birds and animals, to shielding wife and children, to protecting all people.

If the heart of cruelty were allowed to expand unchecked, one might begin by slaughtering sheep, then progress to slaughtering cattle, and from there to slaughtering men—until, like Duke Xian of Jin, Emperor Ming of Tang, or Emperor Suzong of Tang, one would even slay one’s own sons. If not for this, why would the noble-minded keep their distance from the kitchen? It is precisely to keep the sight and sound of killing from their eyes and ears, thereby nurturing that innate compassion within their hearts. Thus, parents and elder brothers must take care to preserve from childhood that tender, unhardened heart in their children. When such habits are cultivated over time, they become second nature, ensuring that in adulthood one does not grow cruel and callous. In this way, life may be prolonged, and blessings may endure forever.

In the early years of the dynasty, there lived in Wucheng County, Shandong, a senior licentiate named Chao Yuan. His father, Chao Sixiao, was a renowned scholar who consistently ranked among the top candidates in the biennial examinations. Yet, the father being a scholar with no other means of livelihood than teaching, the family was not particularly wealthy. When Chao Yuan was born—his father already nearing thirty—he was cherished all the more for being an only son. By the time he reached sixteen or seventeen, he had grown into a strikingly handsome youth, with lips red as cherries, teeth white as jade, and eyes clear and bright beneath finely arched brows. Truly, he

“was as fair as He Lang, who was powdered just about right,

And had a lingering scent, like that of Xun Ling's sleeves, which stayed five days after he had left.”

Yet born with a lack of intelligence, he did not make a good student for academic study. Had he been diligently molded with due instructions, there might be a chance that an iron pestle would have been ground into an embroidery needle. But his mother doted on him excessively, and his father, Mr. Chao the scholar, indulged him even more than his wife. Nine days out of ten, he did not study at all; and on the rare day he did set foot in the study, maidservants would bring him tea and pages would offer fruit, and his family would hurry him home before dusk. Despite such idleness, Chao Yuan was clever enough to write out, on his own, the characters for “His Eminence Confucius” from his primer. But as his knowledge of the world grew, he cast aside even this basic text and devoted himself instead to frivolous pastimes with like-minded companions—boating on the lake, feasting and drinking, snaring birds, angling for fish, and trapping hares. His parents saw no fault in this. Fortunately, the family’s modest means prevented Chao Yuan from squandering too freely, and thus his wild and extravagant tendencies were somewhat restrained.

Mr. Chao the Scholar, having repeatedly failed the provincial examinations, had recently managed to qualify as a senior licentiate, or “tribute scholar”. In those days, not long after the founding of the dynasty, the funds bestowed upon such scholars for banners, plaques, and the like, were more generous than today, while the expenses incurred in the capital were far less. Thus, his finances gradually improved, and he arranged for his son to marry the daughter of the retired scholar Ji. Soon after the wedding, Mr. Chao the scholar departed for the capital to sit for the palace examination.

At that time, the position of Minister of Rites was vacant, and the Left Vice-Minister was acting in his stead. This Vice-Minister had previously served as the Education Intendant of Shandong, and it was under his supervision that Scholar Chao had ranked first in the annual examinations for xiucai scholars.

When they met, the Vice-Minister reminisced with Scholar Chao about their past acquaintance and offered words of encouragement:

"Though you did not pass the metropolitan examination, you are still not too old, and with your dignified bearing, you are certainly not destined to remain a mere instructor for life. Now, instead of waiting for the palace examination, you should enter the Imperial Academy and prepare for the next round of provincial examinations. If you pass, all the better. Even if you don’t, you can still sit for the official selection exams, and I have no doubt you will rank among the best. Moreover, I will remain in the capital for several more years and can look after you."

Scholar Chao listened to this advice and followed it faithfully. The following year, he took the northern provincial examination, but when the results were announced, he had not passed.

He reflected:

"My mentor hoped I would pass the provincial examination. Since I failed, if I don’t take advantage of his presence in the capital to secure an official post now, what will I do if he leaves and I lose my backing? If I end up as a low-ranking county official, after all my years of study, bowing and addressing others as ‘Your Lordship,’ that would be sheer misery!"

So he explained his situation frankly to the Vice-Minister, who agreed entirely. Scholar Chao then submitted his documents to the Ministry of Personnel. As it happened, the official in charge was also a former student of the Vice-Minister, who had already put in a good word for him. Thus, Scholar Chao took the examination alongside the other candidates.

The essay topic was: "There are the people, and there are the gods of the earth and the grains."

Scholar Chao was already well-versed in such subjects, and with the prior recommendation from his mentor, he was ranked highly and selected as a magistrate.

Naturally, Scholar Chao was overjoyed, and the Vice-Minister also took great pride in his success.

But Scholar Chao thought further:

"Though I’ve qualified for a county magistrate, the quality of the postings varies as widely as heaven and earth. Why not take advantage of my mentor’s presence in the capital to secure a good appointment now? When else will I have such an opportunity?"

So he promptly submitted his seniority records and completed the necessary procedures.

As fate would have it, just then the position of Minister of Personnel fell vacant, and the Left Vice-Minister of Rites was promoted to fill it. The following April, during the grand selection of officials, Scholar Chao—without relying on personal connections or pleading for favors—drew the lot for the magistracy of Huating County in Nanzhili, a truly enviable posting.

This Huating County was a big county well known in the country, one that even many metropolitan graduates could not secure even by expending vast resources. Yet Scholar Chao obtained it effortlessly, without even breaking a sweat. When the news reached his hometown, no relative or friend would believe it. They said, "This Huating County has always been the domain of metropolitan graduates since ancient times—how could a tribute scholar possibly obtain it?" The heralds of good news clamored through the streets, banged on doors and demanded three hundred taels, causing a great uproar. Within two days, the official gazette confirmed it—indeed, it was true! The messengers were draped in red and hosted in the study where he once taught; after they received a promissory note for a hundred and fifty taels as thanks, the commotion finally settled.

The petty, opportunistic folk of Wucheng County, upon hearing that Scholar Chao had been selected as a magistrate and granted the most coveted post in the country, were so envious they wished they could tear out Chao Yuan’s scrotum and carry it on their shoulders in reverence. Some even fantasized about bending him over to lick his backside. Lower-class families begged relatives and connections for letters of recommendation or personal introductions, pleading to serve as his household retainers. Middle-class families willingly offered their lands and homes to Chao Yuan to become his stewards.

The moneylenders and pawnbrokers in town arrived bearing lavish gifts. The moneylenders declared, "Should Your Honor ever need silver, no matter the amount, simply send a note, and our humble establishment will provide it. Our interest rates are lighter than others', and for every tael, we offer twenty extra cash. If the coins are of poor quality, you may exchange them at will." The loan sharks chimed in, "Since His Honor Lord Chao has just been appointed you may find youself short on ready silver." One said, "My family has two hundred taels." Another added, "Mine has three hundred—take what you need. The interest is entirely at your discretion. If the loan is brief, we wouldn’t even dare accept interest."

Friends and relatives, too, came forward, offering loans without interest—thirty taels from one, fifty from another, arriving in an endless stream. This Chao Yuan had always been a spendthrift, but as the son of a poor scholar, he had been a hero with no battlefield. He recalled how, in the past, borrowing a hundred or two hundred copper coins from a moneylender was an ordeal, and securing a tael or two from others met  involved endless refusals. But now, silver and coins came to his door unasked, and he didn’t even have to sign a promissory note. This was the first truly exhilarating experience of his life. He accepted all that was given, borrowed all that was offered, and took in all who came to serve—without distinguishing between the virtuous and the wicked.

In less than ten days, the family had acquired dozens of servants and thousands of taels of silver. Daily expenses amounted to ten thousand coins, all drawn from various money lenders with promissory notes. They spent two hundred and fifty taels to purchase three fine horses and another three hundred taels for six strong mules, which they rode in and out. They bought silks and satins, and commissioned fine utensils. Truly, "money can move the gods"—within less than a month, Chao Yuan found himself living as luxuriously as if he had become a royal son-in-law in the legendary Huai’an Kingdom.

Soon after, he dispatched an old servant, Chao Shu, along with four newly hired attendants—Zhu Shi, Gao Sheng, Qu Jincai, and Dong Zhong—to the capital with a thousand taels of silver to assist Scholar Chao in his official affairs.

Scholar Chao, having secured such a prestigious post, was daily harassed by capital moneylenders eager to lend him funds at a mere ten percent interest, offering full-weight silver ingots measured on generous scales. However, as a newly appointed official in a highly significant county, he was occupied with meeting high-ranking officials and receiving local gentry, which left him no time to for loan negotiations. Daily expenses were readily covered by willing moneychangers, so he was not overly pressed for funds.

Once Scholar Chao’s social obligations were somewhat settled, Chao Shu arrived in the capital with the four servants and the thousand taels. Now equipped with attendants at his service and ample silver to spend, Scholar Chao and his retinue undertook comprehensive preparations for his official role. They purchased fabrics, forged silver belts, hired tailors, gilded teacups, commissioned incense craftsmen, and engraved seals. Furthermore, they meticulously prepared official headgear and leather belts, and tailored court and ceremonial robes. Indeed, everything required for his new position was precisely and carefully arranged. These extensive preparations were carried out in anticipation of receiving his official credentials at the end of the month and his planned return home to assume his post.

Upon receiving his official credentials at the end of the month, he bought three first-class official sedan chairs from Fujian at Dongjiangmi Lane, intended for himself, his wife, and Chao Yuan. He also acquired a second-class sedan chair for Chao Yuan’s wife, Lady Ji, all fitted with velvet and silk curtains. He procured ceremonial regalia, had official seals engraved, and prepared to return home to assume his post.

Even when the master was absent, the household already exuded an air of grandeur. Now that the true dignitary had arrived, the magnificence was beyond description. Welcoming banquets, farewell feasts, and the smooth sailing of official affairs upon taking office—all these went without a hitch, needless to say.

Now, as for Chao Yuan, who had accompanied his father to the new post—how could such a lively and pleasure-seeking temperament endure confinement within the county yamen? Fortunately, there was a private secretary named Xing, from Weichuan County in Henan, whose given name was Chen and courtesy name Gaomen. He was a scholar of considerable wit and charm.

He was a man of free and unrestrained character, unfettered by convention. When he encountered those with learning and virtue, even if they were poor scholars of humble means, he would humble himself all the more and treat them with deference. But toward those who were illiterate and reeked of rustic vulgarity, even if they were princes or nobles, he merely feigned outward respect while inwardly holding not a shred of genuine reverence.

Chao Yuan, considering himself a scion of nobility and now flush with silver, and further believing Scholar Xing to be a mere retainer in his household, nearly adopted the air of "Uncle Boyan condescending to entertain literary men." But how could such a man as Scholar Xing, who would later rise to the rank of Minister, deign to acknowledge an "elegant young master" like Chao Yuan, who could not recognize even a single character? Thus, Chao Yuan found himself increasingly bored.

After spending half a year in the Huating yamen, he simply packed up his ten thousand taels of silver and journeyed to Suzhou. There, he procured outlandish curiosities, had garments made that flouted social rank, and acquired ill-suited potted plants. He then hired a private pleasure barge, engaged a troupe of musicians, and finally returned home with Lady Ji in his company.

His old friends, still imagining him to be the same Chao Yuan of yore, scraped together what they could—some by borrowing money, others by pawning their belongings—to buy gifts and welcome him back, hoping to gain some advantage from his newfound wealth. But to their surprise, Chao Yuan now regarded these men as beneath him. Though he still received them, it was with an air of lofty indifference, his manner cold and distant, utterly unlike the warm camaraderie of the past. He would seat himself in a chair facing north, fix his gaze on the tip of his nose, utter a few perfunctory words in an official tone, then abruptly stood up and dismiss them with a mere cursory bow.

Seeing this, the visitors felt as though "a melon had struck a donkey—half their enthusiasm was knocked out of them." His newly acquired servants, seeing their master’s attitude, ensured that henceforth, whenever these old acquaintances came calling, they found themselves "unable to enter through the gate." Moreover, having purchased the grand estate of Minister Ji for six thousand taels of silver, he had now a residence resembling "a nobleman’s gate deep as the sea—how could old friends presume to knock?"

That his former companions could no longer gain admittance was merely the natural result of "rising status begetting new company." Yet he went further, pondering the adage: "With newfound wealth, one may seek a new wife." His wife, Lady Ji, though the daughter of a licentiate who had never passed higher examinations, was from a family of established gentry nonetheless.

Though Lady Ji was not exceptionally tall, she was not particularly short either; though she was not  strikingly beautiful, she was not noticeably ugly either, though she was not radiantly fair, she was not sallow-skinned either, and though her feet were not the famed "three-inch golden lotuses" they were not the ungainly "half-imperial sedans" either; though others at the time considered her quite ordinary,  to Chao Yuan, she was a peerless beauty.

Flushed with favor, Lady Ji grew haughty, and Mr. Chao, for his part, was more afraid of her than not. Now, Lady Ji remained the same Lady Ji as ever, but Mr. Chao’s eyes were no longer the same eyes. He began to scorn her as coarse and vulgar, muttering, "How can such a lowly appearance suit a grand household like ours?" He also despised her father and brother for their rustic poverty, saying, "It’s hardly fitting to associate with such humble folk."

With increased disgust in his heart, he now had reduced respect for her in attitude. Yet Lady Ji, still thinking her husband was the same man, continued to assert her dominance—scolding at the first word and striking at the first opportunity. At first, though Mr. Chao dared not retort, he would glare at her in silent fury. Though he dared not strike back, he no longer endured her blows as before; instead, he averted them by blocking with his hands or outright fleeing.

Gradually, as Lady Ji unleashed her insults, Mr. Chao began to fire back. If she lunged to seize and beat him, he might shove her aside, push her down, or step back a pace or two. Before long, they were exchanging curses and blows with equal intensity, and this conflict escalated until, eventually, Mr. Chao was the one who regularly did the beating and berating.

He no longer feared her threats—neither her histrionics of hanging herself, her readiness to slit her own throat, nor her banishments of him from the bedroom or the bed. Indeed, he now wished for nothing more than the perishing of Lady Ji on the spot to clear the way for him to wed some dazzling noble beauty. Even if she truly hanged herself or stabbed herself, Old Mr. Ji and his son could do nothing to him. As for funeral rites and burial expenses, they would be as insignificant as a single hair plucked from the tail of an ox.

In the past, with nowhere else to go and only a single bedroom and bed in the house, her bans on entering the room or sharing the bed had been a true torment. But now, he had studies aplenty—each furnished with a fine couch, a gauze canopy, a rattan mat, and a silken quilt, and he had warm chambers everywhere, with heated floors, braziers, brocade covers, and ivory-carved beds.

Moreover, he had a troupe of female performers permanently lodged in his household, along with male singers who specialized in the longyang style (referring to male performers, often with homoerotic undertones), ensuring that entertainment was never far from his door. Even if Lady Ji had not barred her door against him, and even if she were to fling her doors wide open, sprinkle salt water on the ground, and hang bamboo branches at the entrance to attract his goats it was doubtful that his "goat-drawn carriage" (an allusion implying his unrestrained pursuit of pleasure, like Emperor Wu of Jin visiting favored consorts) would be retained for a brief moment... Thus, Lady Ji could only resign herself to the situation, like "Zhang the Celestial Master folding his hands—utterly helpless". Her courage waned daily, while Chao Yuan's audacity increased day by day.

He took a maidservant into his bed, but after a couple of days, finding her unsatisfactory, he cast her aside. Then he spent sixty taels of silver to acquire as a concubine the daughter of a Liaodong military officer, only to grow displeased with her lack of flattery and gradually lose interest. Instead, he became infatuated with a young actress from the troupe, Zhen'ge, who played the zhengdan (leading female) roles. This Zhen'ge was not particularly striking in appearance, but she excelled in singing a few select arias. Being an actress and courtesan, she was exceedingly adept at maneuvering, which earned her Chao Yuan's boundless favor. He sent intermediaries to negotiate with her pimp, expressing his willingness to pay a hefty price to take Zhen'ge as his concubine. He even hinted that Lady Ji was already seriously ill and would soon die, at which point Zhen'ge would be elevated to the status of principal wife. Zhen'ge, for her part, was wholly eager to marry him.

However, the pimp put on airs, declaring, "I’ve invested a full three thousand taels in this troupe. They’ve only just been trained and have barely earned a few hundred taels in return. If the leading actress leaves, it’s as good as losing the entire troupe. It would be better to hand over the whole troupe to Chao Yuan and let him decide the reward." After further back-and-forth negotiations—with the matchmaker taking a cut, the servants skimming their share, and the go-between demanding a fee—the saying "the wool comes from the sheep’s own back" proved true. In the end, eight hundred taels changed hands, and Zhen'ge was brought into the household.

Though Lady Ji still dared to voice her anger, she was no match for Chao Yuan’s boldness in action. She refused to humble herself, and Zhen'ge would not yield an inch. Despite his wealth and influence, the household descended into such chaos that it hardly looked like a proper family anymore. Following the advice of his frequent guest Dong Zhongxi, Chao Yuan prepared a separate residence, which was furnished with fine clothes and jewelry, and filled with servants, and maids and concubines. In no time, everything was in place, and Zhen'ge was installed there. Chao Yuan ceased visiting Lady Ji’s quarters and never went there for months on end.

Gradually, Lady Ji found herself lacking even rice and firewood, and was even forced to beg for necessities from Zhen'ge’s hands. She could only suffer in silence, like "a mute tasting the bitterness of cork-tree bark—unable to voice her grievances to anyone."

On the sixth day of the Eleventh Month, the winter solstice, it happened to snow. Chao Yuan ordered the cook to prepare three or four tables of wine and set up a floor stove in the Liuchun Pavilion. Once everything was arranged, he invited a group of wealthy friends to enjoy the snowy scene. Gradually, the guests arrived and took their seats. The troupe of female performers came to pour wine and entertain, not dressed in costumes to perform that day.

The conversations among these men were filled with nothing but deceit, theft, and fraud, and their behavior was nothing short of reckless and unrestrained—utterly lacking in upbringing, typical of nouveau riche scoundrels. When a dish of preserved fish was served, someone remarked, “This winter, pheasants and hares are abundant, and wolves and beasts roam the wild—hardly an auspicious sign for a prosperous year.”

One after another, they chimed in: “Each of us has horses, hounds, and falcons. Why don’t we join forces and go on a hunt for a day of amusement?”

Among them, a certain Wenming suggested, “If we’re to hunt, we should go to Elder Brother Chao’s estate. The area around Yong Mountain is vast, teeming with game, and we’d need Brother Chao to host us properly.”

Chao Yuan readily agreed. He fetched an almanac and picked the fifteenth day of the Eleventh Month—an auspicious day for hunting. They agreed that everyone should dress properly, looking the part, and gather at the training grounds by mao hour (5–7 a.m.) to set off from there. They also decided to prepare offerings of livestock to sacrifice to the mountain and earth gods, as well as another set for the hunting banners.

Chao Yuan said, “That’s no trouble—I’ll take care of it.”

Once the date was settled, they drank until the fifth watch (3–5 a.m.), by which time the snow had lightened. Some guests went home, while others stayed in the warm rooms of the Chao residence to sleep with the female performers.

Chao Yuan, having drunk all night and indulged in some amorous play with Zhen’ge, slept until the shen hour (3–5 p.m.). By then, the friends who had stayed overnight had already left. Without even washing up, he downed two bowls of hot and sour soup and sat for a while before the lamps were lit. Still not entirely sober from the previous night’s drinking, he went back to bed with Zhen’ge.

As they lay on the pillow, he mentioned the hunting trip on the fifteenth, explaining that they would stay at his estate and needed to make preparations in advance. Zhen’ge, after hearing the details, said, “I want to go too—it’ll help lift my spirits.”

Chao Yuan replied, “You’re a woman—how can you tag along with a group of men?”

"And everyone else will be on horseback while you ride in a sedan chair—how could you possibly keep up?" Zhen'ge retorted, "This lot—I could sketch every last one of them in their revels! Out of ten, I’ve dealt with eleven, and you think I’d be afraid of them? As for riding, I’d wager I could outride the lot of you! Every time there’s a funeral procession, don’t I dress up and gallop about? Either as 'Zhaojun Departing the Frontier' or 'Meng Rihong Crushing the Bandits.' If we’re really going hunting, it’ll be no different—what’s so strange about that?"

Chao Yuan chuckled, "You’ve got a point. Having you there will make it all the more entertaining. Tomorrow, dig out that stone-blue embroidered cloak and take a bolt of silver-red plain silk for the lining—have Tailor Chen make it up so you can wear it on horseback when the day comes."

Zhen'ge laughed. "Oh, my clueless young master! Wearing such stiff formal robes to a hunt—you’d look like a 'lantern puppet'! Better fetch my golden bridle, pheasant plumes, and python-embroidered shoulder cape from the troupe—I’ll go in full martial attire!"

Chao Yuan, reclining on his pillow, exclaimed, "Brilliant! Brilliant! Why borrow from their troupe? Their stuff’s all shabby and reeks of sweat—disgusting! We’ll have new ones made. There’s still plenty of time before the hunt."

And so, nestled on their pillows, the two egged each other on with ever-grander plans.

The next morning, Chao Yuan rose early and threw himself into preparations for the hunt, determined to outshine the other wealthy young men in every detail. For Zhen'ge, he commissioned a new crimson narrow-sleeved robe embroidered with flying fish and a stone-blue python-embroidered shoulder cape, spent thirty-six taels of silver buying sable fur to craft a "Zhaojun’s Hare" headpiece, and seven mace for a pair of sky-blue ramie-silk shoes lined with sheepskin, perfectly fitted to her feet, ordered a golden velvet belt with a woven strap and a medium-length silver-inlaid dagger, and selected a sleek gray gelding, which he had trained in advance.

He also selected six plump maidservants, four robust maids, and over a dozen sturdy tenant wives. Each was dressed in a fox-fur hat, a dark blue cloth riding jacket, an oil-green cloth shoulder cape, and shoes lined with dark green cloth, belted with a waist sash, and armed with a sword, their quiver and scabbards hanging at their sides. Additionally, he picked out a particularly sturdy woman, who was fully decked in martial attire, to ride behind Zhen'ge as a standard-bearer.

Chao Yuan ensured his own gear and the clothing of his servants and tenant farmers were all meticulously prepared. He had also borrowed thirty horses and twenty-four mounted musicians from Garrison Commander Liu in advance. Besides his own hunting hounds and falcons, he borrowed four more hunting dogs and three sets of eagle-catching forks from Commander Liu. He also sent men to the estate to slaughter two or three pigs and grind three or four bushels of flour in preparation for the hunting feast on the fifteenth.

By the hour of mao (5–7 a.m.) on the tenth day of the Eleventh Month, the dozen or so wealthy families had arrived one after another at the training grounds, all dressed to the nines, though their efforts were somewhat amateurish. Finally, Chao Yuan made his grand entrance, leading a procession from his home: first came a troop of female riders advancing in formation, followed by Zhen'ge in full martial regalia astride her horse, with a banner fluttering behind her. Behind the banner marched a score of female attendants, and only then did Mr. Chao’s own retinue set forth. Their steps were orderly, their ranks unbroken—what might have been mere rustic playacting took on the disciplined air of a military drill. The onlookers could not help but cheer.

After dismounting, Mr. Chao and Zhen'ge greeted the assembled company. Though many of them were old acquaintances of Zhen'ge, now that she had left her former life, they could no longer jest with her as freely as before. After exchanging a few polite words and downing several cups of fortifying wine, Mr. Chao, fearing that the crowd might disrupt his elite riders, ordered them to form separate groups. With a cannon shot, they set off.

In no time, they reached the foot of Yong Mountain and spread out to encircle the hunting grounds.

What a sight it was!

The horses surged like dragons, the men stood strong as bears. Tiger-winged banners led the way, rippling in the wind; panther-tail pennants stood firm at the center, dazzling the eye. Falcons perched on wrists and hounds strained at leashes—one might have mistaken them for Erlang Shen of Guankou. Bristling arrows and coiled bows—they seemed like the three sworn brothers of Taoyuan.

The household servants and tenant farmers—old and young, tall and short, fat and thin—all pressed forward, shoulders hunched in sycophantic smiles, vying to cluster around the great master. Married housemaids and young servant girls—dark or fair, pretty or plain, dainty-footed or rough-mannered—all jostled to flatter and fawn over the little mistress.

The great master wore a jacket of raven-feather blue, subtly embroidered with flying fish in muted hues. The little mistress was clad in a robe of crimson red, intricately stitched with a coiled python in bright relief.

The great lord rode upon his wind-chasing steed, brandishing a solid iron staff, his majestic aura awe-inspiring; the little mistress straddled her sunny palfrey, with two leather-bound boards hanging at her waist, her fierce demeanor radiating might. Who could have foreseen that this warrior girl’s martial prowess would  put the shame Magistrate Xiao, a hesitant coward, and leave the God of Snow, Tengliu, too timid to summon crimson clouds? And when the baleful star descended upon the battlefield, it surpassed even the legendary feat of Marquis Huan of Han halting the river and breaking the bridge—let alone the falsified omens of Xin Yuanping under the glaring sun.

They hunted ferocious wolves and tigers, chased deer and foxes across the plains—carts overflowing with prey, the cheers of men shaking the earth. Flutes trilled, pipes wailed, drums thundered, gongs clanged; the triumphant procession marched home, songs resounding to the heavens. Truly,

"Life’s joys are best seized in the moment,

Why fret if bliss gives way to sorrow?"

Their clamor startled countless beasts—deer, roe, wild boars, pheasants, hares, badgers, and wolves. Unleashing hounds and falcons, nocking arrows to bows, they captured many a creature, some seized alive, others struck down.

Yet none knew that deep within Yongshan Cave dwelled an ancient vixen. Once, she had roamed freely, beguiling men far and wide. Later, she settled near Zhou Village, masquerading as an immortal maiden and ensnaring a young farmhand, leaving her little time to haunt Yongshan—though she still returned now and then to tend her lair. Sometimes she appeared as a peerless beauty, other times as a withered crone, often glimpsed by chance passersby.

That day, as she journeyed back from Zhou Village, she crossed the hunting grounds and beheld the throng of men, horses, hounds, and falcons. Ordinarily, she would have fled—but she trusted in her vast powers. Having taken human form, how could mere beasts recognize her? Moreover, her heart was wicked, long smitten with Chao Yuan. Only the presence of a copy of cinnabar-printed copy of Sanskrit Diamond Sutra in his family’s Buddhist pavilion—guarded by countless deities—had kept her at bay.

Now, seeing the lustful Chao leading his courtesans on this hunt, mingling freely with women, she thought: If not here, where else?

Transforming into a breathtaking maiden—no older than twenty, clad head to toe in mourning white—she sauntered deliberately before Chao’s horse. Every few steps, she glanced back, her allure ensnaring his very soul.

"I know every household near Yongshan," he mused. "Where did this beauty come from? No attendants—surely no noble lady. Heavy mourning—a newly widowed woman. A rare prize indeed! If I can bring her home, she and Zhen’ge shall be twin jewels!"

"Like the sister consorts of Emperor Shun in the legends, Nüying on the left, Ehuang on the right"—such was the gallant air of the age.

As he was lost in contemplation, who could have guessed that such a deceptive facade, meant only to fool the dull eyes of the ignorant, would be seen through by the keen gaze of the falcon and hound? The hound charged forward, the falcon soared overhead, locking the fox-spirit in its sight. Panicked, the fox-spirit abandoned its disguise and reverted to its true form. With the hound and falcon circling tightly, it found no escape and darted beneath Chao Yuan’s horse for shelter.

She had hoped that Mr. Chao would spare her life, but little did she know that his nature was ever inclined toward slaughter. Far from offering aid, he drew his carved bow from its quiver, nocked an arrow, pulled back with his right hand, and pushed forward with his left—then loosed the shaft straight at the fox beneath his stirrup.

A shrill "howl!" pierced the air as the fox-spirit kicked wildly in the air, only for a yellow hound to leap forth and sink its teeth into her. Thus, a demon of a thousand years met her pitiful, untimely end!

Snatched from the dog’s jaws, the fox was tossed among the other spoils of the hunt. The party then regrouped, sheathed their weapons, and returned to the manor for a meal. Victorious, they later reconvened at the Chao residence, where Zhen’ge and the womenfolk withdrew to the inner quarters. Wine and delicacies were served, and after a round of drinks, the game was divided among them. The slain fox-spirit was granted solely to Mr. Chao, after which the guests took their leave.

Upon seeing them off, Mr. Chao had barely stepped back through his gate when he felt as though an unseen hand had struck him full in the face. A shudder wracked his body, but he dismissed it as fatigue from the day’s exertions and retired to bed.

Little did he know that from this night onward, misfortune would begin to unfold.

But that is a tale for the next chapter.
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Chapter 2: Chao Yuan Was Struck Ill After Killing the Fox; Physician Yang Gambled with Medicine
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Do not trust in strength when you are in the prime of life,

Lest vital energy drain away unawares too soon.

Add to this mistrust, cruelty that harms all living things—

Even a healer like Bian Que would lack a remedy

Now, when Chao Yuan returned from seeing off his guests that evening, his face felt as if it had been struck a heavy blow. A chill ran through his entire body, his hair stood on end, and he felt exceedingly unwell. Struggling to compose himself, he handed over the pheasants, hares, and the slain fox to the servants before retreating to Zhen’ge’s chamber. There he sat slumped in his chair, listless and downcast.

Zhen’ge, having spent the day in wild revelry, was eager to chatter about the day’s hunt—counting melons and eggplants, as the saying goes—but finding the young master unresponsive and sullen, her enthusiasm waned.

“You came back in high spirits,” she pressed. “Why so glum now? Did you quarrel with Yu Mingwu again?”

Chao Yuan neither confirmed nor denied, only shaking his head.

“What is it, truly?” Zhen’ge persisted. “Your face is sallow as parched earth—you must have caught a chill on the road. Let me have some hot-and-sour soup made for you. Drink two bowls, sweat it out under the blankets, and you’ll surely feel better.”

“Have the maid warm a pot of wine,” he muttered. “I’ll drink two large cups and see what comes of it.”

The maid laid out four small dishes, heated a large pot of scalding liquor, and set out two silver-inlaid lacquered cups and a pair of ivory chopsticks on the bedside table. But neither Chao Yuan nor Zhen’ge had much appetite. They drank a few cups in silence before giving up.

The maid swept the kang, spread the bedding, and the two retired. Yet as he slept, Chao Yuan startled awake and moaned repeatedly. By the second watch, his body burned with fever. He complained of a bitter taste in his mouth, a throbbing head, and soon began raving deliriously.

Zhen’ge, flustered, ordered the maid to light the lamps, stoke the fire, and wake up other female servants to attend to him. She also sent someone to knock on Lady Ji’s door, summoning her to come take care of him.

Lady Ji had heard rumors two or three days prior—talk of Zhen’ge having hunting attire made, a belt purchased, and plans to join a pack of fox-and-dog companions on an excursion to the estate.

Lady Ji, upon hearing this, forced herself to say, "A hunting trip sounds splendid. With the chaos these days, now that the Yang family's female generals have emerged, why fear any roving bandits or Ye Xian?" But inwardly she thought, "These gossiping women—they hear a whisper and turn it into a storm! A woman, even if she was once a courtesan, has now reformed—how could she don military attire and join a pack of men on a hunt? This is clearly a ruse to provoke me. But I refuse to waste my breath on such nonsense! If they truly go hunting together, unless I’ve sworn off men entirely, what does it matter if that scoundrel wears a 'gold-embroidered cap' or a 'green headscarf'?" She dismissed the rumors as idle wind and brushed them aside.

By the fifteenth day, at the crack of dawn, Lady Ji had just risen and was binding her feet when she heard the household bustling with noise. The twenty-four drummers borrowed from the barracks struck up a lively tune, followed by three cannon shots. Lady Ji asked, "What’s all this commotion outside? Why the cannon fire and music?" Her maidservant replied, "You didn’t believe the talk before—this is Zhen’ge and the young master setting off for the hunt."

Lady Ji froze for a long moment before exclaiming, "How can such an absurd thing happen in this world? Have they left already?" The maid answered, "They’re about to depart now." Lady Ji declared, "I must see this for myself—what kind of spectacle is this?"

She tied a kerchief over her head, slipped into lambskin-lined satin boots, threw on a half-sleeved jacket, and pulled up her trousers before striding forward—just in time to see Zhen’ge and Chao Yuan already mounted and ready to ride. Lady Ji stepped out to the main gate, closing one door behind her and leaning halfway out from behind the other to observe the grand procession. Her heart burned with fury and indignation.

Neighboring women from across the street had also gathered to watch the departure of Chao Yuan and Zhen’ge—some envious, some critical, others mocking. Spotting Lady Ji at the gate, they came forward to greet her. Lady Ji said, "I haven’t even washed or combed yet—let’s skip the formalities." She invited them in for tea, but the women politely declined, standing instead to exchange a few pleasantries about neighborhood affairs.

One of the women, Old Mrs. You, said, “Mrs. Chao, why don’t you join us for a stroll instead of sitting idle at home feeling gloomy?”

Lady Ji replied, “My face is too ugly, and my feet too big—hardly fit to join a pack of men on a hunt! I’ll just stay home and resign myself to my miserable lot.”

Mrs. Gao interjected with a chuckle: "Mrs. Chao, it’s not that your face is plain or your feet are big—you’re just a bit too heavy. I’m afraid a horse couldn’t bear your weight!"

She continued, her tone turning sharp: "Master Chao has no sense of propriety. If he wants to honor her, he should do it behind closed doors—what kind of spectacle is this? As for her, she’s beyond saving. In her past life, she’d daily dress up as Wang Zhaojun or Meng Rihong, mount a horse, and trail after actors in funeral processions. But Master Chao is dressed neither like a monk nor a layman—just utterly indecent. Not only will the villagers gossip, but even Old Master Chao, who was serving his office, would be deeply displeased to hear of this."

Lady Ji sighed, “Ridicule from the fellow villagers is unavoidable. But my father-in-law, if he knew, would actually be delighted—he’d say his son knows how to have fun, how to amuse himself, and even how to throw money around, so at least he’s no fool. Our old house was right next to the Niangniang Temple. My mother-in-law once said that we should pick a day when no one would be at the temple to go and kowtow—just to acknowledge our long-standing neighborly ties with the goddess. But when he heard about it, oh, the nonsense he spewed! He babbled about how people would brush shoulders with us, how they’d leer at us, how someone might even grope us—or worse, strip off our shoes! In the end, we never made it to the temple, and my mother-in-law was left fuming. If I hadn’t been so furious and slapped him twice, who knows how much more he would’ve insulted her!”

Mrs. Gao gasped, “And Old Master Chao didn’t scold him for speaking to your mother-in-law like that?”

Lady Ji scoffed, “Oh, he just grinned and said, ‘Serves her right! Serves her right! I told her not to go. Now she’s heard what people really think—that’ll teach her!’ That’s how my father-in-law disciplined his son.”

Mrs. Gao shook her head. “Your mother-in-law must have the patience of a saint—I’d never tolerate such disrespect! If my son dared disgrace me like that, I’d sooner die than live with the shame!”

Lady Ji sighed again. “And what choice does my mother-in-law have? She wouldn’t dare argue with him even once!”

Extremely vexed, she merely squeezed her eyes shut and shed a few tears elsewhere. But when I saw he couldn’t pull it off, I did scold him a couple of times and even gave him a few slaps—that much is true.

Mrs. Chao remarked, “You’re so skilled at discipline, no wonder the young master you’ve raised has turned into a ‘Navel-Biting Lad’!”

The others asked, “How is the young master a ‘Navel-Biting Lad’?”

An old woman surnamed Yan chimed in, “Good heavens! Don’t you see? The ‘Navel-Biting Lad’ went hunting and met his mother, Li Sanniang, by a well. Now, our young master goes hunting with his little mistress—isn’t that just like the ‘Navel-Biting Lad’?”

The crowd laughed, “We had no idea! No wonder people say Sister Yan knows everything past and present.”

Lady Ji retorted, “And you still tell me to discipline him? I’m still the same old me, but is he the same old him? Before he married that kept woman, he’d already given me two or three humiliating defeats—I’d already surrendered with a letter of submission! How dare I discipline him now?”

Mrs. Gao said, “Auntie Chao, you’re a clever woman—listen to me, and don’t be stubborn. If you let him run wild and don’t enforce some order, this household will fall apart. If he squanders the family fortune or ruins himself with debauchery, he can just swagger off without a care, leaving you to endure poverty and widowhood. As the saying goes, ‘You can’t fly away, you can’t leap free.’

“In my own home, when times were good, I let my man dress as he pleased—I never complained. If he wanted to sleep with her, whether one night or ten, I never made a fuss about jealousy. But if he dared to run wild and act recklessly, whether he was a scoundrel or she a hussy, I wouldn’t spare either of them.”

Lady Ji sighed, “But now he’s red-eyed and rebellious—he won’t submit to my discipline!”

The woman called Old Yan said, “Truly, one man is not like another. Your husband, Master Gao, is sly and furtive, while you're a tiger-backed, bear-waisted woman. If he plays the cultured King Wen, you offer rites and music. If he turns tyrant like Jie or Zhou, you raise arms against him. Master Gao wouldn’t dare to show his claws in front of you in the first place. That little concubine of his, who struts around like a bean sprout, you can subdue as easily as Zhong Kui taming a little ghost. And you carry yourself with such upright dignity, balancing kindness with authority—how could Master Gao not respect you? But now this Mr. Chao acts like a wrathful deity, and that little consort of his, who’s performed on stage and sung in plays—well, as the saying goes: ‘Dressed up as Meng Rihong, she could even subdue a bandit.’ How could this frail and delicate Mrs. Chao ever stand up to the two of them?”

Sister-in-law Gao laughed. “Pah! The swan is big, and the falcon is small—yet it’s the falcon that catches the swan!”

As they spoke, they exchanged bows and went their separate ways.

Back in her room, Lady Ji couldn’t help but seethe with anger. She wailed to the heavens, pounding the floor in grief, neither combing her hair nor eating her meal. She stoked the kang and lay down to sleep.

In the dead of night, a furious knocking erupted at her door. In the past, Lady Ji wouldn’t have been afraid—she was a woman, after all, and aside from taming her husband, she had no guilty conscience to speak of, so there was no reason for fear. But now, after being subdued twice by Chao Yuan, her feminine nature had become as timid as a eunuch’s. Once cowed, she could only shrink in fear, never daring to assert herself again.

Lady Ji thought to herself, What could this be about? Why is the door being pounded so urgently? Some busybody must have whispered to that brute about me watching him leave from the front gate and speaking with the neighbors. He’s come to pick a fight! Even if I did step out to chat with the women next door, it’s still better than trailing after a pack of scoundrels and making a spectacle of myself!

She pulled the dagger from her bedside and slipped it into her sleeve. Let’s see what he intends. If he tries to lay hands on me again, I’ll take the chance to stab him twice in the chest—then slit my own throat to pay for his life!

Having steeled herself, she straightened her back, and, summoning her courage, called for her maids. Then, she opened the door and asked what was happening.

A frantic maidservant burst in, exclaiming, “The master—something’s terribly wrong! He has lost his senses and is raving in delirium! My lady, please come and watch over him!"

Lady Ji said, "He has nothing to do with me anymore. Why is it that when he goes hunting, I'm not needed, but when he falls ill, he comes looking for me? During the day, he acted like a fierce god, riding on horseback with his concubine, bold and imposing—how could he fall so gravely ill so quickly? This must be some scheme cooked up by that wretched pair to lure me over. Let me tell you: he no longer acknowledges me as his wife, and I no longer have a husband! Whether he’s truly ill or faking it, I won’t go to him in the dead of night. If they want to deal with me, there’s always tomorrow. Whether it’s knifing or chopping, let them do as they please in broad daylight. If he’s truly ill, well and good if he recovers; if he dies, his parents from official post will come to settle scores with that harlot—I won’t lift a finger for him."

The maidservant who had come to summon Lady Ji repeated her words verbatim to Zhen'ge. Zhen'ge scoffed, "Pah! If he recovers, we’ll all be lucky; if he dies, it’s just a head lopped off, leaving a bowl-sized scar! With a wife like me around, what’s there to fear?" Though her words were bold, her heart couldn’t help but tremble with unease. Meanwhile, Chao Yuan grew increasingly delirious. Unable to wait for dawn, Zhen'ge sent a servant, Chao Zhu, to fetch Physician Yang from Xuanfu Street for a diagnosis.

Among their close friends was Yu Mingwu, who lived across from the Chao residence. A clerk in the Granary Office, he had amassed a small fortune and, being a neighbor, was particularly close to Chao Yuan. Seeing Chao Zhu return early from his errand, Yu Mingwu asked, "Where have you rushed back from in such a hurry?"

Chao Zhu replied, "Last night, after seeing off all the guests, my master suddenly seemed as if someone had slapped him across the face—his body went cold with chills. By midnight, he was burning with fever. Now he’s unconscious, only muttering deliriously. I just went to Xuanfu Street to summon Physician Yang, but he was still washing up, so I came back first to report."

Yu Mingwu frowned. "Your master was perfectly fine yesterday—how could he have fallen so ill so suddenly?"

He promptly invited some friends who often went hunting together—namely, Yin Pingyang, Yu Fengqi, and Zhao Luoling—and the four of them gathered in the main hall of the Chao residence. Just then, Physician Yang happened to arrive as well. After exchanging greetings, they began recounting yesterday’s events—how they had gone hunting together, how they had returned, and how they had gotten separated. They also mentioned how Chao Yuan had personally shot and killed a bewitching fox. Physician Yang took it all in, storing every detail away in his mind.

Physician Yang was notoriously reckless in his practice—he was the kind of physician who would prescribe Four-Ingredient Decoction for a toothache or Three-Yellow Powder for a cold stomach. His methods were far from proper, and he had a doggedly opinionated nature. When making house calls, he often gossiped about the private affairs of women, which is why most people kept their distance from him. Despite this, Chao Yuan found him agreeable and frequently summoned him for medical consultations.

Physician Yang’s thoughts ran wild: Chao Yuan has just taken Zhen’ge as his new concubine—that wanton woman! I’ve had my own encounters with her before. Even after taking Gecko Pills and applying Turtle-Head Powder, I still couldn’t hold my own against her. It was only by deploying an unexpected maneuver that I barely managed to break even. Chao Yuan may be in the prime of youth, but how can he withstand her relentless assaults, day and night, without respite? He must be utterly drained by now. Add to that hunting expedition of yesterday—which was no doubt exhausting—and then the nocturnal exertions that surely followed, how could he not be completely spent? Still, since he’s young, four doses of Perfect Ten-Ingredient Tonic ought to set him right.

He further mused: I’ve heard he lives in a separate courtyard with Zhen’ge, apart from his lawful wife. If I go into the inner chambers to take his pulse, Zhen’ge will surely come out to greet me. Then another thought struck him: But with Yu Mingwu and the others here, if we all enter together, Zhen’ge might not show herself. Yet another consideration followed: Still, these men are his close friends. They were with him yesterday during the hunt, so perhaps she wouldn’t avoid them. The only trouble is, with so many people around, the mood won’t be as... intimate.

Thus, Physician Yang’s mind churned with all manner of indecent speculations, utterly neglecting the actual task of diagnosing the illness. His thoughts swung up and down like a bucket in a well. Just then, Chao Zhu came out and announced, “Physician Yang, please come inside.”

Yu Mingwu and the others chimed in, “We’d like to go in and see him too.”

Chao Zhu replied, “There’s no one else in the room. You’re all welcome to enter.”

After passing through the main hall, they entered a winding corridor, and after traversing it, they finally arrived before the chamber. Behold:

Green railings carved with intricate designs, crimson brocade drapes hung at the door; a golden-lacquered writing desk, embroidered cushions of parrot-green spread upon the seat. Against the northern wall stood a polished wooden bed, layered with emerald quilts of fine brocade; by the southern window, a brick-lined heated kang, piled with soft rugs in place of coarse mats. Upon the bed lay an ailing man, his eyes half-closed and bleary, muttering incoherently; beside the bed stood three maids, their feet askew, whispering and murmuring. A bronze brazier glowed red with animal-shaped charcoal; a golden censer wafted curling jade-green incense. Countless were the ill-suited furnishings, beyond reckoning the mismatched decorations.

Chao Zhu led the way, followed by Physician Yang, along with Yu Mingwu, Yin Pingyang, Yu Fengqi, and Zhao Luoling, all entering together. Chao Zhu lifted the soft curtain, bringing them before the bed of Chao Yuan. It was Yu Mingwu who spoke first:

"Yesterday on the hunting grounds, you were leaping about like a man possessed—how is it you’ve fallen so ill so quickly? Surely you caught a chill from removing your clothes?"

Mr. Chao could not even muster a reply. He nmerely nodded weakly.

Physician Yang remarked, "This is no external affliction. His face bears the flush of false fire—this is a symptom of exhausted kidney essence."

The five men settled around the bed. Physician Yang pulled his chair closer and, glancing at a maidservant with coiled hair standing nearby, said, "Fetch me a book—I need something to rest his wrist upon while I take his pulse."

Had he asked for silver ingots, there might have been a few in the master’s chests. But a book to serve as a pulse-rest? Where would one be found in these chambers? The maid glanced around until she spotted a thick album beside Mr. Chao’s pillow. She picked it up—the label read Secret Play of a Spring Night.

Physician Yang frowned. "This album is too stiff—it will make my hand unsteady. Find me a soft-bound book instead. A large Register of Officials would be ideal."

The maid searched again and retrieved another volume from beside the pillow—its label read The Tale of the Satisfied Lord. Fortunately, Physician Yang did not bother to flip through it, nor did he recognize what "the Satisfied Lord" referred to. He placed it atop the album, then drew Mr. Chao’s left hand from beneath the covers and laid it upon the book.

Physician Yang tilted his head and closed his eyes, putting on the airs of a physician taking a pulse. On the one hand, he had already formed his own conclusions in his mind; on the other, he was preoccupied with thoughts like, "Such a fine lady—Zhen'ge must be living in luxury. I wonder if she still remembers Old Mr. Yang or not?"

He haphazardly placed his hands on the pulse points, not even bothering to locate the proper inch, bar, and cubit positions, and after a moment of random pressing, declared, "I say this isn’t an external affliction—it’s purely internal damage."

Yu Mingwu asked, "So the illness isn’t too serious, then?"

Physician Yang replied, "What’s there to be serious about? If some quack misdiagnosed it as an external ailment and prescribed a sweating remedy, how could the sweating be stopped? Naturally, it’d be 'nine deaths out of ten'! But now, with the right medicine—say, four or five doses of the Ten Complete Great Tonics, plus ginseng and gastrodia as reinforcements—I guarantee he’ll be up and about by the New Year, ready to have fun with us again."

With that, the group dispersed. Chao Zhu followed Physician Yang with five taels of silver to fetch the medicine.

As they walked, Physician Yang remarked, "Your master’s illness is already eight or nine parts out  of ten advanced! He may look stout and strong, but inside, he’s hollow—like a towering wall with no foundation, barely propped up by a pole! I heard he doesn’t even go to the rear quarters anymore and just stays up front with little Zhen'ge. Is this their residence?"

Chao Zhu answered each question in turn.

Upon returning with the medicine, he handed it directly to Zhen'ge and said, "The instructions are clearly written on the packet. He should take it now. We’ll see if it agrees with him before adjusting the dosage."

Zhen'ge asked, "Did he say anything else? Did he mention what exactly is wrong with your master?"

Chao Zhu replied, "He said that though our master looks robust, inside he’s empty—like a wall with its foundation dug out. 'Tell your mistress to go easy, lest she wear him out completely!'"

Zhen'ge gave a faint smile and cursed, "What a load of donkey shit from that tail-wagging mule! The gall of that damned executioner’s ghost! How have I worn him out?"

She washed the medicine pot, sliced some ginger, found a few red dates, and added to each dose one mace two fen of ginseng. Once the medicine was decocted, she helped Chao Yuan drink it. Who could have guessed that this haphazard prescription would hit the mark? Just as Physician Yang’s luck seemed to be in full swing: after taking the medicine, the young master slept soundly. That evening, they boiled the dregs for a second dose; by night, he broke into a light sweat, his delirious muttering subsided. By midnight, his fever had dropped significantly, and by morning, his mind had cleared enough for him to recognize people.

Zhen’ge recounted to him how he had lost consciousness, how they had tried—and failed—to summon Lady Ji, how Physician Yang had taken his pulse, and how Yu Mingwu and the other three had come together to visit. She squeezed her eyes twice, shedding a couple of tears, and said, “Heaven have mercy and let you recover! If anything were to happen to you, I’d have to run ahead of you—if I delayed even a little, that ‘Qiu Hu’s Jest’​[1] of yours would surely torment me!”

Chao Yuan drawled, “You’ve got no spine! She’d sooner see me dead—why bother inviting her? If you don’t believe me, go see for yourself—right now, she’s probably tapping her crooked clogs and chanting Buddha’s name!”

Zhen’ge retorted, “Don’t be so quick with your tongue—ask your own heart. Husband and wife are still husband and wife, and I’m still just the door god on the second gate.”

Chao Yuan scoffed, “You’re talking about my big cock! I only know my little Zhen’ge, not my little Sister Ji! Now get up and send someone to fetch Physician Yang again—let him check me so I can take more medicine.”

He then called for Chao Zhu to come to the window, and Zhen’ge instructed him: “Go again and invite Physician Yang to come check on your master, so he can adjust the prescription. Tell him that after taking the medicine, your master slept peacefully through the nigh, his fever has subsided a lot, and now he’s lucid, no longer raving. Ride a horse and hurry back!”

When Chao Zhu arrived at Physician Yang’s house, he relayed Zhen’ge’s instructions in full detail. Physician Yang, beaming with delight, said, “The only worry in treating illness is if the pulse diagnosis is off.  If the pulse diagnosis is accurate, why would a second dose of medicine be needed? But since your master is extremely weak, taking a few more doses to recover and convalesce  wouldn’t hurt. If it were an illness that comes and goes intermittently, then there’d be no need for further treatment. Had it been anyone else yesterday, seeing such a grand household as yours, they would’ve extorted a hefty sum from you and still delayed the treatment—leaving you with nothing but “loyalty to the bitter end”! As for your precious Zhen’ge, after I cured such a fine man for her, how should she thank me?"

Chao Zhu replied, “Yesterday, I told Aunt Zhen that Master Yang said that she should ease up a bit and not exhaust our master too much!  ”

Yang Guyue asked, “And how did your precious Zhen’ge respond? ”

Chao Zhu said, “She didn’t say much. She just said, “He should stop spewing that donkey’s fart of his! That damned voice of the man deserving decapitation stinks!”

They chatted and laughed for a while. Yang Guyue saddled his horse and, accompanied by Chao Zhu, arrived at the gate. They sat in the hall while word was sent inside before they were finally admitted.

Chao Yuan looked at Yang Guyue and said, “I troubled you last night—I was barely conscious. After taking the medicine, my illness has subsided by three or four parts out of ten, and my mind is gradually clearing. ”

Yang Guyue grinned, his cunning eyes narrowing into slits as he said, “With our close friendship and my skills, what is there to fear?” He then asked for a book to check the pulse.

The maidservant went to fetch the copy of the erotic The Tale of the Satisfied Lord from beside Chao Yuan’s pillow. Seeing this, Chao snatched it away abruptly and said, “Go to the eastern chamber and bring another book! ”

The maidservant brought The Book of All Solutions instead, and after using it as a cushion to check the pulse, Yang Guyue said, “The illness has improved by six or seven parts out of ten compared to yesterday. One more dose today, and I guarantee a full recovery.”

After taking his leave, Chao Zhu led him past the eastern chamber’s window. Zhen’ge had poked a hole in the paper and was peering out. When Yang Guyue passed by, she called out his childhood name in a tone neither too harsh nor too soft: “Little Scoundrel! I told you to keep your mouth shut!”

Suppressing a laugh, Yang Guyue lowered his head and walked away with a cough.

Chao Zhu assigned another young servant, Little Huantong, to accompany Physician Yang back to his home to fetch the medicine. Upon his return, they followed the instructions on the medicine bag for brewing and consumption, and indeed, Chao Yuan showed significant improvement. His close friends like Yu Mingwu frequently visited, bringing an endless stream of gifts—honeyed pomelos, crisp pears, smoked tangerines, water chestnuts, black water caltrops, and honey-preserved fruits.

Chao Yuan rested and recuperated for a full month. By the fifteenth day of the Twelfth Month, he was well enough to wash and dress, though his body still felt weak and unsteady. Perhaps it was because, despite his illness, he had not abstained from intimate relations with Zhen’ge, which hindered his full recovery.

He kowtowed to Heaven and Earth, fulfilling his vow of offering the three sacrificial animals. Then he went to the rear quarters and stood outside Lady Ji’s door, saying, "Hey, the one surnamed Ji! I was terribly ill—thank you for visiting me! But today, I’ve managed to rise. I’ve come especially to thank you!"

Lady Ji retorted, "Stop talking nonsense! Who do you think I am? I never visited you! Go thank whoever actually did! Why thank me?" After this brief exchange through the door, he returned to the front quarters. Before the sun had even set, he went back to bed.

The next day, the sixteenth, he got up and inspected the wild game—pheasants and hares—that had been hunted earlier. Though a month had passed, the deep winter cold had kept them from spoiling. He set them aside as gifts for the New Year. Then he picked up the dead fox, turning it over and examining it. Its fur was thick and warm, and most of its color had already turned white. He ordered a servant to skin it and take the hide to the tannery for curing, planning to use it as a saddle cushion.

With the New Year approaching, he busied himself at home—preparing candles, frying festive treats, slaughtering pigs, hiring someone to write couplets, buying door gods and spirit-horse papers, purchasing incense, sending New Year gifts, overseeing the wine pressing, cleaning the ancestral shrine, erecting the celestial lantern pole, and decorating the peachwood charms. He also took time to thank Physician Yang Guyue. Thus, he had no opportunity to go out. He resolved to wait until New Year’s Day to make his rounds of visits, combining holiday greetings with expressions of gratitude.

As the days grew shorter and the nights longer, the eve of the New Year arrived unnoticed. The bustle lasted until the third watch of the night.

Thus:

Jade cups are refilled again and again—

tonight’s wine is farewell to the old.

Silver lamps are shining bright together—

by tomorrow everyone will be someone new.
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Chapter 3: The Spirit of the Late Grandfather Relayed His Message through Two Dreams; the Prodigal Son Went to Join His Father in the Capital
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To parents, their children’s ailments are their only care,

Guard your body well—share the weight they bear.

Look now at these skeletal remains, bleached and bare,

That still toil as oxen for their offspring, beyond compare.

Now, the story goes that in the Chao household, there was a servant named Li Chengming, who had tucked a fox pelt under his arm and was just stepping out the door to deliver it to the tannery. The plan was to have it cured and fashioned into a saddle cushion for the New Year, so that Chao Yuan could ride in comfort. But scarcely had he taken a few dozen steps outside when an enormous goshawk swooped down from above. With a mighty flap of its right wing, it struck Li Chengming square in the face—as if the Giant Spirit had slapped him once—snatched the fox pelt, and soared into the clouds.

Dazed for a good while, Li Chengming staggered back home, his face drained of color, and recounted the whole incident to Chao Yuan: how the goshawk had slapped him and stolen the pelt. Fortunately, Chao Yuan did not have very strict rules for house management. He merely let out a few sighs and said, "What a shame—such a fine pelt!" and let the matter drop.

When New Year’s Eve arrived, Chao Yuan laid out several new robes, instructed the clerk to prepare greeting cards, and ordered the servants to groom the horses. After downing a few cups of wine, he retired to bed. Before drifting off, he exchanged New Year’s farewells with Zhen’ge in bed, wrapped an arm around her neck, and fell fast asleep.

Then, in a dream, an elderly man with a white beard, about seventy or eighty years old, appeared before him. The old man wore a yellowish ivory velvet cap and a somewhat worn brown Daoist robe.

"Yuán’er," he said, "I am your grandfather. Listen well: Your father toiled to build this family fortune, yet instead of living contentedly, you insist on reckless folly. What need had you to lead a pack of women and men, all mixed together, on a hunt? Being the laughingstock of the village is the least of it—you’ve brought down a calamity from heaven!  That vixen from Yongshan Cave had cultivated herself for over a thousand years and attained great power. Among the retinue of the Princess of Mount Tai, she ranked fourth or fifth in fame. When you first saw her, you should never have harbored wicked thoughts. But since fate tied you to her, she looked to you for salvation. If you couldn’t save her, so be it—yet you shot her dead with an arrow, skinned her, and sent her pelt off to be tanned!  The one who struck you in the face when you were seeing off guests. That was her. And the goshawk that slapped Li Chengming with its wing yesterday was her too. Fortunately, both you and your father are now in a time of prosperity, and the Door Gods and Household Deities have barred his entry. Just now, when you welcomed me home to receive offerings, that fox lady sat on the horse-mounting stone with her hide draped over her. Seeing me arrive, she recounted in detail how you had slain her—how, had you not been swayed by wicked desires and dallied with her, she would naturally have kept her distance. Yet you lured her close and took her life. She said that you will surely venture out tomorrow morning, and she will  avenge herself somewhat, and when your fortunes decline, she will join forces with those closest to you before finally claiming your life in retribution.”

He continued, “Your wife, Lady Ji, though not virtuous, is at least a decent woman. In a past life, she was your wife, and you her husband. Because you showed her no affection and often mistreated her, she has now been reborn to repay you in kind. Yet, her only fault is bullying her husband—in all other respects, she remains a good person. Thus, she has not yet tarnished your family’s reputation or ruined your household. Once karmic retribution for those years is done, you will go your separate ways peacefully. But now, you refuse to relent. You wronged her in the past, yet she never wronged you. Now that she wrongs you, you wrong her even more. I fear this cycle of vengeance will never end! If you drive Lady Ji to her death unjustly, both grievances will converge, and you will be utterly unable to withstand the consequences. Listen to your father’s words: you must not leave the house tomorrow. Stay hidden at home for two months, then follow your parents to the capital—perhaps you may evade this calamity. When you depart, take with you that cinnabar-printed Sanskrit Diamond Sutra from the estate. The fox spirit said she intended to set fire to your estate, but because the sutra was there, guarded by countless divine protectors, she found no opportunity to strike. In the city, she was afraid of alarming Lady Ji, as she was once her fellow devotee three lifetimes ago. From this, it seems clear she is afraid of the Diamond Sutra.” Before leaving, he tapped Zhen’ge on the head and said, “What kind of seductress are you, bringing ruin and death upon my offspring?”

Chao Yuan awoke with a start, realizing it was just an unusual dream.

Zhen'ge also woke up from a nightmare, feeling a sharp pain near her temple. Hearing the night watchman’s drum, she realized it was just before dawn. Chao Yuan, while dressing, said to her, "We shouldn’t have shot that fox the other day. I just had a very strange dream. I’ll tell you about it in a couple of days." His heart was already filled with unease, and though he considered staying home, he thought to himself, "I’ve already recovered. If I don’t go out during the New Year, wouldn’t it be unbearably dull? Besides, if my relatives and friends hear I’m not going out, they’ll all come to disturb me. The feasts are a small matter, but I don’t have the energy to entertain them." After much deliberation, he decided, "I’ll go out and see how things unfold."

Having finished washing and dressing, he changed into formal attire, burned paper offerings before the Heaven and Earth shrine and the kitchen god, and kowtowed in the family temple. By then, the eastern sky was beginning to brighten. Zhen'ge remained in bed, suffering from a headache and unable to rise, her body alternating between chills and fever. Mr. Chao said, "Since your head hurts, take your time getting up. I’ll go out to offer prayers at the temple, then submit a request at the county office before returning home. We’ll eat together, and afterward, I’ll go out to pay New Year’s visits—it won’t be too late."

Mr. Chao donned a lychee-red satin robe embroidered with plum blossoms and a new sable hat worth fifty-five taels of silver. Two servants carried a pair of red silk lanterns, another held a felt mat, two more carried his calling card case, and three or four attendants followed loosely behind, forming a grand procession as he stepped out the main gate. Just as he stepped onto the mounting block to climb onto his steed, an invisible force shoved him violently to the ground. His head struck the edge of the stone, but fortunately, the thick fur of his hat cushioned the blow, leaving only a bowl-sized hole in the hat. His forehead swelled up like a peach, though his face remained unbroken. He lay unconscious for half the day before being carried back inside. Once undressed and divested of his headgear, he was laid on the bed opposite Zhen'ge’s. Only then did he fully believe that the dream from the previous night had been real—the fox spirit had indeed come for vengeance. Fear took firm hold of him.

Meanwhile, Zhen'ge groaned incessantly from her splitting headache. One lay moaning on the bed, the other on the heated kang beneath the window, their suffering unrelenting. After New Year’s Day passed, by the morning of the second day, they had no choice but to summon Yang Guyue for medical consultation. Upon entering the room, Yang Guyue chuckled and said, "Ah, the two of you are suffering from lovesickness! Why else would such a talented scholar and a beauty both fall ill at once?"

They sat down and exchanged a few casual words about the festival. Chao Yuan recounted the incident of his fall from the horse that morning and added, “Zhen’ge didn’t sleep until the third watch on New Year’s Eve. At the fifth watch, she was startled awake by a nightmare and immediately felt a headache and fever. She hasn’t been able to get up at all since the first day of the year.”

Yang Guyue replied, “As for the ailments of you two, I don’t even need to take your pulses to guess—I’d say I’m eighty or ninety percent certain. In a grand household like yours, the end-of-year affairs are many and exhausting. The young master sleeps late and rises early, and surely has been drinking too much.” Then, leaning close to Mr. Chao’s ear, he added slowly, “Not to mention bidding farewell to the old year in a rather... vigorous manner. No wonder you’re dizzy, your vision is blurred, and you fall from the horse.”

As he spoke, he moved his chair to the bedside and took Mr. Chao’s pulse with both hands. After a moment, he declared, “Exactly as I just said—not a bit off!” Then he instructed the maid to bring the chair over to Zhen’ge’s kang. The maid lifted half of the bed curtain and hooked it up. Zhen’ge, feigning modesty, pulled the quilt over her head.

Physician Yang said, “First, extend your right hand.” After examining it, he continued, “Now the left.” As he pressed her wrist, he took advantage of the maid turning away to give Zhen’ge’s arm a firm, deliberate twist. Biting back the pain, Zhen’ge dared not make a sound but retaliated by digging her nails into Yang Guyue’s hand, leaving two white marks.

Yang Guyue moved his chair back and said, “You’ve overexerted yourself and caught a bit of an external chill.” He asked someone to follow him to fetch the medicine and took his leave of Mr. Chao. A servant escorted him to the main hall, where he sipped a cup of strong tea. Mr. Chao sealed a tael of silver as payment and sent a servant, Chao Fengshan, to accompany him.

Soon, the medicine was brought back. The nurse cleaned two herbal pots, marked them clearly, and brewed the decoctions over a brazier. Mr. Chao’s prescription was, unsurprisingly, the “Ten Complete Great Tonics Decoction.” Since his condition was nothing more than a fall, the formula settled well with him. Zhen’ge’s prescription was the “Jianghuo Decotion for Spleen Nourishment.” After taking it, she broke into a sweat, and by afternoon, her fever had gradually subsided—though her headache grew even more severe.

Chao Fengshan’s wife said, “I’ll go find a book of exorcism to perform a ritual for Sister Zhen’ge. I’m sure she’ll recover.” As she spoke, she sent someone to borrow such a book from Daoist priest Chen at the Zhenwu Temple. In the entry for the thirtieth day, it read: “The Kitchen God is displeased. Offer five sheets of yellow spirit money, along with tea, wine, cakes, and pastries, to the kitchen hearth, to avoid reprisals.”

Chao Yuan remarked, “It’s not the thirtieth. She woke up with a headache just before dawn—it’s already the first day of the month. Check the first.”

For the first day, the entry stated: “Angered the family ancestors. A ghost sits in the main hall of the household shrine. Sincere repentance and prayer, to avoid reprisals.”

Suddenly, Chao Yuan recalled his dream—how his late grandfather had slapped his head and scolded him before leaving, after which he awoke with this pain. The exorcism book spoke of offending the ancestors; clearly, his grandfather was chastising him. He instructed Chao Fengshan’s wife: “No need to wait for nightfall. Go now to the family shrine and pray earnestly before the old master’s tablet. Beg him to relent, and promise I’ll personally go to atone later.”

Chao Fengshan’s wife, ever quick with words, knelt before the ancestral tablet of Old Master Chao, kowtowed four times, and prayed:

“A new year, a fresh start—we invited you, honored ancestor, to receive offerings. Yet instead of bestowing blessings, you’ve taken offense like a mortal, striking us with headaches and fevers. Even if we’ve slighted you, should an elder stoop to a junior’s level? If not for our sake, think of your grandson! How can he eat in peace while his beloved ones suffer?”

When she returned, strangely enough, Zhen’ge’s headache gradually faded. Yet Chao Yuan’s swollen cheek and left eye only grew worse and throbbed unbearably, and the left side of his body ached too severely to turn over.

By the third day, they sent for Yang Guyue again. Pretending concern for Zhen’ge, the physician declared, “I must examine her myself to adjust the prescription.” He mounted his horse at once and rode to the Chao residence. Seated in the hall, he waited while a servant informed the household of his arrival to take Zhen’ge’s pulse.
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